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What God wants God gets.

— Roger Waters
Amused to Death




PART ONE


One

THE CHUTE OPENED and Nellie hit the threshold to the maze at a full run, body gliding like a snake, eyes alert for movement, any shadow that looked too dense or oddly shaped. Once inside the small entrance lobby she paused, pivoting side to side in the gloom, one hand hovering at the stun gun in her belt, but the maze’s opening section remained quiet, nothing to be seen or heard except the sledgehammer thud of her heart. Abruptly the wall opposite lit up with a floor-to-ceiling image of two half-moons, this month’s sky sign — the twin moons of Lulunar, symbol of the union of opposites. Here in the maze that could mean only the union of life and death. My life and someone else’s death, Nellie thought grimly, her eyes skimming the three star signs that surrounded the moons. A brief wave of exhilaration coursed through her as she saw the constellation of the cat in the upper left corner. Her birth sign, it could be taken as an omen of good fortune: the Goddess was looking favorably upon the Cat caste today. With a grim smile Nellie glanced to her left, scanning the dimly lit corridor that ran approximately twenty feet before angling around a corner into the unknown. Bringing her body to a moment of stillness, she sent her mind along the passageway and around the corner, probing for what lay beyond. Abruptly her head came up and she hissed. False lead. Dead end. Four seconds wasted on the clock.

Directly opposite, the twin moons continued to glow amid the glimmer of distant stars. With one last glance, Nellie turned from them and took a cautious step toward the wall to her right. As she did, the wall lit up with a mind-searing light, seeming to detonate before her eyes, but she held her ground without flinching, sending her mind into the image and probing for what lay beyond it. There, at the center of the illusory explosion, she felt her thoughts hook on a half-foot gap hidden by an angle in the wall. Leaping toward it, she slipped through the opening, the image of the exploding wall already forgotten as she took off along the new corridor, scanning the floor for crevices and ankle-twisters.

She’d seen experienced maze runners recoil before images like the exploding wall, their split-second hesitation sometimes costing them their lives, but it had been months since one had fazed her and today Nellie was really tuned, her mind questing well ahead of her body, scanning for what could not yet be seen. On her best days she could read the maze from beginning to end like a map of vibrations, and sometimes she felt herself actually lift out of her body so that she hovered above the maze, its entire pattern laid out before her, every mystery revealed. Over the past four years she’d been here so often the maze had come to feel like the inside of her mind, slipping past her like thought, and sometimes she almost considered it a friend, the kind bound by similar circumstances, shared pain. But it could turn without warning. Designed to delude, the maze was fickle as the wind. Before each run, drones were sent in with that day’s blueprint and every wall and floor was rearranged, all previously established patterns erased, everything known eliminated.

So there was never anything to trip her up, no detail from past experiences to snag her emotions, cause her to hesitate or think twice. Everything slid past neutral and observed, nothing was intended or taken personally. How could it? There was nothing of her in this place — no familiar sights that could trigger a memory of life outside the maze. Here she was only movement snaking through endless dark corridors, a fierce narrow wind blowing itself on and on until it reached the end of itself and dissipated as if it had never been.

Above the maze in the Masters’ Room, Nellie knew her superiors would be watching — Col. Jolsen, Head of Black Core Personnel; Lt. Neem, Weapons Supervisor; and the others — each keeping a score card and evaluating her every move. And today she would make them proud. She’d been lucky enough to pull fourth position and the adrenalin was pumping through her body like a high-singing drug. Already she’d been able to pick out the vibratory trails left by the three preceding runners. Entering and emerging from various forks in the maze, their vibrations lay thickest along the passageway each of the three had eventually concluded was the main trail. Knowing how to read these vibes could knock fifteen or more minutes off the clock, and as she ran, Nellie scanned them continually with her mind the way a dog sniffs out scent.

From the data she was picking up, it looked as if this run would be an easy win. None of the preceding runners were Black Core cadets and they were all relatively new at this game, probably street kids picked up in the Interior or ruffians brought in from the Outbacks. Wily and wary but not trained, she gave them at most two more maze runs before the drones did them in. No one from the Black Core Program, Beginner or Advanced, had ever died in a maze — the patterns they ran here were just further training — but for an Outbacker or street kid it was just plain slaughter. To date, the standing record for a non-cadet runner was fifteen runs. The kid had been nine years old. Not bad, for an Outbacker.

Already Nellie had pinpointed the place the first runner had gone down — two sharp turns ahead, where the floor slanted and grew rough. Whatever form the approaching trap was about to take, Nellie knew it was probably located at ground level because of a faint high-pitched whine she could hear near the ceiling. Experience had taught her that maze designers often used sound as a means of splitting focus. When the cue was high pitched, it drew part of a runner’s attention upward, leaving her more vulnerable to a ground-level attack. On the other hand, Nellie thought wryly to herself, if her superiors realized she’d figured out the sound code, they would change it. Nothing could be relied on in the maze, nothing but breath, heartbeat and fearfearfear.

Rounding the first curve, she ignored a fork in the passageway that veered to the right and deked after the trail of vibrations that led to her left. Immediately a deep throb started under her feet and a scattering of mid-range electronic notes came at her from all sides, further tricks to confuse her focus. At the same time, both walls began to flash images into the omnipresent gloom — scenes of asteroids, the Red Planet, and the Warrior constellation, sign of danger. Out of the corner of her left eye, Nellie saw the Cat constellation flicker on and off several times, but knew better than to pause and give the sign of obeisance. In the maze all bets were off, you didn’t stop for anything or anyone, even your own dying mother.

The second curve was coming into view at the far end of the corridor. Cautiously Nellie approached, noting that the high-pitched overhead whine had grown noticeably louder. As she rounded the curve she found the passage had once again forked, both paths vibrating thickly with the trails of the previous runners. Sending her mind down the left fork, she probed until she came up against a dead end, then turned and took off along the right, watching for drones. Suddenly a thundering crash rocked the air and the floor split into a yawning abyss under her feet. An eerie glow lit the maze as lava erupted through the opening, but Nellie didn’t slacken her pace. Virtual reality wasn’t worth a skipped heartbeat, and though the graphics were worth a second look, she was running against the clock. Leaving the catastrophic image behind, she followed the slant of the corridor to the left, into a narrowing of walls. Abruptly, the high-pitched whine over her head began to pulse rapidly. There, just ahead, she could feel it — a cold patch of nothingness that hovered midair, the site of today’s first death.

The body had already been removed, but a quick scan of the area’s vibrations told Nellie the story. The boy had been fourteen, red haired and scrawny, an Interior street kid making his fifth run. Just as she’d guessed, it had been the sound cue that had done him in. Coming into the narrow corridor he’d looked up, distracted by the high-pitched whine, and his eyes had fixed on a figure of light that had appeared on the ceiling. At that moment a door had opened in the wall to his left, and a drone had come at him with a knife. Above her now, Nellie could see the same figure of light taking shape, swirling to the pulse of the high-pitched whine — a deadly combination that could take hold of the mind and lock it into a trance. Biting her tongue for focus, she slipped her hand to her belt and pivoted, eyes scanning the wall to her left. When the hidden door swung open she was ready, stun gun raised, the shot fired before the drone could step through the doorway. She left it on its back, arms and legs waving helplessly. It would take several hours to get its circuitry going again.

Drones were restricted to knives and projectile weapons, but they could be repaired. Humans who didn’t make it through the maze were dumped through trapdoors into subterranean tunnels that were patrolled by the Goddess’s guard dogs. Or so it was said. Eyes slitted, nostrils flared, Nellie blew on down the narrow corridor. She’d passed the first death. There were four more traps waiting within today’s maze — five snares for five runners, each carefully designed to match one of the runner’s personal weaknesses. But any one of the five could get you, Nellie reminded herself grimly. Black Core training was supposed to prepare a cadet for any eventuality but you never knew, you just never knew. The Cat caste was second to the bottom; there was always the chance the Advanced Program might decide to dump her and go looking for a cadet with a higher bloodline. Or a trap could be unexpectedly tricky, contain a little more than she’d bargained for.

Swallowing acid, she veered around the next corner, then shouted in alarm as the floor split open ahead of her a second time. This time it was for real; she could hear frenzied snarls as the Goddess’s dogs leapt upward toward the opening, but there was no time to slacken her pace. Drawing in her body, she fixed her eyes on the floor beyond the gap and jumped. The hole wasn’t impossibly wide and she’d judged it well, but midway into her leap she realized it was growing. The bastards — they’d waited until she’d leapt, then widened the gap. Jerking and twisting, she tried to propel herself further and landed, feet scrabbling, on the far edge of the hole. Time stretched as she teetered over the void, snarls and the hot rank rush of dogs’ breath rising to meet her. Then she pitched forward onto solid floor, the gap closing like memory behind her.

Safe for the moment, came the thought, followed by the instantaneous reply: Don’t count on it.

Scrambling to her feet, Nellie bolted down the corridor. Two traps down, three to go. The last maze she’d run, all seven participants had survived. The pattern hadn’t been unusually easy, it had just been luck. When they’d seen the last participant arrive at the exit point safely, the entire group had hollered and whooped, giving each other congratulatory hugs. Five had been Outbackers, the sixth a Black Core cadet. Today Nellie couldn’t remember their faces, even the cadet’s. There had been more than one maze where she’d been the only survivor. It was better not to remember faces.

She veered around another corner, slowing as a row of baseboard lights began to blink erratically. Quickly she scanned the walls. Never the obvious, she reminded herself. What’s it trying to distract you from? Her glance upward came just in time. There had been no sound cue, the three drones simply dropped from the ceiling wearing holographic shields that gave them huge bat wings and the pale ghoulish bodies of vampires. As Nellie ducked the first two, she felt the sharp dig of a knife into her upper left arm. A second later she’d pulled her stun gun and the drones were scattered, short-circuited, in the corridor. Running careful fingers over the cut in her arm, she winced. Not too deep. She should be able to manage until the end of the run when she could get to a Flesh Healer, as long as the blade hadn’t been laced with a sedative.

Slipping the stun gun back into her belt, she continued on. Most runners ran with a gun in the hand, but floor traps could open quickly and she’d had to grab hold of the edge of a sudden hole and pull herself back out more often than she cared to remember. You needed both hands free for something like that. Going through the floor meant the end of everything. Even if you were able to shoot your way through the dogs below, how would you get back out? Fat chance the drones would show mercy, let down a rope and pull you up.

A warm ooze of blood trickled down Nellie’s arm and she fingered it with a dismayed grunt. Pressing a button on her belt, she swallowed the capsule that was ejected from a tiny vial. It would count against her, adding thirty seconds to her final time, but in a few minutes her brain would be buzzing with adrenalin and the wound on her arm forgotten. Maze runners were allotted one capsule per run — one chemical second chance. After that, they were on their own. Except for the signs, of course, messages from the gods — like the Morning Star that glowed on the wall to her right and the Red Planet that loomed to her left. Sometimes she had dreams in which she hovered so close to the Red Planet, she could touch it. Red Planet, planet of the Gods, where all Black Core cadets hoped someday to be reborn. The color red was allowed only to those of the upper castes. Cats couldn’t wear it, eat it, even mention it aloud except in their prayers, but no one could stop them from bleeding it.

Ahead, the corridor widened into a small chamber. Slowing her pace, Nellie approached the entrance and sent her mind into the room, probing for movement or the pulse of a drone’s circuitry, but found nothing. From the vibes she was picking up, it looked as if two of the preceding runners had survived this trap. The exit was a narrow door located on the far side. Cautiously, she entered.

Immediately the room filled with an eerie white haze. Holograph, Nellie decided, trying to finger it. The haze had no texture or scent and wasn’t dense enough to impair vision, but was still creepy enough to get the hair up on the back of her neck. And that sound coming from her left — a low whimpering voice, pitched so that it crawled under the skin and sucked blood. Shifting to the nearest wall, Nellie began to work her way forward. Sound distraction, she told herself grimly. Just keep focused. Cold sweat poured down the inside of her arms. Something about this place had every nerve in her body hissing like a snake. Pivoting, she scanned the thickening haze. She’d never seen anything like this trap, and yet it felt so familiar. Like a dream, or what lay hidden on the other side of a dream ...

The haze shifted and she saw a figure turn toward her. Squinting, Nellie tried to assess the dim outline, but the haze shifted again, partially concealing it. Human, the figure seemed to be human. A drone in disguise, Nellie told herself, raising the stun gun. Still, she hesitated, her finger pressed lightly against the trigger. What was it about this place? What was it?

Abruptly the whimpering cut off. In the waiting silence, Nellie heard the bones creak in her own neck. Then the haze shifted again and the figure came into view a second time, a woman in her early thirties. A wave of panic hit Nellie and she took a step back. Suddenly she had the shakes — quick violent quivers that swamped her legs. SHOOT! her mind screamed, but still her finger curved protectively around the trigger.

The woman lifted a pleading hand. “Nellie,” she whispered. Her voice had a bubbly quality, as if she was choking on her words. “Nellie Joanne, my darling.” The haze shifted again and the woman seemed to be several steps closer, yet Nellie could have sworn she hadn’t moved. Wisps of haze clung to her tangled blond hair, bruised face and wide-set blue eyes. “Nellie,” she whispered again from bloodied lips, and then Nellie saw it — the gushing wound in the woman’s throat, blood leaping from it in a steady pulse. But she was alive, she was clearly alive. Fear roared in Nellie’s ears. Whimpering, she backed away.

“Nellie Joanne,” the woman whispered again, her hands reaching to touch the wound in her throat. “Don’t you remember me?”

Nellie’s trigger finger tightened, and the drone went flying onto its back, legs kicking uselessly. Immediately the haze began to fade, revealing the far wall with its narrow exit door. Stun gun raised, Nellie waited, but no further apparitions appeared, no more drones rushed into the room. Was this all there was to this particular trap? Wiping the sweat from her mouth, she stared at the drone. With the shorting of its circuitry, its holographic shield had been shattered and now it was nothing but a twisted chrome-colored mess. This was obviously the trap that had been designed to target one of her personal weaknesses. Why would it involve only a single drone? Usually she had to fight off a horde, coming at her in waves.

Slipping the stun gun back into her belt, Nellie tried to shake off the image of the woman’s pale face and the thick pulse of blood leaping from her throat. File it, she told herself angrily. Cabinet thirty-one, drawer four, folder twelve. Immediately the image of a filing cabinet appeared in her mind, the number thirty-one stamped on the top drawer. As she watched, the fourth drawer slid out, the twelfth folder opened, and the memory of the bleeding woman dropped into it. Then the drawer closed and the filing cabinet disappeared. With a sigh, Nellie straightened. It felt as if a skyscraper had been lifted from her back.

“Four down, one to go,” she whispered and took off across the room, her mind already through the doorway and probing the next corridor. Upon entering it, she was confronted by a three-way fork and followed the thickest trail of vibrations down the middle passageway. As she ran, she could feel a deep, almost soundless throb in the floor that was almost concealed by the roar of helicopters and gunshots ahead. Deep-down sound was a drag on the mind, slowing the movement of arms and legs. Humming a high-pitched note to counteract it, Nellie veered around a curve and into the center of a battle-scene holograph. Lanced with the flash of laser guns and exploding grenades, the scene was packed with images of men shooting, stabbing and throttling each other. To her left she saw a man’s head blown from his neck; in front of her lay a woman missing both arms. Several children wandered through the chaos, crying for their mothers.

Pivoting, Nellie surveyed the surrounding melee. How was she supposed to decipher which of the images were computer-generated holographs, and which were disguises worn by drones? That kid coming toward her now, calling “Mommy, Mommy” — was it mere image or a deadly drone? With a grunt, Nellie switched the beam on her gun to wide and swept the entire scene, grinning as the child in front of her mutated into a collapsing drone. No matter what they look like, she thought, they’re all out to get you.

In one swift movement her beam finished off the pack, ending with the figure of a man crouched in a corner. But as she took the figure down, it raised its arm and threw something at her. Nellie ducked but the object hit her stun gun, knocking it from her hand. The gun landed with a loud cracking sound. Snatching it up, she pressed the trigger, but there was no response. The gun was dead and so was she, if any of these drones were still functional.

Fortunately, none were. While she’d been recovering the gun, the holograph had faded, leaving the twisted bodies of eight collapsed drones. Standing with the useless gun in her hand, Nellie felt her knees wobble with relief. She’d passed the test, the last test. Maybe not with flying colors — setting a stun gun beam on wide meant an automatic loss of points — but even so, she was done. All she had to do now was work her way to the end of the pattern, and she was out of this place. From here on in, it was a free ride.

On the far side of the room she picked up the vibratory trail of the runners who’d successfully completed every test — a ten-year-old girl and a slightly older boy. A small smile caught Nellie’s mouth and she took off along the corridor. This time there would be someone to goof off with in the exit lobby, two kids with whom she could swap gossip and rumors while they waited for the last participant. It was one of the rare moments of play in a runner’s life — the waiting period at the end of a maze while the remaining runners completed a pattern. Head down, running full out, Nellie sped past images of stars with human faces and astronauts suspended in space, connected to their ships by long twisting cords. As she approached the end of the maze, it was always the same. The images grew fainter and more distant, astronauts and aliens climbed into their spaceships and flew away, the faces in the stars went to sleep, and there was the repeated sound of doors shutting — as if the maze was gradually closing itself down.

Just ahead, Nellie saw the entrance to the exit lobby. Sure of herself, riding her own anticipation, she put on a burst of speed and headed toward the faintly lit doorway without first probing the area beyond it with her mind. As she did, her foot kicked a small stone on the floor, causing it to ricochet over the threshold into the lobby. Immediately a stun gun beam lit up the doorway from the other side. Two steps from the entrance, Nellie dove to the right and the beam clipped her shoulder harmlessly. Swearing under her breath, she pressed against the wall. What the fuck had that been for? She’d completed the five tests, passed all the ordeals. This was supposed to be down time, when a runner got a few minutes to relax. Had one of the drones gone derelict or was this a runner, tipped into blood lust? It happened sometimes — a runner pushed too far who turned against her own.

Quick footsteps approached the entrance and a boy peered cautiously through the doorway, a raised stun gun in his hand. Nellie blinked once, her mouth coming soundlessly open. Then, without hesitation, she drew her knife and threw it. The boy had no time to react and the knife landed clean, piercing the jugular. Without a cry, he slumped to the ground.

Slowly Nellie approached his body. The boy was dark haired, a little chubby. When she turned him over, his eyes stared blankly — as if she was nothing, merely the final obstacle he’d had to overcome and now he was beyond her, finally he was free. Nellie’s face twisted slightly. Then she stooped and removed the knife from the boy’s throat, ducking to avoid the thick spurt of blood. Wiping the blade on his shirt, she stepped over his body, pressed herself to the wall, and peered into the lobby.

On the far side of the room she could see the sprawled body of the ten-year-old girl, half-hidden behind the exit ramp. A quick scan of the room’s vibrations pinpointed the exact location the boy had taken her down. He’d let her approach, grinning widely, confident at her success in surviving the five tests. Then at close range, he’d stun-gunned her and slit her throat. A low growl rumbled in Nellie’s throat. She hadn’t picked up any crazy vibes in the boy’s trail. There was usually some kind of warning in a runner gone wrong, something you could smell.

As she stepped into the lobby, the far wall lit up with a dazzling floor-to-ceiling message. CONGRATULATIONS! it said. YOU HAVE COMPLETED THE FIVE TESTS, BUT ONE LAST ORDEAL REMAINS. TODAY THERE WILL BE ONLY ONE SURVIVOR OF THE MAZE. MAKE SURE IT’S YOU.

The words pulsed for several brilliant seconds before fading into the gloom. Then, as Nellie stood frozen, her mind a gaping hole, the exit lobby’s walls lit up with the star signs of all nine castes: the Mount of Ascent, the Temple, the Scales of Judgement, the Weeping Tree, the Twin Moons, the Warrior, the Hammer, the Cat and the Skeleton — each a reminder that everything stood in its proper place, every caste had its niche in the universal order and nothing happened without the Goddess’s approval. Still, Nellie’s mind argued, since when had maze runners been set on each other? Sure, they were competitors, but runners ran against the clock, not the other participants. In some mazes they competed as teams. To require a runner to kill her own kind was unheard of, unthinkable.

Dully she stared at the body behind the exit ramp. Anyone who disobeyed the maze was automatically locked inside it and tracked by drones until killed. Today’s run had left her with only a knife, and it would be useless against drones. Sure, she could use the boy’s stun gun, but its battery would run out sometime, and without food and water she could only last so long. She was already dehydrated from today’s run, her tongue thick and clammy in her mouth.

Nellie shuddered, slow and long. There was no arguing with the stars. Turning, she walked to the entrance that led back into the maze. There she pulled the boy’s shirt up his chest and used it to staunch the flow of blood from his throat. Then she dragged him across the room and shoved him behind the exit ramp with the girl. Finally she removed the girl’s shirt and used it to clean as much of the boy’s blood from the entranceway as possible.

Knife in hand, she took up position pressed to the wall just inside the entranceway and waited for the last runner.


Two

UP BY THE CEILING the security alarm gave off its constant faint beep, a sound Nellie had been told was supposed to soothe the nerves and induce a relaxed state in the listener. Fat chance, she thought, lying on her bed and glaring at it. Either she was a freak of nature or someone was lying, big time. The beeping drove her crazy, and it was everywhere — in the bedrooms, hallways, classrooms and gym, even the cans. When she’d first entered the Black Core Program four years ago, she’d been told she would adjust to the omnipresent beeping and learn to convert it into background static, like the noise of her own heartbeat. But the beeping wasn’t a gentle thumpthump coming from inside her body, it was a mean narrow sound driving itself continually into the back of her brain. Giving a low growl, Nellie aimed a piece of oolaga candy through the ceiling fan that spun just below the alarm and hit her target dead on. Two years back she’d made it into the Advanced Section of the Black Core Program as one of their best-ever entry-level cadets, and still no one would listen to her and install a soundless security system that let the mind just be.

She was certain it was another kind of test, some kind of mind-over-matter garbage. Scowling, Nellie dug another oolaga candy from the package on her stomach. She was supposed to be in Reconnaissance class, but she’d been working ahead of the other cadets and Col. Jolsen had told her she could take the afternoon off and spend it any way she liked. Except there was no one to spend it with. Her best friends, Lierin and Phillip, were stuck in Reconnaissance, reading 3-D maps, and everyone else was in some class or other. After wandering the halls for a bit, Nellie had punched her personal code into the candy machine in the girls’ dorm, selected a package of oolaga candy and retreated to the room she shared with Tana, one of Advanced’s oldest and highest-ranking cadets.

And Tana never let Nellie forget it. Born into the Scales of Judgement caste, Tana had had everything going for her — blood-line, money, an assured career in law or finance. But, unfortunately for her, every caste had to contribute a yearly quota of offspring to the temples and Interior security. When she was six, Tana’s ID number had been drawn at the annual harvest lottery, and that had been the last she’d seen of her family and the privileges of the Scales caste. Still, she retained the attitude that went with it, stamped onto her mind as clearly as the caste tattoo on her wrist. And, over the two years they’d shared this room, Nellie had had to grudgingly admit that Tana had earned her reputation as one of Detta’s stellar cadets. Nothing snuck past her scrutiny, and she was always working on another exercise to hone her physical and mental abilities.

Perhaps that was why they’d been placed together — Advanced’s program instructors had been hoping Tana’s logical step-by-step thinking would rub off on Nellie’s madcap leaps of intuition. Instead the two girls mutated into bickering harpies whenever they entered each other’s presence. Within a week of Nellie’s moving into the room, the beds had been shoved to opposite walls and a barricade of dressers and free-standing closets erected down the middle. In the odd fit of fury, Nellie was known to have stood on her bed and flung books, shoes, whatever she could get her hands on, at the girl on the other side of the barricade. The rest of the girls called them “Hate Mascots.”

The program instructors’ plan appeared to have failed miserably. Or perhaps, Nellie thought suddenly, this had been their secret agenda all along, another hidden training program for two of their best cadets — constant war. She grimaced at the thought and aimed another oolaga candy at the security alarm. Bouncing off the fan, it ricocheted onto Tana’s side of the room. A corner grin tugged at Nellie’s mouth and she aimed again. This one hit the edge of a blade and rebounded toward her, hitting her knee.

“Getting sloppy.” The words came from a floor-to-ceiling screen on the wall at the far end of the room. Without glancing up, Nellie shrugged. She recognized that nasal uptight voice — it belonged to Ms. Duikstra, Supreme Bitch of the Known Universe. Also known as the girls’ dorm mother, Ms. Duikstra was probably flicking through the bedroom surveillance system doing a virtual reality room check, too lazy to make the rounds by foot.

“Sit up when I’m talking to you,” snapped the huge face suspended on the monitoring screen. “Show some respect for your commanding officer, or I’ll put a pejorative on your file.”

Nellie straightened. Ms. Duikstra was no commanding officer but a pejorative was a pejorative, and she already had four. Five meant she would miss the next Street Games, and ten dictated a session with the Black Box. Rumors about the Black Box were legendary. Pejoratives could be removed from a cadet’s file for good behavior, but even so, she had no intention of letting them pile up.

“Eyes on the screen,” continued Ms. Duikstra’s exasperated voice. “Hooligan manners must be left in the maze, Nellie Joanne Kinnan. Really, I just might have to donate a pejorative to your file.”

With a low hiss, Nellie slitted her eyes at the screen. The pinched face hovering at the end of the room sucked in its lips and slitted its eyes back at her. “There is a summons for you,” the dorm mother snapped haughtily, her pale blue eyes boring into Nellie’s. “You’re required at Station Seven immediately.”

Falling back onto her bed, Nellie groaned loudly, then said, “Col. Jolsen told me I had the afternoon off. It’s supposed to be a reward for working ahead of the rest of the class.”

“Station Seven immediately,” said Ms. Duikstra with obvious satisfaction. “Or a double pejorative on your file.”

With a low hum the screen went blank, and Nellie lay for several seconds, fighting the urge to snap upright and head for the door. She wasn’t really upset about the interruption. It had probably been scheduled all along, some kind of special assignment she was about to be given, and Col. Jolsen had let her out early so the rest of the class wouldn’t know about it. But if they wanted her so badly they were prepared to haul her out of class, they could wait a few minutes. Yawning, she got to her knees and turned to face the star chart that hung above the headboard of her bed. Designed as a large circle, the chart displayed the sky sign for each of the nine months, as well as the caste it represented. Almost all of the signs were constellations, except for those of the Master and Healer castes: the Red Planet for the Master caste, the Temple for the priesthood, the Scales of Judgement for the legal caste, the Weeping Tree for the scholars, the Twin Moons for the healers, the Warrior for the business caste, the Hammer for the masons, the Cat for those who lived by their wits, and the Skeleton for those whose wits had long been stretched beyond bearing and deserted them.

To the right of the chart were recorded the stars of good and bad omen for each caste. Quickly Nellie ran her finger down the list for the month of Lulunar. Omens could change, depending upon the day of the year. It was presently the twenty-ninth day of Lulunar, halfway through the month. The sky sign was still the Twin Moons, and stars of good omen were the three tears of the Weeping Tree constellation. Stars of warning included the tip of the Warrior’s bow and the Blue Star in the Susurra constellation. With a sigh, Nellie lifted her left wrist and traced the small blue cat tattooed onto the inside. Her identity tattoo as well as the sky sign of her caste, it wouldn’t be showing up in the star charts for another two months. Life was a drag when you were a Cat and the legal, scholar and healer castes dominated the sky. But just wait until the month of Jarnus when the three lowest castes — the Hammer, Cat and Skeleton — ruled. Then Miss Scales-of-Justice Snotface Roommate would be talking out of the other side of her mouth.

Climbing off the bed, Nellie approached her dresser mirror. As usual, her reflection was dominated by the black bodysuit that was an Advanced cadet’s daily uniform. Above it hovered a pair of stark gray eyes, their odd slant emphasized by the tight ponytail skewered at the back of her head. Most cadets had a similar slant to their eyes, though not as pronounced as her own. For years she’d thought it had something to do with her roots in the Cat caste, the “criminal caste” as it was commonly known, but none of the other Cat cadets had eyes like hers. Slink Eyes, the Black Core cadets had called her when she’d first arrived. Snake Eyes. Well, she’d lived those labels well and truly down, and now she lived with more respectful nicknames.

“Bang,” Nellie whispered, cocking one hand and shooting her reflection. “Bang bang, you’re dead.”

With a grim smile, she turned from her mirror and headed toward an alcove that was located to the left of the bedroom doorway. There she knelt before a small blue-robed statue. Kissing its naked feet, she murmured, “Blessed be the Goddess, Mother of the Stars, Mother of us all.” Above her head the statue stood with both hands raised in their customary pleading gesture, its eyes gazing upward. Nellie stared longingly at the ceramic face. Oh, for the privilege of one moment directly in the Goddess’s blessed presence — the Goddess Ivana, who in Her first incarnation was said to have sometimes taken the form of a God. The priests had been eagerly predicting Her Second Coming for the past few years, declaring now as the time for the fulfilment of the old prophesies. Four years ago, when Nellie’s name had been pulled at the Cat caste draw, she’d been excited, thinking she’d been selected to train as a priestess in one of the temples. Girls who served in the temples were allowed contact with their families until the eve of their thirteenth birthday. A twitch crossed Nellie’s face as she watched the Goddess’s motionless face. Cadets selected for the Black Core Program immediately lost contact with their families, and over the years Nellie’s memories of her mother had fizzled to nothing. She couldn’t even remember the woman’s face.

Not that she cared. As she’d learned in her classes, birth mothers were inclined to be emotional and inconsistent, placing their children before the Empire. Who would want to grow up in that kind of environment? Besides, as a cadet she was one of the Goddess’s primary children. The Goddess Ivana, Mother of All, Nellie reminded herself fiercely. Hadn’t Ivana lost both Her twin sons, one in the Battle of the Northern Stars and the other in the Ambush of the Morning Light? And hadn’t She in response drawn all of humanity to Her bosom in loving compassion, interceding for them with the Gods above? If the Goddess could do that, then Nellie Joanne Kinnan could certainly do without a mother she couldn’t even remember!

Lifting a hand, Nellie touched a finger to the set of lights that glowed above the statue’s left shoulder. Molded into the shape of the Cat constellation, the glowing galaxy arched its back, hissing at all comers. Grinning, Nellie hissed back. If she’d been given the choice of a birth sign, a hissing cat was definitely the one she would have picked, even if it was the criminal caste.

Over the statue’s other shoulder glimmered the Scales of Judgement constellation. Nellie slitted her eyes at it. Every so often Tana made a point of observing that the Scales constellation was above the Goddess’s right shoulder. “The clean side,” she would say pointedly.

Hastily Nellie leaned forward and rubbed a smudge of oolaga candy from the statue’s toes. Then she got to her feet and headed through the doorway, en route to Station Seven.

STATION SEVEN was in D Block, a series of offices and laboratories that interfaced the Black Core training program with the larger Detta facility. Completely underground, the entire complex was connected by a well-lit system of tunnels, all painted off-white and dotted with checkpoint scanners. As she strode past the sign that marked the outskirts of the Black Core facility, Nellie picked up her pace. Detta housed the adult cadets, and appointments at Station Seven meant the possibility of a quick chat with an agent on downtime from assignment. Not that there was much chance at hardcore information, but she’d grown adept at slipping apparently offhand questions into these conversations. Most adults, even hardened agents who’d spent time in the Outbacks, let down their guard around a worshipful twelve-year-old, and Nellie had honed her worshipful act to a fine edge.

Trotting quickly through the halls, she paused at the various security scanners en route and held out her wrist. She’d done this so often she knew the exact progression of whirs and clicks the scanner would emit as it processed the information in the ID chip buried under the caste tattoo on her skin. Some nights before falling asleep, Nellie would lie in the dark stroking the small bump on her wrist and wonder what kind of data the ID chip contained, exactly what it told the central computer each time she held it out for the scanner and waited for the door standing beyond it to be opened. It was like having a spy inside her body, a spy that knew things about her that she didn’t, but so far it seemed to be on her side; to date the doors had always slid open upon request.

Today, as usual, the doors slid open. After the third scanner she began playing with the equipment, turning as she passed through the doorway and pretending to dash back toward the checkpoint, before turning again and continuing down the hall. She wasn’t supposed to do this; it confused the security beam and sent the computers scrambling. Once she’d even jammed a door by continually passing back and forth through the security beam, and the alarm had gone off. It had meant a shitload of pejoratives, but Nellie couldn’t resist the odd prank against the system. The sliding doors, the miles upon miles of gleaming off-white corridors, the endless sound-proofed walls — it was all so smooth, so implacable, so smug.

Behind her the sliding doors hissed, opening and shutting several times. Nellie observed their mechanical confusion with satisfaction, then took off down the hall toward an overhead sign that read “Station Seven.” Veering around a corner, she grinned as the station’s reception desk came into view and a resigned expression crossed the secretary’s face.

“Nellie Kinnan,” the woman said, without consulting her appointment book. “Room Fourteen, as usual. And WALK PLEASE.”

“Yeah, sure,” said Nellie, taking off again at full speed. She knew Room Fourteen, it was one of the psych labs where they made her answer all kinds of weird questions about dreams and stuff. She thought it was a gas and always gave the wildest answer that came into her head. The dreams she made up were way more interesting than her actual ones, and besides, she would never give that kind of information to a psychiatrist. Real dreams were private. No one in their right mind should expect you to answer questions like that.

Grabbing hold of the doorhandle as she ran past, Nellie yanked herself to a stop and fell heavily against the door. Then she pounded twice. She always did this at Room Fourteen, it was her special hello knock.

“Nellie,” smiled the lab-coated woman who opened the door. She was an assistant, still working on her degree, but insisted Nellie call her Doctor Juba. “I guessed it was you halfway down the hall,” she said, still smiling. It gave Nellie the creeps. “What d’you think was my first clue?”

Giving her a polite nod, Nellie slipped past without answering. Whenever possible she avoided responding to assistants, just so they would remember that she was one of Advanced’s top cadets and didn’t have to answer to just anyone. “Hey, Dr. Westcott,” she grinned, crossing the room and dropping into an armchair in front of a large desk. “What kind of crazy questions d’you want to bug me with today?”

The man seated behind the desk gave her an answering grin. Comfortably plump, his hair going gray at the temples, he looked like a man who owned a pack of dogs and a house with a large yard. “Oh, y’know, the same old stuff,” he said, giving her a wink. “Just so I can pull my paycheck for another week.”

“Yeah. Lucky you’ve got me to bug or you’d go bankrupt.” Leaning forward, Nellie dug into a bowl of candies sitting on the desk. As she unwrapped one, Westcott’s grin grew.

“Help yourself,” he said. “Retroactively, I mean.”

“Whatever.” Nellie shrugged and popped a candy into her mouth. Dengleberry flavored — her favorite. She made a mental note to look up ‘retroactively’ on the rec room computer when she got back to dorm.

“Nellie, how about you come over here and we’ll set you up in the Relaxer,” said Juba from across the room. “Then we can start today’s session.”

Heaving a sigh, Nellie rolled her eyes at Westcott and got to her feet. Juba was always in a hurry to get things going. Westcott gave her another sympathetic wink, and Nellie fished several more candies out of the bowl. The sugar rush helped her concentrate and dengleberries were a rare treat. Apparently they grew only in the Outbacks.

Despite the snub she’d received at the door, Juba gave Nellie another smile and waited as she slouched into the Relaxer, a thickly padded chair that tilted into a lie-back position. When Nellie had settled, the assistant slipped a small helmet onto her head, complete with blinders and tiny speakers that fit into each ear. Then she adjusted a small microphone attached to the chin strap so that it sat directly in front of Nellie’s mouth. Retreating to a control panel to Nellie’s right, she flicked a switch.

Immediately the helmet released a slow pulse into Nellie’s brain, and the speaker in her left ear began emitting the sound of gentle waves. Almost as quickly, Nellie felt her body lose its tense eager lines, and a floating sensation took over the inside of her head. Gripping the right arm of the Relaxer, she pressed her index finger against the tip of a screw that had come slightly loose. Room Fourteen might look sunny and jovial, with its shelves of books, kids’ toys and relaxation chair, but there was something about it that made her uneasy. Maybe it was the slow pulse going through her brain, maybe it was the sound of those annoyingly calm and peaceful waves. The whole thing just felt wrong. No matter how you tried to disguise it, everything in Detta was one big maze and a cadet was always running. It was best, Nellie figured, never to forget this. Index finger pressed against the head of the screw, she waited.

“There, there, Nellie,” said Westcott, his voice emerging from the speaker in her right ear. “Are you ready?”

“Maybe,” she replied, enunciating clearly into the microphone. Each Relaxer session was recorded for study at a later date. A few months ago, she’d pestered Westcott into letting her listen to several minutes of one of her sessions. She hadn’t liked the way she’d sounded — mumbly, kind of spacey. Thinking about it later, she’d decided she had to concentrate more, and soon after that she’d discovered the loose screw on the arm of the Relaxer.

“And maybe not,” she added, to keep Westcott and Juba on their toes. “I haven’t decided.”

“Well, you let me know when you’re ready,” said the psychiatrist. “And while you’re thinking about it, I want you to take all the thoughts and worries you brought with you from Advanced, and put them into a small sailboat. Can you see the sailboat in your head?”

They went through this routine every session. Nellie’s response had become automatic — as soon as the prerecorded waves started up, a bright yellow sailboat appeared in her mind, tied to a dock. She couldn’t seem to stop this from happening, so as soon as the sailboat came into her head she busied herself scurrying along a shoreline she’d created to go along with the dock, collecting large rocks and heaving them at the boat. Today she’d already managed to tear several holes in the hull. The sailboat was tipping dangerously.

“Yes, I can see it,” Nellie replied.

“Good,” Westcott said smoothly. “Now I want you to place all your Advanced thoughts into the sailboat, and send the sailboat out into the ocean. It’s a sunny day, and I’ve got a remote control on the boat. When we’re finished the session I’ll bring it back, and then you can take out your Advanced thoughts again. Okay?”

Inside her head, Nellie heaved another large rock and the sailboat sank with a quiet blubbing sound. “Okay,” she said.

“I’m going to count to ten,” said Westcott, “and then the sailboat will sail over the horizon and out of sight with all your Advanced thoughts.” Calmly, the psychiatrist counted slowly to ten. “Now, Nellie, where is the sailboat?”

“Gone,” said Nellie, putting a dreamy note into her voice. Westcott’s voice got positively purry when she did the dreamy bit. Carefully she pressed her finger harder against the screw. “Gone into the clouds over the horizon.”

“Into the clouds?” purred Westcott. “How lovely. Can you still see it?”

“No,” said Nellie. “The clouds are too big and bright and fluffy. Like fairytale castles.”

“Good,” purred Westcott. “Wonderful. Superb. Marvelous. Now Nellie, I want you to answer some simple questions. Nothing important, just to fill up some time so I can keep my paycheck coming in. When I ask each question, let your mind float free and tell me whatever comes into your head, okay?”

“Okay,” Nellie said agreeably.

“What did you have for breakfast today?”

“Think Quick cereal and two pieces of toast,” Nellie said immediately. She never lied about stuff like breakfast because it was too obvious. If Westcott realized she was deliberately making things up, the game would be over.

“Good,” said Westcott. “What did you do after that?”

“Brushed my teeth and had a water fountain fight with Lierin. Until Duikstra caught us.” Nellie let a scowl cross her face, then listened for the smile that crept into Westcott’s next phrase.

“You make Ms. Duikstra work for her paycheck too, I see,” he chuckled. “Tell me, Nellie, what have you been dreaming about lately?”

“What have I been dreaming?” Nellie repeated dreamily. This was the good stuff, where Westcott really started to drool.

“Yes,” purred Westcott. “Dream, dream, dream.”

“The other day I dreamt a very large snake crawled out of my underpants.” Speaking in a sing-song voice, Nellie struggled to keep her face completely blank. She’d been planning to lay this one on Westcott for several weeks, but for some reason he hadn’t asked about dreams in the last several sessions.

“A very large snake?” repeated Westcott after a slight pause.

“VERY large,” affirmed Nellie. “It came crawling out of my underpants and slid out the door and down the hallway in our dorm, and when it reached the end of the hall its tail was just going out of the door of my room.”

Westcott seemed to be stuck in an extended silence. “And ... how did you feel about that?” he finally asked in an extremely casual tone.

“It was just a dream,” said Nellie. “I didn’t think about it much.” Westcott liked it when she let him do all the thinking. “And then I had another dream where all the walls in the dorm turned into chocolate. I got pretty fat in that dream.”

“Hmm,” said Westcott. He didn’t seem as interested in this dream. Nellie sucked at the grin surfacing onto her lips. Just wait until she told Lierin about this one.

“Nellie,” Westcott said casually. “Have you ever dreamed that you cut off your hair?”

Deep within Nellie something snapped into high alert. “Cut off my hair?” she asked, forcing herself to speak slowly.

“Yes,” said Westcott. “Shaved it all off, so you were bald.”

“Nooooooo,” said Nellie, drawing the word out like a question. “Why would I dream something like that?”

“Oh, it’s something kids your age often dream about — rebellion, identity seeking, that kind of thing. So you’ve never ... imagined cutting off all your hair?”

“It fell in my soup the other day,” said Nellie. “I thought about it then.”

As far as she could tell she was keeping her face neutral, but her mind was spinning like a child’s toy. How did Westcott know about her dreams of the bald girl? Well, she wasn’t really bald, it looked more as if someone had run a lawnmower over her head. So far Nellie had had several dreams about her, all in the past week, but she hadn’t told anyone about them, even Lierin. The weirdest thing was that except for the almost-bald hairstyle, she and the girl in her dreams looked exactly alike. So much so that she could have been dreaming about herself with all her hair cut off. But how could Westcott know about that?

“How about when you’re asleep?” persisted the psychiatrist. “Or daydreaming in class? Have you ever dreamed about cutting off your hair then?”

“Uh-uh,” said Nellie emphatically, then repeated the phrase in dreamy tones. “Mostly I dream about the opposite,” she added, “with my hair growing and growing until it pours all over me like a beautiful dress and I can walk down the hall with it trailing twenty feet behind me.”

What a load of crap, she thought grimly. Was it possible psychiatrists actually fell for this stuff?

Once again, Westcott didn’t seem interested. “Do you ever have dreams of yourself?” he asked. An odd note had crept into his voice, almost as if he was nervous. “Of seeing yourself from outside, as if you were someone else?”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Nellie said flatly. Why was Westcott so interested in this? Usually he reeled off a long list of silly disconnected questions, nothing she could fit into any kind of theme. “You can’t see yourself like someone else,” she added, hoping he would get the point and drop the subject.

“Pretend you can,” said Westcott.

“What do you mean?” faltered Nellie. “Pretend right now?”

“Okay,” said Westcott. “Pretend now.”

Instantly the image of the shorn-headed girl appeared in Nellie’s head. It was just as she’d dreamed — the girl standing beside a boy with thick brown hair and green eyes, the kind most people had, without a hint of a slant. Oddly enough, he was missing a finger on one hand, the wound recently healed. Slightly taller than the girl, he stood close by, listening as she spoke. There was something protective in the boy’s stance, as if he’d appointed himself the girl’s guardian. But there was something protective about the girl too, as if she was secretly watching over the boy. Though Nellie strained, she couldn’t hear what the two were saying. They seemed to be underground, in some kind of tunnel.

A tiny gasp sounded through the speaker in her right ear. “So, how about it Nellie?” said Westcott, clearing his throat. “Can you see yourself now with all your hair cut off?”

Fear dug a path deep through Nellie’s brain. “This is stupid,” she said harshly. “You can’t see yourself unless you’re looking in a mirror. Ask me a different question, not such a dumb stupid one.”

“That’s okay,” Westcott said quickly. “I think we’ll leave it there for today. This will be a short session. Dr. Juba, perhaps you could help Nellie out of the Relaxer?”

As the chin strap was released and the helmet lifted from her head, Nellie fought off a wave of panic. What was going on? Westcott always counted backward and had her bring in the sailboat with her Advanced thoughts before letting her out of the Relaxer. He always finished with that idiotic sailboat routine. For one thick stunned moment, Nellie sat in the Relaxer and stared at the psychiatrist. Giving her an uneasy smile, he fidgeted with a mole on his chin.

“Well, how about it Nellie?” he said. “I think you’re due back for your Bio-weapons class in ten minutes.”

Stiffly Nellie got out of the Relaxer. None of her joints seemed to be working properly — they thudded and thumped as she crossed the room and jammed her hand into the candy bowl on the psychiatrist’s desk. “These could be bio-weapons y’know,” she said, unwrapping one noisily. “Think about it, Dr. Westcott. You could be putting anything into these candies and feeding them to your victims.”

Westcott’s eyebrows lifted. “Perhaps I am,” he said, smiling. “Help yourself.”

His smile did nothing to take the edge off his words. Nellie’s throat tightened and she swallowed. Slowly she placed the unwrapped candy on the psychiatrist’s desk.

“Sure thing,” she said huskily. “Actually, I was unwrapping this one for you.”

Without waiting for his response, she deked around Juba who was standing right behind her, and headed for the door.


Three

NELLIE SAT AT THE BACK of the classroom, her thoughts running frantically down the endless corridors of her mind. Each twist in the inner maze brought up another possibility, but the basic question remained the same: why had Westcott gasped when the image of the shorn-headed girl appeared in her mind? There had to be a connection. Could he read her thoughts? But how was that possible? Nellie scowled, considering the options. Maybe the psychiatrist had psychic abilities, but she doubted it. On the other hand, she couldn’t say for sure — she had a basic privacy policy that kept her from scanning other people’s vibes unless she was on a maze run or in the presence of an enemy. This obviously eliminated anyone working for Detta. So there was an outside chance Westcott had mind-reading powers, but it was more likely the helmet and Juba’s control panel were some kind of mind-reading device.

She’d always assumed the technology’s purpose was to put her into a trance so Westcott could get weirder and weirder answers out of her, but maybe the helmet could also pick up on what she was thinking. If this was the case, Westcott had been reading her thoughts for years and knew her entire act was a sham. A flush hit Nellie and she ducked her head, riding out the bitter heat. If the psychiatrist had been somehow reading her mind, that meant he’d also been playing along with her act and pretending to be fooled by it for four years. How had she been so completely sucked in?

A thick shudder ran through her. Okay, so Room Fourteen had been screwing her around completely. It was a fact, she could assimilate it and adjust accordingly. But that fact begged a second question, almost as important as the first: if Westcott was reading her thoughts, what was he picking up? Could he hear the actual words she was thinking, or ... Nellie paused, floored by the possibilities. Could he see images? Had he actually seen the shorn-headed girl and the green-eyed boy when they’d appeared inside her head? Was that what the helmet did — pick up her brain waves and translate them into words and images so they could be studied by Westcott and Juba at a later date? Horror of horrors, were they stored somewhere on a computer so anyone with the proper access code could get at them?

At the front of the classroom, Col. Jolsen flashed diagrams of a bio-weapon called the venor virus onto the monitoring screen. Quickly Nellie reached for her laptop and scrolled through the research she’d completed on the virus’s methods of transmission. This was the bug, she reminded herself, that headed for the base of the brain. An assassin’s wet dream, the virus made it easy to cover your tracks because it took several weeks before the side effects became noticeable, but there was no reversing the progress of the disease and death was inevitable within two months of contact.

Having caught up with the class discussion, Nellie fixed her eyes blankly on her laptop screen and returned to her thoughts of Room Fourteen. It was important to be rational about this, she told herself firmly. Think it through calmly. So Westcott appeared to know things about her that she hadn’t guessed. Well, so what? What harm was there in that, really? Everyone at Detta was on the same side, partners in the Great War. Anything the psychiatrist learned about her would be used to help her become a better agent, and that was the ultimate goal, wasn’t it? She didn’t need to hide her thoughts from Westcott, Detta, or anyone in the Advanced Program, not really.

Except ... Nellie’s heart slowed to a dull thud. What if Westcott had shown her private thoughts to Duikstra? What if the Supreme Bitch of the Known Universe had secretly been privy to Nellie’s hidden thoughts and feelings about her for the past four years?

Nellie felt ready to heave the contents of her stomach, big time. If she was correct about this, if Westcott had actually been entering her private thoughts into Detta’s database system, then he could also retrieve them at any time and show them to anyone he wanted. Technically, he could have shown her highly personal, private thoughts to Tana, mega-bitch roommate.

Keep calm, Nellie told herself. Get a grip. Deep freeze.

Slowly the tight hot lines piercing her brain dissolved. Then she was hit by a new thought. If Westcott had been recording her private secret thoughts in Room Fourteen, then he’d been doing the same to everyone else. So he couldn’t have shown a recording of her thoughts to another cadet, because then he wouldn’t have been able to continue recording that cadet on the sly.

A gigantic shudder of relief coursed through Nellie, and she sank back in her chair. Well, she could live with Westcott and her instructors knowing what went on inside her head. They were her superiors after all, every one of them had been through Detta training and knew what was necessary to produce a functional cadet. Still, she didn’t like it, all these secrets going on behind her back. If she was one of their best cadets, why did they have to keep things from her?

Well, at least it wasn’t a secret any longer. And if Westcott knew her as well as she now realized was possible, Nellie thought grimly, he would probably have guessed where her thoughts were headed before she’d even left Room Fourteen. That meant their next session was going to be a real humdinger. With a tiny smile, Nellie called up filing cabinet twenty-five in her head and placed her thoughts about Room Fourteen into drawer two, folder eight. Then, her mind cleared and ready for action, she focused on Col. Jolsen’s diagrams of the venor virus at the front of the room.

HEADED DOWN the main hallway of the girls’ dorm after classes, Nellie traded insults with the girls gathered in bedroom doorways and dodged the odd missile aimed at her head. It was the usual after-school gauntlet, when dorm hallways became a barrage of jibes, flying objects and the odd physical encounter. Play for an Advanced cadet was an extension of the warfare they studied in classes, and Nellie loved it, her senses on high alert as she hurled insults in return, ducking and wheeling to avoid a shoe or hairbrush. Times like today, when she was really tuned, her mind leapt some kind of barrier and everything solid dissolved into a landscape of vibrations. When this happened, people and objects retained their usual outlines but were lit up with vivid pulsing colors, the bodies of nearby girls turning into multicolored fields with tendrils of excess energy rising from their backs. Even inanimate objects glowed as if alive and everything felt sped up, Nellie’s senses operating at triple their normal speed.

It wasn’t the same thing as scanning vibes — this energy was too huge and raw for something that fine-tuned. Still, the whole thing was a real rush, especially the way it allowed her to pick up instantaneously on what was happening behind her. Right now, for instance, she didn’t have to look over her shoulder to keep track of the two girls she’d just passed, she simply had to remain alert to any surge in energy. An abrupt explosion of heat from their vicinity made it easy to predict the mass of vibrations that came sailing toward her head, and with a grin Nellie ducked the flying book, not even glancing up as it sailed past and on down the hall.

“Third eye,” the two girls hollered. “You’re a witch, Kinnan, a witch.”

Without looking back, Nellie gave them a casual over-the-shoulder wave. As far as she could tell, none of the other cadets were able to read vibes, nor were any of her instructors. So no one had caught on to how she could sometimes sidestep flying objects and tackles from behind with apparent ease — at least she hadn’t told anyone. A sudden thought hit Nellie and she slowed her pace, a frown creasing her forehead. Was it possible Westcott had figured out her vibe-reading ability? He’d never hinted at it, not even once, but that didn’t mean much.

As she turned off the main hall into the smaller corridor that led to her room, walls and objects began to lose their inner glow and return to their normal state. The passageway stretched ahead, empty and quiet, except for a security alarm that beeped faintly overhead. Whistling, Nellie slipped a package of oolaga candy from her pocket and tilted it into her mouth. Today the snack machine had flashed a vivid orange message after dispensing the candy: Warning — your account is now overdrawn. It was two more days until the candy codes were updated. This meant a massive sugar withdrawal tomorrow, but she wasn’t doing too badly. Usually she was overdrawn a week ahead of schedule.

From behind came the sound of running footsteps, and suddenly Nellie was staggering under the weight of a body that clung to her back. Twisting to the right, she butted it gently against the nearest wall. As soon as she’d heard the approaching footfalls, Nellie had recognized their pattern. Besides, there was only one person who would dare jump her from behind. Anyone else would have been flat on the floor by now, their jugular in major crisis. No exceptions.

“Gotcha again, asteroid brain.” Slipping off Nellie’s back, Lierin flipped back her long black hair. “Lucky I’m not an Outbacker,” she giggled, “or you’d be terminated.”

Nellie gave her an answering grin. Lierin was a functional cadet, but her skills were low-level. Sometimes she flinched at the most basic things in the maze. Lt. Neem was always on her back, ranting at her to upgrade defense. All in all, her ego could use the odd boost.

“Yeah,” Nellie shrugged. “Terminated, but good.”

Lierin flushed with pride. “C’mon,” she said, turning and heading through the security beam in Nellie’s bedroom doorway. “Let’s watch Star Heat.”

Quickly Nellie followed her through the doorway. None of the bedrooms had doors, which meant there were only the security beams to keep the unwelcome from entering. To get into another girl’s room, you had to pass your ID chip through the beam just after she’d punched an acceptance code into a small mechanism attached to the wall inside the door. She could give you a one-time entry or register you as a general pass, which meant you could come and go as you wished. Lierin was the only person Nellie had given a general pass to her room. Well ... and Duikstra, and anyone with upper-level Detta clearance. Everyone else would be left stunned and senseless on the floor.

Pausing in front of the alcove by the doorway, Lierin bobbed her head perfunctorily at the tiny blue-robed statue. Then she launched herself through Tana’s half of the room, around the end of the barricade and onto Nellie’s bed. “So, where’s your favorite roomie?” she hollered.

Kneeling before the statue, Nellie kissed the hem of its robe. As she got to her feet again a click sounded, followed by the sound of rapid dialogue, and she realized Lierin had used the remote lying on her bed to switch the monitoring screen to its TV function. Carefully she snuck up to the barricade and found her friend in a headstand, watching Star Heat from an upside-down perspective. With a half-grin, Nellie kicked the end of the bed, then ducked back as Lierin lost her balance and toppled lengthwise.

“So where is she?” repeated her friend, staring out of a mass of tangled dark hair. “I want to know when I have to brace myself for Instant War.”

“Probably in one of the Pleasure Rooms,” shrugged Nellie. “Since she turned sixteen, they upgraded her to three visits a week.”

“Not bad,” said Lierin, wriggling to the head of the bed and glueing her eyes to the monitoring screen. “Who’s she with?”

“Could be anyone.” Dropping onto the end of the bed, Nellie added significantly, “Anyone available.”

Lierin shot her a grin. “So, who’s the first guy you’re going to ask? Phillip?”

“Friends aren’t good for the Pleasure Rooms,” Nellie said, automatically repeating one of the laws of sexual behavior they’d learned in Social Studies. There seemed to be an endless list of them, but this law was definitely one of the basics. She gave herself a tiny grin. Her thirteenth birthday was in three months. When a cadet turned thirteen, she was implanted with a birth control chip and given a once-a-week pass to the Pleasure Rooms. She was free to choose any partner she wished, but variety was encouraged — a steady sex partner was heavily frowned upon.

Oh yeah, thought Nellie. Variety. That was fine with her.

Suddenly she was hit with a new thought. What if Westcott figured out a way to read her mind while she was in the Pleasure Rooms? The possibility left her stunned. Carefully she shot Lierin a sideways glance. Should she tell her about this afternoon? Mind-reading technology was certain to be considered one of Detta’s security secrets and forbidden for casual conversation. But the experience had been so weird, and she was longing to tell someone.

Nellie shot her friend another careful glance. “Lierin,” she said slowly.

“Uh-huh?” mumbled Lierin. Riveted to the scantily clad figures on the monitoring screen, her eyes were heavy lidded, deep in Star Heat trance. The afternoon soap was rated number one by teenagers in cities across the Interior.

“Well ... ,” Nellie faltered, her heart kicking at her throat. “This afternoon I had a session with Westcott.”

“Oh yeah,” said Lierin, without glancing away from the screen. “So?”

“So,” said Nellie, then fell headlong into silence. How in the sweet Goddess’s name was she supposed to explain this one — Westcott and Juba were mad scientists and Room Fourteen a mind-reading lab? It was impossible, insane. Lierin would think she was crazy. And crazy cadets — well, there were stories about what happened to them. If a cadet went over the edge she was considered no longer functional but couldn’t be discharged into the general population because of her knowledge of Detta’s programs. Rumor had it they were sent to the experimental labs in K Block. Some of the experiments held there were supposed to be so difficult, only a cadet with Advanced training could handle them. Nellie swallowed. It would be smartest to say nothing, but she wanted to talk about it. Besides, Lierin had a lot of common sense. She would know what to think about something like this.

“Well,” Nellie said again, forcing herself to speak calmly. “I was in the middle of a session in the Relaxer, and ... “

“And what?” Star Heat took a break for ads and Lierin began idly clicking the channel changer.

“And, well ... “ Hunched over her stomach, Nellie wrapped her arms tightly around her knees. Carefully, very carefully she added, “Well, I think the Relaxer helps Westcott somehow read our minds.”

“Oh yeah,” Lierin said casually. In the silence that followed, Nellie glanced up to find her friend’s eyes still riveted to the monitoring screen, all expression erased from her face.

“Hey.” Nellie’s voice wobbled, but she plunged on. “Did you hear what I said? Westcott is using the Relaxer helmet to read the thoughts inside our heads.”

Eyes wide and unblinking, Lierin turned to look at her. “You’re just horny,” she said slowly. “You’ve been spending too much time turning Westcott on with your snake fantasies.”

A wall of shock slammed into Nellie’s brain. “What’s that got to do with it?” she spluttered.

Lierin shrugged. “Your mind’s twisted. No big deal — you’ve always been twisted.”

“Yeah, but ... “ Ordinarily Nellie would have taken this as a compliment, but nothing about this was ordinary. “He really did read my thoughts,” she insisted carefully. “I’m sure of it.”

Lierin stared, her face blank. “C’mon, Nells,” she said finally. “I’m not Westcott. You don’t have to make up stories for me.”

Nellie counted heartbeats. “It happened,” she insisted dully. “He read my thoughts with that helmet.”

A grimace crossed Lierin’s face, and then she asked carefully, “When was the last time you used the Mind Cleanser?”

Confused by the abrupt change in subject, Nellie shrugged. “Couple of days ago. Why?”

“Don’t you think you could use a dose now?” her friend asked.

A thin line of terror crept up Nellie’s back. “You think I’m making this up,” she said.

“Whatever.” Lierin gave her a side-corner grin. “It is the month of Lulunar, we all have our moments. Besides, you’re supposed to use the Mind Cleanser once a day. Advanced gets really stressful, no wonder you’re overloaded. Too many thoughts. Something’s bound to go weird.”

Nellie sat, not moving, not breathing. Why was Lierin responding like this? She’d simply dismissed the subject without asking for a single detail. Did she really think Nellie was losing it? If she did, it could mean trouble, big trouble. Cadets were supposed to report odd behavior in their peers to their superiors. Would Lierin report this conversation?

For a moment Nellie considered breaking her privacy policy and scanning her friend’s vibes to see what she could pick up, then rejected the idea. Lierin hadn’t said she thought Nellie was going crazy, she’d said it was stress. She wouldn’t report something like stress. And anyway, it was possible Westcott wasn’t reading anyone’s mind. A person could easily jump to conclusions about something like a Relaxer helmet. And like Lierin said, it was the month of Lulunar, the only time during the year that the Twin Moons dominated the night sky. Myth had it that a secret second self drew close to the surface during this period, causing troubled dreams and moments of disorientation. Maybe Lierin was right and Nellie’s mind was playing tricks. How in the Goddess’s name could Room Fourteen be a secret mind-reading lab?

“I’ll be right back.” Standing up, Nellie slipped out of the room. At the end of the hall she turned to the left, away from the main corridor and into a small alcove. Here she found the Mind Cleanser, a one-seater booth with a burgundy barrier curtain. Fortunately the curtain was open, the booth unoccupied. Stepping inside, Nellie slid the curtain closed. Then she sat down in the chair and laid her head into the headset. A whirring noise told her the scanner in the left arm of the chair was reading the ID chip in her wrist.

“Close your eyes, Nellie Joanne Kinnan, and let the Mind Cleanser clear your mind,” a recorded voice said soothingly through the headphones. “You have come to the Mind Cleanser because your brain is overloaded with thoughts and distractions. You know you need to keep it clean and prepared for service to the stars. Code MK12, cadet, MK12. Take a moment now and file everything that is directly related to program activities in the appropriate folder. When you have completed this task, say, ‘I am prepared.’ “

Various filing cabinets appeared in Nellie’s mind, and she placed her memories from today’s classes in the proper files. “I am prepared,” she said.

“It is essential that everything be cleansed so that your mind can be dedicated completely to the stars,” said the soothing voice. “You have made the right choice and it has been noted. Nellie Joanne Kinnan, you are a valued and appreciated cadet.”

The voice paused, and then the inside of Nellie’s head lit up as two brilliant jolts of electricity shot from the headset into her brain. Nellie grunted and her body lifted slightly, convulsing twice.

“There there,” said the recorded voice as her body slumped back into the chair. “Remember, you are a valued and appreciated Advanced cadet, Nellie Joanne Kinnan. Make sure you use the Mind Cleanser once a day to keep your mind clean and prepared for service to the stars.”

The voice clicked off, and a loud beeping noise told Nellie her time was up. Cautiously she slid to the edge of the seat and got to her feet. She’d learned to be careful standing up after one of these sessions. Sometimes she swooned and once she’d even peed herself, but today she seemed to have gotten off all right. There was just the usual headache and an achy stiffness in her muscles that would fade in about twenty minutes. What was most important was that her mind was now cleansed, freed of any junk that could poison her thinking.

With a deep breath, Nellie pushed aside the barrier curtain and stepped out of the booth. Where was she? Oh yeah — this was the Mind Cleanser in the girls’ dorm. So ... what had she been doing before she stepped into the booth? Nellie did a quick scan of her memory, but drew a complete blank. Oh well, the Mind Cleanser only deleted stuff that wasn’t important. She couldn’t have been doing anything essential. She gave her watch a quick glance. Twenty-seven minutes after four — that left an hour until supper. How should she kill the time?

“Hey, Nells.” Looking up, Nellie saw Lierin waving at her from down the hall. “C’mon, you goof,” hollered her friend. “You’re missing Star Heat.”

Star Heat! How could she have forgotten that? Talk about essential! With a grin, Nellie took off down the hall.

THAT NIGHT, she dreamed of the shorn-headed girl again. This time the girl was lying with the boy, her back to his chest, his arms loosely around her. They were both fully clothed and seemed to be sleeping together for warmth. Then, as Nellie’s dream eyes watched, the girl turned in her sleep and nestled in against the boy, her forehead resting against the curve of his throat. Neither woke, the eyes of both girl and boy remained closed, but Nellie thought she saw the boy’s arms tighten briefly around the girl, and an odd look of — fierceness? happiness? — cross both their faces.

Nellie felt so close to the shorn-headed girl, she seemed to be breathing in the same rhythm. Then for a moment she seemed to actually become the other girl, and could feel the warmth of the boy’s arms and hear his heartbeat steady in her ear. Immediately she noticed his breath was pretty rank, but then a stink filled her own mouth and she realized the shorn-headed girl hadn’t brushed her teeth in a while either. With a grimace, Nellie pulled back and lost the feeling of oneness with the shorn-headed girl, though she could still see the two lying together in her dream.

Who were they, and why were they repeatedly invading her sleep? Had Westcott been correct when he’d hinted she was imagining herself in a different situation? But why would she imagine herself with her hair cut off like that, and with a boy she’d never seen? Why not with Phillip, or Alan Webb, Advanced’s most gorgeous senior male cadet? Most of all, why would she suddenly start dreaming of herself this past week, and never before? It had been practically every night.

As more and more questions fired themselves through her brain, Nellie’s dream began to fade. No, she thought, hanging onto the image of the girl and boy lying together in the dark. Who are you? You belong to me in some way, I can feel it, but I don’t know how. Why ...

But the dream vanished like warm breath blown onto a mirror and left Nellie running through her usual nightmare of endless twisting passageways with nowhere to go but deeper into the maze, further and further from anything she recognized as herself.


Four

IT WAS OPEN DORM, a two-hour period scheduled every weekend when female and male cadets were allowed to visit each other’s dorms. Seated cross-legged at the head of her bed, Nellie faced Lierin and Phillip, who were sprawled next to her with their backs to the wall. Appointed secretary of the group, Lierin was balancing a laptop on her knees. At the far end of the room, an occasional figure in Detta uniform appeared briefly on the monitoring screen, scrutinized the three and disappeared again. The twelve-year-olds on the bed ignored them. Engrossed in a research assignment, they were discussing the Goddess Ivana’s birth history.

“Okay,” said Phillip in a careless tone, scowling at the book in his hands. “It says She was born on the island of Peliones, to some farmers.” His toes tapped rapidly and he gave a heavy sigh. Glancing at Nellie, Lierin rolled her eyes. A thin boy with a variety of nervous mannerisms, Phillip was commonly underestimated by opponents on the target range and at gym meets. Myths and legends, however, weren’t his strong point.

“Peliones is in the Outbacks, isn’t it?” asked Lierin, keying the information laboriously into the laptop. Secretarial skills weren’t her strong point.

“Yeah,” said Nellie, “but it wasn’t the Outbacks then. Things weren’t divided like they are now. The Great War hadn’t started yet.”

Phillip drummed his fingers on the open pages of his book, impatient to complete the assignment and head for the gym. “Alrighteeee,” he drawled. “So, She’s born and when She turns seven, Her name gets pulled in the harvest draw—”

“Wait a minute,” Lierin interrupted. “You forgot Her caste.”

“Twin Moons,” said Nellie immediately. “She was born during Lulunar.”

The research assignment was for their history class, or Star Class, as it was commonly called. After some advance reading, Nellie had decided the assigned question, How did the death of the Goddess’s sons lead to the start of the Great War? was more complicated than it seemed. Back in the olden days, before the Goddess was born, the land of Windros, as it was then called, had been peaceful. Sure, there had been rumblings from the rural areas — farmers were always discontented with the decrees that came from the temple administration in the larger cities, not understanding the reasons behind the taxes levied on their products. This was understandable, since Windros’s ten largest cities were grouped in a tight belt around the Funnerbye Sea and known collectively as the Interior. It was also true that for decades the Interior had been in the habit of taking the Outbacks — a wide-ranging area of loosely scattered small cities, towns and farms that surrounded the Interior — for granted. Still, nothing had come of this rural discontent, beyond several minor brawls in the Dorniver area and a temple-burning way out in the sticks. Then the Goddess had been born, and the history of Windros had suddenly grown interesting.

“Something else we forgot,” said Nellie, getting to her knees and turning to look at the star chart posted over her bed. “Her birth date is in two days — the thirty-third day of Lulunar. Let’s see. The Red Planet is still prominent, and the Blue Susurra constellation is at its peak.” Her finger traced the alignment of stars on the section of the chart designated to the month of Lulunar. “Stars of good omen for the thirty-third are the Morning Star and the Triad at the base of the Weeping Tree constellation. Stars of bad omen are the Hunter’s Bow, which is just rising over the horizon.”

“Okay, okay.” Phillip’s toe-tapping went into a rapid spurt as Nellie settled back into her original position. “So the Goddess is born under the constellation of the Blue Susurra or whatever, and then Her name gets pulled in the harvest draw and She ends up in the main temple in” — his finger slid down the page — “the city of Sarrendar. She gets promoted to high priestess, and then one night she’s seduced by a visitor to the temple.”

“Uh-uh,” said Nellie. “She got raped. And then She got turfed because no one knew the guy who raped Her was actually a God who’d chosen Her to carry His seed.”

Phillip scanned the page in front of him again, then looked up, shaking his head. “It says right here She recognized Him for what He was and agreed to the whole thing. She even agreed to keep His identity secret.”

“Okay, so your book says the God raped Her, and Phillip’s says They had a great time,” Lierin said matter-of-factly. “I’ll put in both versions to be safe. What happened next?”

“Lived in squalor,” said Phillip in a bored monotone. “The slums. Too ashamed to go home, so She became a prostitute.”

“People sure were weird about sex back then,” muttered Lierin, her fingers plunking away at the keyboard. “Nowadays the priestesses have Pleasure Rooms just like we do.”

“People are still weird about sex,” said Phillip. “They’ve got Pleasure Rooms in all the high schools now, but not everyone uses them, even after they turn sixteen and don’t need their mother’s permission. And the Outbacks don’t have them at all.”

Nellie’s head snapped up, and she shot him a look halfway between curiosity and fear. Information about the Outbacks was severely limited, and anything not communicated directly by a superior forbidden. “How d’you know that?” she demanded.

Phillip shrugged. “I was fooling around on the computer, and I found a file that had some information on the Outbacks and their social values. Really primitive — still into mom and dad, and monogamy and stuff like that.”

“You mean marriage?” Lierin was aghast. “They don’t plan their breedings according to the star charts?”

“They don’t care about bloodlines out there,” said Phillip. “There’s no caste system. They mate for love and stay together and raise their kids. Weird, eh?”

“That’s old,” said Nellie, sagging back against the headboard. “Ancient. Prehistoric.”

“Interior kids who aren’t cadets or temple initiates live with their moms,” shrugged Phillip.

“Yeah,” retorted Nellie, “but they never meet their dad. All they know about him is his caste and his city of birth.”

Lierin snorted. “Can you imagine being stuck with both your parents until you turned legal and could take off? A mom would be bad enough.”

“Fuuuuuck,” Phillip agreed softly, speaking for all of them. On the monitoring screen a woman’s face appeared, watched for several seconds, and disappeared.

“Okay,” said Nellie, ditching her horrified contemplation of Outbacks family life. “Let’s see.” The next part of the story was straightforward, and she quickly reeled off the facts. “The Goddess gives birth to twin sons, and they’re taken from Her because She’s a fallen woman. One son is shipped to Marnan to be raised by the priests at the Goddess’s Redemption Cathedral, and the other is adopted by a pedlar and his wife who are on their way to the Outbacks.”

Phillip gave another impatient tap of his toes. “Next part of the saga,” he said, grinning. “The God decides to show up again, looking for His seed. Except this time He comes in a chariot with nine white horses, and everyone’s impressed.”

A vague unease crept up Nellie’s spine, and she slitted her eyes at Phillip. What was with him today? He knew better than to talk about the Goddess like that. It could get you a session with the Black Box. “And He searches until He finds Ivana,” she said hastily, cutting him off. “When He hears Her story, He brings Her back to the Sarrendar temple and has Her reinstated as high priestess. Then They start searching for Their sons together.”

“But They can’t find them,” said Phillip, ignoring her disapproving glance. “No one can track the pedlar, and the priests lie about the other twin so they don’t have to give him back. They train him as a warrior priest, and when the Outbacks rebel against a new temple tax, he leads the troops against the rebels. Except, unknown to him, his twin is fighting with the rebels.”

“The Jinnet,” Lierin muttered with a hiss.

Giving a sharp sniff of agreement, Nellie continued. “And the twin sons fight the Great War for three years, never even knowing about each other until a great bird of light appears to each of them separately and whispers the truth into their ears.”

“Do you believe that bird of light stuff?” Phillip demanded, shutting his book with a snap. “I mean, how many times have you seen a twinkling birdie appear out of the sky? But of course the twins waste the next ten years in a great odyssey, searching for each other all across Windros, even traveling to Hell and Heaven, and fighting demons and angels and monsters on land and sea. And in the end, they’re both killed before they find each other.”

“What is wrong with you today?” Lierin asked, giving him a quick shove. “Of course, I believe the Goddess’s story. Everyone knows the twin sons were sent by the Gods to show us the way to the stars. If we’re obedient and faithful, we’ll ride the light like They do when we die.”

“D’you know that for sure?” asked Phillip.

“Of course, I do,” Lierin snapped, her voice rising. “The Goddess said it.”

“Oh yeah?” said Phillip. “And did She send a twinkling birdie out of the sky to tell you?”

“I read the star charts every day,” Lierin shot back heatedly. “I know which stars to pray to so I can keep my heart pure. My faith is strong, so I know what’s true.”

“And you?” Phillip glanced at Nellie, his eyes careful and heavy lidded. “Do you believe this stuff?”

“Of course,” faltered Nellie. “It’s the way to eternal life among the stars. Don’t you?”

 “I dunno,” shrugged Phillip. “All I’m saying is you can’t know for sure it’s true. Even the books disagree on exactly what happened, so how are you supposed to know?” He fidgeted again, shivering with an odd restlessness. “I’m not saying I believe it, and I’m not saying I don’t. But even if it is true, what do the twins have to do with us? They’re just two guys who lived a long time ago, and their story isn’t even all that interesting. So what if the Gods rewarded their great odyssey by giving them eternal life? They only got to become moons, not even stars, and for most of the year they’re nowhere near each other in the sky. It’s only during the month of Lulunar that they travel next to each other. Some reward that is. As far as I can see, the Gods screwed the twins when they were alive, then screwed them again eternally by forcing them to reunite as the Twin Moons and remember the whole mess for an entire month every year.”

Nellie and Lierin stared at him, openmouthed. Uneasily, Phillip’s eyes flitted between them, then dropped. “Hey, don’t get uptight,” he muttered. “All I’m saying is, if it had been me, I would just want to be dead. Bye-bye twinnie, I don’t want to become a moon. Sorry I didn’t get to be best buds while we were alive but I’m dead now, so who cares?”

“That’s blasphemy,” Lierin said flatly. “You can’t talk about the Goddess’s sons like that.”

“I’m not talking about them,” said Phillip quickly. “I’m saying if it was me.”

“Well, it isn’t you,” snapped Lierin. “Since when have you been half-god?”

Phillip shrugged, picked up the book in his lap and set it down again.

Nellie finally found her voice. “You’re just lucky,” she whispered, “that it’s only us listening to you. What if—?” Shakily she pointed to the monitoring screen at the end of the room.

Again Phillip shrugged. “No one was listening,” he said. “I checked first. Anyway, you don’t think Detta takes this Goddess crap seriously, do you? It’s just a story. You don’t have to believe in Her to be a functional cadet.”

“Phillip Grennin Bolderveen?” said a voice, and a man in Detta uniform stepped around the end of the barricade that ran the middle of the room. Phillip gave a sudden wheeze, as if punched in the gut.

“Yes, sir?” he whispered.

“Come with me,” said the man, his gaze tightening on Phillip’s face. “Bring your books.”

Nellie watched Phillip pale, then slide slowly from the bed and approach the end of the barricade. Without a word the man stepped aside, letting him pass, then glanced at the two girls.

“You failed to report this,” he said, his voice clipped and neutral.

“I was going to,” Lierin said immediately. “After we finished—”

“Next time, walk immediately to the monitoring screen and press the alarm button,” continued the man, ignoring her interruption. “Now, full attention. This is Code SM9T. Bring up cabinet forty-seven. Have you got it?”

The girls nodded silently as a filing cabinet with the number forty-seven stamped above the top drawer appeared inside their heads.

“File this incident in drawer three, file nine,” said the man. “When you have done this, you will not remember my presence, nor will you remember Phillip Grennin Bolderveen being here this afternoon. You are working on your assignment alone, just the two of you. Now close drawer number three, lock it and put cabinet forty-seven away. Is it done?”

Eyes glazed, both girls nodded again.

“It is done,” the man in the Detta uniform said crisply. Stepping around the barricade, he left the room. On the bed Nellie and Lierin sat, staring blankly as filing cabinet forty-seven faded from their minds. A long slow breath coursed through each of them.

“Uh,” said Nellie, rubbing the back of her hand across her mouth. Where was she? Oh yeah, her bedroom. And what was she doing? Um, there was a book in her lap and Lierin was sitting beside her with a laptop. Okay, she had it — they were working on a Star Class assignment that had to do with the death of the Goddess’s sons and the build-up to the Great War. Yeah, it was all coming back now. They were at the part where a group of Outback rebels killed the warrior-priest twin in the Battle of the Northern Stars. Then, several days later, another rebel group mistook the pedlar twin for his brother and killed him in the Ambush of the Morning Light. For the death of both the Goddess’s sons, the ten cities of the Interior never forgave the Outbacks. Banding together in outrage, they officially renamed themselves the “Interior” and sealed themselves off from all outsiders. From this point on they developed fast and furious, outstripping the Outbacks in commerce, technology and culture. But for all that, they were never able to subdue the Outbacks. One hundred and fifty years later, the Great War was ongoing and Outbackers continued to live in waywardness, blasphemy and squalor.

“Some day,” said Lierin fiercely, staring at her laptop screen, “when I get my full-class agent status, I’m going to ask to be sent to the Outbacks. And when I get there, I’m going to nail every one of those pagans.”

Taking a quick breath, Nellie nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “In honor of the Goddess.”

They were silent a moment, and then Lierin sighed. “C’mon,” she said. “Let’s get this finished so we can go to the gym.”

“Yeah,” echoed Nellie, “the gym.” She flipped to the next page in her book, then paused. Something seemed to be shifting inside her brain, as if trying to get out. Get out of what? Annoyed, she gave her head a shake. If this kept up, she was going to have to pay another visit to the Mind Cleanser. “Okay,” she said. “Next, the Goddess ... “

They continued with the assignment.

“WHERE’S MY 99 Badge?” Crowded into the space between her dresser and free-standing closet, Tana glared at Nellie. “I left it right here, next to my brush, and now it’s gone.”

“Dunno,” shrugged Nellie, keeping her eyes fixed on the monitoring screen. A half-eaten package of oolaga candy sat on her stomach and Star Heat was on. Nothing else mattered.

“No one’s been in this room except you,” insisted Tana, her voice rising. “C’mon Kinnan, tell me where you put it.”

“It’s just a stupid badge.” Nellie belched loudly and patted her stomach. “Don’t get so uptight. Probably one of your friends borrowed it. Or Duikstra.”

“Why would Duikstra take it?” demanded Tana.

Nellie could hear her roommate starting to hyperventilate. Sneaking a satisfied grin, she continued to stare at the monitoring screen. She hadn’t taken the badge, but she certainly understood why Tana was upset about losing it. The 99 Badge was one of the most coveted awards an Advanced cadet could earn. Bestowed upon those who’d made ninety-nine maze runs without substantial errors, only a small minority achieved it. Nellie was keeping careful track of her own successful runs and was currently at thirty-eight. Not bad for a twelve-year-old, and it was pretty much a certainty she would earn her own 99 Badge well before she turned sixteen, Tana’s age.

Still, her roommate was justifiably proud of the triangular gold badge she’d been given. She took it everywhere and had the unfortunate habit of frequently misplacing it. One of Advanced’s sharpest thinkers in a maze, Tana seemed to disconnect the main hook-up to her brain as soon as she completed a run. She was always forgetting where she’d left things. As a result, Nellie had to endure some version of this accusation scene at least once a week. Most of the time it was completely unfounded. Unless, of course, she’d gotten really bored and needed the adrenalin rush.

“You never know,” Nellie said silkily. “Maybe it was Duikstra. Maybe she secretly fantasizes about being a sexy 99-Badge-level maze runner.” She gave her roommate a slit-eyed grin. It made her look like a cat and she knew Tana hated it.

Pressing further into the gap between her dresser and closet, her roommate glared furiously. Her green eyes were narrowed, her lips sucked in and her red curly hair fairly radiated from her scalp. “Duikstra wouldn’t take it,” she hissed. “And neither would any of my friends. They know how important it is to me.”

“Well, it wasn’t my friends,” shrugged Nellie. “Lierin’s the only one who can pass the beam and she wouldn’t take your germie little badge.”

“Course not,” Tana said pointedly. “She’s a Temple.”

Nellie sucked in her breath. She had to hand it to Tana — the girl never missed an opportunity to jab in the knife, one of the traits of a functional cadet. Sitting up, Nellie gave her roommate a docile smile. “Did you check under your pillow?”

“Why would I check under my pillow?” Tana snapped.

“Isn’t that where you put it when you go to beddie-bye?” purred Nellie. “So none of your bad dreams can come steal it from you?” Sticking her thumb in her mouth, she turned back to Star Heat.

A loud scrape sounded as Tana shoved furiously at the barricade. Then she swept her arm across the top of Nellie’s dresser, shoving several textbooks to the floor.

“You bitch!” shrieked Nellie, scrambling from her bed.

“It was you!” Tana shrieked back, sweeping the dresser’s surface again with her arm. A hairbrush and tube of toothpaste tumbled to the floor. “You’re nothing but a slimy Cat, Kinnan. All Cats think like the gutter, the stars say so.”

The hoped-for adrenalin hit Nellie full force. Running straight at Tana’s dresser, she rammed it with her shoulder. The dresser rocked back and forth, its high-back mirror swaying dangerously. “The stars never said anything like that!” Nellie bellowed, glaring at her roommate. “They love Cats. Cats are their special children.”

“Cats are guttersnipes,” Tana hissed, leaning toward her. “Thieves. You were born into garbage and toxic waste, Kinnan. No matter how many times you’re reborn, you’ll never be anything but a damn Cat.”

Stars exploded across Nellie’s brain. Backing up, she rammed Tana’s dresser a second time and was rewarded with a satisfying crash as a curling iron and can of hair spray hit the floor. “I’ll be a star,” she shouted, shoving the dresser again and again. No one insulted the Cat caste, no one. “I’m never coming back to be reborn. I’m going to live in the heavens with the Goddess.”

“You, a star?” Taking several steps back, Tana gave a high-pitched titter. “The Goddess would spit on you, Kinnan. Haven’t you heard She’s allergic to cats?”

A scream ignited at the base of Nellie’s brain. Backing up a third time, she climbed onto her bed for extra leverage. Then she launched herself, barreling toward the barricade and leaping onto the top of her dresser. Her hands hit the mirror, breaking it from its hinges and toppling it onto the floor on Tana’s side of the room. Glass shattered, scattering everywhere. As the crash resounded, the fury at the base of Nellie’s brain exploded, surging in a mass of energy through the top of her head. For a second she could see it, a brilliantly condensed star zooming through the air, and then it passed directly into Tana’s chest. Without a sound, the girl crumpled to the floor.

Several feet above Nellie’s head the security alarm went off, but she remained crouched on her dresser, staring at her roommate’s body. Blood trickled from several cuts on Tana’s arms and face, but that was from broken glass and didn’t explain why she was out cold. Was she dead? But how? Nellie hadn’t been within striking distance. Was it possible to kill someone just by being angry at her?

Stupid with fear, Nellie clung to her dresser, not even blinking as Duikstra came rushing through the doorway, followed by two men in Detta uniform. Dropping to his knees beside Tana, one of the men slipped a Flesh Healer from his belt and began running it over her cuts as the other used a small device to scan her body for vital signs. Abruptly the second man nodded at Duikstra and a look of relief crossed the woman’s face. As she saw it, Nellie’s terror collapsed so intensely that she almost blacked out. So Tana wasn’t dead. That meant she would be fine — the Flesh Healer would take care of the cuts. A huge sigh heaved through Nellie and her thoughts began to move again. Well, okay, if it was clear the snot-nosed bitch was going to make it, why didn’t Duikstra turn off the bloody alarm? She was just standing there as if she was on some kind of holiday, and the sound was almost peeling off the top of Nellie’s head. How was anyone supposed to—?

The alarm shut off. In the sudden dense silence Nellie slid, dribbled, half-fainted her way from the dresser to the floor. Never again was she going to get into an argument with her roommate. Never again would she raise her voice. No, she would be as long-suffering and generous as the Goddess, overlooking all snooty bitchy ...

“What happened here?” asked the first man, slipping the Flesh Healer into his belt.

“I dunno.” Still a bit wobbly, Nellie leaned against her dresser. “She was fine, and then she just ... fell over.”

The man glanced pointedly at the broken glass, then back at her.

“It’s true,” Nellie protested. “I didn’t touch her.” How was she supposed to explain the sensation of rage that had lifted clean and clear from the back of her head, then shot directly toward Tana? And the way Tana had stumbled back as if physically shoved, before crumpling to the floor?

“I saw it happen on the monitor,” Duikstra said crisply, giving the man a meaningful look. “Code 59F. Just leave it.”

The man’s eyebrows went up and he glanced at Nellie. “Gotcha,” he said, then turned back to Tana. “What d’you think?” he asked the other man.

“Her vital signs are steady,” the second man replied. “We’ll take her down to the clinic for observation until she comes to.” Turning to Duikstra, he asked. “Have you got a stretcher?”

With a nod, Duikstra left the room. For a moment the two men and Nellie stood as if in limbo, staring at Tana’s unconscious body, while the alarm beeped faintly overhead. Then Duikstra wheeled a stretcher through the doorway and the men lifted Tana onto it. Still stunned, Nellie walked to the end of the barricade and watched the men roll the stretcher out of the room.

At the last minute, one of the men turned to face her. “Code MK10,” he said, tapping the center of his forehead. “File it.”

Dully Nellie stared at him, her brain on overload and unable to process his command.

“Cabinet fifty-two,” added Duikstra, stepping around him and thrusting her thin face into Nellie’s. “Drawer one, file one. Now.”

Nellie’s eyes glazed, and she stood blinking as filing cabinet fiftytwo surfaced into her mind and the memory of what had happened disappeared into it. Then the usual sinking sensation occurred as the cabinet vanished. When her head cleared, Nellie found herself staring at an empty doorway, alone in her room.

Briefly, Duikstra’s head appeared in the doorway. “Your room is a shambles, cadet,” she snapped. “Five minutes to clean it, or there’ll be a pejorative on your file.”

As the dorm mother’s head withdrew, Nellie turned to look at the room. Duikstra was right — it was a shambles. The barricade had been pushed every which way, and one of the dresser mirrors was lying smashed on the floor. Textbooks, hairbrushes and containers of deodorant were scattered everywhere. What in the name of the Goddess had happened here? Was this one of Lierin’s jokes? Or had Tana suddenly and completely lost track of her senses?

One thing was for certain — no one, but no one, was going to bother explaining it. In Advanced, things just happened, you survived the chaos, cleaned up after it and got on with the next item on the agenda. There was no sense in complaining, it would only bring another pejorative and that would mean missing the next Street Games. And Street Games and maze runs were the only highs in an Advanced cadet’s bewildering and mind-jerking life.

With a hiss, Nellie began picking up objects from the floor.


Five

THEY WERE PREPARING for Street Games. Side by side in a row of chattering female cadets, Nellie and Lierin leaned into the brightly lit mirrors of the Costumes Room, applying eyeliner, mascara and lipstick. The image had to be just right — today’s activities called for them to fade into the crowd on Marnan’s busy streets and they had to look anonymous, like any civilian twelve-year-old.

“All right!” Lierin surveyed her reflection with satisfaction. “Now for the skin-tight, sex-goddess jeans.”

The crowded room radiated excitement. Not only were they about to go above ground and mingle with normal civilian life, it was the thirty-third day of Lulunar, the Goddess’s birthday. Festivities would be taking place everywhere. Following Lierin to a rack of clothing, Nellie flipped through it until she found a hanger with her name attached. It was just as Lierin had predicted — skin-tight, sex-goddess jeans. Eagerly she slid them on, then reached for the silver-spangled T-shirt on the next hanger. A heady dizziness filled her as she pulled the sequined cloth over her head. Cadets weren’t permitted to wear street clothes unless on assignment. Other than that, it was a plain black bodysuit, day in, day out.

“What did I tell you?” crowed Lierin, strutting before the mirror in shorts and a halter top. “Sex goddess, or what?” She stood preening, a smug grin plastered across her face. “I come from the constellation Daina. I am a sex goddess with a comet for a tail, and I’m so gorgeous—”

At the far end of the room the door opened and a piercing blast cut through the giggling chatter. “Listen up, girls,” said Ms. Duikstra in clipped tones, lowering a whistle from her lips. “It’s time to get a move on. Your final briefing starts in the Common Room in five minutes.”

Shooting Lierin a grin, Nellie picked up a black clutch purse that lay on a nearby counter. Then they slipped into the line of girls filing through the doorway and down the hall toward a large meeting area known as the Common Room. As Nellie entered, she saw the boys already seated in several rows of chairs at the front of the room. Heading toward them, she settled beside Phillip, who gave her an exuberant grin. Dressed in a muscle shirt and shorts, he’d layered his hair with sun streaks. A fake stud sat in his nose and he was wearing green contact lenses. Nellie had dyed her hair black and was wearing hazel lenses. It was such a rush — these first minutes in the Common Room after putting on costumes, she thought, twisting to look at everyone. Almost the way she’d imagined it would feel to take erva — everything real but tilted, coming at you from odd angles. Like that weird feeling she got sometimes, when for a brief moment she had no idea who or where she was.

“Attention.” On command, every cadet turned to face Col. Jolsen, who was standing at the front of the room. Head of Black Core Personnel, he was in his mid-forties, a tall barrel-chested man with bristly eyebrows and the cropped hair required of adult males not out on assignment. “All of you have been given your tasks,” he said, scanning the group’s disguises with a keen eye. “Some of you will be doing surveillance, others running distractions, and twelve of you have been selected for the primary tasks.”

A sweet high-pitched thrill ran through Nellie and she settled back into her seat. Selected for the primary tasks. That meant her. A stealthy smile crept across her lips, the kind she figured a full-class agent would wear.

“But no matter what you’re doing,” continued the colonel, clearing his throat, “you’ve all practiced your routines, and your instructors tell me you know them inside-out. Well done, cadets. The Goddess blesses you with Her light.” He gave them the grim quirk of his upper lip the cadets had secretly dubbed “Jolsen In Ecstasy.” “As you know,” he added, “you’ve already been split into ten teams and will be departing in ten separate vans. Take a moment now and check to make sure you have your necessary equipment.”

Opening her purse, Nellie ran a reverent finger over the silver ballpoint pen that lay nestled inside. A-Okay, everything in order, Star Leader Jolsen, she thought silently.

“Of the four teams assigned the primary tasks,” continued Col. Jolsen after a pause, “Team A will go with Lt. Sanders, B with Lt. Neem, C with Lt. Nanji, and D with me. Now before we leave, we will recite the dedication prayer to the Warrior’s Bow.”

In sync with his last words the overhead lights dimmed, and a far-off galaxy appeared on the wall screen behind him. Abruptly the viewfinder zoomed in on the Warrior constellation, focusing on the star that glowed at the tip of the Warrior’s bow.

“We are the followers of the Warrior’s Bow,” began Col. Jolsen, and the cadets took up the short prayer, saying it with him. “We live in the realm of its holy light. Our thoughts, bodies and action shine in its service. We are servant warriors, obedient to our Masters, the Lords of the stars.”

Col. Jolsen held out his right hand, fingers splayed. “We are foot soldiers in the Great War,” he intoned.

“We are foot soldiers in the Great War,” repeated the cadets, extending their right hands.

“All is light to a soldier of light,” said Col. Jolsen.

“All is light to a soldier of light,” repeated the cadets.

“And all is dark to the Dark,” shouted Col. Jolsen, closing his right hand into a fist and jamming it upward.

“All is dark to the Dark,” the cadets cried in unison, repeating the gesture.

The overhead lights came back on and the wall screen dimmed. Taking a deep breath, the colonel leaned forward. “Out onto the streets,” he ordered, pointing to the door. “Take the light of the great Warrior out into the Dark!”

Surging to her feet, Nellie joined the cadets streaming toward the door. Her heart was thundering and the blood singing through her brain. How she loved the pre-Street Games warm-ups, chanting the ancient prayers and feeling the hearts of the other cadets beating in rhythm with her own. As they ran along the hall toward the complex’s main garage, she lifted her fist with the others, chanting, “Ride the light! Ride the light!” Feet pounded the floor and voices ricocheted off the walls, making the group seem twice its size. Louder and louder they shouted, ramming their fists into the air. At the door leading into the garage, there was the inevitable drop in energy as they split into their predetermined teams, each following its leader across the vast cement floor toward one of ten unmarked vans. Tucked behind Lierin, Nellie trotted at the tail end of her team, fighting the anticlimax by pumping her breathing in the required war-beat rhythm. When she reached her group’s van, she ran on the spot to keep focused while Lt. Sanders slid open the side door. Every second counted, everything a foot soldier did — the way she breathed, the rhythm in which she let her feet touch the ground, even the thoughts she let run through her brain — was an essential part of the preparation for war. Today’s activities might be called games, but all was light to a soldier of light, every second on the Outside an important moment in the great ongoing war against the Dark.

The central garage door shot upward and the first van slipped into the tunnel that led to the surface. Two vans back, Nellie leaned against a window, feeling the reverberations of the convoy’s long echoing roar as it passed along the tunnel. On a few occasions she’d traveled to Street Games that had been held in other Interior cities, taking the trains that sped deep beneath the surface at over two hundred miles per hour. It was only at times like these, on a subterranean train or in a van rising toward ground level, that she actually thought about living underground. Up on the surface, everything was different. There, children lived with their mothers and spent their time in school learning entirely foreign subjects. When she was aboveground, Nellie sometimes caught a glimpse of that difference, or rather a sense of what it could mean — something alien and unknown that vibrated through her like an ache.

At the surface checkpoint the convoy paused briefly, waiting as a second door slid upward, leaving a rectangular space of blinding light. Pressed to her window, Nellie blinked rapidly. Though the underground complex was well lit, it faded to a dim murkiness compared to the mind-searing sunlight they were headed toward. As her van passed into daylight, she eagerly scanned the scene before her. To her left a large truck was being unloaded, and beyond it were parked several rows of military vehicles. Ahead loomed the towering concrete walls that separated the aboveground section of the Detta complex from the city of Marnan. As Nellie watched, the first van slowed and the driver extended his wrist for the scanner at the outer gate. A few words were exchanged with the guard at the booth, and then a shudder ran through the ground as the huge double gates swung open. A second smaller shudder ran through Nellie’s body as the van started forward. It was like this every time — that moment at a scanner when her breathing stopped and life stood still, waiting for approval.

“Soldiers of light, have you prepared yourselves?” demanded Lt. Sanders. Stopping the van at the booth, he extended his wrist for the scanner. Quickly Nellie straightened with the others, pumped up her breathing and began to chant, “Soldiers of light! Soldiers of light!” But in spite of her determined efforts at chanting, she still found herself tensing as the van drove through the gate and the invisible security beam passed through her body. What if the guard in the booth screwed something up, what if he turned on the kill signal by mistake? Acid sweat filmed her skin and her blood screamed in silent panic. Then, without incident, they were through the gate, and the Detta complex was fading like ugly vibes behind them as the van headed through Marnan’s streets toward the city center.

Ramrod straight, pumping her breath and chanting with the others, Nellie stared eagerly through the window. Everywhere she looked, she saw people hurrying along sidewalks: mothers with young children, teenagers in T-shirts and shorts. Street vendors plied a busy trade, and on one corner a theater troupe was performing a Goddess legend for an admiring crowd. Since it was the peak of summer, school was out and many of the girls were wearing swimsuits and sandals. A pang hit Nellie and she bit her lip. Obviously her sex-goddess jeans would be overkill in this heat. “Soldiers of light, soldiers of light,” she whispered, scanning the bright laughing faces, the vendors and their cartloads of flowers and cold drinks.

“Code 73N,” called Lt. Sanders from the front of the van, and Nellie pulled her gaze hastily from the window. No more sightseeing, it was time to prepare for their emergence onto the front battle lines. Once again she opened her purse and ran her finger over the silver ballpoint pen. All was in order. Closing the purse, she lifted her head and focused on her breathing, pumping it in out in out, but softly so that only she could hear it. Soldiers of light worked to make themselves look indistinguishable from the average civilian, but they’d been taught secret private rituals to remind themselves constantly of their difference. It was important at all times to remain aware of the difference.

They were now deep in the downtown district. Nellie grinned slightly, recognizing the area from previous trips, and leaned forward as the van turned a corner and Group A’s destination came into view: the Museum of Natural History. Five stories high and fronted by eight massive columns, the white building was an impressive sight in the midday sun. For a moment Nellie’s pumped-up breathing faltered and she stared open mouthed. Such a huge glowing structure, so white it was almost incandescent — how could it be a haven for the Dark?

But Col. Jolsen had said it was a gathering place for the servants of evil, and a true cadet never questioned the words of a Star Leader. Slamming her mind closed to such blasphemy, Nellie focused on her breathing as the van eased into the curb.

“Now remember,” said Lt. Sanders, turning in his seat to face the four cadets behind him. “You have ten minutes to locate your targets and give them the gift, and then you’re to walk two blocks south to the Galaxy Theater where I’ll be waiting with the van. Don’t rush it, the gifts are coordinated and you have five full minutes after the last prayer pin is clicked. I expect to see you in fifteen minutes.” With a grin he pointed his right index finger upward and said, “Reach for the stars.”

“Reach for the stars,” echoed the cadets, repeating the gesture. Then the boy seated next to the side door slid it open and leapt out without a backward glance. The others followed, emerging into the brilliant heat and losing themselves in the crowd. The last to exit the van, Nellie wasted no time trying to locate the cadets who’d preceded her. They were all on their own now, alone for the next ten minutes with their primary tasks. The main question, she thought as she slipped through the crowd, was where would be the best place to fulfil hers — outside the museum or inside? The fountain area in front of the building was crowded with holidayers and vendors selling small statues of the Goddess and other trinkets, and there must be hundreds more people inside. Which of these happy laughing faces would the Goddess want her to choose as today’s recipient of the gift of light?

Inside, thought Nellie, her eyes drawn irresistibly to the gleaming structure before her. Surely the Goddess would want Her light taken into the very depths of Darkness. Heading toward one of the entrance scanners, she passed her wrist under it and entered the museum lobby. Here she paused and scanned the area. On the far side she could see Lierin heading up a wide staircase. The other two cadets had probably also chosen one of the upper levels — Advanced cadets quickly developed a hefty preference for aboveground places blessed with light. Spotting an elevator, Nellie crossed to it, pressed the button for the basement and rode it down.

The doors slid open and she stepped out into a display of prehistoric mammals. Floodlit skeletons loomed against dimly lit walls that had been molded to resemble caves, and at the center of the room knelt several plastic humans, arranged to look as if they were engaged in an archaeological dig. Huddled before the various exhibits, tourists conversed in low tones. Funny, thought Nellie as she scanned the area for a staircase leading to the first floor, how people instinctively whispered in the dark, even in familiar places. Her eyes fell on a side stairwell, and she nodded slightly before turning back to the room. Which of these men, women and children looked like the most appropriate recipient for the gift of light? Who would the Goddess wish Nellie to choose for this honor?

Behind her the elevator doors hissed open and a small group emerged — a girl, two younger boys and a woman. Yelping eagerly, the boys tore off toward the nearest skeleton but the girl paused, hesitant. Rifling through her purse, the woman stopped beside her.

“Now where did I put my pen?” she muttered. “I want to write down that phone number before I forget.”

“Don’t worry, Mom, I’ll remember,” the girl said casually. Unlike most of the people in this gloomy place, she wasn’t whispering. “You know I always remember phone numbers.”

“You might forget,” said her mother. “And it’s an unlisted number.”

“Mom!” said the girl, insulted. Eight or nine years old, she was chubby, with glasses, the kind of kid who looked as if she collected postage stamps for a hobby. Or played the violin — terribly. Nellie’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully, and then she rejected the pair. The girl remembered phone numbers, and that put her in a risky category. Too smart. Way too smart. Checking her watch, Nellie moved on. Seven minutes, time to spare.

To her right a couple leaned against a rail, studying a large skeleton. The man’s suit pocket gaped casually at his hip, and the woman’s purse hung forgotten from her shoulder. Nellie paused, glancing around the room for anyone who might be watching, then moved on as a security guard came around the corner. Six minutes. Time began to tick loudly inside her head.

Then she caught sight of an elderly woman watching the crowd from a bench on the far side of the room. Several well-worn carrying bags were piled at her feet — she was obviously a collector of bottles and odd scraps, though she wasn’t dressed like a derelict. Old people got like that, Nellie thought, remembering something from her Psychology class. They went senile and forgot their caste, even upper caste members like the Masters and the priests. Sometimes they went about collecting street waste and cashing in bottles as if they needed it to survive.

Well, whatever caste the old woman belonged to, there was no question she would go for the pen. Praise be to the Goddess, today’s recipient of the gift of light had been found. Quickly Nellie crossed the room and settled onto the bench beside the elderly woman. Then she took the pen and a small notebook out of her purse. Flipping open the notebook, she began to scribble aimlessly, writing down whatever came into her head. Time was ticking down to four minutes and soon it would be three, but all she had to do now was fake a distraction, dump the pen, and take off. She was laughing, she had time to spare.

Something jabbed her arm and Nellie looked up, startled, to see the old woman leaned toward her. Dark eyes glinted within drooping pouches, and a small web of spittle hung from the woman’s lower lip. “Bless me but you’re a special child,” she said in a wavering voice, peering at Nellie. “Look at your eyes. Was your mother a chosen one then?”

Nellie’s mouth opened and she gaped. “I don’t have a mother,” she said stiffly. Ducking her head, she scribbled furiously in her notebook. Soldiers of light weren’t supposed to interact with the civilian population. More than anything, they weren’t supposed to give out personal information. Cursing under her breath, Nellie scribbled and scribbled, trying to get a grip. Okay, so she’d slipped and told the old bag an insignificant personal fact. She wouldn’t be punished, no one knew but the old lady, and in a few minutes—

“You don’t have a mother,” repeated the old woman, leaning closer. “Tsk tsk, that’s too bad. And of course you wouldn’t know anything about your father, would you?”

Nellie’s head shot up and she stared at the woman. How did the old bag know that? While most kids were given the basic data concerning their fathers, Nellie had never been told anything about hers. This had always bugged her. Catching her stunned expression, the old woman chuckled and smoothed the skirt of her dress. Instinctively Nellie’s eyes skimmed the inside of her wrist. There beside the blue hammer that was the woman’s caste tattoo, she saw a second tattoo — a tiny orange flame. Nellie gasped softly. This old bag had once been a priestess! She knew the language of the stars and had been privy to the great inner mysteries. What was she doing in a den of iniquity like the Museum of Natural History, on today of all days?

The old woman smiled and pointed to her flame tattoo. “I thought you’d notice. You’re a child of the Gods, all right. I know one when I see one. You listen to me, girl.” She touched her tattoo again. “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Bunch of golliwash. Lies and superstition, pure and simple. On the surface.” Sunk deep in their pouches, the woman’s eyes burned, intense with meaning. “There is no Goddess and the temples are empty — on the surface,” she repeated, clutching Nellie’s arm. “But there’s a deeper truth, if you go looking for it. The lies they’re feeding you are a code, pointing to what’s underneath. You’ve got to figure it out. Figure it out.”

Saliva dotted Nellie’s face as the woman repeatedly hissed her last words. “Okay, okay,” Nellie snapped, yanking her arm free. As she did, a vacant expression drifted across the woman’s face and she leaned against the wall, breathing heavily. Ducking her head, Nellie studied her with quick runaway glances. The old bag seemed to have forgotten whatever it was she’d been going on about and was now staring dully across the room. Either she was a nutcase, or so old her brain had shriveled and could no longer get a grip. That must be the reason for the blasphemies she’d just spit into Nellie’s face, or maybe she’d really meant them. Maybe the entire time she’d served in the Goddess’s temples, she’d been an unbeliever, an infidel, a traitor.

All things considered, she would make an ideal recipient for the gift of light. Nellie glanced at her watch. Less than a minute to go. Tucking the notebook into her purse, she pressed the prayer pin hidden at the pen’s base and set the pen gently on the bench between herself and the woman. She now had five full minutes, more if the others hadn’t yet clicked their prayer pins. The old bag beside her hadn’t noticed the pen and was still staring in a trance across the room. Quickly Nellie got to her feet and headed for the staircase she’d located earlier. It wasn’t wise to use an elevator in this kind of a situation — the power system could shut down, or you could get trapped behind someone in a wheelchair or a pack of daycare kids.

On the third stair, she paused and looked back. Soldiers of light were never supposed to look back, it was a bad habit she allowed herself only when no other cadets were around to report her behavior. From where she stood, she could clearly see the old woman still seated on the bench and reaching for the pen. Nellie held her breath. Nothing could undo the prayer pin once it had been set, but the suspense was unbearable. As she watched, the woman placed the pen on her knee and stroked it happily. Just as Nellie had predicted, she hadn’t been able to resist the silver gleam and smooth cool lines. From across the room, Nellie thought she could hear the old bag actually crooning under her breath.

Tell me what you think of the Goddess in five minutes, pagan, Nellie thought contemptuously. Then she turned and ran swiftly up the staircase, across the first floor lobby and out into the sunlit square.


Six

THE SUPPER HOUR news was devoted exclusively to coverage of the bomb blasts, which had occurred almost simultaneously in four different areas of the city. Seated cross-legged with the rest of the cadets on the Common Room floor, Nellie hugged her knees to her chin, her body quivering with exhilaration as pictures of the devastation flashed across the floor-to-ceiling monitoring screen at the front of the room. The damage was impressive. Team B had targeted various small businesses around a local outdoor market, and the debris from the explosions within the buildings had wounded and killed many who’d been milling about the vendors’ stalls. Team C had focused on a children’s rec center and Team D, under Col. Jolsen, had hit a festival celebrating the Goddess’s birthday at one of the major parks.

But it was the pictures of the Museum of Natural History that had the blood pounding in Nellie’s ears. Almost sick with excitement, she stared at the gaping holes in the massive building. The three bombs that had gone off in the upper levels had weakened the structure so the upper half had collapsed inward. The lower half was still standing, but sagged dangerously due to a fourth blast which the newscaster somberly announced “had gone off in the basement.”

With a grin, Lierin elbowed Nellie in the ribs, and Nellie elbowed her back. This was better than anything they’d expected. Even Col. Jolsen looked impressed as the floor-to-ceiling images of the devastation vanished and the newscaster’s face returned to the screen. “The body count continues to rise,” she intoned into the camera. “Several hundred are confirmed dead, and the hospitals are flooded with the wounded. City Administration is asking that trips to hospitals and clinics be limited to life-threatening emergencies.”

As the news program broke for ads, the cadets turned to each other with a roar of triumph, tackling their neighbors and rolling about the floor in glee. The soldiers of light had struck, slipped in and out unseen, and left a trail of judgement in their wake. Blessed be the Goddess, all hail to the Star Lords! At the front of the room, Col. Jolsen and the other team leaders talked animatedly as ads for toothpaste and deodorant lit up the screen behind them. Cadets who hadn’t been involved in today’s primary tasks begged for details from those who had, and Team A received the greatest amount of attention. All eyes were focused on Nellie; even Tana was sending her glances of sulky admiration. By now everyone knew she was the one who’d chosen to go into the basement. Without her efforts the damage would have been far less — the building could have been repaired, and the death toll would have been considerably lower.

As the news broadcast returned to the screen, Col. Jolsen blew into a whistle that sent a mind-splitting squeal through the room. Instantly the cadets resumed their places, quiet and attentive, their eyes on the screen.

“The question is,” the female newscaster was saying to the man beside her, “who could be responsible for an attack of such a scale? No attack mounted by an Outback rebel group has been this successful. How did they get past the museum’s scanners?”

“Unfortunately,” the male newscaster sighed, nodding into the camera, “it isn’t difficult to get a false ID chip on the black market. And investigators have already uncovered evidence that indicates the chemicals used in the explosives are widely available. Many farmers use them in their daily routines. It’s the specific combination of the chemicals,” the man stressed, looking sternly into the camera, “that creates such a powerful blast. The police think at least fifteen to twenty people were involved in the attack on the museum, each carrying a bomb hidden under their clothing. Suicide bombers.” The man shook his head sadly. “A common method used by Outback rebel groups.”

“So police are pretty certain we’re looking at another attack by the Jinnet?” asked the woman.

“Most likely,” said the man. “Here are photographs of some of the individuals suspected to be involved. Several of them have recently been spotted in the Marnan area.”

Photographs of scowling men and blank-eyed women began flashing onto the screen as the male newscaster listed their names and gave several identifying features for each individual. Nellie grinned slightly as she watched the photographs come and go. This always happened. The police were afraid of looking as if they weren’t in control of the situation, so they immediately came up with a list of suspects, and the Jinnet was always the first one named. The Jinnet, Nellie figured, was probably nothing more than a group of Outback farmers who got together to play cards every other weekend. If they existed at all. The police came up with these suspect lists so quickly, it was almost as if they had them prepared in advance ...

As this last thought hit her, Nellie’s entire body jerked. Ridiculous. How could the police be ready in advance? Detta didn’t notify the local authorities before launching an attack against the Dark. Angrily Nellie smashed at the thought in her head, crushing it to smithereens. Blasphemy, blasphemy. Her thoughts were starting to get out of hand. She was going to have to increase the frequency of her visits to the Mind Cleanser.

At the front of the room, Col. Jolsen shut off the news broadcast. “Soldiers of light!” he roared.

Snapping upright, the group roared back, “At attention!”

“The Goddess is pleased,” the colonel said, smiling broadly at them. “You have carried the message of Her wrath into the midst of evil. And make no mistake — the places you destroyed today were havens of the Dark. Evil can manifest itself in many forms, a child can be its carrier as equally as a grown man. Do not mourn for those who died today. The four places you attacked and destroyed were known to us as meeting places commonly used by the Dark, especially the museum.” Here Col. Jolsen directed an approving glance at Nellie and she was rocked with a wave of exhilaration. “In fact,” he continued somberly, “they were planning to meet at the museum today before heading out to terrorize the community and defile the celebrations planned for the Goddess’s birthday.”

An angry murmur ran through the cadets, and the colonel nodded gravely. “Yes,” he said. “Many of the people you saw today were in league with the Jinnet — children, women and men. Do not mourn for them. And as for the others who were there merely as sightseers, their deaths were a great honor given to them by the Goddess in service to the stars. The Great Mother will remember their souls.”

Quickly Col. Jolsen drew a five-pointed star in the air, and the cadets respectfully followed suit. Then a sudden grin took over the colonel’s face and his tone changed to one of excitement. “And you!” he cried, pointing to the group. “Cadets of the Advanced Black Core Program, today you have destroyed many of the infidel and sent the rest to their basements where they cower in hiding. When the final day of judgement comes, you will be rewarded by being reborn into the brightest stars!”

“The brightest stars!” cried the cadets, raising their right hands.

“We are riding the light!” called Col. Jolsen.

“Riding the light!” thundered the cadets.

“Onto your feet,” ordered the colonel. “It is time for Group Closedown.” On the monitoring screen behind him appeared a wide vista of stars that shone brilliantly for several seconds, then began to retreat into the distance. “Code MK13,” said the colonel, tapping his forehead. “Locate filing cabinet number thirty-three, drawer two, the fourteenth folder.”

Leaping to their feet, the cadets took up position facing each other in two large circles, one inside the other. As the circles began to move slowly in opposite directions, each cadet touched the forehead of those she passed and whispered, “File it deep, deep deep deep, and now we are free.” Between Lierin and Phillip, Nellie circled with the others, whispering the quiet phrase. Each time she touched a forehead, she felt something slip away from her, weightless and invisible. Like something dying, she thought unexpectedly and then the thought vanished, leaving her with the eerie whispering and circling. By the time the two circles had completed an entire rotation, the excitement buzzing the room had dissolved and the cadets were standing quietly, their faces calm. Turning with the others, Nellie faced the front of the room and saw Col. Jolsen, his face also quiet and relaxed. Behind him the wall screen was blank.

“At ease,” said Col. Jolsen. “Your minds have been emptied, and you are now prepared for an evening of fun and relaxation. This afternoon is gone as if blown away in the wind. Blown away in the wind,” he repeated soothingly. “You will think no more of it. This has been commanded by the Goddess.”

Commanded by the Goddess, thought Nellie. Blown away in the wind. Taking a deep breath, she looked about herself. She was standing in a large circle between Lierin and Phillip in the Common Room, and from the look of things, they’d just finished a lecture by Col. Jolsen. What time was it? She glanced at her watch. A half hour past suppertime, no wonder she was so hungry! It must have been an important lecture to have gone overtime like this. A frown creased her forehead as she tried to remember the contents of the lecture and drew a blank. Oh well, she’d probably been told to file it — some kind of top secret stuff that needed an access code for conscious recall. It was an excellent system that really simplified things for a cadet. This way she accessed necessary information only in appropriate situations when given the required code, and didn’t have top secret information floating around the front of her mind which could be mistakenly blurted out to strangers. Cadets didn’t always show the best judgement.

At the front of the room, Col. Jolsen raised a hand and silence fell across the group. “After dinner,” he said, “wait an hour or so, then visit a Mind Cleanser before lights out.” His face split into a quick grin. “I hope you’re hungry. Rumor has it the cooks have prepared dengleberry pie for dessert. You’re dismissed.”

With a roar, the cadets broke ranks and headed for the exit. Squeezing through the doorway, Nellie launched herself at Phillip and tackled him from behind. “Last one to the cafeteria is first course for the Goddess’s bloodsucking hounds!” she hollered and took off down the hall, a stampede of cadets behind her.

FOCUSED ON her deep breathing exercises, Nellie stood quietly as Lt. Neem taped the last of several electrodes to the back of her left leg. Surrounded by life-sized mannequins and training equipment, they were in the gym, a vast drafty room that gleamed off-white in every direction and echoed with the grunts and thuds of a class practicing gymnastics at the far end. Nellie had spent fifteen minutes warming up with them, then trotted toward the lieutenant in response to his summoning whistle. Now she leaned her weight onto her right leg and tried not to tense the left as the lieutenant buckled it into a padded harness that belted at her waist.

“Check,” said the lieutenant, pressing a handheld device, and a burst of electric shock ran from the electrodes into the back of Nellie’s leg. “Gotcha?” he asked, quirking an eyebrow.

“Got me.” Nellie flexed her leg against the harness, which was connected by several jointed metal rods to a rectangular five-foot-high machine beside her. As the lieutenant took his place behind the machine’s control panel, she listened to the low hum the device emitted — calm, even, almost like someone singing under her breath. However, once Lt. Neem flicked the switch that hum would change to a series of loud revs that had been timed to synchronize with the jolts of shock the electrodes would send into her leg. Nellie loved the gut groan of those revs. Combined with electric shock, the sound roared through her with such power that she could lose herself in it, forgetting the pain of the shock and the harness strapping her in.

“Your Seeing Eyes,” said Lt. Neem, handing her a pair of virtual-reality glasses. Sliding them on, Nellie adjusted the strap until it fit snugly around the back of her head. Then she inserted two tiny speakers dangling from the earpieces into her ears. With the exception of the head strap and the speakers, the virtual-reality glasses resembled a pair of sunglasses, and recreational versions were commonly worn by children at play in Marnan’s back alleys and parks.

“Seeing Eyes open,” said the lieutenant, and the lenses filled with images of outer space. Transparent stars, planets and spaceships now dominated Nellie’s vision. Through them she continued to see her surroundings, but the gym had taken on an unreal quality, as if it was the illusion and she was actually hovering somewhere in outer space. Through the speaker in her left ear, she heard a slow steady beeping.

“Face the target.” Lt. Neem’s voice was now coming through the speaker in her right ear. Nellie turned to face the row of mannequins, moving in sync with the beeping in her left ear. “Third doll down,” said Lt. Neem. “We’re working on the chin kick first.”

The mannequins had been positioned in a variety of poses, the third in a semi-crouch, its hands raised. “Sight on the chin,” said Lt. Neem, and an illuminated bull’s-eye appeared in the left lens of the virtual-reality glasses, fixed on the mannequin’s chin. “Begin,” said Lt. Neem. Beside Nellie, the machine let out a loud revving sound and a small burst of shock ran up the back of her leg. At the same time the metal rods connected to the harness lifted upward, bringing her foot in a slow even arc toward the mannequin’s face. Her heel connected with the chin, the mannequin rocked backward and the machine lowered the rods, returning her foot to the floor.

“Again,” said Lt. Neem. This time the burst of shock was stronger and the harness carried Nellie’s foot more quickly toward the mannequin’s face. Simultaneously, the bull’s-eye shone more brightly in her left eye and the beeping grew louder in her ear. As her foot settled back onto the floor, Nellie grinned. When she really got going, these workouts gave her such a rush she flew higher than the stars in her virtual-reality glasses.

“Again,” said Lt. Neem, and another, stronger burst of shock ran up the back of Nellie’s leg. Her foot was lifted more quickly from the floor, the beeping grew louder in her ear, her heel connected with a solid whack, and the mannequin rocked back onto its heels. “Ride the light,” said the voice in her ear and Nellie knew the kick rate had been established — the computer had assessed her heart rate and brainwave pattern and settled on the appropriate tempo.

Again and again a burst of shock ran up her leg and her foot was yanked from the floor. Stars shot through her peripheral vision, she felt as if she was traveling at the speed of light as her foot smashed the mannequin’s face. Boom! She was really starting to feel it now — the white-hot burst of shock combined with the revving power of the kick, all of it tied to the high-pitched beeping in her left ear. Riding the light. Another wave of shock pierced her calf and her foot was carried upward, but now her leg was starting to feel less like flesh and bone and more like spasms of light rising through her body. Riding the light, riding the light. Back snapped the mannequin’s head, down went Nellie’s foot and for a second the beeping in her ear shut off. Then everything started again, but this time Lt. Neem’s voice merged with the entire process, coming through the speaker in her right ear.

“Code 999: you hate,” it said, calm and neutral, as Nellie’s foot rose from the floor and smashed into the mannequin’s chin. “That’s right,” the voice continued as her foot was lowered. “You hate. It is good to hate. Hate makes you a functional cadet. A functional cadet hates anything that threatens the Empire. The Goddess commands you to hate Her enemies. If you love the Goddess, you hate Her enemies. Love is hate and hate is love. There is no difference,” said the voice placidly. “You are a hate machine, a love machine of metal and shock. Love the Goddess, hate Her enemies. Code 999: love, hate, love, hate.” Waves of shock tore through Nellie’s leg and her foot flew repeatedly upward, smashing the mannequin’s chin in starbursts of heat and light. “Hate is your greatest weapon,” the voice approved coolly. “It is your soul. You think, breathe, you are hate.”

Another searing jolt of shock tore through Nellie’s leg and she gritted her teeth, remembering the lessons she’d learned in previous workouts: A functional cadet likes pain. She suffers with joy. Pain is joy, pain is light held inside the body. Pain is like a star. Grunting quietly, Nellie tried to imagine the pain in her leg as stars glowing in her muscles. Sometimes the agony grew so fierce, she could actually see the vibrations as flames roaring through her skin. “You hate,” said the voice in her ear, and her foot flew upward, punching the mannequin’s impervious face. “You hate,” said the voice, and a groan slipped from her lips as yet another jolt of shock ripped through her leg. “You hate,” said the voice, and Nellie screamed, stars ricocheting past her eyes as her foot rose and smashed the mannequin so hard, it broke free of its stand and went spinning across the floor.

Immediately the virtual-reality glasses shut off. Stars stopped shooting past her eyes and the high-pitched beeping was silenced. By the time her foot was lowered to the floor, Lt. Neem was at her side, unstrapping the harness. “Walk,” he said, his voice still coming through the speaker in her right ear. “Walk it off, ride the light back to ground level.”

Shakily Nellie began to walk around the mannequins, her left leg throbbing and wobbly. As she did, the virtual-reality glasses came back on, but faintly, the stars and planets fading and lifting upward, as if retreating into the distance. Still her breathing was a savage gulping force, squeezing her lungs. She paused, leaning against a wall, and watched the last of the stars fade from the lenses before her eyes.

“Pushed it a little too far that time,” Lt. Neem called cheerfully, his voice now free of the speaker and back in his body. “We’ll have to adjust the pace — can’t have you tearing the dolls limb from limb.”

Nellie grinned uncertainly and began to shake the throb out of her left leg. She didn’t usually erupt like that. Lt. Neem must have pitched the beeping too high or used too much shock. He was probably putting her through some kind of upgrading, maybe even toughening her for a special assignment. Either that or she was an absolute loser weakling. Fucking wimp, Nellie berated herself silently. You’re a suck, Kinnan, a suck. She took a long slow breath. It was always difficult when the voltage was increased. Until she adjusted, it was more like fighting the light than riding it.

“Over here,” called Lt. Neem. “We’ll work your right arm for a while.”

Giving her leg a last shake, Nellie headed toward the lieutenant. Things felt okay again, the burn in her calf muscle substantially decreased, and anyway, she would be working her right arm now. Arms were easier than legs — they moved quicker and took less effort. Less shock. Lt. Neem knew her limits, when to push and when to lay off. Coming up beside him, Nellie gave him a grin, surer now the pain had subsided.

“Okay?” asked Lt. Neem, smiling back.

“Okay,” said Nellie, and held out her right arm for the electrodes.

“NOW, NELLIE,” said Westcott, his voice coming through the speaker in her right ear. “I want you to take all the thoughts and problems you brought with you from Advanced and put them into the sailboat and send it over the horizon.”

“Okay,” said Nellie dreamily, pressing her finger against the loose screw in the Relaxer’s arm. Heaving a final rock at the brightly painted sailboat in her mind, she watched it keel onto its side. She was still trying to figure out how to handle this session. When she’d walked through the door, a filing cabinet had suddenly opened in her head and a memory of the previous session had popped out — Westcott’s gasp as she’d remembered the shorn-headed girl from her dreams. Funny how she’d forgotten about that until now. Why would she have filed it?

Anyway, she hadn’t made up her mind whether Westcott could read her thoughts with the Relaxer helmet or not, but if he could, it would be best to continue her usual mental routine so he wouldn’t get suspicious.

“Is the sailboat gone?” purred the amiable voice in her ear.

“Gone,” Nellie affirmed sweetly. “Gone, gone, gone.”

Westcott heaved a barely audible sigh. “I want you to relax, Nellie. Just let yourself slide deep underwater where you will float like a fish, quiet and dreamy. Remember you can breathe underwater, so you’re completely safe. Are you floating?”

“Yes,” said Nellie, imagining herself as a silver-nosed shark, a breed so vicious it was known to have sunk its teeth into small boats. “Floating like a fish.”

“Good,” said Westcott. “Wonderful. Splendid. Marvelous. Now let me ask you some silly questions just to keep my paycheck coming in. What’s the color of your bedspread?”

“Blue,” murmured Nellie. She loved this kind of question. She really knew how to drive Westcott crazy with it. “It’s a middle-of-the-afternoon, three o’clock sky blue with yellow and purple wickawoo birds all over it. Well, maybe not exactly yellow. More like gold with a few bits of orange, and—”

“Hmm,” said Westcott, cutting her off. “And your roommate’s bedspread?”

“Vomit green,” said Nellie as dreamily as she could manage. “With bits of puke orange and lots of other gag colors.”

“Ah ha,” commented the psychiatrist knowingly. “And what about the barrier curtain of the Mind Cleanser in your dorm?”

“Burgundy,” said Nellie.

“Just burgundy?” asked the psychiatrist after a pause.

“Burgundy, all-the-time-burgundy,” said Nellie. “Burgundy when you go in and burgundy when you come out, and burgundy even when you just think about it sitting there in the dark, the color of dead blood waiting to get you.”

“Mm-hmm,” said the psychiatrist, interest edging his voice. “Tell me, Nellie, what did you have for breakfast?”

“Think Quick cereal,” said Nellie, keeping her voice neutral as she tried frantically to remember what she’d just said about the Mind Cleanser’s barrier curtain. Sometimes she lost track of Westcott’s game and really started to float, and then such weird things came out of her mouth. The Mind Cleanser’s curtain the color of dead blood? Focus, she scolded silently, pressing the tip of her finger hard against the loose screw.

“Okay,” said the psychiatrist. “What’s your favorite shape — square, circle or triangle?”

“Rhomboid,” said Nellie. “Or hexagon. Or just a very weird scribbled shape that’s very non-geometric.”

There was a pause. “Nellie,” said the psychiatrist. “I want you to go deeper. Float deeper, deeper. Relax and let your thoughts come without thinking them. Are you floating deeper?”

“Uh-huh,” said Nellie, slowing her speech and trying to slur it. “Deeeeper.”

“That’s better,” said Westcott. “Now, who is your favorite instructor in Advanced?”

“Col. Jolsen,” said Nellie.

“Do you ever wish he was your father?” asked Westcott.

“No,” said Nellie without thinking. “Parents are irrelevant.”

“Do you remember your mother?” asked Westcott.

A slight twitch convulsed Nellie’s throat and she frowned. Tricky territory. Mothers were more complicated than fathers. What was Westcott after here? After a pause she said, “Not much.”

“Not much?” prompted the psychiatrist.

“Sometimes I almost think I see her when I’m dreaming, but never quite.” It was an honest answer, Nellie thought. She didn’t have to fudge it.

“Do you remember anything she told you?” Westcott’s tone was casual, but Nellie could hear its careful creeping note.

“Like what?” she asked.

“Oh,” said the psychiatrist, “that you were, for instance, a special child. Or a chosen one.”

Deep inside Nellie’s brain, something shifted. “No,” she said, bewildered. “No, I don’t remember anything like that.”

“Have you ever thought of yourself as a child of the Gods?” asked Westcott.

“Of the Gods?” Nellie was stunned outright. Was Westcott out of his absolute friggin’ mind? “Never,” she said flatly.

“Tell me then, Nellie,” said the psychiatrist after another slight pause. “What do you think of the Goddess?”

An image of the floor-to-ceiling statue that stood in the Advanced chapel, hands raised beseechingly to the heavens, leapt to Nellie’s mind. “She is the Great Holy Mother of us all,” she said fervently. “An angel that stands between us and the Gods as intervener.”

“What would you say if someone told you the Goddess was a lie?” asked the psychiatrist slowly. “A sham? Superstition?”

Nellie’s fists clenched. How could Westcott suggest such a thing? Briefly she considered scanning his vibes for irregularities, any intention of blasphemy or sacrilege, then realized he was probably just checking her faith for signs of weakness. “I would decimate her with a kick to the right temple,” she said harshly. No one insulted the Goddess. No one.

“Her?” asked the psychiatrist quickly. “Why did you say ‘her’?”

Nellie was swept with sudden panic. Had she said “her”? Well, what was wrong with that?

“I dunno,” she stammered. “It’s just a word, isn’t it?”

“I said ‘someone’ and you said ‘her’,” said the psychiatrist.

“Oh,” said Nellie, her thoughts racing. She worked so hard to figure out Westcott’s game and cover her ass, but everyone had their weaknesses. Only weakness in Advanced meant the Black Box, or worse — K Block. She had to stay focused, she had to—

“Why did you say ‘her’?” repeated the psychiatrist.

“I don’t know,” Nellie mumbled, jamming her fingertip hard against the tip of the screw. Get a grip, moron, she thought. FOCUS.

“You don’t remember a ... woman telling you the Goddess is all lies and superstition?” asked Westcott.

Again there came the shifting, deep within Nellie’s brain, as if something wanted out. “No,” she mumbled, trying to shove it back down. “No one ever said anything like that to me.”

“Good,” said Westcott heartily. “Wonderful, I’m glad to hear it. That’s marvelous news, Nellie. Because you and I both know the Goddess is real, don’t we? We know She is all truth, all light, and all love.”

“Yes,” whispered Nellie, licking the sweat from her upper lip.

“The Great Mother of us all, as you said,” finished the psychiatrist, a smile loud in his voice. “One last question. Have you had any dreams of cutting off your hair yet?”

Why was he back harping on this again? Nellie scowled, then tried to cover it with a dreamy smile. As a matter of fact she had seen the shorn-headed girl several times since last week’s session, but these images had come to her when she was awake — flashes of the girl’s face, there and gone in her head. Yesterday it had happened twice while she was sitting in Bio-weapons. “No,” Nellie said in her dreamiest tone. “No no no no no.”

“Ah,” said the psychiatrist slowly. “Well, we’ll leave it there for today. Now I want you to float up slowly from the depths of the ocean — slowly, slowly — but first leave everything we talked about today in a small box at the bottom.”

Fat chance, thought Nellie.

“Are you doing what I said?” asked Westcott, a trifle sharply.

“Oh yes,” Nellie said meekly.

“All your memories of this session are at the bottom of the ocean?” Westcott said.

“What memories?” Meaning it as a joke, Nellie cringed slightly at the psychiatrist’s annoyed intake of breath. “Gone, all gone,” she added, sighing dreamily for emphasis.

Westcott gave her another slight pause. “Bring the sailboat in over the horizon and take out all your Advanced thoughts,” he said a little testily.

“Okay,” said Nellie quietly. “I did it. It’s done.”

“Dr. Juba?” said the psychiatrist. Suddenly the helmet and blinders were being lifted from Nellie’s head and she was blinking in a swarm of light. Her eyes focused on Westcott, watching her from his desk as he played with the mole on his chin. “Okay?” he asked, smiling benignly.

A horde of invisible creepy-crawlies crept up Nellie’s spine. “Yeah, okay,” she said.

“Then we’ll see you next week,” said the psychiatrist.

That evening when she went to use the Mind Cleanser, the burgundy barrier curtain had been removed and a sky blue version installed in its place.


Seven

THAT NIGHT NELLIE dreamed of the shorn-headed girl again. As usual she was with the green-eyed boy, but this time they were outside, walking along what seemed to be a back alley at night. The boy was hovering behind the girl, one hand close to what looked to be a weapon hidden at his hip, and his eyes darted continually about the alley, returning frequently to the back of the girl’s head. Suddenly the girl gave a soft gasp and turned to face the boy. With surprise, Nellie realized she could hear the murmur of the girl’s voice, though not her actual words. As she watched, straining to make out what they were saying, the girl ran a few steps, reached out, and seemed to grope at something in the air. Then she stepped forward and to Nellie’s utter amazement began to change shape, erupting into a figure of light with wings, then shifting rapidly through every apparition imaginable — gargoyle, bird-headed human, even a sky-blue spiral of energy. Finally the girl left form behind completely, and became simply the endless shifting of multicolored light and a wild keening that seemed to reach into the very cells of Nellie’s dreaming body.

Abruptly the dream cut off and Nellie woke to discover a shadowy figure leaned over her, holding a small device to her forehead. The device emitted a heavy force field that seemed to be pulling at her brain. Immediately Nellie rammed an arm upward, knocking the device from her face. Then she launched herself at the shadowy figure, but it evaded her neatly, leaving her entangled in her bedding.

“Relaaax. Cool your panties,” drawled a voice. Nellie could hear the smirk in it. “I was just doing an exercise for Dr. Westcott.”

“What the fuck kind of exercise was that?” Enraged, Nellie glared at her roommate’s silhouette.

“You’ll have to ask him.” Picking up the device, Tana slipped around the closet at the end of the barricade. The squeak of bedsprings followed as she climbed into bed. “If you remember, that is,” she sniggered.

“Of course I’ll remember,” snapped Nellie, soft fear oozing across her brain. “I remember everything that happens to me.”

“You think you do,” sneered her roommate and then she was silent, leaving Nellie with the faint beeping of the security alarm and a frenzy of unanswered questions.

NELLIE LET OUT a whoop as the bell rang, and tossed her gun into the air. It was the end of Weapons class and they’d just completed a fifteen-minute free-for-all with fun guns — plastic pistols loaded with bullets that splattered a washable red dye onto their targets but caused no physical damage. Of the fourteen members in the class, she was the cleanest — only four direct hits. Not bad when she compared herself to Phillip who was drenched, but he got kind of giggly in fun events and lost his competitive edge.

“You are the eye that never sleeps,” he quipped, saluting her with his fun gun. “But remember.” He jabbed a wide splotch across her left arm. “This one’s mine.”

 “Oh yeah?” Nellie demanded, jabbing him back. “I could claim half the hits on your back and butt. You’re dead ten times over.”

Phillip grinned, about to reply, when the door to the gym office opened and Col. Jolsen stepped out. “Cadet Kinnan!” he called, beckoning.

“Go take a shower,” Nellie said to Phillip, handing him her fun gun. “Clean off all that death.” Taking off across the gym, she skidded to a stop outside the office door. “Cadet Kinnan reporting, sir,” she said, giving the colonel a quick salute.

“C’mon in.” Col. Jolsen held the door open and Nellie slipped past him, ignoring the uneasy quiver that ran up her spine whenever she had to give someone her back. “Through here,” the colonel said, crossing to a second door at the back of the office. Leading her down a short hallway, he turned into a small room that contained athletic equipment.

Without a second thought Nellie followed him through the doorway, then froze, broadsided by shock. “Lierin!” she gasped, riveted by the sight of her friend lying on a stretcher and bleeding from several wounds in her abdomen and left thigh.

“She’s unconscious,” said Col. Jolsen, stopping beside Lierin’s head. “Bad maze run. I brought you in here for a special demonstration.”

“Of the Flesh Healer?” Frantically Nellie scanned the room for the small, lifesaving device.

The colonel shook his head. “Could be done, but there’s no point. She lost her left hand.” He held up Lierin’s left arm, and Nellie’s eyes fixed on the casually wrapped stump. “We sent in several drones to retrieve it, but one of the maintenance drones must have thrown it to the dogs. You know the rules, Kinnan. Without a hand, a cadet isn’t functional.”

The room took a dizzy half-swing. “But can’t she do office work?” Nellie stammered wildly. “Or—”

Col. Jolsen shook his head again. “Rules are rules. The Goddess chooses each cadet for a specific task, and if that breaks down—”

He raised a hand as another protest burst from Nellie’s lips. “No arguing,” he snapped. “I didn’t bring you in here for a loose display of emotions. I’m disappointed in you, Kinnan.” He glared at her, his face tightening, then leaned forward and shouted, “Focus, cadet! FOCUS!”

White-hot fear surged up Nellie’s spine and she stiffened, staring wordlessly at a spot above the colonel’s head. But inside her head, a tiny voice whispered, Lierin dying? Lierin dying when she doesn’t have to, just because she lost her hand? Anyone could lose their hand. And her wounds aren’t fatal, anyone can see that. Plus, she’s a soldier of light ...

“Focused?” hissed Col. Jolsen, still leaning into her face. Keeping her eyes on the spot above his head, Nellie nodded. Carefully she licked a smudge of sweat from her upper lip.

“Now, as I said,” the colonel continued grimly, stepping toward the wall and dimming the overhead light, “I brought you in here for a demonstration. I don’t have to do this, but I think you’re ready. Are you ready, Cadet Kinnan? Ready to make the Goddess proud?”

Again Nellie nodded, tensing as a single tear slipped down her cheek. Ignoring it, Col. Jolsen said, “Watch this.” Lifting Lierin’s left arm, he removed the bandage. As the bloody stump came into view, Nellie flinched. How could this be happening, why was the Goddess permitting it? Another tear slid down her cheek. She wanted to reach out and cup Lierin’s bloody wrist between her hands, she wanted to whisper to it, somehow find the words to make what was missing grow back. Just to somehow make everything missing come back.

“Cadet Kinnan!” yelled Col. Jolsen, stepping toward her. “Get focused!” Abruptly he slapped Nellie hard on the cheek. Stunned, she stepped back, her hands flying to her face. “Are you finished with the dramatics?” the colonel hissed.

Eyes fixed on his throat, Nellie sucked in her lips, trying to control their trembling. She nodded.

“Good,” he said. “I’ve got better ways to spend my time than babysitting weak-kneed cadets. Now watch this.” Pulling a device that resembled a TV remote control from his pocket, he held it above the stump at Lierin’s wrist and pressed a button. Immediately the stump was suffused with a deep red glow. Then, as Nellie stared incredulously, the red glow extended itself into the shape of a hand.

“What d’you see, cadet?” the colonel asked tersely, studying her face.

“It’s, uh ... ,” Nellie faltered, groping for the correct words. The apparition at the end of Lierin’s arm was obviously a hand composed of vibrations. She’d seen this sort of thing before, whenever her mind leapt its usual barrier and everything dissolved into a landscape of energy. But how could Lierin have a vibratory hand when her flesh-and-blood one was gone? How could Col. Jolsen make it appear with a small handheld device? And of equal importance, how was she supposed to fake her way through this so the colonel had no idea that she understood what she was seeing?

“It’s like a ghost hand,” Nellie whispered, fighting the chaos in her head. “Except it’s ... red.” Like blood, she thought shakily. The color of a moan.

Col. Jolsen nodded soberly. “Now watch this.” Holding the device above Lierin’s chest, he pushed a button and her entire body dissolved into a human-shaped field of energy. Various colors swam and mixed in her energy field, with murky, red-brown patches at her abdomen, left thigh and wrist. Then the colonel shifted the device back to the stump at Lierin’s wrist and the shifting mass of colors on the stretcher solidified into her physical body, except for the hand-shaped glow at her left wrist.

Leaning toward Nellie, Col. Jolsen spoke rapidly. “What you’re seeing here, cadet,” he said earnestly, “is one of the deeper mysteries. We are made of light. This,” he said, touching the glow that emanated from Lierin’s wrist, “is part of this cadet’s soul. Her soul existed before it entered her body, and it will continue to exist after her body dies. The body is just a form worn by the soul so it can enter the physical world.”

“Riding the light,” whispered Nellie, staring at the red spirit hand.

“You’ve got it,” grinned the colonel, as if congratulating her. Catching an odd note in his voice, Nellie glanced up and her eyes widened in shock. Col. Jolsen’s face was glowing, as if filled with an inner light, and his features seemed to be shifting. Then, as she watched, someone entirely different took over his face. It was just for a moment, a few brief seconds, and the colonel’s face had grown so brilliant, she could barely make out what the alien presence looked like, but it seemed to have narrow slanted eyes and a long jutting jaw. Heart thundering, Nellie stared, openmouthed. This was crazy, impossible. If she ever told anyone, it was K-Block for sure.

Within seconds, the colonel’s face lost its brilliance and returned to normal. “We ride the light, cadet,” he said, turning off the small handheld device and pocketing it. “Our true bodies are made of light. This,” he added, poking Lierin’s abdomen, his face twisting with contempt, “is a piece of shit. Nothing about it matters. This cadet will leave it when I release her, and her soul will return to the stars. The physical body doesn’t matter, death is just a game we play. We’re all beings of eternal light, star to body, body to star. Never get yourself trapped into thinking the body is important, d’you hear me?” The colonel leaned closer, his face twisted bizarrely. “I said, did you hear me, cadet?” he repeated ominously.

Afraid to move, afraid even to breathe, Nellie ducked her head slightly.

“Good.” Col. Jolsen’s face relaxed and he straightened. “We endure the physical body, cadet,” he said, releasing a long slow breath. “It’s a tool, a weapon, nothing more. Your body will lie to you, it’ll give out on you, it’s full of crap, piss and screaming disappointment, but remember — your true self is your soul. Your soul burns in the darkness of your body like a star in the night sky, got it? That is one of the deepest mysteries of all.”

“Yes, sir,” Nellie said softly, blurring her gaze so she could look at his face without seeing it, without seeing anything at all.

 “Now,” said the colonel, coming around the end of the stretcher and putting his hands on Nellie’s shoulders. “I want you to go deep inside yourself, back to your earliest filing cabinets. Code MK one through six. Are you there?”

“Yes, sir,” said Nellie, as a row of cabinets surfaced in her head.

“What number are you at?” asked the colonel, his fingers tightening.

“Number three,” said Nellie.

“Too early,” said the colonel. “Try number five.”

“Yes, sir,” said Nellie.

“Create a new filing cabinet,” said the colonel. “MK5DZ. Open all the drawers.”

“Drawers are open, sir,” said Nellie.

“Place every memory you have of Lierin McNearn into that cabinet,” said Col. Jolsen.

Stiffening, Nellie fought the cry that rose up her throat.

“Go on,” said the colonel, his fingers digging into her shoulders. “The Goddess gives and the Goddess takes away. It is not for you to claim what belongs to the Goddess.”

Slowly Nellie filled cabinet MK5DZ with two years of memories of her best friend — food fights in the cafeteria, giggling chats while watching Star Heat, successful maze runs they’d accomplished as a team.

“Done?” asked the colonel, squeezing her shoulders. Nellie nodded, and he squeezed them again. “Remember, cadet, we’re all stars from the heavens, trapped for a time in human form. It’s our duty to shine with the Goddess’s light until She decides to release us back to the stars.”

“Released,” whispered Nellie. Not dead. Dead dead de —

“Now, close all drawers to MK5DZ, lock it and put it away,” said the colonel.

A sleepy wave passed through Nellie’s brain as the filing cabinet sank out of sight, deep into her mind. For a long blurred moment she seemed to be hovering in limbo, some gray murky place, and then she opened her eyes to find herself walking down the hall that led back to the gym office. A thick dullness lifted from her brain, and she realized Col. Jolsen was right behind her. Creepy-crawlies skittered up her spine.

“Good work, cadet!” said the colonel as they entered the gym office. He clapped her heartily on the shoulder. “Only four hits in that free-for-all. I’ll have to put a commendation on your file. Now off to the showers with you.”

Col. Jolsen? thought Nellie, feeling suddenly dizzy. Why was she in the gym office talking to him? Wasn’t she supposed to be in Weapons with Lt. Neem?

“C’mon, Kinnan, off to the showers,” repeated Col. Jolsen, giving her a playful shove. “You smell like you need it.”

“Yes, sir,” said Nellie, and then she was passing through the office doorway and heading across the empty gym toward the girls’ locker room. She felt funny, her throat thick with something she couldn’t name and her brain seemed lopsided, as if it was spilling down the right side of her head. Behind her came the sound of the office door closing, its quiet click echoing through the gym. In a surge of panic Nellie whirled toward the sound, her heart thudding, but it was only a closed door, no sign of any danger, whoever had closed it gone now. Gone gone gone.

“Get a grip,” she hissed under her breath. “What the fuck is the matter with you?”

A shudder heaved through her, and another. Breaking into a run, she bolted for the locker room door.


Eight

SLOWLY NELLIE FILED with the other cadets into the Advanced chapel, a high-ceilinged chamber flickering with candlelight and thick with the scent of incense. The only room in the Advanced complex that had been painted anything but off-white, the walls were a deep twilight blue arcing toward a ceiling studded with stars and centered by the Red Planet and the Twin Moons. Lulunar, thought Nellie, staring at the moons. The month when those who truly love each other are reunited. Not in this life perhaps, but if the Goddess shows favor, there’s the afterlife—

A slight frown creased her forehead and she glanced upward a second time. Why was she thinking about the Twin Moons again? The thought of them kept showing up in her mind like a door that wouldn’t stay closed. And with it came such a deep wave of sadness that she wanted to crumple to the floor and never get up. What was wrong with her?

Slipping into a pew beside Phillip, Nellie knelt on the prayer bench and laid her forehead against the pew in front of her. Sweet Goddess Ivana, she prayed silently. Mother of us all, Mother who precedes all mothers, Mother who rules the stars, hear my prayer, this plea from one of your devoted soldiers of light—

A tear slid down her cheek and she brushed at it impatiently. This simply could not go on. It was shameful. Advanced cadets did not cry. Sniveling was for Black Core initiates, still missing their mothers. It was for civilians. But bewilderingly, no matter how often she’d told herself this during the past few days, the tears continued to roll down her cheeks. She would be sitting in a class or the cafeteria, her throat and eyes would begin to smart and then there they would be, taking over her face again. At first she hadn’t even been sure what they were. She’d cried before certainly, when wounded severely in the maze or a weapons demonstration, but never like this — weakly, insipidly, a few meaningless tears appearing out of nowhere and dripping down her face. More than once she’d mumbled a quick excuse in the halls and taken off so other cadets wouldn’t have to look away, embarrassed. In class she’d had to come up with ways to dry and compose her face without anyone noticing.

Here in the dimly lit chapel, her forehead pressed against the next pew, she could let the tears flow unnoticed. Aching with bewilderment, Nellie enclosed herself within the shadowy fall of her hair and sobbed quietly. What in the Goddess’s name was wrong with her? Nothing in her life had changed — she was still one of Advanced’s best cadets, acing her classes and racking up successful maze runs. And yet she was swamped with the constant feeling that something was missing, as if an invisible hole had been torn open in the air. As if she’d lost part of herself, like a hand.

The body is shit, she reminded herself half-heartedly. Full of crap and piss and screaming disappointment, like Col. Jolsen said.

Sudden confusion hit Nellie and she scowled. What was she thinking? The colonel wouldn’t have said that — instructors never used foul language. She must be making it up, but the memory of his voice was so clear. She could even feel his breath on her face as he spoke.

Time for another visit to the Mind Cleanser, Nellie told herself grimly. Straightening, she saw that the service had not yet begun, the room still softened by the whispered voices of praying cadets. With a sigh, she slipped out of the pew and approached one of the many small alcoves that dotted the chapel walls. Here she knelt again and pressed her lips to the feet of a small statue of the Goddess that stood, hands and eyes raised toward the star-studded heavens and the souls of Her dead sons. We’ll all be joined together in the afterlife, Nellie thought dully, brushing a fresh rush of tears from her face. It doesn’t matter if we’re separated now, I’ll see Lierin again someday and she’s happier now—

Nellie’s head jerked upright. Lierin? she thought, her heart thundering. Who is Lierin? Slit-eyed, she stared at the upraised face of the blue-robed Goddess above her. Had Ivana somehow sent the unfamiliar name into her mind? But why? In all her life Nellie had never heard of a person called Lierin. And yet she seemed almost to remember someone — a girl with long black hair, laughing as she crammed oolaga candy into her mouth ...

In Nellie’s mind a filing cabinet numbered MK5DZ surfaced and began to open, drawer by drawer. Waves of panic flooded her and she launched herself at the image, trying to slam the drawers closed. Cadets were forbidden to open their filing cabinets unless given the correct access code by a superior. Punishment was severe, at least several sessions with the Black Box. Certainly Nellie had never ever considered opening a filing cabinet on her own — never — but today, no matter how she rammed and shoved, MK5DZ’s drawers wouldn’t quite close. Then, as she stared in deepening horror, the tip of a folder emerged from the top drawer. Frantically she squeezed her eyes shut. She wasn’t going to look, she wasn’t going to, but a word on the folder’s label fairly threw itself at her eyes. LIERIN.

Nellie’s heart went off like a grenade. Here it was again, that name, and now she could clearly see a girl with long dark hair, dressed in a black bodysuit. She was a cadet, an Advanced cadet. Thoughts racing, Nellie stared at the girl’s laughing face. She didn’t look dangerous. Why had it been considered necessary to file her memories of this girl?

Well, whoever she was, Lierin had to be real if she’d been placed in a filing cabinet. A giant shudder of relief coursed through Nellie. She wasn’t crazy; these tears had a reason. Gently, with the softest of awe, she traced her fingertips over the bare feet of the statue before her. Whatever this new knowledge indicated, it had come to her here, at the feet of the Goddess. This meant the Goddess had permitted it. It had Her blessing, perhaps She’d even intended it. Why, it was even possible the Goddess had reached deep into Nellie’s mind and opened cabinet MK5DZ Herself.

At the front of the chapel, a priestess in an emerald green robe began the Prayer of the First Star at Dusk. Wiping a few last tears from her eyes, Nellie once again kissed the Goddess’s tiny feet and returned to her place beside Phillip.

THIS TIME THE shorn-headed girl and the green-eyed boy were standing in what looked to be a farmyard. Overhead Nellie could see the Twin Moons, each halfway through its cycle and casting a deep pearl light onto the landscape. A longing crept up her throat as she stared at the scene in her dream, imagining the texture of the cool outdoor air, layered with the dense scent of earth and growing things. Close to the shorn-headed girl, she could see a cat on a night prowl that had stopped to stretch. In her mind Nellie reached out and stroked it gently, each hair on the cat’s back defined and electric under her touch.

With a yowl, the cat leapt backward. Immediately the shorn-headed girl turned toward it, her eyes slitted, a scowl crossing her face. Behind her the boy said something, his voice an indecipherable murmur. Ignoring him, the shorn-headed girl fixed her gaze on the place the animal had been standing when Nellie touched it, even though the cat was now slinking under a nearby hedge. Suddenly Nellie felt a tingle pass through her brain and realized that the shorn-headed girl was somehow using her brief connection with the cat to reach directly into her thoughts. Instinctively she pulled back, tightening her mind against invasion, and the dream began to fade. With a moan, she sent her mind back toward the farmyard and immediately felt the shorn-headed girl pressing against her thoughts — not violently but insistently, demanding entry.

A ripple passed through the air behind the girl, and Nellie heard a vivid humming sound. Then, out of nowhere, a second shorn-headed girl appeared, the exact double of the first, except that she was wearing a baggy, slightly torn, gold-brocaded dress. Neither the first shorn-headed girl nor the boy displayed the least surprise at her sudden appearance. Indeed, the first girl seemed instantaneously to sense her double’s presence behind her. Withdrawing from Nellie’s mind, she turned toward her look-alike. Immediately the two began to argue, mirror images of one another as their eyes slitted and their shoulders hunched like cats. Behind them the boy stood patiently, waiting out their heated discussion. He seemed to be used to this kind of thing.

As she watched the girls argue, Nellie became aware of a throbbing sensation, a thick dull pulling that seemed to be focused on the front of her brain. Scanning the farmyard in her dream, she could see no cause for it. The two girls continued to argue, the boy to wait them out, and the cat to crouch, spitting, under the hedge. Abruptly the second shorn-headed girl, the one who’d stepped out of thin air, turned toward Nellie’s watching eyes. For a moment Nellie had the sense the girl was looking directly at her, no, beyond her, at something she herself was unable to see.

The second girl turned to the first, saying something Nellie couldn’t quite catch. Then she grabbed the hand of both the first girl and the boy. There was another vivid humming sound — a noise that didn’t come so much from the girl’s throat as from her very molecules. Again the air rippled, and then the three children disappeared.

With a cry, Nellie opened her eyes and found herself looking directly into Dr. Westcott’s face. In the dim hall light coming from the bedroom doorway, Nellie and the psychiatrist stared at each other without speaking, and then she became aware of a weight sitting on her forehead. The dull throbbing that permeated her brain was coming directly from it. Quickly she reached for the object but the psychiatrist was quicker, and it vanished into his pocket.

“What are you doing in my room?” Nellie whispered, panic fluttering in her throat.

“There, there,” Westcott said gently, sitting on the edge of her bed and patting her shoulder. “You were crying out in your dreams and your dorm mother was worried, so they called me in to check on you. That’s all.”

Duikstra called Westcott into the dorm? All the way from his house in the middle of the night because a girl was moaning in her sleep? Nellie opened her mouth to protest, but the psychiatrist cut her off smoothly.

“Nellie, I know you’re feeling upset,” he murmured, “but I want you to reach deep into your mind and find filing cabinet number MK79. Can you do that for me?”

Instinctively Nellie braced herself, but in spite of her resistance a cabinet numbered MK79 appeared in her mind.

“Open drawer three, folder seven,” Westcott said casually, as if she was sitting in the Relaxer and this was just the end of another session, something to keep his paycheck coming in. At his command the third drawer slid open and she saw a row of folders, stuffed with information. Memories. Things that had happened to her that she wasn’t allowed to know. Her life.

“No,” whimpered Nellie. She tried to sit up, but Westcott pushed her gently back down. When she tried again, his grip tightened on her arms. Fear surged through her. Baring her teeth, she began jackknifing her body.

“Tana!” snapped the psychiatrist. Immediately Tana’s dark outline appeared behind him and a small capsule was shoved under Nellie’s nose. A brief hiss sounded as the capsule was broken in two. Gasping, Nellie tried to jerk back as the sleeper gas seeped into her nostrils, but darkness engulfed her. She gave a quiet sigh and sagged motionless onto her bed.

FEET STRAPPED INTO place on the Round and Round firing-range disk, Nellie stood, pulse gun raised, firing at targets as they appeared before her. Of the many different practice ranges in the Advanced Program, this was her favorite — a rotating disk with four firing positions that stood at the center of a large circular range. After their feet were harnessed into position, shooters were given one complete cycle to adjust to the disk’s rotation before the targets began to appear. Dividers had been set up between the shooters as well as the various targets to prevent the shooters from catching a glimpse of what was coming next. And the targets changed constantly. Nellie couldn’t remember facing the same one twice in a practice session. It really kept her on her toes. Throw in sound effects, virtual-reality glasses, and the odd sudden increase or decrease in the disk’s spin rate, and she could count on getting a pretty good rush from the experience.

But today, with thoughts of Lierin floating through her head, it was hard to concentrate. Plus, she felt tired, achy all over, and her shooting arm was difficult to hold in firing position. This was weird, because she couldn’t think of any reason for her fatigue. Yesterday’s gymnastics had been the usual workout, and the cadets had spent the evening watching a double bill of horror flicks in the Common Room. The assignment Col. Jolsen had given them was to keep track of the way each character was knocked off. Nellie had sacked out at the back of the room with a boy named Wenn and things had gotten hot and heavy, but some part of her had continued watching the screen. When the colonel had asked the group to tally the various deaths at the end of the second movie, she could list all but one and it, being a dog, hardly rated.

The disk’s spin rate was set on slow, and for the past few minutes she’d been facing a series of night scenes — a street fight, an underground tomb and the deck of a ship in a storm. As she gunned down pirates, vampires and small-time crooks, her virtual-reality glasses sent stars, comets and asteroids whirling across her vision, reminders that this activity was service to the Goddess and dedicated to an elite holy purpose. Whatever appeared opposite, Nellie took it all on for Ivana, and somewhere a computer kept track of her holographic kill rate — the number she took down and the number she left standing. While the disk rotated, the scenes before her gradually brightened so that she was eventually facing daylit targets — people in shopping malls and schools, or getting on and off buses. Still, comets and stars whirled before her eyes, reminding her of the Goddess’s approval. Sometimes a figure whipped out a gun and fired back, sometimes not, it didn’t really matter — her score depended on taking down every standing target.

As the scenes grew brighter, the disk’s spin rate increased. Usually this happened so imperceptibly that the shooters adjusted automatically, but whoever was at the controls this morning seemed to be making a game of it, causing small jerks so the shooters had to fight to stay on their feet. Bastard, Nellie thought bitterly, leveling a group of old ladies playing cards at a seniors’ center. This was sure to affect today’s score, and every score counted toward the end-of-the-month tally and overall standings. Not that it mattered. She was always in the top five, but she liked to keep ahead of Tana, and there was the threat of pejoratives or a session with the Black Box if a cadet slipped much in the standings.

Pulse gun level, she took out a row of kids climbing off a bus. Two years back, when she’d first entered Advanced, this kind of thing had bothered her, but she’d gotten used to it. The kids were, after all, only holographs, and the point of the exercise wasn’t the context of the image, it was simply to take down whatever was moving. Sure, the holographs splashed realistic blood when you hit the jugular, but that was for the shooter’s morale, and the rush was split-second at best; sometimes the disk spun so quickly, Nellie couldn’t be sure she’d hit anything at all.

With a jerk, the disk spun her away from the school bus and past another divider. Frowning, Nellie scanned the scene before her. Beyond the stars crowding her vision, she could see a wall with a door in it and a floor of bare planking, but no holograph or target. What was going on? Then, as the disk brought her directly opposite the door, it burst open and a small boy stumbled out. Three or four years old, he wobbled on his feet, arms spread to get his balance. When he saw Nellie, his eyes widened and he began to scream, “Mommy, Mommy!”

Nellie froze. This was different from the usual holograph. Sure, the targets often looked directly at the shooter, but you knew they were computer-generated — the faces frequently shared similar features and their expressions were overdone to the point of being cartoonish. It was all a game, really, just a way to rack up points, but this — the kid was too 3-D, his face still chubby with baby fat. In fact he looked so real, Nellie felt as if she could step off the disk and touch him, pick him up in her arms. Had there been some mistake? Was it possible a human child had accidentally found his way onto the range?

Desperately Nellie squinted through the stars shooting across the lenses of her virtual-reality glasses. They seemed to be speeding up and multiplying in every direction. How was she supposed to see a target through this kind of mayhem? Hand shaking, she began to lower her gun. As she did, a searing line of electric shock erupted from the electrodes connected to her right arm, and Lt. Neem’s voice screamed into the speaker in her right ear, “Code 999, cadet! 999! Shoot all targets!”

The shock and command cut through Nellie’s hesitation like a blowtorch. Whipping her hand back into position, she pulled the trigger. Instant red blossomed at the boy’s throat, but before she saw him hit the floor, the disk had rotated her past another divider. Immediately a line of gangsters appeared before her, carrying pulse guns and semi-automatics. Without blinking, she took them down rapid-fire, all the while cursing her hesitation at the last target. Fucking moron. Wimp. Civilian. The slightest sign of hesitation meant a pejorative on her file and a possible session with the Black Box. No holograph was worth that, even if it was screaming for its mommy. Hissing and swearing, Nellie mowed down everything that came into view, including the closedown target — an image of herself, dressed in a black bodysuit and firing a pulse gun from each hand. It was always there, that final holograph of herself, the final death. As the disk jerked to a halt and the virtual-reality glasses shut off, she stood panting for breath. That had been some workout. What would her score be?

“Cadets, lower your weapons,” ordered a voice in her ear, and then a door opened opposite and Lt. Neem appeared. Leaping onto Nellie’s section of the disk, he began to undo the harness that anchored her feet. “Well done, cadet,” he said with a wide grin. “One of your highest scores ever. Very well done.” Removing the electrodes from her right arm, he clapped her on the shoulder.

“Lt. Neem, sir.” Hesitantly Nellie ran the back of her hand over her sweaty mouth. “That little boy target ... when you yelled into my headset — I was going to shoot, I really was.”

“Of course, cadet,” said the lieutenant, stepping off the disk. “I knew that.”

“Well ... ,” Nellie toyed with the question, then pushed it away and went for second best. “Did I get a pejorative?”

“No, no,” said the lieutenant with a wink. “You shot him, didn’t you?”

“Yeah,” Nellie shrugged.

“Remember, cadet,” Lt. Neem said sternly. “Enemies come in all sizes. A kid could be carrying a bomb in a candy bar. We have to prepare you for any possibility. Now,” he added, another grin crossing his face, “go take a shower. My nose tells me you’re desperate for one.” Winking again, he turned toward the next shooter.

“Lt. Neem,” Nellie faltered, her heart pounding.

“Yes, cadet.” The lieutenant turned back to her, some of the friendliness leaving his face.

“That kid,” Nellie said uneasily. “He looked so real. Was ... ?”

Lt. Neem’s face tightened and he looked at her silently. Suddenly Nellie was shaking, her skin dotted with acid sweat. “I only meant ... ,” she stammered. “I just wondered if he was a holograph or a drone. I wasn’t complaining, I ... “

The lieutenant continued to stare without speaking, and Nellie’s head sagged. Staring at her feet, she mumbled, “I’m sorry I bothered you. I guess I’ll go take my shower now. Can I take my shower now?”

“You do that, cadet,” said Lt. Neem in a clipped voice. “And then visit a Mind Cleanser. That’s an order.”

“Yes, sir. I will, sir.” Head lowered, Nellie slunk off the disk and out of the range.


Nine

“PHILLIP.”They were in a back section of the library, Phillip at a computer and Nellie at a nearby table, both doing research on a virus for Bio-weapons. This was the third time she’d hissed his name, but Phillip was so deeply engrossed in a computer file that he’d barely raised his head. For a moment Nellie paused, hunched over the list of fatality statistics she’d been copying into a notebook. She was taking a big chance here. After all, she didn’t know if Westcott could tune into her mind any time he wanted, or if she had to be wearing the Relaxer helmet.

Swallowing hard, she hissed Phillip’s name again. This time his head came up quickly and he turned to her, a questioning look on his face. Briefly she considered scanning his vibes for irregularities, anything jagged or out of sync, a clue that would tell her if Westcott had warned him against talking to her. Then she rejected the idea. A week ago Phillip had behaved oddly for a few days, as if something had been bothering him, but he seemed fine now. Besides, he was her friend.

“Find anything yet?” She wasn’t sure how to come at this. If there was anything she’d learned during her years in Advanced, it was that what she was about to do was absolutely forbidden. There was no way she could come at it directly. Her approach had to be so camouflaged, Phillip would think she was talking about something else entirely.

“I think they tested it in the Outbacks under a different name.” Raising his arms over his head, Phillip went into a long stretch. “A city called Keloowen. They put it into the water supply. Killed seven seniors, two infants and a couple of kids who were already sick.”

“Mm,” said Nellie. “What did they call it?”

“The forven virus,” said Phillip, “but it’s got all the same symptoms. The victims died of respiratory failure.”

Phillip had an incredible mind for this kind of stuff. He seemed to have developed a second internal filing system that he used to store incredible amounts of data in an orderly, easily accessible fashion. Some days it bugged Nellie so much, she imagined knocking him off in unusual and creative ways, but she chose him as her work partner whenever possible.

“I found another one that’s kind of similar,” she said hesitantly. “They did the same sort of thing with it — tried it out in a water supply. Geez, what was its name? Leerwendor? No, shorter. Leerwen. Leer ... Lierin.”

Heart thundering, she forced herself to hold Phillip’s gaze. Cadets were trained to watch each other for the slightest change in mood, but no sign of suspicion crossed Phillip’s face. With a shrug he said, “Lierin. I don’t think I’ve come across that one. Sounds kind of familiar, though. Just a sec, I’ll key in a search.”

“No,” Nellie said hastily. If Lierin’s name was keyed into the Detta computer system, surveillance would pick up on it, Phillip’s access code would be identified, and someone would be on their case within minutes. “I just remembered,” she added. “Lierin is something else. Not a virus. You wouldn’t find anything.”

“You sure?” asked Phillip. “It’d only take a second.”

“I’m sure,” Nellie said firmly. “Absolutely. One hundred percent.”

“Okay.” Phillip continued to sit facing her, a slight frown on his face. “This really bugs me,” he said slowly. “I can remember the word, but not what it means. Lierin.”

Fear oozed through Nellie’s gut. “It’s not important,” she blurted. “It’s a ... kind of candy actually. Not sold anymore. I think they tested a poison in it once.”

“Lierin,” Phillip repeated with infinite deliberateness. “A poisoned candy. Hmm.” Slowly he turned back to the computer. Hunched in her chair Nellie stared at his back, willing him to return to his research, but he continued to sit staring at the screen.

“What were the symptoms?” he asked after a pause.

“Of what?” Nellie asked faintly.

“The Lierin candies,” he said.

“Uh ... vomiting, diarrhea, dehydration, I think,” she faltered. “It wasn’t very effective. Maybe ten percent kill rate.”

“Hmm,” said Phillip, and she could almost hear him open a mental filing cabinet, slip the phrase “Lierin candies” into a folder, and close the drawer. Abruptly his shoulders came up and he focused on the computer screen. It was obvious he’d forgotten the entire conversation.

Swamped with relief, Nellie slumped in her chair and let her thoughts run wild. So, the reason Phillip hadn’t mentioned Lierin since that fun-gun free-for-all in Weapons was because he didn’t remember her. He hadn’t been pretending to forget, nor were any of the other cadets. They must all have been told to eradicate their memories of Lierin with a Mind Cleanser, or store them in a filing cabinet. Perhaps every cadet now carried a newly created, locked-and-sealed filing cabinet numbered MK5DZ inside their head. Either way, Lierin had lived, breathed and trained with approximately seventy other cadets every day for several years, a popular cadet without any obvious enemies, yet upon her death, she’d been erased from their memory as if she’d never existed. The question was why? She’d had a bad maze run, but so what? It wasn’t a crime. Why not let her friends at least say good-bye before she was released?

A new thought thundered through Nellie’s brain and she slumped further into her chair. What if Lierin wasn’t the only cadet who’d been released without informing the rest of the group? Nellie had never heard of an Advanced cadet dying, but if it had happened to Lierin there could be others — many others — who’d died during maze runs, and their memory erased from the minds of the rest of the cadets. What if ... ? Nellie’s mind staggered under the implications. What if the reason for that erasure was to fool the remaining cadets into thinking they were invincible so they would do anything for the Goddess and Her empire?

Bunch of golliwash, came a voice inside Nellie’s head. Lies and superstition. Scowling, she sucked on her lower lip. Why in the Goddess’s name did that voice keep popping into her head? And why did it keep saying the same thing? She hated it, she hated it.

Bunch of golliwash, repeated the voice, unperturbed. Lies, lies, lies. Defeated, Nellie laid her head on the table. The voice was right. Lierin was dead, and everyone was behaving as if she’d never been born. That was a lie. And where there was one lie, there were bound to be others. The ultimate question was: if Detta had the power to make her forget her best friend Lierin, what else had they made her forget?

And how did she go about remembering it?

BODY TIGHT AND curled into itself, Nellie lay on her bed in the dark, trembling and alone. From the other side of the barricade, she could hear Tana’s sleep breathing, slow and regular. The dim hall light coming through the open doorway sketched the room in charcoal and gray; in the deep quiet that pervaded the dorm at night, only the faint ever-present beeping of the security alarm could be heard.

She couldn’t stop thinking about Lierin. Memory after memory kept returning, each like a small pocket opening in her brain. Nellie had never before realized how her internal filing system made her head feel: compressed, packed solid with shut-away memories. Why had she never before wondered what any of those filing cabinets contained?

An uneasy shiver ran up her back and she burrowed deeper into her pillow. Because it was forbidden. The Goddess forbade it.

Another shiver rippled through her and she whimpered softly. She was sure she’d been told to file at least one new memory from her morning’s classes. Each time she tried to recall what she’d done in Weapons, she drew a blank. Had another cadet died? She hadn’t noticed anyone missing, hadn’t felt any kind of absence. Nellie’s mouth opened soundlessly and she shuddered. There were no words for this kind of fear. It hovered like unformed sound in her gut.

For several days now, filing cabinet MK5DZ had been releasing memories of Lierin McNearn into her consciousness. The first had been a series of the expected: food fights in the cafeteria, goofing off during movie nights, team runs through the maze. But yesterday had brought a new series of memories so shocking, Nellie had initially slammed her mind closed against them. Handing out poisoned candy to children in playgrounds? Shooting people at random on Marnan’s streets? It couldn’t be. Why would Detta send out cadets to harm innocent civilians of the Interior? Her mind was playing tricks, it had to be fantasy. But if it was just fantasy, why couldn’t she remember yesterday’s Street Games? Whenever she tried to focus on the event, all she got was a high-singing rush of adrenalin and a quick blurred image of running along a back alley. She’d never before thought about the vagueness of her memories, hadn’t realized it could be significant.

The most recent memory had come tonight after lights out. Lying in the dark, she’d suddenly remembered trying to tell Lierin of her suspicions about the Relaxer helmet. As she’d watched Lierin’s response in the memory, Nellie had realized what she hadn’t understood when the actual event had taken place. Lierin had deceived her. With hindsight, Nellie could tell by the look on her friend’s face that Lierin had also been suspicious of Westcott, but she wouldn’t talk about it. There were many things that went on in the Detta complex that cadets were forbidden to discuss. Whether Lierin realized that they’d inadvertently stumbled across one of Detta’s deepest secrets, or was frightened that they were both somehow losing their minds, there was no way she was going to cross the line into the forbidden and acknowledge what Nellie was saying. Even if that meant deceiving her best friend and making her question her sanity.

They hadn’t been friends, not really. Lierin had been fun, always at the front of the pack and ready to ride the adrenalin rush into the next adventure, but in spite of this she hadn’t been much more than a drone. Though Nellie raked her memories fiercely for evidence, she couldn’t remember Lierin ever questioning anything, ever thinking. She’d functioned as she was expected to function until Col. Jolsen had decided she was no longer functional. Lierin McNearn had lived and died, and it hadn’t mattered. She hadn’t mattered. With a jagged swallow, Nellie realized that she hadn’t really cared about Lierin when she was alive, and didn’t miss her now that she’d been released. After all, how was it possible to miss someone who was nothing more than what she was told to do? There was nothing to miss. Any of the remaining female cadets could easily replace her.

They were all the same. Functional. Unquestioning. Drones.

But how was she, Nellie Joanne Kinnan, any different? If she lost a hand tomorrow in a maze run and was released, would it matter to the other cadets or instructors? If they remembered her at all?

Probably not. At this point, curled into herself and oozing through the moan in her gut, Nellie wasn’t sure she mattered to herself. Perhaps tomorrow she would make that fatal slip in her morning maze run and let a drone take her down. That way she wouldn’t have to face further memories of Lierin and Street Games, or the mounting evidence that pointed directly to what Nellie Joanne Kinnan had become.

NELLIE STUCK HER toe into the security beam at the final checkpoint before Station Seven, then withdrew it, listening for the series of clicks that told her the computer was trying to figure out if she’d passed through. With a soft hiss she ran her wrist under the scanner a second time, then made a quick, 180-degree turn and poked her butt past the beam. Pulling it back in, she again listened carefully to the ongoing whir of confused clicks. When she’d first started these maneuvers, she’d even tried flattening herself to the floor and wriggling past a checkpoint, but the mechanism had nailed her anyway, recording her passage with a satisfied click. Eventually she’d realized she couldn’t beat the damn thing and had settled on trying to irritate it, the only way she knew of fighting off the surge of terrified bile that rose in her throat every time she had to approach a checkpoint.

As far as she knew, she was the only cadet who played with the scanners. Everyone else simply stuck out their wrist and passed through the beam as if they didn’t give the process a second thought. As if they’d never given it a thought, Nellie mused, doing a quick forward-backward step through the beam. Even Phillip, and that made him a lousy cadet. What if an enemy of the Goddess broke into the complex and altered all of the scanner-beam frequencies, making them radioactive or killer microwave vibes? Phillip wouldn’t realize anything was wrong until it was too late and he was dead or ... no longer functional and had to be released. The saboteur wouldn’t even have to be someone from outside the complex. There was no one to stop Detta from running its deadly experiments on its own cadets. Certainly the instructors wouldn’t protest. Just look at how Col. Jolsen had released Lierin without a second thought.

Eyes slitted, Nellie continued to stand, glaring at the scanner. All of her superiors knew she did this. Westcott knew. Beyond the odd pejorative, no one really got on her case about it. They probably thought it was great training — a functional cadet never let down her guard. After all, the Great War was everywhere. And a functional cadet was expected to keep that awareness constantly in her thoughts.

Golliwash, came the dreaded words inside her head. Lies and superstition.

Nellie began to brush them away, then hesitated. Why not think about it? No one had specifically said it was forbidden to question the necessity of checkpoints and scanners. The reason given for their presence was possible infiltration by enemies such as the Jinnet and other Outback rebel groups, or infidel citizens of the Interior who’d turned against the Goddess and Her empire. “People are wicked,” the Goddess’s priests frequently reminded the cadets from the pulpit in the Advanced chapel. “The Interior needs scanners and ID chips to protect its citizens from pagans that lurk among us. An Advanced cadet is like a scanner or an ID chip, protecting society from evil, even the evil that lurks inside their own minds.”

And the minds of cadets were wicked, Nellie couldn’t argue with that. She had only to look inside her own to see thoughts of violence and killing, endless killing. Still, she thought, running a finger slowly through the security beam, even if we all do evil sometimes — when the Goddess commands it, of course — would violence really erupt all over the Interior if the surveillance cameras and scanners were shut down? Surely there weren’t that many traitors living inside the Interior. Couldn’t Detta simply ask civilians to report suspicious activity? Wouldn’t people be eager to help out? What if the Interior just ditched the scanners and ID chips, and stopped tracking people wherever they went? What if—?

Longing rose in a quick singing rush up Nellie’s throat. What if she, Nellie Joanne Kinnan, were free right now to walk through every scanner in the Detta complex and up the long tunnel, then out into the sweet breezy streets of Marnan where she could mingle, just mingle, with kids on skateboards, street vendors, girls in swimsuits and mothers with their little kids? What could possibly be wrong with that?

And yet it was wrong, or so the priests said. Pure and unsullied, soldiers of light were to be kept separate, entirely unto themselves. Contact with civilians meant contamination, and contamination reduced a soldier of light to the black soul of the enemy. How could the Great War that had been waged from ages past between the Goddess of Light and the Dark Forces of the Outbacks be won if the Goddess’s soldiers allowed themselves to be defiled?

Nellie’s shoulders slumped and she stared dully at her feet. If there was one thing she knew above all to be true, it was the Goddess. The Goddess was the Mother of All, She was the life force that gave the stars their light and breathed air into people’s lungs. While it was true She could be as cruel as the electric shock that pushed a cadet to greater physical exertion, She was also as gentle as the peace that came after the Mind Cleanser had removed unnecessary mental debris. Who could question the depths of Her love and wisdom? Surely not Nellie, a cadet who mattered so little she could be released by her superiors at their slightest whim.

And yet she seemed to matter to Ivana, enough for the Goddess to have reached into her mind and opened filing cabinet MK5DZ. Hope flared in Nellie, straightening her shoulders. If the Goddess had decided she was to remember Lierin McNearn, perhaps She was also sending these questions about the scanners into the mind of Her humble devotee. Where else would they be coming from? Why it was even possible, Nellie thought in a rush of excitement, that the Goddess was whispering the words Golliwash, lies and superstition into her head.

Turning toward the checkpoint scanner, she swallowed the predictable surge of bile and walked through the security beam toward Station Seven.

“IT’S GOOD TO see you again, Nellie.” With a smile, Juba fitted the Relaxer helmet onto Nellie’s head, then lowered the blinders into place and slipped the tiny speakers into her ears. “Now, just try to relax.” She patted Nellie’s shoulder gently as she checked to make sure the blinders were positioned properly. Wriggling her shoulder in distaste, Nellie listened to the firm click of the assistant’s heels crossing to the control panel. A whir filled her left ear, followed by the sound of ocean waves, their gentle heave and swish coursing through her brain.

Focus, she thought. Inside the darkness of her head, a brightly painted sailboat took shape. Picking up a rock beside her foot, she heaved it at the boat.

“So, Nellie,” came Westcott’s voice in her right ear. “How are you today?”

“Okay,” said Nellie, bending down to work an especially large rock out of the sand. Cradling it in her arms, she stepped into the water and staggered toward the sailboat.

“Anything interesting happen to you since our last session?” asked Westcott.

“Nope,” said Nellie, dumping the rock into the bow. Turning around, she headed back toward shore.

“Oh, come now,” said Westcott cheerfully. “Nothing at all?”

“Nothing I can remember,” said Nellie, stooping to work another large rock out of the sand. A slight hook in the psychiatrist’s breathing caught her attention and she raced back over what she’d just said. Had she given anything away? No, she hadn’t said anything about—

Stop! she yelled silently in her head. She had to remember she just could NOT think about certain things, or picture them in any way. Fiercely she went back to work, digging away at the large rock.

“Well,” Westcott said heartily. “Why don’t you tell me what you can remember?”

“Huh?” asked Nellie, pausing in her efforts to work the second rock out of the sand. This was different. Westcott didn’t usually ask questions that allowed long-winded answers.

“Go on,” said the psychiatrist. “Tell me what you can remember about this past week.”

“What I can remember?” faltered Nellie, staring at the ocean in her head. “Don’t you first want me to put my concerns and worries into the sailboat and send it over the horizon?”

“But that’s what I want you to remember,” the psychiatrist countered smoothly. “Just tell me about your week, and then we’ll send your worries over the horizon.”

“Well, um ... “ Instinctively Nellie probed the arm of the Relaxer with her right index finger, seeking the tip of the loose screw. A frown traced itself across her forehead and she probed again. The screw was gone. Panic swept her and she jabbed harder, feeling along the surface of the chair arm. Where could it have gone? The screw had been here for two years, slightly lopsided and out of position. How could it simply vanish?

No, here it was. Someone must have taken it out and rethreaded it, because the head now sat level with the surface of the chair arm. The screw wasn’t gone, it wasn’t gone at all. Fiercely Nellie pressed her finger against the tip but felt only smooth, precisely fitted, everything-in-place edges. Tears filled her eyes. It was here, all right. The screw was in position, functioning exactly as expected.

“Go on,” prodded the psychiatrist, a smile shaping his voice. “I’m waiting.”

Nellie stopped blinking back the tears and let them slide unresisted down her face. “I, uh,” she stammered. “I went to classes and we had a couple of movie nights, and I hung out in the gym the rest of the time.”

“And whom did you hang out with?” asked Westcott.

“Phillip,” Nellie said immediately. Finally, a question she felt safe answering.

“No one else?” asked Westcott.

“Sure,” she said carefully. “There were other kids.”

“But no one special?” said the psychiatrist.

“I dunno,” faltered Nellie. There it was again, that probing note in Westcott’s voice.

“Tell me, Nellie, don’t you wish there was someone special in your life?” he asked.

“Special?” Nellie asked, bewildered.

“Like a best friend,” said Westcott.

“I’ve got Phillip,” said Nellie.

“A best girl friend,” the psychiatrist said pointedly.

Fear struck, a web of electrodes strung across Nellie’s body. They knew. It must have been Phillip. He’d probably asked an instructor about a poison called Lierin, or keyed a search into the computer. “I’ve got girlfriends,” she said, fighting the telltale wobble in her voice.

“Tell me, Nellie,” said the psychiatrist, and she could feel him leaning in for the kill. “Do you remember anything about a girl named Lierin?”

“Lierin?” Nellie’s voice collapsed in on itself, barely a whisper.

“Yes, Lierin,” said Westcott. “She used to be an Advanced cadet, just like you.”

“No,” Nellie said, swallowing. “No, I don’t remember a girl named Lierin.”

“That’s good,” said the psychiatrist. “Because there are certain things that are better not to remember. And a girl named Lierin is one of them.”

“Why?” The single, tell-all word burst like a signal flare from Nellie’s lips. Her body convulsed once, helpless, but it was out. She couldn’t take it back.

“Why what?” asked Westcott.

“Why shouldn’t I remember a girl named Lierin?” Nellie faltered. “If, in fact, I do remember her, which I don’t.”

“Because the Goddess forbids it,” said the psychiatrist.

Beyond the rush and hiss of ocean waves in her head, Nellie heard the squeak of Westcott’s chair as he got to his feet. “The Goddess knows there is only so much each of us can keep in our minds at one time,” said the psychiatrist, continuing to speak calmly through the speaker in her ear as he came toward her. “An Advanced cadet has a lot of responsibility. You absorb enormous amounts of information every day in your classes, and that’s where you need to keep your focus. Everything else is non-essential. Whatever is non-essential, we discard.”

“How can a person be non-essential?” Desperately Nellie began to scan, trying to locate the psychiatrist by his vibes. But fear was everywhere, roaring in the air, blocking her attempt.

“Now Nellie, I never said a person was non-essential,” soothed the voice in her ear. There — she could hear Westcott’s footsteps now, coming up on her right. Creepy-crawlies swarmed her skin as an electrode slid under the Relaxer helmet and onto her right temple.

“No one is non-essential,” said the voice in her ear, “but the memory of someone might be.”

“But Lierin just lost her hand.” Nellie began sobbing outright, the tears pouring down her face. “She had a bad maze run and they couldn’t find her hand, so Col. Jolsen released her. Why did he have to do that? She could’ve learned to function without her hand. She was smart and fast. Her hand wouldn’t have mattered.”

“Col. Jolsen has been a Detta instructor for many years,” said Westcott, slipping a second electrode onto Nellie’s left temple. “And Lierin is with the stars now, you need to let her go.”

“Wait ... ,” whimpered Nellie.

“Now Nellie,” Westcott interrupted firmly. “This will be just like the Mind Cleanser. But first I want you to bring up filing cabinet MK5DZ. Have you done that?”

MK5DZ appeared in Nellie’s mind, half of its drawers open and empty. “Yes,” she whispered.

“Open the rest of the drawers,” said the psychiatrist.

Immediately, without Nellie consciously thinking it, the remaining drawers slid open.

“Empty out each drawer,” said the psychiatrist.

“But ... ,” protested Nellie as each drawer lifted itself out of the cabinet and overturned, folders sliding everywhere.

“Now, look around inside,” said Westcott. “Make sure everything important is put away and locked tight, except your memories of Lierin McNearn. Leave them out. Done that?”

Wordless, Nellie nodded.

“Now, relax,” said Westcott. “The Mind Cleanser will take care of everything.”

Nellie tensed, bracing herself as two blue-white jolts of light flashed through her brain. Her body convulsed, she grunted softly and slumped into the Relaxer. Thick throbbing sludge grumbled and burped in her head. Vaguely she felt something being removed from both temples.

“Tell me, Nellie, how do you feel now?” Cheerful as ever, Westcott’s voice purred through the speaker in her right ear.

“I dunno,” muttered Nellie. “A headache. I have a headache.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” said the psychiatrist. “Would a candy help? A Lierinberry candy? Pardon me, I meant dengleberry.”

A ripple passed through Nellie’s brain, the faint sensation of something shoving against a locked door. Something that wanted out. “Yeah, sure,” she said dully. “A dengleberry candy.”

Juba’s heels clicked to the desk, then returned, and a candy was placed in Nellie’s hand. Unwrapping it, she slid it into her mouth.

“Now, Nellie,” said Westcott, his voice giving a small hitch as he sat down in his chair.

Chair? thought Nellie dully, shifting in the Relaxer. When had Westcott gotten out of his chair? He was always in that thing, seemed to live in it like some kind of bizarre potted plant.

“How about you find that sailboat?” the psychiatrist continued, and she could almost see him in her mind, fiddling with the mole on his chin. “Just put all your worries and concerns from Advanced inside it, then send it over the horizon.”

“Okay.” Fixing on the sailboat in her head, Nellie began picking up rocks and firing them for all she was worth.

“Have you put all your concerns into the boat?” As usual, Westcott sounded amused.

“Yes,” said Nellie, watching the sailboat keel onto its side.

“Great,” said the psychiatrist. “Wonderful, marvelous. Now take the boat and send it over the horizon. Have you done that?”

“Yup.” Grimly Nellie watched the sailboat sink without a trace.

“And it’s gone now?” asked Westcott.

“Yes, it’s gone,” said Nellie, a sudden incomprehensible ache undulating through her.

“Good,” Westcott said calmly. “Now, Nellie, let me ask you some silly nonsense questions just to keep my paycheck coming in.”

With a sick feeling, Nellie pressed her finger against the surface of the Relaxer’s right arm, but there wasn’t the slightest curve or angle to resist her finger — nothing, nothing at all.


Ten

NELLIE WOKE, surfacing out of yet another dream of running through dark twisting tunnels and endless galaxies of stars. About her the bedroom was quiet, the barricade a hunched black outline, Tana breathing deep in sleep beyond it and the security alarm beeping faintly overhead. Turning over, Nellie saw the monitoring screen was on, glowing with images of galaxies flung across deep space. Incredulous, she gaped at it. Why in the Goddess’s name would it be broadcasting images to a sleeping audience?

Abruptly Col. Jolsen’s face appeared, superimposed over a plethora of stars, and the shrill blast of a whistle sounded. “Attention all cadets,” he barked. “This is a High Star drill. Observe codes eight, seventeen, twenty-three and fourteen. You are expected in the Common Room in ten minutes.”

He disappeared, leaving distant pinpricks of starlight glimmering on the screen. In a surge of excitement, Nellie threw aside her bedding. High Star meant top secret, no questions asked. The four codes Col. Jolsen had listed meant “don’t talk,” “function in the dark,” “get dressed” and “form a line,” respectively. Slipping out of her nightshirt, she pulled on her bodysuit and shoes and headed for the doorway, passing Tana who was standing at her dresser tying her hair into a ponytail. As she emerged into the corridor, Nellie came to an abrupt halt, her mouth opening in astonishment. Along the full length of the hall, both walls were glowing with the same galaxies as her bedroom monitoring screen. What a rush — she hadn’t known these walls could double as projector screens.

Briefly she stood staring at the constellations gleaming along the corridor. Each star was the soul of someone the Goddess had loved enough to take to live with Her in eternal ecstasy. What would it be like to live in constant joy, far from pain and sadness and the misery of living in a human body?

Coming through the doorway behind her, Tana gave her a shove. About to shove back, Nellie remembered code fourteen and filed the grievance for later payback. Up and down the corridor, girls were emerging from their rooms and standing about, staring at the walls. Pointedly, Tana took up position in the middle of the hall, and the rest of the girls fell into place behind her. In her usual position second to Tana, Nellie marched silently along the passageway with the others, footsteps in sync, her eyes fixed on her roommate’s bobbing ponytail. When the line turned into the main dorm hallway and met up with the rest of the girls, she found its walls glowing with the constellations of the nine castes. Passing the Cat, Nellie made the sign of obeisance and continued on, flushed with exhilaration. The stars were with them, the Goddess had seen fit to bless cadets from every caste in this endeavor. Whatever was coming, luck was with them all. There would be no pejoratives, pain or shame to anyone. Blessed be the Goddess’s holy name!

Beyond the crisp tread of the cadets’ feet and the faint beeping of the security alarms lay a dense quiet, the dim corridors sunk into a deep, middle-of-the-night dream. Turning out of the dorm, the girls passed several offices, then proceeded toward the area reserved for classrooms. Each hallway they entered glowed with stars and resonated faintly with the beeping of overhead alarms. As they approached a fork in the corridor outside the cafeteria, they were joined by a line of cadets coming from the guys’ dorm. Grins plastered across their faces, the boys merged with the end of the girls’ line, and the entire group turned into the hall that led to the Common Room. About a third of the way down the line, Nellie could see the double doors to the Common Room standing open, the lead cadet turning in through them. No sound came from the room, and a quick probe with her mind told her only that various instructors were present and the chairs had been stacked and pushed to one side. Upon entering, she saw all four walls glowing with far-flung stars and planets, her instructors outlined in stark relief against them. Unsure what to do next, the line of cadets began to buckle. Wordless, they milled about, not yet released from their code of silence. Someone whispered and was instantly shushed.

Without warning the stars glowing along the walls took on startling vivid colors. A shrill sound filled the room as if the stars were singing, and they began to spin and whirl randomly. Then a wall that contained a huge image of the Twin Moons split down the middle. Nellie gasped as she saw it slide slowly apart. She hadn’t known this wall could divide. How many times had she sprawled against it during movie nights and never noticed a crack or seam? As she stood watching the two moons slide to opposite sides of the room, she felt as if her brain was splitting in two. Suddenly the gap left by the dividing wall exploded into light. Nellie blinked, her eyes smarting at the brightness. Squinting, she thought she could make out a large brilliantly lit room beyond the gap.

“Code fourteen,” called Col. Jolsen from a corner of the room. “Ride the light, cadets. Ride the light.”

Repeating the phrase, he began to clap his hands, and the cadets took up the refrain as they reformed their line. An instructor tapped the lead girl on the shoulder and pointed toward the brightly lit opening in the wall. Immediately she moved toward the gap, her body a dark outline stepping into light. Close to the front of the line, Nellie kept her eyes on the cadets preceding her through the opening. “Ride the light, ride the light,” she chanted with the others, and then the cadet ahead of her was stepping into the gap and it was her turn.

“Ride the light,” she whispered, touching the tiny blue cat on the inside of her left wrist.

She came through into a room luminescent with white. Not the off-white of the Detta complex, a smeared, uncertain, brownish kind of white, but a radiance that made the place appear lit from within. Cupboards and medical equipment lined the walls and odd-looking machinery stood in the corners. Against the far wall loomed a floor-to-ceiling statue of the Goddess. Several men in white lab coats were bustling about, but what immediately drew Nellie’s eyes was a row of cubicles that stood in the middle of the room. Peaked in a dome of tinted plastic, each rose to the height of her chest and was the length of an average adult body. The cubicles had been grouped into two sections of five, with a gap of several feet between the central ones which had been placed end to end. It was toward this opening that the lead cadet was now walking. Behind her, the group continued to chant, “Ride the light, ride the light.”

Reaching the opening, the lead cadet paused, and the line came to a halt. At a standstill beside one of the cubicles, Nellie gave it a curious glance and saw a child lying beneath the tinted dome. Perhaps four years old, the boy appeared to be drugged or asleep, and was wearing a helmet similar to the one she’d worn in the Relaxer. Otherwise, he was naked. Tubes and a tangle of wires ran in and out of various places in his skin. Horrified, Nellie’s eyes darted to the other cubicles, but the tinted domes hid their occupants from casual observation. She turned back to the boy, a sick feeling rushing her legs. It was obvious tonight’s events had something to do with the experiments going on in K Block, only this time they weren’t just using the kids in the cubicles, they were using Advanced cadets. All of them.

But the Goddess brought us here, Nellie thought wildly. And the stars approved.

Panicking, she glanced around the room, seeking Col. Jolsen or Lt. Neem. Instead she saw two lab-coated men, the first seated at a computer on the other side of the cubicles and the second standing just beyond the gap between the central cubicles, holding a small device. Deep within Nellie’s mind something shifted, and she slitted her eyes at the handheld device. It looked familiar, like a TV remote control.

“Greetings, my child,” the man with the device said to the lead girl as she paused before the gap. “Are you ready to ride the light?”

The girl hesitated, one breath there and gone. Then her eyes fixed on the statue of the Goddess at the far end of the room. In a clear voice she said, “Yes.”

“Step forward,” said the man.

The girl stepped into the gap.

“Fire one,” said the man. Pointing the device at the girl, he pressed a button. At the same moment the man at the computer flicked a switch. A quiet click sounded from the computer and a wave of energy coursed through the room, so intense it lifted the hairs on the back of Nellie’s neck. Abruptly the room was consumed in heat, her eyes blurring with sweat. Straining to see, she squinted at the gap, but it was empty, the lead girl no longer there. Already a second girl was stepping into the opening. “Ride the light, ride the light,” chanted the rest of the cadets, their eyes fixed on the statue of the Goddess.

“Are you ready to ride the light?” the man with the device asked again.

“I’m ready,” said the second girl.

“Fire two,” said the man and pointed the device at her. Again Nellie heard the computer’s quiet click and felt heat surge through the room. Then, as she stared, the second girl disappeared. Acid sweat poured down Nellie’s face and her knees wobbled dangerously. Forcing herself to get a grip, she began scanning the room’s vibrations for whatever she could pick up, but panic pushed her mind past its usual barriers and the room dissolved into a landscape of energy. Instantly the cadets and lab-coated men were transformed into figures of multicolored light, and the domed cubicles were lit from within by the children trapped inside. Against the far wall the statue of the Goddess loomed, a thick gray blob.

“Fire three,” said the now burgundy-and-navy blue figure of the man with the handheld device, and the computer emitted another quiet click. Then, to Nellie’s utter astonishment, a wave of prismatic light burst out of the two central cubicles and converged upon the cadet standing between them. Simultaneously, a beam of bluish white light shot from the device in the man’s hand toward the girl’s forehead. Instantly her vibrations quickened, changing from indigo and orange to bluish white. She disappeared.

“Ride the light,” chanted the line of cadets. Lost in the pulsing landscape of energy that surrounded her, Nellie didn’t notice the group had taken a step forward, and she received a shove from the cadet behind her. Immediately the landscape of energy disappeared and she found herself once again standing in solid reality. Her eyes darted to the nearest cubicle. What was happening to the kids in those machines? The wave of energy that had lifted from the cubicles seemed to be coming from their bodies. Were they alive, or was that energy the last bit of their souls leaving their bodies?

She was now standing four feet back from the gap, beside one of the two central cubicles. Giving it a quick glance, she felt her knees waver under a new deluge of shock. The girl in the cubicle was familiar, about twelve or thirteen, with long black hair. Racking her brains, Nellie ran her eyes frantically over the naked body. Where did she know this girl from? Why could she feel the grin hidden within that expressionless slack-jawed face?

Then she saw the stub at the girl’s left wrist. Lierin. The name came to Nellie just as another click sounded from the computer. Before her eyes, the girl’s naked body lifted slightly and convulsed. Once again terror pushed Nellie’s mind past its usual barriers, solid reality dissolved, and she saw a wave of iridescent energy rise directly from the girl lying in the cubicle and flow toward the cadet standing in the gap. The cadet’s vibrations quickened to bluish white and she disappeared.

The room returned to solid form, and Nellie stared at the girl in the cubicle. Lierin. She was certain she’d never heard the name and yet she seemed to know it like her own breath.

“Fire seven,” said the man holding the device. As the computer gave another quiet click, a surge of fear hit Nellie, dissolving solid reality yet again, and she watched a wave of light lift from the girl in the cubicle.

“Are you ready to ride the light?” came the inevitable command.

Two feet from the man standing beyond the gap, Nellie froze, but a sharp shove from behind sent her stumbling forward. “Are you ready—?” the man began to repeat, lifting the handheld device. As the computer’s quiet click sounded, Nellie turned helplessly toward the cubicle with the black-haired girl.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t know, I’m sor —”

A wave of brilliant energy hit her from both sides, a rush of vibrations that passed violently into her skin. And in that moment she knew absolutely who Lierin was, knew every second of the girl’s life just as she knew every thought, word and deed of the seven-year-old boy lying in the cubicle on her other side. Then the man holding the device pressed a button, and a beam of bluish white light leapt at her forehead. The beam surrounded and penetrated her body, and Nellie felt her vibrations quicken into a high-singing choir of sound as Lierin, the line of softly chanting cadets, and the horror of the high white room faded out around her.






Part Two


Eleven

THE CHUTE OPENED and Nellie flew down the ramp into the maze, a cold remorseless wind blowing out of nowhere toward nothing. Narrowed to speed and silence, she veered around blind corners and raced through passageways glowing with stars and planets. Black blood pounded in her ears and electronic sound cues pierced her brain as she pivoted, whirled, and ducked every drone, trapdoor and virtual-reality catastrophe the maze threw at her.

Five traps down and she hadn’t used her adrenalin capsule yet. So far her time wasn’t bad, in spite of the fact the last trap had been a suction pocket. Eyes slitted, Nellie blew on down the central passageway. Today she was really tuned, the maze’s many corridors vibrating madly in every direction, and the through route was exceptionally clear — three more turns, all to the left, then a double-back, the last trap and the exit.

Abruptly she picked up something new around the next corner — two figures moving cautiously, side by side through a small chamber. Slowing her pace, Nellie scanned carefully. The chamber was pitch dark, but even so it was obvious the figures weren’t drones; no robot with a half-decent program would be out in the open like that, and besides, their vibes were definitely human. They must have just entered the maze through a door in a wall, or she would have picked up on them earlier.

Could be a tricky holograph, Nellie reminded herself, one hand moving toward the pulse gun in her belt. And anyway, humans weren’t necessarily safer than drones.

Creeping toward the chamber’s entrance, she probed the area beyond it with her mind. The figures seemed to be a girl and a boy, probably Outbackers and without weapons, but she wasn’t able to pick up anything more. With a quiet grunt, she increased the intensity of her probe. The girl’s vibes were going fast and furious, as if she was deliberately running some kind of interference. Nellie had never encountered anything like it. Pressed to the wall, she scanned again but the girl wasn’t just difficult to read, she was impossible. A scowl crossed Nellie’s face, and then suddenly she grinned. It looked as if she didn’t need to scan after all. Unbelievable as it seemed, the idiots were actually talking.

“Careful, Deller,” the girl hissed. “There might be another trapdoor in the floor.”

“We should get down on our hands and knees,” the boy replied. “Feel our way. You can’t see anything in this place.”

“But then we can’t run,” objected the girl. “What if something attacks us?”

“I guess,” said the boy. “That’s why they shoved us in here, right? Some kind of test? Doesn’t seem to be anyone around, though.”

“It’s only been two minutes,” said the girl.

Hesitating at the entrance, Nellie kept one hand hovering over her pulse gun. Could these two be a trap — without weapons and stupid enough to be talking out loud? It was possible they were an elaborate ploy to get her to lay down her gun so a horde of drones could jump her. Holding her breath, Nellie slipped silently through the entrance and along the wall to her left.

“Wait a sec,” the girl in the chamber whispered immediately. “Someone just came in.”

“Where?” asked the boy.

“Over there,” said the girl. “I felt her. A girl.”

Without warning the chamber walls exploded into a burst of stars. Shrill sounds pierced the air as the stars whirled, then slowed and formed into several familiar constellations. To Nellie’s left glowed the Cat, to her right the Red Planet. Squinting in the dim light, she focused on the outlines of the girl and boy standing on the other side of the chamber. A vague unease stirred in her and she scowled. The two figures felt familiar, but how was that possible? She scowled again, tensing against a wave of dizziness as something shifted inside her head and a filing cabinet surfaced. Drawer three opened and file seven fell out. She remembered.

“You!” she gasped, shock riding her like a tidal wave. This time recognition was absolute. There was no doubt about it — across the room stood the shorn-headed girl of her dreams, and to her left was the green-eyed boy. As Nellie stared, gaping, the boy stepped in front of the girl.

“It’s all right, Deller,” said the girl. “She knows us.”

“So what?” said the boy. “She’s part of this place.”

“She’s part of me,” said the girl.

The boy paused as if remembering something, then nodded slightly. “Okay, so put the gun down,” he said, pointing at the weapon in Nellie’s hand. Her eyes slitted and she stared at him silently, remembering the way he’d held the shorn-headed girl while she slept. Slowly she lowered the gun.

Suddenly the wall to her left filled with the image of Lt. Neem’s face, twisted with rage. “Code 999, cadet!” he shouted, the chamber filling with his voice. “Shoot the boy! Shoot to kill!”

Without hesitation, Nellie’s hand whipped into position and she fired. The small room exploded with the sound of the shot, and the boy crumpled to the floor, a dark stain at his throat.

“Deller!” screamed the shorn-headed girl, dropping to her knees beside him. “Oh no, Deller, no no. Please, sweet blessed Goddess, hear my prayer because even if Deller doesn’t know he believes in You, he really does. Please, Deller, no no no ... “

Gun in hand, Nellie stood waiting for her next command, but Lt. Neem’s face had faded from the wall, leaving only distant starpricks of light. Body tensed, her blood still roaring with the after-kill adrenalin rush, she shifted uneasily on her feet. What was the matter with the shorn-headed girl? Couldn’t she see the boy was dead, his head at that odd angle due to the force of the shot? No functional cadet would miss at such close range, it was unheard of. So why did she keep patting his face and trying to open his eyes?

Oh, sweet Goddess, now she was kissing him. Gripping her gun, Nellie scowled uneasily. She felt ... strange, as if she was watching the scene before her through a wall of glass. She’d just made a kill for the Goddess, but it felt wrong, out of kilter. If only Lt. Neem would show up again and tell her what to do next. Was she supposed to leave the shorn-headed girl for the drones to deal with, or escort her to the exit?

“Look,” she said finally, pushing her voice up the thick tunnel of her throat. “We’ve got to get moving. Don’t worry about him. The drones’ll dump his body through a trapdoor.”

Still hunched over the boy’s body, the shorn-headed girl stiffened. Slowly she lifted her head, then turned it slightly toward Nellie. “Murderer,” she whispered, stretching the word as if tasting it. Then she was on her feet and launching herself, silent and so quick that Nellie was knocked to the floor, pulse gun spinning out of her hand before she’d realized what was happening.

“Murderer,” the shorn-headed girl hissed again, her oddly slanted eyes glaring with something beyond fury, beyond anything Nellie had ever seen. Hands gripped Nellie’s wrists, yanking them over her head, and no matter how she twisted, the girl rode her easily. Panic took over and Nellie jackknifed desperately, but still the shorn-headed girl was a vice keeping her down.

“Get off,” Nellie wheezed furiously. “They’ll send the drones in when my time’s up, and it’ll be everything I can do just to get myself out. I won’t be able to help you.”

“Help me,” spat the shorn-headed girl. “Like you helped Deller?”

“It was an order,” Nellie snapped. “Code 999. The Goddess required it.”

“The Goddess?” The shorn-headed girl stared, incredulous, but her grip on Nellie’s wrists didn’t loosen. “The GODDESS,” she bellowed suddenly, leaning in so her face was an inch from Nellie’s, “wouldn’t order you to kill anyone.”

“Oh yes, She would,” Nellie shouted back. “She’s always ordering someone killed. For the Star Lords and the Empire and the Great War against the heathen. She especially wants heathen killed.”

The shorn-headed girl’s eyes widened, and then, without warning, she let go of Nellie’s wrists and clamped her hands around her throat. “Deller wasn’t a heathen,” she screamed into Nellie’s face. “He was full of love, for me and his brother and his mother and the levels, and just everything. The Goddess wouldn’t kill love like that. She is love, and beauty, and ... “

Her hands tightened, sending stars whizzing through Nellie’s brain. Dizzy, she was getting dizzy, everything melting and running together. Abruptly a great pressure lifted from her brain, her mind jumped its usual invisible barrier, and she saw what appeared to be a crowd of girls pressed in behind the shorn-headed girl and peering down at her. Transparent, overlapping, they were there and not there. Each resembled the shorn-headed girl, but differed in some aspect — one had wings, another was furred like a bear. Briefly, Nellie thought she saw a gargoyle-like creature and one that seemed to be made of fire. Then, leaning over the shorn-headed girl’s left shoulder, she saw an exact look-alike dressed in a stained, sagging, gold-brocaded dress.

“Take it easy,” said the look-alike, trying to loosen the shorn-headed girl’s fingers. “We came to rescue her, not kill her.”

“She killed Deller,” choked the shorn-headed girl, not even glancing at her look-alike. She’d begun to cry, her tears dripping onto Nellie’s face.

“You knew anything could happen,” said the look-alike.

“I didn’t know she’d kill Deller,” hissed the shorn-headed girl.

“Well, she did,” her look-alike said flatly. “And he’s gone. There’s just us now, and her. That’s all the meaning we’ve got left in this world.”

The shorn-headed girl let out a long hissing breath. Slowly her hands slackened, and stars stopped whizzing through Nellie’s brain. For a second her eyes flickered shut in relief. When she opened them again, the crowd of girls had disappeared and there was only the shorn-headed girl glaring at her as tears streamed down her face.

“I hate you,” she said in a dull voice. “I think I always will.” With a grunt she rose to her feet, crossed the chamber and knelt beside the boy’s body. Immediately Nellie rolled to her right and retrieved her pulse gun. The shorn-headed girl might be an incredible fighter but she was a fool, leaving her back exposed like that. Lifting the gun, Nellie trained it on the other girl’s head.

“What did you say they’d do to him?” the shorn-headed girl asked without turning around.

“Dump him through a trapdoor,” Nellie said coolly. “There are tunnels running under this place that hook up with the Goddess’s Redemption Cathedral. The Goddess’s dogs have the run of them. They’re trained to kill on sight and devour the remains.”

The shorn-headed girl sagged visibly. Then, leaning forward, she sucked in her breath and screamed once, straight into the dead boy’s face. For a long stretched moment the wail hovered, penetrating every corner of the maze. As it faded, Nellie heard the shorn-headed girl whisper, “Deller, I have to go now. But I’m not leaving you. I’m not leaving you.”

She got to her feet in stages, as if each small movement carried immense weight. Then, without looking back, she came slowly toward Nellie and stood stiffly before her. Silence rode the room, pressing its full weight down upon the girls. “So what do we do now?” the shorn-headed girl asked dully.

“There’s one more trap and then the exit,” Nellie replied, her voice coming to her as if from a long way off. “But sometimes there are stray drones. Walk ahead of me and do what I say, and maybe I can get us both out alive.”

The girl’s eyes flicked toward Nellie’s gun. “I’ll walk behind—”

The fine bright lines holding Nellie together finally exploded and she jabbed the girl’s chest with the gun, following her as she backed away. “I don’t know who you are, or why you stepped out of my dreams,” she hissed. “But don’t think I’m going to let you fuck with my head. I know this place like I know every nerve in my body. You listen to me and do exactly what I say, or you’ll be as dead as your boyfriend.”

The shorn-headed girl’s eyes slitted and slid briefly across Nellie’s face. Again her shoulders sagged, and Nellie could feel her fighting an urge to turn back to the boy’s body. Then she hugged herself tightly. “Over there?” she asked, pointing to the exit.

“Yup.” Keeping her gun trained on the girl’s back, Nellie followed her through the doorway. Two left turns, she thought grimly, double-back, trap, and we’re out. And then they can do whatever they want with this bitch. Sending her mind down the passageway and around the next curve, she probed carefully but came up blank. Her focus was shot. Two left turns, she reminded herself, double-back, trap. Two left turns—

“We came here to rescue you,” said the shorn-headed girl.

“Ssssst,” Nellie hissed, shrugging off the words. She had to stay focused.

“Didn’t you hear what I said?” The girl turned slightly, giving her a contemptuous look. “Deller and I came to rescue you, and you killed him.”

The words sank in. “Rescue me?” Dumbfounded, Nellie de-manded, “From what?”

Her eyes raked the girl’s face, searching for meaning, the reason the Goddess had brought the two of them together in this maze. Sullen, the tears sliding down her face, the shorn-headed girl stared back. Nellie took a small quick breath, her eyes blinking rapidly. This stranger looked so much like her that she was almost a mirror image. Her face was a bit broader and her hair so short they would never be mistaken for each other, but the resemblance was uncanny.

“Look,” she said tersely, cutting off the shorn-headed girl as she opened her mouth to reply. Up in the Masters’ Room, someone was sure to be watching. Wasting time in conversation would count as points against her final tally. “We’ve got to get out of here,” Nellie snapped, prodding the other girl with the gun. “C’mon, get your ass moving.”

For a moment the shorn-headed girl stared at her, eyes slitted, then turned and started forward. “Left,” said Nellie when they reached the next fork, and “Left” again at the one after that. “Okay, there,” she said, pointing to a curve just ahead. “It should double-back, and then we’ll be at the trap.”

The girl nodded without looking at her. “There’s a door in the wall right there,” she said, pointing to the left. “It’ll take you around the double-back into another tunnel. That tunnel will take you past the trap to the exit.”

Astounded, Nellie gaped at her. “How d’you know that?”

The girl shrugged. “I can hear vibes. A door sounds different than a wall.”

Once again Nellie found herself gaping at the other girl. A door sounds different than a wall? Was that possible? But even if it was, why would the shorn-headed girl tell her something helpful? Besides ... Nellie scowled, shifting her feet. Just the thought of sneaking through doors in the maze walls, off the path and disobeying orders, gave her the creepy-crawlies. And she had to complete every trap to get full points.

“Get moving,” she said, prodding the shorn-headed girl again with her gun. With a shrug, the other girl complied. Carefully they proceeded through the double-back, and when the holograph of the multiple car crash hit them Nellie was ready, waiting for the drones that came crawling, beheaded and missing limbs, from the wreckage. Blood oozed everywhere. Hooking an arm around the shorn-headed girl’s neck, Nellie pulled her in against her own body, using her as a shield as she fired at oncoming drones. Rocks flew at them, then bottles and broken car parts, and for once Nellie was completely protected as she picked off the enemy one by one. Finally the holograph faded and she counted the drones collapsed along the corridor. Eight. Not bad, considering she’d had a hostage to control. Sliding her arm free of the shorn-headed girl’s neck, Nellie gave her a shove.

“Get moving,” she said again. “We’re out of here.”

Whimpering, the shorn-headed girl stumbled and almost fell. Blood poured from a gash in her forehead, and her arms and legs were covered with cuts. Nellie’s eyes narrowed as she considered, one hand hovering over her belt. Should she? But what if there was a surprise attack at the exit and she needed the adrenalin capsule herself? On the other hand, bringing in the hostage upright and walking on her own could add points to her total.

“Don’t worry about the blood,” she said gruffly, pressing the button on her belt that released the capsule. “They’ll fix you with the Flesh Healer when we get out of here. Take this. It’ll get you going again.”

Her eyes on the capsule, the shorn-headed girl hesitated, then reached for it. She swallowed, and Nellie counted off seconds, watching her come back to life. Shoulders straightening, her breath evening out, the shorn-headed girl stood staring at the wounds on her arms as if unable to believe she could no longer feel them. For the moment she appeared to have forgotten the dead boy in the tunnel behind them. A slow grin crept across Nellie’s face. Whatever was in that capsule, it did the trick every time.

“Feel better?” she asked.

Giving her a sideways glance, the other girl nodded. Then they proceeded, the shorn-headed girl ahead, Nellie following, toward the exit.


Twelve

NELLIE SAT IN THE observation booth, watching the shorn-headed girl on the monitoring screen. At her elbow lay several cafeteria trays loaded with dirty plates and utensils. She’d been here since breakfast doing the staring thing, and now it was early evening. Wistfully, she glanced at her watch. Over in the Advanced unit, cadets would be piling into the Common Room for movie night, punching up throw pillows and getting settled. With a morose sigh, she laid her head on the desk and watched her hand languorously spin a pen.

This was the third day in a row that she’d been summoned to K Block and ordered to sit and observe. Every four hours she was given two meal trays and told to deliver one to the shorn-headed girl in the next room, then return to her post behind the monitoring screen. There was a log book for recording her observations at fifteen-minute intervals, but after the first few hours all she’d written was “ditto.” The shorn-headed girl was a mind-numbing bore to observe, lying absolutely still hour after hour, curled on the bed with her back to the screen. Not that there was much else to do in the small room except use the toilet, which stood fully exposed in one corner, but the shorn-headed girl didn’t even get up and walk around. She didn’t even shift on the bed.

Sweet Goddess, thought Nellie, grimacing. That girl could be dead and there would be no way of telling. No matter how bad things got, she would never lie down and give up like that.

A burst of static erupted from an intercom posted in the wall to her right and a voice barked, “Cadet Kinnan, come in.”

Eagerly Nellie leaned toward the intercom and jabbed the speak button. “I’m here,” she said. “This is Cadet Kinnan, I’m here.”

“Yes,” observed the intercom. “You certainly are, cadet. No need to bash the speak button like that. Sets off static at this end.”

Nellie’s cheeks burned. “Yes, sir,” she said crisply. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“How’s your subject?” asked the voice after a minute pause. As far as Nellie could tell it belonged to Sgt. Drump, a tall lean man who’d given her initial instructions three days ago. She hadn’t seen or heard from him since.

“The same, sir,” she said quickly. “Just lying on the bed.”

“Huh,” Sgt. Drump grunted. “All right, cadet. Go in and talk to her.”

“Beg your pardon, sir?” Disbelieving, Nellie gaped at the intercom.

“You heard me, cadet,” Sgt. Drump said irritably. “Go in and talk to the subject.”

“But what should I say?” Nellie’s eyes darted to the still form on the bed.

“That’s up to you, cadet,” snapped the sargeant. “Your task is to get her up and moving around, interacting with you. We’ll have you under observation in case you need back-up.”

The intercom clicked off, leaving Nellie staring wordlessly at the monitoring screen. Go in and talk to the shorn-headed girl? Why in the name of the Goddess would K Block want her to do that? She wasn’t Westcott, trained in psychiatric creepy-crawlies. In fact, this whole place gave her the creepy-crawlies, with its lab-coated doctors scurrying around and drones delivering children here and there. Whenever she saw other kids in the hall, Nellie’s eyes hit the floor. On her first day here, she’d made the mistake of peeking through a window in a door she was passing. She’d seen children in that room, wired to various machines. As she’d watched, stunned, a child had metamorphosed into a figure of bright light.

With a shudder, Nellie shook off the memory. The creepy-crawlies, K Block was loaded with them. The sooner she was out of here, the better. Getting to her feet, she walked to the door that opened onto the shorn-headed girl’s cell. At her approach it slid open, and she passed into the brightly lit room. As soon as she was through, the door swished shut behind her. And shut it would remain, Nellie realized, fighting the urge to glance back at it, until Sgt. Drump or someone else decided to let her out.

Taking a deep breath, she looked around. Painted off-white, the cell contained a bed, toilet and sink, and a few yards’ walking room. Overhead, a wired-over bare bulb glowed beside a security alarm. Nellie sent a brief scowl at the alarm. That damn sound again. All she had to do was close her eyes and it would place her anywhere in Detta — a classroom, a bedroom, even the cans.

We came here to rescue you. Unbidden, the words came to Nellie’s mind and her eyes settled thoughtfully on the shorn-headed girl. Crossing to the bed, she perched at the foot.

“Y’know how you said you came to rescue me?” she asked, trying to speak casually.

Curled tightly on the bed, the shorn-headed girl gave no response. Dead, Nellie thought. She might as well be. “Well,” she said, plunging on grimly. “It was a weird thing to say, and I’ve been wondering ever since what you meant.”

She paused, waiting, but again there was no response, not a shift in position, not even a change in breathing. A scowl crossed Nellie’s face, and then she straightened and tried to infuse her voice with bright cheerful interest. The Westcott routine.

“Y’know,” she said, “I’ve lived here for four years now. And it’s great, it really is. The meals are yummy, the cadets are fab friendly, and I get to learn lots of interesting things. And the best thing is that I don’t have to bother with the stuff normal kids get stuck with, like family and school and stupid clubs. You must know about that, don’t you? I mean, you were stuck doing that crap, weren’t you? Living with a mother and going to—”

“Fuck off,” said the shorn-headed girl.

Openmouthed, Nellie stared at the figure on the bed. The shorn-headed girl’s back had shifted slightly with her words, but otherwise she remained curled into herself, with her face to the wall. “Excuuuuuse me?” Nellie drawled, holding herself carefully in check. Sgt. Drump hadn’t mentioned anything about pounding the shit out of this kid.

“You bore me,” mumbled the shorn-headed girl. “You’re probably exactly the same in all your levels. Fixed. And stupid. The one thing I never figured was that you’d be stupid.”

With that she fell silent, leaving Nellie wheezing in stunned amazement. “I could take you,” she spluttered, clenching her fists. “I know ten ways easy to kill you with my bare hands.”

“Like you took me last time?” muttered the other girl.

Fury had Nellie up and dancing on tiptoe. “If I was given the order,” she hissed, “I’d do it now. I would, I would.”

“I know you would,” the shorn-headed girl said to the wall. “It has to be the implants that did this to you. I’ve been thinking and thinking about it, and that’s all I can come up with.”

Nellie stood riveted with rage. “Everyone,” she bellowed, “has implants.”

“Not like you do,” said the shorn-headed girl. “I’ve seen your file.”

“How would you see my file?” Nellie shrieked.

“It was right behind mine,” said the shorn-headed girl. “Alphabetically you come right after me. That’s because we’re twins, identical almost, except your face is skinnier. That means we were one egg once. The same person.”

“Twins?” Dumbfounded, Nellie gaped at the other girl’s back. No one had ever mentioned a twin to her, not even her mother. At least, she couldn’t remember her mother mentioning a twin. “Okay,” said Nellie, her eyes raking the other girl’s back. “If you’re my twin, what’s your name?”

“Nellie,” said the shorn-headed girl.

“That’s my name,” Nellie snapped.

“Yours is Nellie Joanne. I’m Nellie Joan.” Still curled into herself, the girl didn’t even glance at Nellie.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Nellie said flatly. “You don’t call both twins the same name.”

“You do if you’ve got special plans for them,” said the shorn-headed girl.

“What special plans?” Fear surged through Nellie’s gut.

“I dunno,” said the shorn-headed girl. “I think Mom wrecked them when she took me and escaped to the Outbacks. Otherwise, who knows? I might’ve been stuck here like you.”

“Mom?” asked Nellie, suddenly intent. “What’s her name?”

“Lydia,” the shorn-headed girl said softly. “And she’s dead. Too.”

A soft ooze rushed Nellie’s legs. It was true then — this girl was her twin. They both had a mother named Lydia, and that was too much of a coincidence. Lydia Stella Kinnan. With all the things Nellie had forgotten about her mother, she did remember her name. But the shorn-headed girl said she was dead. A cold emptiness opened in Nellie, but she brushed it away. So what if her mother was dead? Lots of people were dead.

“Anyway,” the shorn-headed girl continued quietly, “I’m telling you the truth about the implants. You’re loaded. I could’ve been like that too, I guess, but Mom got me away in time. Here, I’ll show you.” Rolling over, she sat up. Crease marks lined her pale face and her eyes were red and bleary. With a sigh, she pressed her hands to the top of her head and flattened the stubble that covered her scalp. “C’mere,” she said tersely.

“Why?” asked Nellie, suddenly uneasy.

“Just c’mere and look,” said her twin. “Don’t worry, I don’t have a bomb in my head. I just want you to see the scars from the operations where they put the implants in my brain.”

“In your brain?” repeated Nellie, aghast. She knew about ID implants, of course, and there was the birth control implant every cadet received at the age of thirteen. Other than that, she’d heard of tracking devices for family pets and criminals on parole. Mothers were encouraged to have these devices inserted into their children in case they were lost or kidnaped, but the implants were placed in the leg, not the brain.

“Would you hurry up and look?” demanded her twin, still sitting with her hands pressed to her head. Reluctantly Nellie stepped forward and peered at her scalp.

“Nope,” she snapped and stepped back quickly. “Can’t see a thing. Nothing, nothing at all.” Her heart thundered deep and slow, like a storm brewing underground. This was giving her the creepy-crawlies, it really was.

“Then feel it,” said her twin, still pressing down her hair. “Run your finger over the top of my head. You’ll feel the scar, thick and wide, like a worm.”

Rooted to the spot, Nellie simply stared.

“Look,” her twin said impatiently, not looking up. “They doused me for lice before they put me in here. They even stuck things up my insides, checking me out. You won’t catch anything, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

A flush hit Nellie and she swallowed. “I am not,” she huffed, “worried about lice.” But still she remained frozen, unable to move toward the bed. What was it about this conversation that had her so uptight? So what if her twin had scars running across her head? No big deal, it could happen to anyone. Swallowing hard, Nellie leaned forward and ran a finger over the top of the other girl’s scalp. Her stomach heaved once, a dense oily wave. The scar was there all right, thick and wormy, just like her twin had said.

“There’s one on the side too.” Grabbing Nellie’s hand, the shorn-headed girl traced her fingertip along a slight ridge that ran the left side of her head. “And the back.” Mercilessly she yanked Nellie’s hand to the back of her head and made her feel another thick ridge.

“Okay,” said Nellie shakily, jerking her hand free. “So you’ve got bumps on your head.”

“There were supposed to be five.” Lifting her head, the shorn-headed girl stared intently at Nellie. “I think that’s when the implants really kick in. With three it doesn’t work so good, but I can feel them doing something.” She gave an uneasy glance around the room. “Ever since I got into this place, it’s as if half my brain isn’t working.”

“Yeah?” croaked Nellie, taking a step back. “So?”

“So you’ve got five,” said her twin. “In your brain. And more, all through your body.”

Nellie’s knees dissolved and suddenly she was sitting on the floor, watching the ceiling slide into the walls. “I do not,” she said weakly.

Her twin sighed impatiently. “I didn’t know about mine until Deller—” Abruptly her face twisted and she ducked her head. “Stop it,” she hissed, and knuckle-punched her right thigh several times. After a long moment she raised her head and rubbed her eyes. “These boys I know grabbed me one day for a joke and shaved my head,” she said huskily. “That’s how I found out about the scars. Then I saw my file and yours, and I found out what they did to my brain.”

“I don’t care what happened to you.” Scrambling to her feet, Nellie backed up until she bumped into a wall. “So what if you’re my twin? What happened to you doesn’t have anything to do with me.” Shrieking, she was bent double, her face flushed and burning. The shorn-headed girl was lying, she was lying. Detta wouldn’t do something like that, they wouldn’t open a person’s head and put something into their brain. Especially not an Advanced cadet’s brain.

“Shut up,” Nellie yelled, the blood roaring in her ears. “Just shut the fuck up.”

“I went pretty crazy when I found out about my scars,” her twin said, watching her quietly. “I practically scratched the skin off my scalp, trying to get the things out. Then I realized I couldn’t, and no matter what was in my brain I was still me. Just like you’re still you.”

“I don’t have things in my head,” spat Nellie.

“Prove it,” said her twin.

“To who?” Nellie jeered. “You?”

“Yourself,” said her twin. Their eyes locked, and in the huge desperate moment that followed, Nellie felt herself begin to get a grip.

“Okay,” she said, straightening. “We’ll do a little checkeroo of my head just so you can see I don’t have any scars, and then we’ll stop talking about this crap.”

“Deal,” said her twin, patting the bed. Taking a deep breath, Nellie crossed the room and sat down beside her.

“Do you want to, or shall I?” asked her twin.

Dizziness swept Nellie. “You can,” she said in a high skittering voice.

Slowly her twin loosened Nellie’s ponytail. “The first one,” she said, getting to her knees, “is on the top of your head. Like mine.” Fingers probed Nellie’s scalp, parting her hair, and then her twin breathed in, harsh and quick. Triumph. “Right here,” she said. Taking Nellie’s finger, she ran it carefully along a ridge that ran the right side of the top of her head, front to back.

Easy to miss, Nellie thought weakly as she touched it, since her hair was parted in the middle.

“And here,” said her twin, tracing Nellie’s fingertip along a soft ridge at the back of her head, then down a third that ran the left side. “And also ... “ It took her a moment to find the last two scars, both on the right side of Nellie’s head. “These are the ones I haven’t got,” she said, running Nellie’s finger slowly over them.

“I’m going to be sick,” Nellie mumbled.

“Over there,” said her twin, pointing to the toilet. Nellie made it just on time. Kneeling over the bowl, she heaved wave after wave of acid fear.

“Here,” said her twin, handing her a plastic drinking tumbler. “It’s the juice they gave me for supper.”

Wiping her mouth, Nellie drank, then sprawled against the wall by the toilet. Her twin returned to the bed. Overhead, the security alarm beeped faintly.

“Where are the other ones?” Nellie asked finally. “The implants you said were in my body.”

“All over,” her twin said vaguely. “There are a lot of them.”

Nellie rode out another wave of fear, too drained to feel it much. “I guess they would’ve used the Flesh Healer to heal the skin so there were no scars,” she mumbled. “Except on my head. Why wouldn’t they heal the scars on my head?”

Her twin shrugged. “So they could make you believe they put a bomb in your head and could blow you up if you didn’t do what they said. That’s why they made the scars so big. They didn’t have to. The implants are tiny. They made the scars big just to scare us.”

Nellie scowled, disbelieving, then said, “They just heard you say all that. They’ve been watching through that screen on the wall.”

Her twin shrugged again. “So?”

“Won’t matter,” said Nellie. “They’ll make me file it, or send me to a Mind Cleanser.”

“A Mind What?” asked her twin. Nellie explained, and the other girl’s eyes widened. “Okay, so what did you mean by ‘file it’?” she asked, and Nellie explained further. When she’d finished, her twin slumped back onto the bed. “So that’s why,” she said emphatically.

“Why what?” Nellie’s dazed feeling was finally lifting and her brain coming back to life.

“Why I can’t remember anything about my life in the Interior,” said her twin. “I just get little bits — about Mom, where we lived and school. I must have filing cabinets in my head too.”

Without warning the door to the observation booth opened, and Col. Jolsen stepped into the room. “Cadet Kinnan,” he said crisply, ignoring the shorn-headed girl.

“Yes, sir.” Immediately Nellie surged to her feet. “Reporting for duty, sir,” she added for good measure, snapping a salute.

“You’re finished here for tonight,” said the colonel. “Come along.”

Turning, he stepped through the doorway and Nellie followed. It was only after the door had shut behind her that she remembered her twin. A glance at the monitoring screen showed the shorn-headed girl sitting on the bed, slit-eyed and scowling. Briefly Nellie hesitated, and then the snap of Col. Jolsen’s fingers had her scurrying toward him.

“No need to record what just took place, cadet,” he said brusquely, holding the door open. “It was observed and recorded by Sgt. Drump and myself.”

Creepy-crawlies scuttled up Nellie’s back as she passed him. Her scalp felt electric, the scars lit up and dazzling. In a daze she stared at the brightly lit hallway. It felt unreal, like a picture in a magazine. Was this her life? Could it be anyone’s life?

“This way, cadet.” Col. Jolsen started down the hall. To her surprise he didn’t turn into the corridor that led out of K Block, but continued further down the passageway. Abruptly he stopped at a door and knocked, then waited until a voice called, “Come in.” Again he held the door for Nellie, and again she felt creepy-crawlies shoot up her back as she ducked past. Once through the doorway, she found herself standing in the center aisle of a classroom, facing two men in Detta uniform who were seated behind a long table at the far end of the room.

“Cadet Kinnan,” said one of the men, indicating a chair in front of the table. “Sit down.”

In absolute silence, Nellie walked to the chair and sat down. The air felt thick and edgy, like a throat waiting to clear itself. The two men sat motionless, staring at her. Nellie stared back.

“You’ve just had a conversation with your twin,” said the man who’d already spoken. Nellie’s eyes widened and she sagged slightly. So, it was confirmed. She and the shorn-headed girl were twins. Nellie Joanne and Nellie Joan.

“Yes, sir,” she said quietly.

“And your twin has given you some information that is skewed and incorrect,” the man continued. He flicked a wall switch and the monitoring screen behind him filled with a diagram of the human brain. Immediately Nellie’s eyes flew to the five points her twin had touched on her scalp. There they were in the diagram, tiny black circles with arrows pointing to them.

“These are the implants that were placed in your skull,” said the man. “Dr. Nova, who is sitting beside me, performed the operations several years ago.”

Dr. Nova nodded at Nellie and the first man continued. “You must understand, cadet, that you were chosen for these operations out of a vast number of applicants. Psychological profiles were studied, prayers said to the Goddess and star alignments carefully analyzed. Who would the Goddess choose to bless with these implants? we asked ourselves on a daily basis. Who is to receive this, the Goddess’s most sacred blessing?”

“Cadet Kinnan,” the man said intensely, leaning forward and staring at Nellie. “The Goddess chose you. And your twin, Nellie Joan.” For a long moment he continued to lean forward and stare at her intently. Then he sighed and settled back in his chair. Beside him, Dr. Nova sat motionless. Nellie wanted to swallow, she wanted to lick her dry stunned lips but she was riveted, trapped on the knife edge of the man’s next words.

“You must understand that unbeknownst to us there was a traitor in the picture, cadet,” he said heavily, staring down at his hands. “Someone who wanted the project to fail, who was willing to defy the Goddess’s great will.” He sighed quietly. “That traitor, cadet, was your mother. For her actions, she will always be remembered as one of the Empire’s most despised infidels.”

At these words, a huge black whirling took over the inside of Nellie’s head. My mother? she wanted to cry. My mother, who I don’t even remember except for her name, Lydia Stella Kinnan? How could she be a traitor when I’m one of Advanced’s most functional cadets? Please don’t blame me for what she did. It’s not my fault, I’ve proven my loyal—

As if reading her thoughts, the man lifted a hand. “No need to worry, cadet. Your mother has been released and is no longer a threat to the Empire or your personal safety. As for your weakness just now in your twin’s cell, you will receive two pejoratives, nothing more. Your shock was understandable.” He paused, his eyes growing thoughtful. “And now that we’ve recovered your twin, we can finally get back on track. Told you she came to rescue you, did she? Well, cadet, now it’s time for us to rescue her. And you’re going to be a big part of that.”

Nellie’s body convulsed slightly. No, she wanted to howl. You don’t understand. She’s my identical twin, we’re too much alike. I get into the same room with her and she just walks into my head. Get someone else to observe her, someone like Tana. Tana would be functio—

“This means,” continued the man, oblivious, “that you’ll be on special assignment until we’ve completed our task. I’ve let Col. Jolsen know that you’ve been pulled from the Advanced program until further notice. A double room has been set up for you and your twin here in K Block. From now on you’ll be eating, sleeping and running drills with her. Pretend to like her, get to be friends, but don’t ever fool yourself into thinking you actually are friends. Remember, this girl’s thinking was shaped by the enemy, your mother. Your job is to find out how she thinks but not be influenced by it. And you’re to report everything she says and does to us.”

Turning in his seat, he flicked the wall switch and the diagram of Nellie’s brain disappeared from the screen. “That will be all, cadet,” he said, his eyes skipping past her face to the back of the room. “Col. Jolsen?”

Brisk footsteps started down the aisle toward Nellie. When they reached her, she knew she would be taken from this room to somewhere in K Block, where she would be imprisoned with her twin. There the two of them would become some kind of experiment. No, not become. They already were an experiment, had been for years.

It’s all for the Goddess, Nellie reminded herself shakily. The Great Mother of us all.

“Excuse me, sir?” she quavered.

Col. Jolsen’s footsteps halted. Behind the table, the two men focused on her with careful surprise.

Nellie swallowed. “Could you tell me ... please,” she asked, fixing on Dr. Nova, “what the Goddess’s blessings are supposed to do to my brain?”

The man’s eyes bored into hers, icy blue. “Why, bless you, cadet,” he said evenly.

“Yes, sir,” Nellie persisted, her voice wobbling. “But exactly how are they supposed to bless me, sir?”

Dr. Nova’s eyes narrowed, and Nellie felt them flick toward her throat. “When the Goddess wants you to know that cadet, She’ll tell you,” he snapped, then nodded to Col. Jolsen.

A hand gripped Nellie’s shoulders and she rose heavily to her feet. The moment in which she turned away from the two men behind the table seemed interminable, as if part of her was dying. Then she was moving up the aisle, her body so numb and dull she no longer felt the creepy-crawlies that swarmed her back as Col. Jolsen held the door open for her, no longer felt anything at all.


Thirteen

THE TWO GIRLS SAT on their beds, watching each other from opposite sides of the room. Overhead, a security alarm beeped faintly. On the monitoring screen, occasional figures in Detta uniform came and went. A star chart hung on one wall and beside it was a small alcove that contained a statue of the Goddess, with the constellation of the Cat glowing above each shoulder. At the foot of each bed stood a free-standing closet and dresser. Except for the lack of a mid-room barricade and the presence of a toilet, a sink and a locked door, the room could have been the one Nellie shared with Tana in the girls’ dorm.

Keeping her face expressionless, she studied the mirror image of herself that faced her from across the room. Her twin was now dressed as she was, in a dark gray bodysuit. After her meeting with the two Detta officials, Nellie had been taken to a small change-room and told to exchange her Advanced uniform for the plain gray outfit she was now wearing. Col. Jolsen had then escorted her to this room and left without further instructions, locking the door behind him. Swallowing the numb sick feeling caused by the click of the lock, Nellie had climbed onto the empty bed, positioned herself with her back to the wall and fixed her gaze on the girl lying on the opposite bed.

How she longed to be back in Advanced, shooting holographs, running laps and studying viruses. No matter, she thought grimly, studying her twin through slitted eyes. She would complete this special assignment in stellar fashion, earning herself extra points. And when it was over she would file it in one of her deepest, most inaccessible filing cabinets and return to Advanced where she wouldn’t have to think about it ever again. For once she would be glad to forget something. A shiver skittered up her back, and she fought the urge to run her fingers over the scars hidden beneath the hair on her scalp.

Across the room her twin sat motionless, her eyes dark shadowed and heavy lidded. Soon after Nellie had entered the room she’d sat up, but neither had spoken yet. A scowl crossed Nellie’s face and she almost hissed at her twin’s placid expression. Didn’t the girl realize where she was, stuck in K Block, the very bowels of danger? Anything could happen in this place, anything, and the memory of it completely erased. Nellie’s lips parted, a surge of angry words on her tongue. But just as she was about to speak, a vague whispery sensation rippled across her brain, almost like window curtains lifting in a breeze.

Don’t look surprised, her twin’s voice said quietly inside her head. Keep scowling the way you are, and they won’t suspect a thing.

Nellie’s face shifted in amazement, but she covered by scratching her nose.

Good, her twin said approvingly. I’m going to pretend to go to sleep now, but I’ll keep talking. All you have to do is think at me and I’ll hear you. As long as we keep connected, I’ll hear your thoughts and you’ll hear mine.

Cat-like, Nellie’s twin yawned and stretched, then lay down and curled into herself. To all appearances, she looked to be fast asleep. Abruptly the vague whispery sensation came again, quick high vibrations that danced across Nellie’s brain.

Listen, her twin said, deep inside her mind. I already know what they told you in your meeting with the director of K Block and the man pretending to be Dr. Nova. The implants are the Goddess’s blessings, and you’re supposed to spy on me while pretending to be my friend.

Nellie deepened her scowl to prevent astonishment from leaping onto her face. How did you find that out? she thought frantically at the apparently sleeping figure. Did they show it to you on the monitoring screen?

I read it in your vibrations when you came in, said her twin.

Nellie’s thoughts raced. She’d never been able to pick up information that detailed, but she supposed it was possible. How did you know it was the director of K Block? she asked. And that the other man was pretending to be a doctor? I didn’t know that, so you couldn’t have gotten it from me.

I read it in their vibrations, her twin replied calmly. You were sitting close to them, so you pulled some of theirs into yours. They’re fading now, but they were clearer when you came in.

Openmouthed, Nellie stared at her twin. Even if she’d probed the two men while she was sitting in front of them, she wouldn’t have gotten that kind of data.

Don’t stare at me like that, snapped the other girl. It’s not hard to do if you know how. You could do it easy if you didn’t have those implants shutting down your brain. It’s only vibrating at half-speed. The implants are running an interference pattern through it. Can’t you feel it?

Nellie focused on the inside of her head. It felt like it always did. No, she said.

Maybe you’re just used to it, said her twin.

Sometimes ... , Nellie said slowly, then stopped. She’d never told anyone about this, ever.

Sometimes what? her twin asked eagerly.

Sometimes I can see ... energy, Nellie mumbled. Everything turns into colors and vibes. Nothing is solid. If I’m really tuned, I can walk into a room and tell what’s just happened by scanning the vibes in the air. But I can’t tell what people are thinking. At least, not much.

Can you travel levels? her twin asked quickly.

Levels? asked Nellie. What are levels?

There was a slight pause, laced with disappointment, followed by another question. What about doubles? asked her twin. Have you met any?

Doubles? Suddenly Nellie remembered the dream in which she’d seen her twin’s look-alike step out of thin air. The girl in the gold dress, she said excitedly. The one who looks like you — is she your double?

One of them, said her twin, her voice quickening.

How many do you have? asked Nellie.

Probably zillions, her twin said carelessly. It doesn’t matter. Doubles are like that — every time flux happens, more of them show up.

Flux? On overload, Nellie’s brain wobbled. What’s that?

The opposite of fixed, said her twin, which is what you are. You’re fixed and I’m flux. Not that it means much around here. The skins are so thick in this place, it’s like they’re made of hatred. It’s impossible to open a gate. And it’s damn hard to vibrate out of sync, with the interference they’ve got going. Ever notice the buzz people give off?

No, Nellie said flatly. She was beginning to tire of this conversation. Either her twin was talking some kind of incomprehensible code, or utter nonsense.

Everyone I’ve met so far, the other girl continued remorselessly. Even you. Everyone’s brain gives off some kind of buzz. It must be the implants. You all have them.

Everyone in Detta has skull implants? Nellie asked quickly. Even Col. Jolsen?

Yup, her twin said calmly. But not like you or me. The others only have one. I guess, she added wryly, the Goddess didn’t bless them quite as much.

Nellie’s body sagged under the weight of this latest information. Col. Jolsen had a skull implant? And Lt. Neem, and maybe even Westcott?

It must help them serve the Goddess better, she thought faintly, trying to keep a grip. Ivana would only require it if it was absolutely necessary. Glancing at her twin, Nellie tried to give the apparently sleeping girl a quick scan but came up against a wall of static. So much for the buddy-buddy act, she thought grimly. In spite of the conversation they’d just had, her twin was still running her own interference. Fat chance she would ever let Nellie into her head.

How are you doing this? Nellie asked carefully. Talking inside my head and reading my thoughts?

Something I learned, her twin replied. You speed up your vibrations and it happens.

Nellie’s eyes narrowed at the vagueness of the reply. The enemy, she reminded herself firmly. Worse than that, an enemy whose mind was shaped by one of the Empire’s worst traitors.

“We have to get one thing straight,” she said aloud, enunciating clearly. “I am an Advanced cadet. I work for Detta and the Empire. And I am not going to let you mess with my head.”

Across the room the shorn-headed girl remained motionless, as if asleep. No voice replied inside Nellie’s head. With a start, she realized her twin’s quick high vibrations had retreated from her brain, leaving her feeling oddly empty and alone.

With a grunt she rolled over to face the wall and also pretended to fall asleep.

THEY WERE WORKING out in a small gym. Fifteen minutes ago two drones had escorted them here, then gotten to work setting up various pieces of sports equipment, as well as a makeshift shooting range. In spite of the fact the drones now stood guard at the door, Nellie could hardly wait to get to the range. She’d asked for a specific holograph she was sure would blow her twin’s mind, but first they had to run the required number of laps and Nellie was being merciless.

“C’mon, faster,” she hollered, easily outstripping her twin as she completed another lap. It was the third time she’d passed the puffing girl, and Nellie’s mouth curved in contempt. Outbackers — they thought they were so superior with their rebellions, disobedience and hot-headed chaos, but put them in a maze or a gym and an Advanced cadet could beat them any day, any how.

“Fuck you,” yelled her twin, slowing her pace to a meandering walk.

“Suit yourself,” smirked Nellie, pivoting and running backwards on the spot. “But if you don’t put more effort into it, they’ll show up with electrodes.”

“So what?” Slumped against a wall, her twin wheezed voraciously.

“Electric shock,” bellowed Nellie, taking off again. “They’ll zap you. It’s great for getting you motivated.”

Lifting her arms, she let out a whoop. How she loved the feel of her body working so effortlessly, with nothing to worry about, no niggling questions about right and wrong. On top of that, she was finally getting the chance to put her know-it-all twin in her place. Glancing back at the panting girl, Nellie snorted grimly. She seemed to have picked up the pace slightly — that warning about electrodes must have convinced her to put some sweat into it.

Putting on another burst of speed, Nellie passed her wheezing twin again. “C’mon, Nellie Joan,” she shouted, walloping her on the back. “You’ll never get your 99 Badge at this rate.”

At the far end of the gym, a door opened and two men entered. Catching sight of them, Nellie faltered, then slowed her pace. The director of K Block and Col. Jolsen — what were they doing here? In a flicker of unease she came to a halt, and felt her twin come up beside her.

“Buzz,” the other girl said quietly. “Can you hear it?”

Nellie shot her a suspicious look. With the men’s entry, her twin had gone through a rapid transformation. The wheezing and gasping had vanished and she now showed no sign of fatigue, standing with her head up and her shoulders back.

“No,” Nellie snapped. “I can’t.”

Standing between the guard drones, the men conferred briefly, and then Col. Jolsen lifted a hand and snapped his fingers. Instantly Nellie broke into a trot and headed across the gym. “Cadet Kinnan reporting, sir,” she said, coming to a halt before him and saluting.

But the colonel’s eyes weren’t sliding over her in the usual approving glance. Instead they stared past her shoulder in a look of icy incredulity. Turning, Nellie saw her twin leaned against the wall on the other side of the gym. The fingersnap hadn’t budged her one inch.

“I would suggest, Cadet Kinnan,” the colonel said meaningfully, without taking his eyes off the shorn-headed girl, “that you find some way of motivating your twin’s ass in this direction immediately, or I’ll tell these drones to give you both some time with the Black Box.”

Nellie paled. “Yes, sir.” Taking off in a burst of electric fear, she slid to a halt beside her twin. “Get moving,” she snapped, grabbing one of her arms. “Now.”

“They’re doubled,” said her twin, twisting in her grasp. “No way am I going near anyone that’s doubled.”

“Doubled?” hissed Nellie, tightening her grip. “What are you talking about?”

A look of impatience crossed her twin’s face, and then her slanted gray eyes fixed on Nellie’s. Suddenly Nellie felt it again — the sensation of curtains parting in her head as a surge of quick high vibrations entered her brain. Stand still, said her twin, while I get rid of the interference they’re running through you.

Briefly Nellie felt a gentle fumbling inside her head, and then a dense pressure lifted from her brain and she filled with a clear singing sensation.

Now look at them, said her twin.

Glancing toward the door, Nellie saw what appeared to be four figures standing between the guard drones: Col. Jolsen and the director of K Block, and overlapping their bodies, two radiant silhouettes.

“Sweet ever-loving Goddess,” she spluttered.

Can you see them? her twin demanded eagerly.

I think so. Bewildered, Nellie glanced at her twin, then caught her warning look and glanced away again. They’re both shining like stars, she thought rapidly. Is that their souls?

Uh-uh, her twin said emphatically. The vibrations are way too fast. Those are sarpas — beings from another level that can pop in and out of people in this level. In the Outbacks they usually just come for a bit and leave again. But here in the Interior, they seem to move into a person and live there permanently. A lot of people have them.

A shudder ran through Nellie. What do they want?

How should I know? her twin demanded indignantly. I just got here, remember? Anyway, I’ d better get out of your brain or they’ll figure out what we’re doing.

Before Nellie could protest, the quick high vibrations had withdrawn from the inside of her head and the pressure returned, encompassing her brain like a helmet. Angrily she shook her head, but couldn’t dislodge the thick heavy sensation. Incredible. She’d never noticed it before. Glancing toward the door, she saw Col. Jolsen and the director of K Block, minus their radiant silhouettes, giving her decidedly impatient glares.

“We’d better get moving,” she hissed at her twin. “Maybe I can’t see them like you do, but I can see pissed-off rage shooting out of the top of their heads.”

Grimly she started across the gym. Doubled or not doubled, the colonel was the colonel, the Black Box was the Black Box, and an Advanced cadet was nobody. To her immense relief she heard her twin following at her heels, once again in heavy puffing mode. Coming to a halt before the two men, Nellie whipped off an extra-crisp salute, then elbowed her twin. Very slowly, the other girl copied her gesture.

For a long stretched moment, K Block’s director stared dangerously at them both. Then he cleared his throat. “The Goddess,” he said tersely, “has chosen the two of you for special training. You must understand this is a great honor, one you must cherish deep in your hearts. Only a few are ever granted this, and never until they reach full agent status.”

Astonishment leapt through Nellie. Full agent status? That was at least ten years away. With an elated grin she glanced at her twin, then froze. Arms crossed, the other girl was eyeballing the director mutinously. Quickly Nellie elbowed her. Her twin elbowed her back.

Col. Jolsen surged forward. “Cadets!” he boomed, jutting his face into theirs. “At attention!”

Instantly Nellie stiffened and snapped off a salute. Fear buzzed her ears, the air hummed and sang like overheated electrodes. A cautious sideways glance revealed her twin also in salute mode, her eyes fixed vaguely above Col. Jolsen’s head.

“I would suggest,” the colonel hissed, his eyes gripping them both, “that you hold your current position and listen as the director explains the blessing that is about to enter your lives.”

Slowly K Block’s director turned and pointed to the exit. “When you pass through this door,” he intoned solemnly, “your lives will change completely. For you are about to receive the gift of angels and become like the Gods, even the Goddess Herself. Hidden mysteries will be revealed, your eyes will be opened in ways you never imagined. In return, you must honor the secrets shown to you. They are sacred, known only to the chosen few. The masses cannot comprehend them, for they have not been given the necessary wisdom. So understand that you are bound to silence on pain of death, as are all who learn these secrets until the Second Coming.”

Until the Second Coming, Nellie thought reverently, a shiver running through her.

For what seemed an interminable moment, the director continued to stare at the two girls. Then he nodded to Col. Jolsen. Without a word, the colonel opened the door and stepped aside as the director passed into the hall.

 “Well, what are you waiting for?” snapped Col. Jolsen, and Nellie forced herself forward, her fear rising so sharply as she passed through the doorway that her eyes squeezed shut and she missed the actual moment in which she stepped into her new life. Briefly she stood, her eyes closed, trapped inside the massive thundering of her heart as she waited for the promised rush of angels. When she felt only the waft of cool air on her face, she opened her eyes to find herself standing in an ordinary hallway, one hand still glued in salute position to her forehead. Twenty feet to her left, K Block’s director was striding swiftly down the hall.

“Go on, get moving.” Col. Jolsen jabbed a finger at the director’s back and Nellie took off after the man.

“What’s going on?” hissed her twin, scurrying to catch up.

“You heard him,” Nellie said excitedly. “Great mysteries are about to be revealed. Ivana’s going to give us the gift of angels.”

Her twin snorted heftily. “Ooly-goolies,” she muttered, but Nellie kept her eyes on the director’s back. It was a day when minor blasphemies could be overlooked. The two of them had, after all, just been chosen for a great honor. That meant the Great Mother had finally noticed the devotion of Her humble servant; out of millions, She’d chosen Nellie Joanne Kinn —

Without warning the director stopped at a door, then opened and stepped through it. Coming to a halt outside the open doorway, Nellie stood trying to catch her breath. This must be the one the director had meant when he’d said a door was about to change her life. Quickly she stepped toward it, but was stopped by a hand on her arm.

Wet hot lips pressed to her ear and her twin hissed, “It’s all lies. The ooly-goolies.”

Startled, Nellie began to shove her away, but as she did a second voice surfaced into her mind. Guttural and frayed with old age, it quavered, Golliwash. Lies and superstition.

Blinking, Nellie stood in the brightly lit hallway as the old woman’s voice faded from her thoughts. Now, where had that come from? She must have heard someone say those words or they wouldn’t be in her head, but where and why? And why was a sense of such importance attached to them? Irritably, she shook off her twin’s hand and stepped through the open doorway. Her first glance showed a white room filled with medical equipment. Then the details of the room disappeared as it filled with a pinkish blue light. From all sides voices sang eerily, and transparent luminous figures appeared midair, coming and going like shafts of sunlight.

“Nellie Joanne Kinnan,” said the director, and Nellie turned to see him standing across the room, surrounded by luminous figures. “What you are seeing is a holograph, a holograph of the world you will be able to see continually once your eyes have been opened. Look now, and fill your senses with the land of the Gods.”

Quivering with excitement, Nellie simply stared. The many figures moving about the room seemed to be made of a prismatic light that gave off erratic flashes of color. Every now and then one came so close it actually passed through her body, and then for the briefest of moments she resonated with a pure sweet sound and smelled wondrous scents. Instinctively she stepped toward the center of the room where the figures were congregating, but as she did a hand grabbed the back of her bodysuit and an arm wrapped around her neck.

“It’s a mindjoy,” her twin said contemptuously in her ear. “Just a bunch of pretty pictures in the air. There’s no hidden mystery here. Any stupid could see that.”

Abruptly the pinkish blue light shut off and the prismatic figures disappeared. Yelping with dismay, Nellie watched them fade. It had all been so beautiful, she’d never seen a holograph like it. For one brief moment, everything solid seemed to have been transformed into music, and she’d felt as if her own body was part of a huge mysterious song.

“It’s your fault,” she snarled, whipping her twin’s arm from her neck. “You shut it off with your lack of faith. I’m sick of you and your whin —”

But the shorn-headed girl wasn’t listening. Instead, she was staring in wide-eyed horror at something beyond Nellie. Breaking off her tirade, Nellie glanced about the room. The white walls had returned, lined with cupboards and medical equipment. In one corner stood K Block’s director and two lab-coated men, leaning against what looked to be a row of domed cubicles. The strangest thing, Nellie realized as she gazed around herself, was that it all looked familiar. But how could that be? Other than these past few days, she’d never been to K Block in her life.

From behind came the sound of running, and Nellie turned to see her twin headed for the door. A shout went up from the men and they barreled past Nellie, chasing the fleeing girl. Alone in the room, Nellie felt an odd quivering take over her body as she listened to their footsteps pound along the corridor. An image began to form in her mind — that of a short shorn-headed girl streaking down an off-white hallway, carried by the force of her own screaming.

She felt the moment the men grabbed her twin. Fear pierced her like iced lightning, her mind split into darkness, and she slumped headlong to the floor.


Fourteen

NELLIE CAME TO, lying on her back, and immediately became aware of a weight on her chest. Without opening her eyes, she shifted slightly and felt several straps running across her body. From somewhere nearby came the sound of men’s voices. A door opened, and the men entered the room. Keeping her eyes closed, Nellie quieted her breathing and listened.

“Still out?” asked Col. Jolsen.

“Yeah, it’ll be a while,” replied an unfamiliar voice. “She hit the floor pretty hard. My guess is this confirms they’ve made the mind link we were hoping for. If that’s the case, it also means this one isn’t as strong as the other. Her twin was barely fazed by the blast we gave her in the hall, but when this one picked up on it, it took her out completely. I gave her a dose of Blennerol. She should be coming around soon, and then we can start coordinating and aligning their frequencies. How strong is their emotional bond?”

“As strong as can be expected,” Col. Jolsen grunted. “Emotional bonding isn’t an Advanced cadet’s forte.” He grunted softly. “But the star program is. So make sure you give the cadet a lot of blather about the sweet, ever-loving Goddess.”

Nellie’s eyes almost flew open in shock, but she managed to keep a grip. “She’s not as docile as she looks,” the colonel continued, “but the stars and the Goddess are her basic programs and should keep her on track.”

“Colonel, we handle kids like this all the time,” the other man said casually.

“You think you do,” Col. Jolsen snapped. “Remember her lineage. She’s got vibrations you’ve never even imagined. Anytime you merge subjects like this in a mind link, they’re difficult to control.”

“Yes, sir.” The man’s desire to appease was obvious in his tone. “I’ll remind my colleagues to be doubly cautious, sir,” he added quickly.

“You do that, private,” said Col. Jolsen. “And someday you might make colonel and get out of this place.”

Brisk footsteps crossed the room, a door opened and closed. In the brief silence that followed, the remaining man took a long slow breath. “That guy hasn’t defecated in years,” he muttered to himself. Still lying with her eyes closed, Nellie fought the urge to stiffen as he approached and leaned over her, bringing the scent of tobacco and aftershave. “Sacred lineage are you, my little wickawoo?” he whispered into her face. “So that cat on your wrist is just a disguise. Well, we’ll see what kind of vibes we can get out of you.”

Straightening, he moved a short ways off, and Nellie cautiously opened her eyes. The first thing she saw was a security alarm beeping faintly overhead. Then she glanced at her body and saw the straps holding her in place. She seemed to be lying on a stretcher in a small examining room. Close by stood a plump man with spectacles, studying a computer screen. Abruptly he let out a hiss and whirled toward her. “Awake, are you?” he snapped. “And exactly how long have you been spying on me?”

Eyes squeezed shut, Nellie lay motionless as he approached and began jerking at her straps. “Maybe you can fool me, but don’t ever think you can fool the machines, missy,” he said grimly, yanking her to her feet. Letting her body go limp, Nellie slumped against him, but the man grabbed her shoulders and gave her a sharp shake.

“I would suggest you learn this now, and you learn it quick,” he hissed as her eyes flew open. “Your life ain’t worth a Goddess’s hangnail in this place. The only thing that’ll keep you alive is obedience — unswerving, kiss-ass, shit-scared obedience, got it?”

Numbly, Nellie nodded.

“Good,” he said, releasing her. “And remember, it’s also your job to keep your twin in line. Now take your shit-scared ass into that room, and we’ll get to work.”

He pointed to the door. Scuttling toward it, Nellie opened it and found herself once again in the white room with cupboards and medical equipment. Across from her sat her twin, strapped to a chair, her head slumped forward. The director of K Block and Col. Jolsen were nowhere to be seen. Carefully, as if hooked up to a full system of electrodes, Nellie crossed the room and squatted beside her twin. The shorn-headed girl didn’t acknowledge her presence, continuing to sit with her head down and her eyes closed.

“There’s something you need to know,” Nellie said in a low voice without looking at her. “I need you to know it, so listen good. You could kill me. You could get me dead real fast in this place. It’s my job to keep you in line and if you don’t behave, they’ll take it out on me. Because you’re the important one, not me. All along I thought it was me, but it isn’t — it’s you.”

No sound came from her twin, but Nellie could feel her listening. “I’m just a hook,” she continued, “to catch the fish and keep it caught. You’re the fish and if you don’t stay caught, if you don’t cooperate with staying caught, I’m dead. And I don’t want to be dead. Maybe this isn’t much of a life to you, maybe you think living in the Outbacks with all your fancy levels is a thousand percent better, but it’s all I’ve got. So just keep that hook in your mouth, bite on it real hard, and smile. Be a good little prisoner and learn to like it the way I have. You get used to it after a while. It’s all just shit, y’know. You can wash it off your face.”

Her twin gave a soft grunt. “You’re wrong about me being the important one,” she said without opening her eyes. “If they shut off those extra two implants in your brain, you could do everything I do. That’s the only difference between you and me, and they know it. It’s not me they want, it’s you and me together.”

“Well, they’ve got us together,” Nellie said grimly. “And the reason they’ve got us is because you were stupid enough to come back here.”

Her twin opened her mouth to reply, but at that moment footsteps entered the room and Nellie surged to her feet, snapping her hand into a salute.

“No no,” said the plump man with spectacles. “No need to salute for me — I haven’t got rank. Now, we’re going to have to do something about your names. I can’t call both of you Nellie. How about each of you tells me your favorite nickname?”

Nellie’s upper lip curled slightly at the suggestion. “Nellie,” she said coolly.

“Nellie,” her twin said simultaneously, her voice overlapping Nellie’s.

A wry grin crossed the man’s face. “One of you is going to have to give,” he said. “Or I could call you both by your second names. Let’s see.” He flipped through two files he was carrying. “That’d be Joan and Joanne.”

Resentment reared through Nellie. Already she was being listed second. “I’m Nellie,” she said harshly. “You can call her Joan or whatever you want, but I’m Nellie.”

The man’s eyes flicked toward her twin, but she remained slumped in the chair with her eyes shut. “Okay,” shrugged the man. “We’ll make it Nellie and Joan.”

“No,” the shorn-headed girl said quickly, opening her eyes. “Nellie and Nell. Just shorten it.”

“Gotcha,” the man said easily. “Nellie and Nell. And you can call me Mr. Furnan. Now Nellie, if you’ll release your twin from that chair, we’ll get going. But first I want to remind you that the monitoring screen is always on, and I’m wired with security devices. If there’s any trouble, all I have to do is push a button hidden in my clothing, and this room will fill with a shock wave that will flatten you both. It will also set off every alarm in K Block. Got it?”

Wide-eyed, Nellie nodded, then bent and released the straps that bound her twin. Nell straightened slowly and began to massage the stiffness out of her arms. Wordless, the two girls stared at each other.

“All right,” said Furnan beckoning from across the room. “I want both of you over here.”

Nell rose to her feet, and together the twins walked toward his cheerful grin. “Okay, Nellie,” said Furnan, pointing to a set of metal brackets that stood close by. “I want you to stand between these. And Nell,” he said, pointing to a second set that stood five feet to the left of the first. “You’re going to step in here.”

Hesitantly Nellie stepped between the closest set of brackets. The height of an average male adult, they rose a foot and a half above her head. Peering out, she watched her twin enter the other set. Nothing happened. Glancing at her, Nell shrugged. Nellie shrugged back.

“Today you’ll be learning to ride the light,” said Furnan, sitting down at a nearby control panel. Incredulous, Nellie stared at him. In the past hour, the world seemed to have turned upside down. First she’d discovered Col. Jolsen was an infidel, faking devotion to the divine holy Mother. And now here was this private, a low-level without rank, offering to teach one of the Goddess’s deepest mysteries.

Nellie’s eyes slitted. Or was this just some of the blather he’d been ordered to give her?

“That’s right, cadet. You heard me.” Noting her expression, Furnan gave Nellie a reassuring nod. “I said ‘riding the light’ — one of the greatest mysteries, and the hope of all who serve Ivana. You’re about to learn how to enter the heavens and become a star without having to die.”

In spite of her misgivings, Nellie felt a surge of elation. How many times had she prayed for this moment, how often had she chanted “Ride the light” with other cadets in group prayers? Surely she’d misunderstood Col. Jolsen in the other room. It was understandable: she’d just been blasted out of her mind by the stun gun they’d used on Nell.

 “That’s right,” said Furnan, giving her another nod. “You have indeed been blessed by the Great Mother of us all. Now before I start, you need to know that I will be adjusting your bodies’ vibrations as we go along, but it will be gradual so you won’t notice much. One word of warning — if either of you tries to step out of your brackets without my permission, a shock barrier will automatically come up around you. You won’t see it, but believe me, you’ll feel it.” Leaning forward, he flicked a switch on his control panel. “Here we go.”

Instantly the brackets began to emit a thick, almost soundless hum, and a tingling sensation spread through Nellie’s skin. Gradually the tingling permeated her body, sinking into her belly and bones. Slitting her eyes, she shifted tentatively. There didn’t seem to be anything to fear; at least she felt no pain. In fact the sensation was slightly pleasurable, as if her entire body was singing, low and deep, to itself.

Peering through the brackets, she was startled to see that the room had gone slightly blurry and was jerking rapidly, like a film in a movie projector that wasn’t working properly. A glance to her right showed her twin’s body also blurred and jerky but lit up, as if radiating a faint light. Quickly Nellie looked at her own arm and saw that it was glowing too. Confused, she glanced back at the room. Had the brackets somehow connected her with the landscape of energy she saw when she was really tuned? But no — Furnan wasn’t lit up, nor were any of the physical objects in the room. Only she and Nell were radiating light, and that light was only there for brief intervals, coming and going. Whatever this was, it was entirely new.

Glancing up from his control panel, Furnan caught her watching him and grinned. Nellie grinned back. He wasn’t bad, really — just some blurry, kiss-ass guy doing his job. It must be a drag having to watch two kids ride vibes while he was stuck in his usual boring pulse rate, wondering if the Goddess was ever going to bless him. Closing her eyes, Nellie let the brackets’ vibrations hum and sing through her body. When she focused, she could feel her heart filling with radiance, then her stomach and intestines. The singing sound in her bones seemed to be getting higher and higher, and—

We’ve gone about three levels now, Nell said in her head.

Nellie’s eyes flew open, but her twin had turned slightly and her face couldn’t be seen. Listen, dork, the voice came again. If you keep looking surprised like that, you’ ll give the whole thing away.

Quickly Nellie closed her eyes and pulled her expression into neutral. Isn’t this awesome? she thought excitedly. I thought it was going to be some kind of torture, but it’s a real rush.

I do this all the time, Nell replied disdainfully. I don’t need a machine, either. Furnan’s just moving us through the levels, one by one. Can’t you see them?

See what? asked Nellie, bewildered. Opening her eyes, she glanced carefully around the room, but other than the rapidly jerking blur, everything was exactly as it had been when she first stepped between the brackets.

Damn implants, muttered Nell. What a bugger Furnan is, taking you through the levels but not letting you see them. I wonder what he’s after?

What, demanded Nellie angrily, are levels?

Other places, said her twin, unperturbed. In the Interior they’re fixed, like I told you, so they all look exactly the same, but the other levels still vibrate faster than ours. We live in the slowest one. There — he’s jumping us to another level. Can you feel it?

Glancing at her arm, Nellie saw that it had brightened again, but when she looked out through the brackets, her surroundings were the same ongoing blur. What in the Goddess’s name, she thought irritably, could a brighter arm have to do with other levels of reality?

The enemy, she reminded herself grimly. Remember, she was shaped by one of the Empire’s worst traitors.

I am not the enemy! Nell said indignantly. I came here to rescue you, remember? And the reason your arm gets brighter is because Furnan’s speeding up your vibes so he can move you to the next level. When you reach that level and adjust, the light disappears.

They’re not moving us to other levels, Nellie scoffed. They’re just coordinating and aligning our vibes. I heard Furnan and Col. Jolsen talking about it in the other room.

Coordinating and aligning our vibes? echoed her twin. I wonder why they’ d move us into other levels to do that?

A surge of frustration hit Nellie and she snapped, Prove it. If there really are levels, then show them to me. Grimly she waited, but no reply came from Nell. Glancing toward the other set of brackets, Nellie saw her twin lift her arms and hug herself. At the same moment she felt a lurch in her own gut and realized Furnan had just increased the vibratory rate. The brackets’ constant hum was beginning to make her nauseous. Darting Furnan a look, she saw him watching her with that same blurry smile on his face. Uneasily she smiled back.

Okay, came a reluctant voice in her head. I’ll lift the interference pattern in your brain so you can see the levels. But be careful. They know about other levels in this place, and I think they’re working together with their doubles. That means Furnan’s doubles know about us too.

What d’you mean, Furnan’s doubles? asked Nellie, but instead of receiving a reply, she felt a pressure lift abruptly from her brain. Immediately the blurry jerkiness vanished and the room came into focus. A quick glance showed that neither Nell’s or her own body were glowing. Everything else in the room remained unchanged — Furnan still sat at his control panel giving his odd little smile, and Nell stood turned slightly away, her face hidden.

Can you see it? asked her twin.

See what? snapped Nellie. It’s the same place we started out in.

I told you, the levels are FIXED here, Nell snapped back. That means everything looks exactly the same. The only way you can tell we’ve moved to another level is because of the buzz. The vibes are faster here than in our home level. Can’t you feel it?

That’s just the vibes coming out of the brackets, Nellie retorted.

All right, said her twin grimly. I will prove it to you. These brackets are a gate to the next level. Because the levels are fixed, the same brackets show up in all of them. That means there’s an open gate going a long way up. Furnan’s been moving us one level at a time, but I should be able to jump us a couple of levels at once since the gates between them are already open. Then you’ ll really feel a buzz. But I can only keep us there for a second or two and then bring us back down, or Furnan’ ll catch on.

What d’you mean, an open ga–, Nellie started to ask, but an abrupt lurch sent her thoughts scattering. Immediately her vibratory rate surged, and for a second she felt her body swimming with heat and light. Then her vibratory rate leveled out, and the swimming sensation dissipated. With a grunt she opened her eyes.

Everything was exactly the same. Nell still stood between her set of brackets, turned slightly away, and Furnan continued to sit at his control panel, grinning like a fool. There was certainly quite a buzz, but nowhere could Nellie see anything that gave the slightest indication she’d passed into another level of reality. Her twin was either lying or an idiot, that was all there was to it.

Snorting softly, Nellie lifted her left hand to scratch an itch in her nose, then gasped as she saw her entire left arm rise out of a second arm that remained hanging at her side. Riveted, she stood with her hand glued to her nose, staring down at her extra left arm. Her eyes slid to her right arm and she lifted it slowly, her jaw dropping further as she saw it separate from a second arm that remained in position, hanging at her side.

The extra arms belonged to her double, they had to. Dumbfounded, Nellie gaped at them. So Nell was telling the truth. Other levels of reality did exist, and she was actually standing in one. Taking care to remain inside the brackets, she took a cautious step forward. Then she turned and faced the girl standing inches from her.

Eyes closed, her double’s face was etched in nausea, but otherwise she and Nellie were identical. Swiftly Nellie scanned the other girl, searching for the slightest difference, but she was an exact mirror image, down to a tiny scar on the back of her right hand that Nellie had gotten falling off a skateboard before she’d entered the Black Core program. Halfway between curiosity and awe, Nellie reached out to touch her double’s cheek. Instantly the other girl’s eyes opened, the nausea in her face changed to terror, and she screamed. A shout came from across the room as Furnan’s double looked up, then leapt to his feet.

Shit, thought Nellie, and lunged to get free of the brackets.

No! shrieked a voice inside her head and a sudden lurch hit Nellie, causing her thoughts to scatter into smithereens. Once again heat and light filled her, and she experienced a mad rushing sensation. Abruptly this halted, the laboratory came back into focus, and she found herself positioned halfway through a lunge, still attempting to get free of the brackets. Propelled forward by her own momentum, she triggered the shock barrier, which shot up around her set of brackets and slammed her to the floor. Breathless, all thought knocked out of her, Nellie lay drooling onto white linoleum. A pair of black shoes appeared in front of her face, and someone leaned down and heaved her onto her back.

“What the hell are you doing here?” demanded a male voice. “And didn’t I warn you not to step out of the brackets?”

Slowly Nellie’s mind came back to her and she sat up, assisted by none-too-gentle hands. Furnan, she thought, staring dull-eyed at the man crouched before her. His name’s Furnan, and he’s running an experiment on me and Nell.

That’s right, moron, came her twin’s voice, loud and furious inside her head. They’re running an experiment with the levels and I let you see what they were really doing, and you broke our cover. That mixed me up, so I pulled us all the way down to our home level instead of the fifth where we should’ve been. Stupid, stupid, STUPID!

Nellie shook her head, trying to dislodge her twin’s raging voice. This mind link, or whatever it was, was worse than skull implants. At least with implants, you could ignore them.

“Get up,” said Furnan, pulling her upright. A brief darkness oozed through Nellie’s head, and she swayed on her feet.

“Now tell me how you got here,” Furnan demanded, jutting his face into hers. “I didn’t call you back with the machine.”

Nellie blinked. “Call me back?” she asked weakly. “From where?”

Furnan’s eyes narrowed and then he said, “Okay, why did you step out of the brackets?”

Helpless, Nellie stared at him. “That hum,” she faltered. “It made me dizzy.”

Again Furnan’s eyes narrowed and he studied her silently. “Maybe,” he muttered finally. “I suppose it’s possible the shock barrier screwed things up and pulled you back.” Turning to the other set of brackets, he said, “Nell, you can come out now.”

Cautiously Nell emerged from her set of brackets.

“So, how was it?” Furnan asked, eyeing her closely.

Nell shrugged. “Okay, I guess. A real buzz.”

Furnan smiled grimly. “And you, Nellie?”

“I got kind of hot after a while,” said Nellie, “but it was okay.”

“I’ll give you something to drink,” said Furnan. “It’ll replenish your body fluids.” He crossed to a small fridge, removed two cans of nevva juice and handed them to the girls. “Now,” he continued, as Nellie let the cold juice sluice down her throat. “You have about an hour until lunch, and you’re expected in the gym. I’ll see you again tomorrow at this time.”

“But ... ,” stammered Nellie. No questions, no explanations? In Advanced there would have been a lecture and written exercises to explain what had just taken place. And there was always a prayer or dedication to the Goddess to complete a session. But as she opened her mouth to protest further, the expression on Furnan’s face changed to one of contained fury.

“I will see you tomorrow,” he said icily, stressing each syllable before turning away.

Fear buzzed Nellie’s ears. Backing toward the door, she opened it to find a drone in Detta uniform standing in the hall, waiting to escort them to the gym.


Fifteen

IT WAS EVENING. Two supper trays lay on the floor, waiting to be picked up, and the monitoring screen was showing a horror movie. Nellie lay on her bed, watching the film, ignoring her twin who lay on the opposite bed. The rest of the day hadn’t gone well. The afternoon had been spent with Lt. Neem in the gym, but Nell had refused to participate in the weapons training exercises. Electrodes had been taped to her arms and legs, and Nell had poured sweat as she’d been repeatedly zapped, but still she’d refused. Nellie had watched Lt. Neem pump up the voltage, and though electrodes were nothing like the Black Box, she’d been impressed with her twin’s stamina. So had Lt. Neem — Nellie had seen respect struggling with anger on his face. Eventually he’d had Nell stand aside while he put Nellie through the rest of the exercises. Though she’d glanced frequently in her twin’s direction, Nellie hadn’t once caught her watching, and since their return from the gym Nell had remained quiet, refusing all of Nellie’s attempts at conversation.

Nellie was fuming. Her performance that afternoon on the shooting range had been impressive, even Lt. Neem had said so. Nell could have at least noticed. Nellie hated her. What right did her twin have to barge into another person’s life without being asked? And then to sit around refusing to participate, and making Nellie feel guilty ... about what? Being able to handle a gun? Being absolutely excellent at gut and chin kicks? Crossing her arms, Nellie glowered at the movie on the monitoring screen. Absolutely every other person in Detta was blown away by her achievements. Not that she cared what Nell thought, but what right did her twin have to come here and be so different?

To make matters worse, Nellie was dying to ask Nell why she’d torn out of the room that morning, and about sarpas and the double she’d seen during Furnan’s experiment, but she didn’t know how to make a mind link. And though they’d been in this room for over an hour and Nell must have known she wanted to talk, her twin had done nothing but sit slumped against the wall. Disgruntled, Nellie dug deeper into her resentment. What kind of thing was that to do to someone — let them see another level of reality, then refuse to talk about it? If this was her way of getting back at Nellie for something, Nellie could play that game too. What if she simply opened her mouth and started talking about levels and doubles and sarpas out loud? The monitoring screen would immediately pick up on it, and everyone in K Block would know what Nell had been up to. Well, why not? Nellie was supposed to report on her twin, so why not start now?

But just as she opened her mouth to speak, her twin began to rock. Cross-legged and hunched, with her arms wrapped tightly around her chest, Nell propelled herself back and forth on the bed. Her eyes were shut, her face contorted, and her lips moved sound-lessly. Startled, Nellie gaped at her. What was wrong with the kid? Had she come completely unglued? She’d better watch it — K Block was notorious for claiming crazies for their terminal experiments. Uneasily Nellie fixed her eyes on the monitoring screen and tried to focus on the movie, but the squeaking bedsprings made it impossible to concentrate.

“Shut up, will you?” she finally demanded, but the rocking figure didn’t pause. A half snarl curled Nellie’s upper lip and she shot to her knees. “I said SHUT UP!” she bellowed.

“I’m not bothering you,” said Nell, continuing to rock.

“Yes, you are,” Nellie hissed.

“Can’t help it then,” said Nell, without opening her eyes. “I’m remembering. I have to remember or I’ll go crazy in this place.”

“Remember what?” demanded Nellie.

“Just things.” Across the room the hunched figure continued to rock and the bedsprings to squeak frenetically.

“Do you think you could remember,” Nellie asked with what she considered to be enormous patience, “without rocking every two seconds?”

Her twin didn’t answer. Instead, she began to whisper, her words coming to Nellie as clear as if they’d been spoken directly into her mind. “Blessed Ivana, Mother of all mothers,” she murmured, “hear my prayer. I’m lost in this place, lonely, and there’s a hurt in my chest where my heart used to be. Because my heart’s gone. I don’t know where it went, but it isn’t in me anymore, and I can’t love her. I know You want me to love her and I thought I could, but my heart left me when she killed Deller, and it won’t come back. I’ve tried, Ivana, but everyone I love is dead, and my heart doesn’t want to live in a world where there’s no love for me.”

Riveted, Nellie knelt on her bed and listened. Never in her life had she expected to hear such words, she hadn’t known these kinds of thoughts existed. And yet she felt them as if they were lifting straight out of her own gut.

“I want Mom,” Nell whispered, and her rocking grew more intense. “I want her, I want her. I know she’s been dead for almost two years and I’m supposed to let her go so she can rest, but I can’t because there’s a giant scream sitting in the middle of my stomach. Deller helped. When he was around the scream got quieter, but then You took him away. You took away everyone I loved, Goddess. How am I supposed to live without any love? Give me my mom, just for a second. Show her to me and I’ll live on that little bit of love, I’ll even do my best to love that bitch who’s supposed to be my twin.”

Abruptly Nell stopped rocking, lifted her face and stared straight ahead. Then one of her hands reached eerily forward. A shudder ran through Nellie, and she looked away, then back again. This was giving her the creepy-crawlies, it really was. About to turn back to the movie, she felt a sudden shift in her brain and the now-familiar sensation of pressure lifting. Instantly the room dissolved into a field of energy, and two figures appeared on the other side of the room — the multicolored silhouette of her twin, and a second one that hovered midair. As Nellie watched, the two figures reached toward each other and touched, and then Nell fell back with a loud cry.

Abruptly the room solidified and Nellie found herself on her knees, staring openmouthed at the opposite bed. Cautiously she probed the air above Nell’s sprawled body but found only the faintest of vibrations, nothing she could read clearly. Crossing the room, she leaned over Nell. Splayed on her back, her twin didn’t stir. Slowly Nellie touched her face.

“Get lost,” said Nell, turning away.

Nellie’s relief and anger reared simultaneously. “Fine with me,” she snapped. “I just wanted to see if you were dead. Would’ve been good riddance.”

Her twin snorted softly. “I told you,” she said. “I was remembering.”

“Remembering what?” Nellie asked cautiously.

“Never mind,” Nell replied.

About to turn away in disgust, Nellie felt a surge of quick high vibrations enter her mind, and then her twin spoke inside her head. Go lie down on the bed and pretend to watch the movie.

Swamped with relief, Nellie returned to her bed. When she’d settled, her twin’s voice came again. It was Mom, Nell said quietly. When I get loneliest, I try to remember her and sometimes the Goddess lets her visit me.

That was our mother by your bed? Suddenly Nellie was sweating, her heart doing bodyslams. But isn’t she a ghost?

What does that matter? said her twin. She still loves me.

Unexpected anguish twisted through Nellie and she asked, Why didn’t she visit me?

You didn’t call her, said Nell.

I didn’t know I could, screamed Nellie. You should’ve told me, you should’ve—

Abruptly she got a grip and fixed her gaze fiercely on the monitoring screen. The enemy, she reminded herself. She’s messing with your head. Even if it had been their mother’s ghost that had showed up over Nell’s bed, it was a traitor ghost. No wonder it hadn’t bothered to talk to Nellie — it must have felt her devotion to the Empire, her true untwisted loyalty.

“Um,” Nellie said slowly, tasting grim satisfaction. Nell wasn’t going to take this well, but someone had to straighten her out. “There’s something you should know about our mother.”

Even from across the room, she could hear her twin’s breathing slow. Nellie smiled a tiny smile. Nell couldn’t fake this one. She might have her eyes squeezed shut, but it was more than obvious she was dying to find out what Nellie was about to say. Triumphantly Nellie announced, “Our mother was a traitor, a traitor to the Empire. That’s why she died. You should forget her. The Goddess commands us to forget such vermin.”

Bedsprings squeaked as Nell shot to her knees. “Vermin?” she shouted. “Do you know why she was a traitor to the” — her face twisted and she spat out the next word —”empire? Because she rescued me. She grabbed me and took off into the Outbacks so I wouldn’t end up like you. And you know why she did that? Because she loved me, the way mothers are supposed to love their children. But what would you know about that? You’ve been stuck here in nowhereland. You know nothing. Nothing,” Nell repeated, her eerie gray eyes locked with Nellie’s.

“I do too,” hollered Nellie, rising to her knees. “I’m an expert at fighting and killing. I know all the moves and all the weapons. And I know my stars, how they align and who they bless. And they don’t bless traitors. They never never bless traitors.”

“Stars?” Nell howled back. “How in the Goddess’s name could you know anything about stars? You never see them down here. You’re underground.”

“I do too see them,” screamed Nellie, pointing at the star chart on the wall. “They’re on that chart, every star and alignment I need to know so I can follow the Goddess’s will.”

“What — that?” With a snort, Nell got off her bed and stalked to the chart. For a long, heart-thundering moment she studied it, then turned to face Nellie. “That’s not how the stars look,” she said flatly.

“What are you talking about?” Nellie snapped. “Of course that’s how they look.”

“Uh-uh,” said Nell. “I lived in the bush for a year and a half, and I saw the stars every night. That isn’t how they look.”

“But that’s impossible,” shouted Nellie. Leaping from her bed, she joined her twin at the chart. “See, here’s the way they align for Lulunar,” she snapped, jamming her finger against the heavy paper for emphasis. “The Twin Moons are together and the Susurra constellation is in the dominant position. The Weeping Tree is over to the left, and you can see a bit of the Scales of Justice on the horizon.”

“Uh-uh,” Nell said again. “Scales was gone a while back. In the Outbacks we call them ‘the Milk Jugs.’ Just for a joke,” she added defensively, noting Nellie’s scandalized expression. “Anyway, the Weeping Tree is further over this way, and most of the Warrior is showing. Part of the Hammer is up now too, and there’s a whole bunch that aren’t shown — the Wickawoo and the Barking Dog and the Five Children and the Big and Little Houses.”

“Never heard of them,” Nellie said loudly, stepping back. “The Big and Little Houses? The Five Children? There’s no Five Children constellation.”

“The five children were the Goddess’s other children,” said Nell, turning toward her. “After the twins, she had four girls and another boy.”

“The Goddess had other children?” Nellie took another step back. This was too much. The Goddess was holy, a high priestess who’d once had relations with a God and bore two sons. And the sons were holy too. They represented hope in the afterlife, where what had been lost would be found again and everything understood. You didn’t mess with that kind of holiness by adding five extra kids. Unless you were an Outbacker. A pagan.

“You’re making it up,” Nellie accused, her breath coming quick and short. “To twist my mind so I’ll lose faith and become like you.”

“But there are millions of stars in the sky,” her twin insisted, stomping her foot. “Billions and zillions. This chart shows just a few, and it shows them wrong.”

Nellie’s arms crossed defiantly and she snapped, “Then you’ve got different stars in the Outbacks, that’s all.” Stomping to her bed, she flopped down onto it and glued her eyes to the monitoring screen.

“Same sky,” shrieked Nell from across the room. “Same stars.” Dropping heavily onto the other bed, she rolled to face the wall. In the long pause that followed, both girls lay motionless, their breathing harsh and raw in their throats. Finally Nell said dully, “What would you know about the stars or Mom or the Outbacks? You live in your own little world down here. They could’ve told you anything and you would’ve believed it.”

The enemy, thought Nellie, swallowing and swallowing the fear that rammed itself repeatedly up her throat. The enemy, the enemy, the enemy.

Twenty-three characters died before the end of the movie. Too bad Col. Jolsen wasn’t here, Nellie reflected as she watched the credits. She could have given him a complete rundown on their deaths. And the colonel would have appreciated her ability to remember so many intricate details. She’d definitely misunderstood that comment he’d made to Furnan about keeping up the Goddess blather. He wouldn’t have said anything like that. He wasn’t a pagan.

With a grunt she rolled over to face the wall and tried to fall asleep.

“I WANT YOU TO lie back and relax, Nellie,” came the voice through the speaker in her right ear. “Just let that sailboat float off over the horizon with all your worries and concerns, and listen to the smooth calm waves of the ocean lap against your ears.”

Rigid from head to toe, Nellie lay with her eyes wide open behind the Relaxer’s blinders. Today’s session had come out of the blue. She hadn’t been expecting one while she was in K Block, and had been taken completely by surprise when this morning’s drone escort had told Nell to wait in their room, then taken Nellie to Station Seven. Biting her lower lip, she tried to get a grip. She had to remember Westcott could see and hear every thought that entered her head. Grimly she blanked her mind and let herself float on the sound of gently lapping waves. Today she had no sailboat to focus on, not even a half-submerged wreck. At the start of the session, she’d lobbed a hand grenade instead of her customary rocks, and the boat had exploded into a million pieces. For about three seconds, the scene inside her head had been very satisfactory.

“So, Nellie, how’s it going with your twin?” Westcott asked congenially in her ear.

“Crappy,” Nellie said immediately, without bothering to consider her answer. “I hate her. She’s a bitch.”

“I see,” purred Westcott. “Tell me why.”

“She lies,” Nellie burst out, her entire body convulsing with anger. “She lies about the Goddess and the holy stars and the Great Mother, and just everything.”

“What does she say about the stars?” asked the psychiatrist.

“She says they’re wrong,” shouted Nellie. “The chart has them in the wrong place and doesn’t show all of them. She says there are millions of stars. Billions and zillions.”

Static buzzed Nellie’s ear as Westcott hastily decreased the volume on her microphone. “Actually, Nellie,” he said, clearing his throat. “She’s correct on both those points.”

Aghast, Nellie stared at the inside of her blinders. The stars were wrong? How could that be? For years she’d been checking their alignments to keep herself on the path that led toward their will, every day she’d prayed to them and asked their blessing.

“That doesn’t mean, however,” continued the psychiatrist, “that the stars shown on your bedroom chart aren’t in the sky. They are, and they travel in the same basic alignments you see displayed on your chart. But you need to remember that the sky is a very big place, and the chart was designed to show only what is most important to your daily life. This means that when you look at it, you see the major constellations aligned in their basic positions. Not exactly as they sit in the sky, but close enough to give you the true meaning of how they align in your life.”

Nellie’s hands ached from gripping the Relaxer’s arms. “So they’re not wrong then?” she asked huskily. “The Twin Moons are actually there, and the Weeping Tree, and the Cat?”

“Yes yes,” the psychiatrist said hastily. “The Moons, the Tree, and the Cat are all real. What you have on your chart has been ... reduced, to clarify things. Make it simpler to understand. So you don’t have to bother with the unnecessary stars.”

“But why didn’t we study the rest of them in Sky Science?” Nellie asked slowly. “You’d think they would’ve told us there were other stars.”

“Well, actually, Nellie,” said Westcott. “No one ever told you there weren’t other stars.”

Startled, Nellie opened her mouth to protest, then closed it again. What the psychiatrist said was true. She couldn’t remember any of her Detta instructors saying, “The stars on your chart are the only stars that exist in the sky.” They’d simply never mentioned any others.

“But how did I forget them?” she blurted nervously. “I must’ve seen them when I was a kid, before I entered Black Core.”

“That was a long time ago,” Westcott said smoothly. “It’s easy to forget what isn’t important to your life here in Detta. Your mind simply releases what is nonessential. There are probably other things you’ve forgotten — all unimportant to your life as an Advanced cadet.”

The Mind Cleanser, Nellie thought suddenly, then stiffened as the psychiatrist gave a loud cough. Damn, damn, damn. She had to remember she couldn’t think in here.

“As I was saying,” Westcott continued, his tone noticeably irritated. “You’ll be learning about the rest of the stars, and their alignments and meaning for your life, before you graduate. It’s part of the upper level program.”

Relief flooded Nellie and she sagged against the Relaxer. So they were actually planning to let her return to Advanced when this was all over. Hopefully that would be soon. “Okay,” she said meekly. “Is that when I’ll learn about the Goddess’s other children?”

“The Goddess had no other children,” Westcott said firmly. “She had only the two sons.”

“But Nell said—,” Nellie began to protest.

“Yes, I know what Nell said,” interrupted the psychiatrist, and Nellie realized he’d probably watched the entire scene take place on the monitoring screen. Or observed a recording of it later. “Your twin is wrong about the five children,” Westcott continued smoothly. “There is a constellation, a very minor constellation the Outbackers have named the Five Children. In fact, they’ve built up an entire mythology about the Goddess giving birth to five mysterious children, but that’s all it is — mythology. Y’see, Nellie,” said the psychiatrist, his voice soothing and warm, “the Outbackers are an inferior race. And that’s not something they like to admit, even though they know it’s true. It’s entirely understandable — who likes to admit they’re inferior? So they’ve created a myth in which the Goddess mated with human men from the Outbacks. Can you believe it — the Goddess mating with mere mortals, and from the Outbacks, no less? All that just to make themselves believe they’re our equals.”

Nellie took a deep breath. Her shock was dissipating and things were starting to sort themselves out inside her head, but she had to be sure. “I thought,” she said slowly, “that Outbackers are the same race as us.”

“Tsk tsk,” the psychiatrist said quickly. “Bite your tongue. They might look the same, but there are serious flaws in their genetic make-up. After all, they don’t follow the same careful breeding program the Interior does. I mean, Nellie—,” Westcott chuckled softly in Nellie’s ear. “Have you ever seen an Outbacker admitted to the Black Core program?”

With a nod, Nellie closed her eyes and settled back into the Relaxer. For once Westcott was making sense. All along she’d had a gut feeling Nell was right about the stars, and wrong at the same time. As it turned out, the chart wasn’t exactly scientifically correct, but it was right in a way Nell could never be.

“Tell me something, Nellie,” said Westcott, his tone changing slightly. “How do you like living in K Block?”

“Not too good,” Nellie answered absently, her thoughts still focused on her twin.

“Your new room?” asked Westcott.

“Yucky,” said Nellie.

“The food?” asked Westcott.

“It’s the same food,” said Nellie, “but it doesn’t taste as good somehow.”

“And how about—” Westcott paused, as if thinking, “yourself?”

“Myself?” repeated Nellie, unsure of his meaning.

!“Yes, Nellie,” said Westcott. “Tell me how you feel about yourself.”

“I’m a cadet,” Nellie replied matter-of-factly. “An Advanced cadet. I work for Detta and the Emp —”

“Yes yes,” said Westcott. “I didn’t ask what you were, I asked how you felt about yourself.”

“How do I feel about myself?” Unease flickered through Nellie. Never in her four years of weekly sessions with this man had he asked such a ridiculous question. “I don’t ... feel anything about myself,” she mumbled finally.

“Nothing at all?” asked Westcott.

“No,” faltered Nellie.

“Do you like yourself?” Westcott asked.

“I’m a functional cadet,” Nellie said quickly.

“Ah,” said Westcott, “but do you like yourself, Nellie?”

Nellie sat silent. The question was incomprehensible, as if it had been spoken in a foreign language. She had no answer for it.

“Well, let me ask you this then, Nellie,” said the psychiatrist. “Do you hate yourself?”

Panic blew itself wide open in Nellie’s gut. “What kind of question is that?” she shouted, jerking upright. Suddenly she had to get out of this place, away from its endless crazy questions. Grabbing at her head, she clawed at the Relaxer helmet, trying to get it off. “I’m a functional cadet,” she screamed. “One of the best. Advanced was stupid to put me in K Block, I should be running mazes and going out for Street Games and—”

“Juba!” Westcott yelled. “Zombie Program, quick!”

Immediately the sound of ocean waves vanished, and a heavy throb permeated Nellie’s brain. As it did, her panic dissolved and her body went slack, slumping into the Relaxer. Then the Relaxer also seemed to disappear, and Nellie felt as if she was surrounded by a great darkness, a tiny speck floating in the middle of nowhere. From somewhere came the thought, Where am I? and all she could think in response was, Who am I?

“That’s good,” said a soothing voice in her ear. “Just let it all go and float. You are no one, you are nothing, you are nowhere. Repeat after me: I am no one.”

“I am no one,” said Nellie.

“I am nothing,” said the voice.

“I am nothing,” said Nellie.

“I am nowhere,” said the voice.

“I am nowhere,” said Nellie.

“I hate myself,” said the voice soothingly.

“I hate myself,” Nellie repeated dreamily.

“I hate myself,” murmured the voice.

“I hate myself,” murmured Nellie.

“I hate myself,” whispered the voice.

“I hate myself,” whispered Nellie.

“Okay, Dr. Juba,” said the voice. “You can bring her back now.”

Slowly the darkness cleared from Nellie’s brain and the ocean waves returned, washing gently through her thoughts. What’s going on? she wondered dreamily. Where am I? Oh yeah, in the Relaxer, wearing the helmet. Westcott’s talking about ... the stars, and how Nell’s right and wrong at the same time.

“Remember, Nellie,” the psychiatrist said in her ear. “You are a functional cadet. The Empire depends on cadets like you to keep the Outbacks in line. And the Goddess needs your unswerving loyalty to spread the truth to the Outbacks and the rest of the world.”

“Yes, sir.” Nellie’s eager hand bumped against the Relaxer helmet as she tried to salute. Why had she ever doubted Westcott? Doctor Westcott, actually. He wasn’t that bad, if you overlooked the mole on his chin and his habit of breathing heavily into a microphone. A bit of a drip actually, but ...

“Excellent,” came the psychiatrist’s hearty voice. “Lovely, splendid, marvelous. Now how about you find that sailboat and bring it back over the horizon?”

Focusing on the ocean in her mind, Nellie gathered the sailboat’s many pieces and reconstructed it. Then she climbed inside the boat and lay back, enjoying its quiet rocking motion. All things considered, it wasn’t bad in here.

“Marvelous,” purred the psychiatrist. “I’m going to leave you there for a bit, Nellie, and then you can have some more of those dengleberry-flavored candies you like so much.”

“Okay,” Nellie murmured carelessly. It was nice out here in the sun, with the sailboat rocking and creaking. So nice it was almost real, she could almost feel the sun on her arms and the wet salt spray against her cheek. Almost real, her mind chanted softly. Almost real.

Gently she drifted off to sleep.


Sixteen

WHEN NELLIE RETURNED to the room she shared with her twin, she found it empty. For a moment she stood staring blankly at Nell’s bed, then whirled to face the closing door. “Hey,” she called, but her drone escort didn’t respond, and the door slid quietly into place.

Uneasily Nellie sat down on her bed. For some reason her heart was beating oddly, skipping slightly before each beat, as if unsure of itself. But why would she be feeling unsure? So what if Nell wasn’t here. Her absence was no big deal. After all, if she was dead the experiment would be over, and the drone would have taken Nellie back to Advanced. No, Nell wasn’t dead, she was just ... somewhere, having ... something done to her. Some part of this experiment, probably a session with a deadbeat psychiatrist like Westcott. That was it. Nell was over in Station Seven, putting all her worries and concerns into a sailboat and getting her brain picked.

With a sigh of relief, Nellie rolled onto her back and focused on an action movie that was starting on the monitoring screen. The opening shot showed a woman in Detta uniform hanging from a helicopter, firing a laser beam at a crowd of men on the ground. Blood was flying, flesh was frying, as they said in Advanced. Plumping up her pillow, Nellie settled in for two hours of action-packed gore.

The first wave of pain came fifteen minutes into the plot, a searing flash that seemed to leap straight out of her nose. With a yelp Nellie jerked upright, her hands flying to her face, but there was no blood, no wound she could feel. Obviously no one had shot her, and in this room, where would they shoot from? Swiftly she scanned the walls, but saw no crack or niche. Was it possible the sensation she’d just experienced was connected to the movie, and that she was somehow being made to feel what was going on in the film? But none of the characters had been shot in the face, at least not in the last thirty seconds.

A second flash of pain hit her, again centered in her nose. Bent double, Nellie clutched at it with both hands, trying to ward off further pain, but another flash hit her, then another. The pain flooded her brain, engulfing it in a white heat and blurring her vision. Stumbling across the room, Nellie shoved her face against the mirror over the sink and peered into her nostrils, but could see no blood. What in the Goddess’s name was causing this?

As yet another wave of pain hit, Nellie sank to the floor and curled into a ball, riding it out. Nothing she’d ever felt had been like this — the burning sensation was immense, a surge of pain and heat that began in her nose, then shot through her entire body. The closest thing to it was the sensation caused by a full system of electrodes, but that was surface, attached to the skin. This pain was internal, fed directly into the nervous system. Drenched in sweat, Nellie rode out another searing wave. Her throat ached from screaming, and her hands were sore from jerking against their straps. If only she could get them free and knock the clamp off her left nostril ...

Slowly Nellie sat up and stared at her arms. There were no straps on them. Where, then, had that thought come from? Another flash of pain came at her and she waited it out, clutching her nose and gagging. Then, as it receded, she felt something lift off the ridge of her left nostril. Abruptly there was a gripping sensation on her left ear.

“No,” she heard a voice whimper. “Please, no.” Another wave of pain hit, as excruciating as the previous ones. With a moan, Nellie collapsed to the floor and flattened both hands over her left ear. Wave after wave of pain rode over her and she began tearing at her ear, trying to pull it off her head. Anything would be better than this pain, even living without an ear, even if it meant they would release her as a no-longer functional cadet.

Without warning there was no pain. The grip on Nellie’s ear let go, and for a moment she felt herself floating in absolute relief. Then something invisible began to push at her left knee, and suddenly she understood what was going on. She was experiencing a mind link with Nell, who was being tortured with the Black Box.

Inside Nellie’s head, a filing cabinet surfaced and opened. A file tumbled out, and in a flash she remembered a time just after she’d entered Black Core. It was early morning and she’d been taken to a part of the Detta complex she’d never seen before, probably K Block, but at the time she was told only that she was about to be put through another training session, a workout to toughen her up, and that she could earn points by being strong. Then the Black Box had been brought out. It was small, nothing impressive, just a black box with several long wires running out of it that were attached to clamps. Several Detta officers had tortured her with it for what had seemed hours, attaching the clamp to different parts of her body, even the part to which they were attaching the clamp on Nell right now. And when they’d finished, they’d told her — she remembered their words so clearly — “If you ever give us trouble, ever disobey a command or defy a superior, this is what will happen to you. Only next time it’ll be worse, ten times worse. We went easy on you today.”

A new wave of pain followed, and Nellie dissolved into livid fire. Compared to her nose and ear, this was a thousand times worse for there were no boundaries to it, the pain seemed to penetrate the very core of her being. Then it receded and a second wave hit, white-hot and greater than the first. But as it shot through her, the invisible barrier that sat on Nellie’s brain buckled, and through her agony she saw rising above her what appeared to be a vertical row of girls, each strapped to a chair, her face contorted with pain. Between each girl, connecting their hearts, glimmered a line of brilliant light. The vision remained, hovering above Nellie as the second wave of pain receded. Then, as the third wave exploded between her legs, the line of radiant light descended from the closest girl and entered Nellie’s chest. Briefly it flickered in her heart, gathering strength, then spread up into her brain and down through her body.

The line of light didn’t halt the pain, nor did it abate it. But for the briefest of seconds, Nellie felt the strength of others fighting the same terror, bewilderment and pain. And though she knew instinctively that this vision was part of her mind link with Nell, and these girls were her twin’s doubles rather than her own, still, they were with her. For the first time since she’d entered Detta’s underground complex, she wasn’t entirely alone.

The third wave of pain receded, the vision disappeared and the clamp was removed. Still huddled on the floor, Nellie realized that her twin’s session with the Black Box had just ended in the same manner her own long-ago experience had terminated with three shocks to the genitals. Only three, she thought dizzily as her pain dissipated, but enough to change your whole life.

Rolling onto her back, she stared up at the security alarm and wept. After a while her tears slowed and groans stopped leaving her mouth. A while after that, she crawled across the floor and onto her bed, where she lay drooling into her pillow, waiting for her twin’s return.

Within fifteen minutes the door slid open and a drone entered, carrying Nell’s limp body. Depositing it on the other bed, it crossed to Nellie and handed her a small white envelope. “Give her this as needed,” the drone said and left the room. The door slid closed behind it.

Curled on her bed, Nellie watched her motionless twin. Heartbeats came and went, pulse guns fired on the monitoring screen, the security alarm beeped faintly overhead. “Nell?” she whispered after a few minutes, but received no response, not even a slight shift or moan. Sending her mind at the girl opposite, she tried to scan Nell’s energy field and was met by such a barrage of jagged vibes that she jerked back. Suddenly she had to be up and on her feet, moving around the room, doing something. Muttering and pacing, Nellie tried to keep ahead of the panic that came at her from all sides, pulling her this way and that like a puppet on strings. What did K Block expect her to do now? Why were there no instructions? And why had they done this to Nell? Sure, she’d disobeyed a direct order, and punishment came quickly to anyone who stepped out of line, but would the Goddess require that?

Nellie’s pacing slowed and she stood, head down, as the truth sank through her like a stone. Yes, the Goddess would require it. Maybe in the Outbacks things were different, perhaps there Ivana permitted weakness and frivolity in Her devotees. But here in the Black Core program, She demanded kiss-ass obedience, and Nell was just going to have to pick up a gun and kill for the Empire like everyone else.

But why, came the thought, unbidden, to Nellie’s mind, is the Goddess different there than here? Briefly she stood, letting herself fill with the question and its complete lack of answer. Then, hugging herself tightly, she approached her twin’s bed. “Nell,” she whispered, holding out the envelope the drone had given her. “I’ve got something for you.”

Face buried in her arm, Nell didn’t look up. “What is it?” she croaked faintly.

Tearing open the envelope, Nellie removed a small capsule. “A pill,” she said, pulling aside her twin’s arm and trying to jab the capsule between her lips. “It’ll make you feel better.”

“Like in the maze?” Nell croaked, pushing it away.

“I dunno,” Nellie said helplessly. “Here, I’ll get you some water.” Rushing to the sink, she filled a plastic tumbler with water, then returned to the bed and held it to Nell’s lips. Slowly Nell drank, then swallowed the capsule.

“They said,” she rasped painfully, her eyes not meeting Nellie’s, “to tell you it was the Black Box.”

Instantly Nellie was on her feet, pacing the room. The Black Box, the Black Box. Memories of the pain she’d just experienced through the mind link tore through her again, white-hot and searing. Had the sensations been real? Or were they another trick, something Detta was doing with her skull implants?

Exhausted, Nellie leaned against a wall and closed her eyes. “Tell me about it,” she said hoarsely, listening to the kick-ass thud of her heart. “Tell me what happened.”

“You don’t want to know,” mumbled Nell, rolling over to face the wall.

“I do,” said Nellie, crossing the room to sit on her twin’s bed. “Tell me about it, please.”

A surge of quick high vibrations entered her brain and she heard Nell say faintly, I’m too tired to do this now. I can’t.

Just talk out loud, Nellie thought back at her. So what if they hear us? I’m supposed to pretend to be your friend, right?

Slowly Nell turned to face her. “It’s like its name,” she said, her eyes darting nervously toward the monitoring screen. “A small black box with wires coming out of it. They used it on me once in the Outbacks, but this was different. Here, the wires have clamps on the end. They put the clamps on you and then they zap you.”

Swallowing hard, Nellie whispered, “Where did they put the clamps?”

Nell’s eyes flicked toward her, then away. “Like I said, you don’t want to know.” A yawn lifted through her and her eyes began to close. “This pill is making me sleepy.”

“Please,” Nellie said desperately, taking her twin’s arm. She had to know if what she’d experienced in the mind link was real. Something had to be true in this place. “Tell me,” she whispered. “Tell me, please.”

“My nose,” said Nell. “And my ear.”

Nellie’s left knee began to shake uncontrollably. “And?”

Nell’s eyes closed. Silence filled the space between them like a heartbeat. “Between my legs,” she said finally.

The lower half of Nellie’s body dissolved and she slid off the edge of the bed onto the floor. “Why?” she whispered to the security alarm on the ceiling. “Did they say why?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” mumbled Nell, rolling over to face the wall. “They want to turn me into you.”

“They’ll never do that,” Nellie said fervently.

“If they give me a gun tomorrow,” said her twin, “I’ll shoot.”

Tears slid down Nellie’s face, blurring her view of the security alarm. “Don’t shoot,” she whispered, the words like a plea lifting from every part of her body. “Please don’t shoot.”

All she got in reply was the faint beeping of the alarm over her head.

At noon the door slid open, and a silent drone placed two lunch trays on the floor. For the rest of the afternoon the girls were left to themselves. Occasionally a face appeared on the monitoring screen and surveyed the room. Each time Nellie felt her body jerk slightly, as if hooked up to electrodes. With surprise, she realized this was a very familiar feeling — so familiar she’d never noticed it.

She spent the time watching Nell sleep. At first she paced as she observed, but after a while she settled onto the foot of her twin’s bed and sat cross-legged, chin in hand. Nell’s face was pasty white, even the thin line of her lips, and the corners of her mouth stretched from screaming. As another figure in Detta uniform appeared on the monitoring screen, Nellie tried to ignore it, focusing on Nell’s breathing and trying to figure out if she was feeling better. She hadn’t worked up the courage for another scan of her twin’s vibes. It was like a city of pain in there, as if Nell was a hundred girls instead of one.

The supper trays came and went, and the parade of casual watchers continued on the monitoring screen. Nell slept on, her breathing growing steadier and less harsh. Mid-evening, a horror movie came onto the monitoring screen, and Nellie moved to her own bed to watch it. Abruptly, ten minutes into the plot, a flicker of movement in the room’s opposite corner caught her eye. Glancing toward it, Nellie saw nothing unusual and returned her attention to the movie. The flicker of movement came again. She glanced over at it, again saw nothing unusual, and with a slight frown returned her attention to the monitoring screen.

The movie was briefly interrupted as the face of a Detta-uni-formed officer appeared, his eyes skimming the room. Satisfied, he disappeared, and the movie began again. Nellie grunted irritably. She hated these interruptions. They didn’t put the movie on pause for them, and at least ten seconds of the plot was lost every time.

Over in the corner, the flicker appeared again. This time Nellie kept her face turned toward the monitoring screen and watched from the corner of her eye. She was rewarded. As she lay, rigid with anticipation, she saw a girl in a stained and sagging gold-brocaded dress appear just inside the wall. There and not there, the girl was transparent, the star chart on the wall behind her easily visible through her body. With a start, Nellie recognized her as the girl she’d seen in her dream, stepping out of thin air to join Nell and the green-eyed boy in the farmyard.

One of Nell’s doubles, she thought, her heart thundering. Motionless and silent, she waited.

The double stood, equally motionless, her eyes fixed on Nell’s sleeping body. Gradually she materialized until she was fully visible, her body blocking out the star chart. Every now and then her eyes would slant briefly across the room and lock with Nellie’s. It was obvious she knew Nellie was aware of her, and just as obvious she knew she was standing in the one corner of the room that was out of the monitoring screen’s view. As the movie played on, the three girls remained fixed in their positions — Nell sprawled in a drugged sleep on her bed, Nellie faking interest in the movie, and the double standing tensed and rigid in the corner.

On the monitoring screen, another Detta-uniformed figure appeared and scanned the room. Keeping her face neutral, Nellie returned the woman’s stare. As the movie resumed, she chanced a quick glance at the corner. Immediately the girl in the gold dress disappeared. With a sick feeling, Nellie fixed her gaze on the monitoring screen and watched the double reappear out of the corner of her eye.

A ripple passed through her brain, and she heard a voice speak inside her head. Don’t do that again, it warned. Husky and terse, it sounded just like Nell. If they see you looking this way, they’ll come and investigate. I can take off, but they know how to read vibes in the skins.

Skins? thought Nellie. What in the Goddess’s name did that mean? Sorry, she thought at the voice. You’re Nell’s double, aren’t you? I saw you in a dream with Nell and—

I know, the double said shortly, cutting her off. I’m going to change vibes now. You won’t be able to see me, but I’ll still be here. You’ll feel me.

Before it had finished speaking, the figure vanished. Breathless, Nellie lay on her bed, her eyes on the monitoring screen as she probed the room with her mind. There, just as the double had said, she could feel a slight ripple in the air leaning over Nell. As far as Nellie could tell, the double was touching the sleeping girl, almost merging with parts of her body. Then the ripple crossed the room and leaned over Nellie.

Sweet Goddess, are you fucked up, the voice said in her head.

I know, Nellie whispered in reply.

At least you know that much, the voice said grimly. It’s about time too. I’ve been trying to get through the skins in this room since they put Nell in here, but they’re so tough. The reason I got through them now is because you broke through the interference field in your brain during your mind link with Nell, and it opened things up. Maybe that means we can start working on getting both of you out of here. I don’t know how much more Nell can take of this place.

What d’you want me to do? Nellie asked, her eyes glued to the screen, watching as a man with a machete chopped off another man’s head in slow motion.

Learn, said the voice in her head. Do whatever Nell tells you to do. And I’ll do my best to stay close. I’ll work on cutting down that field in your brain so you can see properly. I’m going to give it a practice run now. Just don’t let them see any surprise on your face.

Once again the pressure permeating Nellie’s brain began to lift. As it did, she saw the small brightly lit room she shared with Nell suddenly fill with girls. Like the girl in the gold dress they were transparent, and they were milling everywhere. More were arriving by the second, each double materializing at a different point in the room. As Nellie watched out of the corner of her eye, she saw girls actually pass directly through each other, and realized each double was vibrating at a unique individual rate. At the same time they were obviously aware of one another, reaching out to touch hands and grinning. Many had crowded around Nell who continued to lie asleep on her bed, and they were touching her too — on the nose, the ear, and between the legs. Where the Black Box got her, Nellie thought, swallowing hard.

Without warning, the horde of girls left Nell’s bed and surged toward Nellie. None spoke, but a wide deep humming filled the air, as if each girl’s body was giving off a different note. Keeping her eyes fixed resolutely on the movie, Nellie watched them with her peripheral vision. It was the same group she’d seen in the maze, just after she’d killed the green-eyed boy. Shame flooded Nellie’s cheeks, raw open pain. These girls had seen that death and yet they were all leaning close, each one watching her through a pair of intense slanted gray eyes — the one with the great orange wings, the one with the bird’s head, the one who spiraled like blue smoke and the one that glimmered and shone like glass.

Who are you? Nellie thought at them, and the reply came to her in a multitude of overlapping voices. Nell’s possibilities.

We’re the unfixed ones, the girl in the gold dress added quickly. The fixed ones are sleeping off the capsule your doubles gave them, of course.

Nellie blinked rapidly, fighting a burn of tears. Nell’s possibilities? What did that mean? But what did it matter? What she did know, deep as a heartbeat, was that this was a moment given to her by the Goddess. Nell’s doubles were choosing to reveal themselves to her. They were trusting her with their realness. And that was a blessing after what they’d seen her do in the maze.

Slowly the doubles began to step back and disappear. Eyes fixed on the monitoring screen, Nellie felt them leave like a longing that sifted gently from her body. Finally only the girl in the gold dress remained, still blocking the interference field from her brain.

You’ve got to take care of Nell, she said fiercely, her voice boring into Nellie’s thoughts. We’ve cleared most of her wounds so she’ll feel better when she wakes up, but she’s still hurting. And she doesn’t know her way around this place yet. She pretends she does, but she’s lost here, just like you.

With these words the double began to fade until she was nothing more than a ripple in the air. Wait, thought Nellie, but the only words that came back to her were, Watch for me, I’ll be around. Then heaviness descended once again onto Nellie’s brain, the room returned to its usual mundane state, and there was nothing but her twin’s sleeping body and another death on the monitoring screen to keep her company.


Seventeen

IT WAS LATE the following morning and they were back in the laboratory, standing between their individual sets of brackets and learning — as Furnan put it — to “ride the light.” Today seemed to be going pretty much as yesterday, with Furnan sitting at his control panel wearing his odd little smile, and the brackets giving off their steady hum. Peering into the surrounding blur, Nellie was keeping careful track of the number of lurches in the vibratory rate. If, as Nell said, each lurch signaled a jump to a new level, then so far they’d traveled thirty-one, and yet her queasiness was considerably reduced. There must have been an anti-nausea drug in the drink Furnan gave them before they stepped between the brackets. With this side-effect taken care of, Nellie found she was able to get a vague sense of her doubles by scanning their energy fields. It wasn’t a mind link in that she couldn’t read their thoughts, but if she focused intently she was able to see a wide band of energy running between Nell’s set of brackets and her own.

That must be our vibes being aligned, she thought. They’re aligning all of us — all my doubles and all of Nell’s. Excitedly Nellie glanced at her twin. If only Nell would open up a mind link and lift the interference field, then she could really see what was going on. But since they’d gotten out of bed this morning, Nell had been virtually incommunicado. Scowling, her eyes downcast, she’d performed the morning workout in the gym without the slightest huff or puff, and when Lt. Neem had handed her a pulse gun, she’d fired grimly at the indicated target. Nellie had winced at the sound of the shot, but her twin had continued to fire stolidly at targets as directed. Her first few shots had been wide of the mark, but she’d improved rapidly. For someone who’d never been through training, she was a surprisingly good shot.

If she hasn’t had training, Nellie reminded herself. Who knew what the filing cabinets in Nell’s head contained?

Another lurch in the vibratory rate rocked her gut and she breathed in slowly, riding out her first strong wave of nausea. Thirty-two levels, she thought, then sighed with relief as a surge of vibrations entered her brain and the usual heaviness lifted. A glance around the laboratory showed that other than the quicker vibratory rate, this level was the same as the one Nell called their “home level.” Then Nellie’s eyes landed on her twin and she almost yelped with surprise. There, standing beside Nell, was the vague shimmery outline of the girl in the gold dress.

Don’t look at me, Nell’s double thought at her quickly. And whatever you do, DON’T MOVE. Just try to look bored, like you think this is stupid and can’t wait to get back to Advanced. The last thing we need is for Furnan to figure out you’re not always controlled by your implants. Hey, we just hit another skin. Did you feel it?

Skin? thought Nellie, then brushed it off. Yeah, she said eagerly. It’s the thirty-third. And it’s exactly like all the others.

Fixed, said the girl in the gold dress. In the Interior they’re fixed a long way up. In the Outbacks it’s just to the tenth skin, and the eleventh is unfixed. But the Interior’s got big plans for the skins in the Outbacks. They want to fix them as far up as possible too.

Why? asked Nellie.

To get rid of the possibilities, said Nell’s double. Then everyone’s the same, stuck in their own skins, and nothing leaks through. So no one knows anything can be different, and they don’t try to think, they just believe—

The door to the laboratory opened and Nell’s double fell silent as a lab-coated man appeared, wheeling a dome-shaped cubicle. “They’re ready down below,” he said. “Return the lower subjects, and prepare our own. They want them all synchronized for the next step.”

“Understood,” said Furnan’s double. He flipped a switch and the brackets decreased their hum. At the same moment Nell and her double broke their mind link, and Nellie was once again engulfed in a jerky blur as they descended through the levels. Finally the dense hum shut off and the surrounding blur vanished. Cautiously she stood between her set of brackets, fighting off the tail end of her nausea. No way was she moving an inch without permission.

“Girls, you can come out now,” called Furnan, and Nellie emerged to find him standing beside several men who were arranging two dome-shaped cubicles end to end. As she caught sight of the cubicles, something shifted inside Nellie’s brain, and she shook off a wave of dizziness. Obviously she’d filed something about a cubicle at some point. But what? And when?

A surge of vibrations entered her brain and she heard Nell mumble, They’re exactly like the thing I saw Fen lying inside. That’s why I took off yesterday. I almost shit my pants when I saw them.

Fen? asked Nellie, watching her twin step out of her set of brackets. The girl in the gold dress was nowhere to be seen. Who’s Fen?

All she got in return was a scowl and a muttered, This is bad, real bad.

“All right, girls,” Furnan said briskly. “We’re going to send you on an extra-special trip. One of the Goddess’s great mysteries is about to be revealed to you. The exercises I’ve been putting you through have taught your bodies to adjust to changes in frequency, in order to prepare you for this next step. A short ride in the light is all it’ll take, and then you’ll be there.”

“Where?” asked Nellie quickly.

“How about we keep the destination a surprise?” grinned Furnan. “Mysteries are always more fun if we keep them secret as long as possible. Come along, Nell,” he said, walking toward the cubicles. “I want you to stand here, midway between these cubicles. No no, don’t look in them. Just stand here, right here. That’s a good girl.”

Hit by a sudden wave of shaking, Nellie watched her twin step into the gap between the cubicles. Facing Nell stood a man holding a small device that resembled a TV remote control. Again something shifted deep in Nellie’s brain, and she scowled frantically at the device. She’d seen it before, she was sure of it. But where and when, and why had Advanced made her file it so she couldn’t remember? What was the point of being a person if you weren’t allowed to remember what happened to you?

Panic swept Nellie, temporarily scattering the interference field that sat on her brain, and the scene before her was transformed into a landscape of vibrations, everything lit up in vivid pulsing colors. Immediately her eyes flew to the centerpoint between the cubicles, and to her relief she saw two glowing figures standing hand in hand.

“Fire one,” said the man with the handheld device, and a quiet click sounded from a nearby computer. Then, as Nellie watched, a wave of prismatic light lifted from each cubicle and converged on the radiant figures of Nell and the girl in the gold dress. At the same moment, the glowing silhouette of the man with the handheld device pointed it at Nell and a beam of blue-white light emerged from it, hitting her in the forehead. Instantly Nell’s multicolored energy field quickened to a bluish white, her double’s following suit, and they disappeared.

Nellie sucked in her breath. Though she’d been expecting it, Nell’s disappearance felt like a punch in the gut. Warily she watched the landscape of energy fade and the laboratory come into focus.

“Ah, Nellie,” said a voice, and she turned to see Furnan grinning at her. “Never a dull moment,” he said cheerfully. “C’mon, it’s not you they’re after. You’re the lucky one, really, so don’t give it a second thought, just step into position right here between the cubicles.”

Instinctively Nellie took a step back. “Where did they go?” she asked breathlessly.

Furnan’s eyes narrowed. “They?” he demanded.

“I mean she,” Nellie stammered, flushing dangerously. “My twin, Nell. Where is she?”

Furnan observed her silently. “Only one way to find out,” he said finally. “C’mon now, step into position.”

Swallowing hard, Nellie stepped between the cubicles and glanced nervously at the man with the handheld device. She’d seen that thing before, she was sure she’d see —

 “Fire two,” said the man with the device, and there was another click from the computer. At that moment simultaneous waves of energy entered Nellie from both sides, energy so bright it felt like a scream. Immediately her vibratory rate quickened and she seemed to be riding an upswell of high-singing light. As if from a long ways off, she saw the man with the handheld device point it at her and press a button. Something hit her in the forehead, her brain filled with a bluish-white light, and the lab-coated men, cubicles and laboratory disappeared. Then, for the briefest of moments, there was nothing but heat, light and the sound of high-singing voices. Gradually a different room began to take shape around her, a place that vibrated so rapidly she knew she’d gone more than twenty or thirty fixed levels, she’d traveled to a realm that existed beyond the boundaries of her wildest imagining.

WHAT SHE NOTICED first was the brightness and the extreme buzz, both of which seemed to come from everywhere. Then it was the sound — a high fixed note that hovered continually in the air. As her vibratory rate adjusted to the new level, the brightness and the buzz became more bearable and she noticed she was standing between another set of metal brackets. Glancing through them, Nellie saw no sign of Furnan or the laboratory, only her twin standing several feet away, and beyond her a large empty room. The girl in the gold dress was nowhere to be seen.

“You can come out,” Nell said in a low voice, turning toward her. “There’s no shock barrier, you won’t get zapped.”

Cautiously Nellie stepped out of the brackets. “Where are we?” she whispered.

“I dunno,” Nell said quietly. “It isn’t a fixed level and I can’t see my double anywhere. You don’t have one either. And this place is vibrating weird — fast, but the vibrations feel like they’re pulling to the side. Almost as if they’re hurting. It’s like those gates that led to Fen. I wonder ... “

“You wonder what?” asked Nellie nervously. “And who’s Fen?”

“Fen, he’s ... “ A tremor ran across her twin’s face, and she pulled her expression into neutral. “He’s just a guy,” she said. “Someone I met once.”

Shrugging off the vagueness of her twin’s reply, Nellie gave the room another glance. On the surface it didn’t look too threatening. If you took away the brightness that emanated from everything and that damn note that wouldn’t stop playing, it was a little like standing in the sanctuary of one of the Goddess’s cathedrals. A cathedral, she realized, looking around herself, that she’d seen before. Impossible as it might seem, this place felt familiar. She must have seen a picture of it, or dreamed it.

Slowly Nellie pivoted, scanning every detail of the room. Gleaming stone walls arced above her head, peaking in a glimmering mosaic of the Red Planet. Under her feet stretched another large mosaic of a red star. Alcoves dotted the walls, each containing a lit red candle and a tiny statue of the Goddess. And facing her from across the room was a floor-to-ceiling statue of Ivana, its hands raised in the usual pleading gesture. As she focused on the icon, Nellie’s mouth fell open. Instead of the usual sky blue, the Goddess’s gown was scarlet, and Her face was a featureless blank oval. Someone appeared to have gone over Ivana’s face with white paint. Blasphemy! thought Nellie, thunderstruck. What kind of pagan would have altered Ivana’s chosen color — that of the sky which held the souls of Her dead sons — and painted over Her holy visage? Angrily she stepped forward, intending to do something about such sacrilege, at least offer her apologies to the Goddess, but was halted by the expression on her twin’s face.

“It’s all screaming,” stammered Nell, her face twisted as if in pain. “Like the Temple of the Blessed Heart. Can you hear it?”

“Hear what?” asked Nellie, then paused as a surge of vibrations entered her brain. Immediately the interference field dissipated, taking with it her view of the soaring walls and the red-gowned Goddess, and she found herself standing within a bluish-white landscape that was vibrating at an extremely rapid rate. And it was screaming, as Nell had said. The shrieking wailing sound came at Nellie like a tidal wave, sweeping her with nausea.

What is this? she thought frantically at Nell’s blue-white figure, then noticed a second silhouette beside her, barely distinguishable in the surrounding glow. The girl in the gold dress.

I’m not sure, her twin replied. People, I think. People like us, who were here once. Look at the walls and the floor.

Nellie tried to focus, squinting through the radiance, but all she saw was a mass of blue-white light. It’s just a bunch of light, she said.

A bunch of small bits of light, Nell responded. All put together like stones. She sounded thoughtful. That’s where the screaming’s coming from. I— Wait a minute, someone’s coming.

Abruptly she retreated from Nellie’s brain, breaking the mind link. The mass of screaming blue-white light vanished and Nellie found herself back in the room with the soaring stone walls, facing a quickly approaching boy who looked to be slightly older than herself. Shock ricocheted through her as she recognized his tumbling brown hair and green eyes. It was the boy she’d killed in the maze, inexplicably come back to life.

Beside her Nell gasped, dashed across the room, and threw her arms around the boy. Unresponding, he stood letting her hug him until she let go and stepped back, her face flushed with embarrassment. “I forgot,” Nell mumbled awkwardly. “You don’t know me. Only Deller did, and you don’t know about him and me and —”

Silence! The boy’s voice cut across Nellie’s thoughts so forcefully that she winced. Glancing at her twin, she saw Nell staring at him with a stunned expression. The boy appeared to be able to link minds with both of them simultaneously. I will say this once, he continued briskly inside their heads, ignoring their expressions. It is forbidden to speak out loud in this place. Our minds are all linked by the grace of the Gods, so you have merely to think a thought and it will be heard by someone else.

Nell took an uncertain step back from the boy. Uh, Nellie, she said. This is Fen, Deller’s brother. He disappeared about half a year ago, and that’s why Deller came to the Interior with me. I was looking for you, and he— She paused, sucking at a tremble in her mouth.

She’s still upset, thought Nellie. About that Outbacker boy. A heaviness came over her and she scowled at the floor. What good was it to get upset about things like that? Released was released. The boy was gone and there was nothing anyone could do about it.

I know what happened to my brother, Fen said briskly, interrupting her thoughts. But it is not relevant to what happens here. All that happened before you entered this place must be forgotten.

Forget Deller? The words erupted from Nell’s mind in a hoarse shout. How could you forget your own brother?

His soul is in the hands of the Gods. A flicker of annoyance crossed Fen’s face and he repeated, All that happened before you entered this place must be forgotten. Nellie Joan Kinnan and Nellie Joanne Kinnan, I am here to welcome you to the Land of the Stars.

The Land of the Stars? Nell’s eyes darted around the room, and then a weasely expression snuck across her face and she scoffed, What stars? I don’t see any stars, except this red thing under my feet.

Fen’s smile tightened and he said, A symbol of the deeper mysteries. Come, we must offer thanks to the Goddess for your arrival.

With a brisk mechanical pivot, he crossed the room to the large statue standing at the far end and knelt before it. Quickly Nellie scuttled after him, grateful for the familiar ritual. Um, excuse me, she thought carefully at Fen as he placed his hands under his chin in the required prayer position. Why doesn’t Ivana have a face, and why is She wearing red instead of blue?

Red is the color of the Gods, said Fen reprovingly. And the Goddess’s Second Coming is imminent. Here in the Land of the Stars, Her effigies are in waiting for Her new face.

Closing his eyes, he began to recite a common prayer of supplication inside his head and Nellie joined in eagerly, her gaze fixed on the statue’s blank face. Ivana’s Second Coming was imminent? Did that mean she, Nellie Joanne Kinnan, had been brought here to see Her personal manifestation? If so, it would explain her recent time in K Block. And it would also make up for all the years she’d spent in Detta, all the pain and confusion and—

Nellie’s thoughts halted abruptly as Fen ended his prayer and got to his feet. Come, he said tersely. The Gods are waiting.

Turning from the statue, he started across the room. About to follow, Nellie noticed her twin standing at the center of the red star mosaic, a deep scowl on her face. With a start, she realized Nell hadn’t joined in the prayer to the Goddess. Then a surge of vibrations hit her brain and she heard her twin’s voice inside her head, talking fast and furious.

Something’s weird, Nell hissed. He’s not here. His body is, but his soul’s gone.

Let me see, Nellie whispered. Instantly the heaviness lifted from her brain, the room dissolved into blue-white energy, and she did see. In the place Fen was walking across the room there was no energy form, only a thin vertical line running through the air.

Yeah, I got it, she said, and the room regained solid form. Briefly she stood staring at Fen. Now that she had a chance to study him, she could see he was different from the boy she’d killed — shorter, with a broader face, and his eyes were slanted where the other’s had been normal.

He’s like a drone, Nell said grimly. He doesn’t think at all. When they took his soul, they must’ve taken his brain too.

I gave it. Fen’s voice cut coolly across their thoughts, and Nellie turned to see him watching them with a neutral expression. Everyone can hear your thoughts here, he said impassively. You won’t be able to shut anyone out with your usual games.

As he turned and headed once again toward a nearby doorway, Nell stiffened. “How come you care so much about the Goddess?” she shouted, throwing her voice after him. “Deller didn’t. Your mom doesn’t. There aren’t any statues in your house. I looked everywhere and I didn’t see a single one.”

At the sound of her voice a wave passed through the air, as if an explosion had gone off nearby. Briefly the loud note that hovered continually in the air faltered, then regained strength.

DO NOT SPEAK ALOUD! Fen’s voice was a second explosion going off inside Nellie’s head. IT IS FORBIDDEN IN THIS PLACE, he screamed, his face contorted with fear.

Stunned, the girls stood gaping as he regained his composure. Yes, he said, his eyes once again steady on Nell’s face. I grew up in a heathen family, but when I arrived in the Land of the Stars, the deeper mysteries were revealed to me. My eyes were opened and I changed.

Oh yeah? Nell snapped, but she was careful to remain within the mind link. And what would your mom think about how you’ve changed? You’re not Deller’s brother, not anymore. You look like him on the outside, but you’re not like him inside. You’ve got no inside — you’re just a holograph, a weird kind of double, or a drone.

For the second time the composure was wiped from Fen’s face. What d’you know about my brother, he hissed, except how to get him killed? At least I’m a star. Not like her. Talk about having a drone in the family. Lifting a hand, he pointed at Nellie.

Silence fell on the room, a great rushing weight. Nellie’s mouth opened but there were no words, no sound anywhere inside her, not even a heartbeat.

You know about Deller? Nell asked finally, keeping her eyes carefully on Fen. About what happened ... in the maze?

I was told, Fen said shortly, the neutral expression returning to his face. But there’s no point in discussing it. Released is released, his soul is lost and he’ ll never become a star. Come, They are waiting. Without another glance, he stalked through the doorway and out of sight.

The girls stood motionless, staring at the empty doorway as a great formless silence swelled between them. If only, Nellie thought falteringly, glancing at her twin, there was a way to take back what she’d done. If she could bring the Outbacker boy back to life she’d do it, no matter what the cost. But how? Desperately her eyes locked onto the tremble in her hands. How was she supposed to eject the killer from her own skin?

Slow footsteps sounded to her left as Nell started across the room. A vast heaviness descended upon Nellie then and she stood rooted to the spot, watching as the other girl passed through the doorway. For she understood now, finally saw what must have been obvious to everyone else all along. It was as Furnan had said — the Gods wanted Nell, not her. They weren’t interested in a death-stained upscale drone, They wanted someone pure and unblemished. That was why their mother had chosen to save Nell rather than Nellie — she’d known instinctively that Nell was a better person. Who would have known that better than a mother?

And Ivana was the Mother of all mothers. She would know it better than anyone. The great Goddess wouldn’t want a killer present for Her Second Coming. No, Nellie had simply been a hook to catch and deliver Nell so she could be present at the Second Coming. And that was how it should be, really — the true order of things. For there were always the pure and the unworthy. The pure became stars in the service of Ivana, and the rest were exiled from Her presence to live in pain and misery and confusion.

So Nellie would wait here alone while her twin watched the Second Coming and probably became a star. At some point someone would come to this room and give her instructions as to what she should do next — most likely return to her home level where she would go on doing what she was good at, shooting and killing. One step up from a drone. Maybe.

A flicker of movement appeared in the doorway, and Nell stepped into the room. Aren’t you coming? she asked, her voice high-pitched and plaintive, and Nellie was suddenly released, tearing across the room in a flood of heartbeats.

C’mon then, said Nell, holding out her hand. Heart thundering, Nellie stared at her twin’s hand as if she’d never seen one before. With a grimace her twin reached further, grabbing Nellie’s hand and holding on tightly.

C’mon, she said again. They’re waiting for us.

Together they stepped through the open doorway.


Eighteen

AHEAD STRETCHED A hallway, lined with doors and the odd small alcove, each containing a flickering red candle and a tiny blank-faced statue. As with the room they’d just exited, the walls, ceiling and floor emanated a brightness as if lit from within, and the fixed high-pitched note continued to sound. A guard drone stood to either side of the doorway, and as the girls started along the hall, the drones fell in behind them. Whispering creepy-crawlies scuttled up Nellie’s back.

About a hundred feet down the passageway, Fen could be seen turning right into another corridor. Tightening their grip on each other’s hand, the twins broke into a trot and reached the turn to find him waiting just beyond it, the same neutral expression on his face. Once they’d caught up, he turned without speaking and again headed down the hall. Close on his heels, the girls kept a tight grip on each other’s hand. Closed door after closed door passed them by, along with an endless succession of alcoves and blank-faced statues. Everywhere the high-pitched note continued to sound until Nellie felt as if she was floating on it.

This place is like K Block, she thought suddenly. Or Detta. Another level but not fixed, like Nell said.

Uh-uh, her twin thought at her quickly. I’ve seen some of the unfixed levels and this one’s not like them. Look.

With a grimace she pointed to the window in a door they were passing, and Nellie glanced through it to see a large white-walled room filled with the aimlessly wandering figures of children and adults. Faint strains of music could be heard and shafts of prismatic light spun and drifted midair, constantly changing color. Out of this light stepped glowing figures that flowed gracefully, changing shape as they moved so that they suddenly expanded to three times their size, or grew wings and floated through the air. Mumbling under their breath, the stumbling children and adults observed the luminescent figures with glazed eyes, and Nellie’s face reddened as she remembered the holograph she’d experienced in K Block. Was this the way she’d looked to the director and Col. Jolsen?

Another mindjoy, Nell muttered contemptuously beside her. At least in the Outbacks they’re natural. Here they make them with machines.

Maybe they’re being taught about heaven, said Nellie, remembering the director’s words. So they’ ll be ready for the mysteries when they’re revealed.

Heaven wouldn’t make them lose their brains, Nell said sourly. C’mon.

Suddenly, without opening or passing through the door, Nellie found herself standing beside her twin at the center of the room she’d just been looking into. Mumbling figures wandered past without giving them a second glance. Then a woman turned and fixed the twins in a blank stare.

Have you come to summon me? The woman spoke inside Nellie’s head, her words sluggish and slurred. Is it time to ride the light and become a star?

A star? asked Nell, her eyes narrowing. How are you going to become a star?

I’m a soldier of light, said the woman. All soldiers of light become stars.

Soldier of light, interrupted Nellie, startled. How can you be—

Hey, came Fen’s voice behind them, and Nellie turned to see him opening the door. How did you get in here? he demanded. And no talking to them. They’re in preparation.

Preparation for what? Crossing her arms, Nell slitted her eyes at him.

For their destiny, said Fen. Come on, how did you get past the drones and into this room?

Just did, Nell said vaguely and stalked back into the hall.

Don’t look at me, thought Nellie, avoiding Fen’s glare. We were in the hall and then we were in this room. That’s all I know.

Thoughts whirling, she stared at her twin’s back. Ride the light. Soldier of light. Star. It all had to mean something, but what?

Realization swept her, scattering the interference field that sat on her brain, the scene before her dissolved into a mass of screaming blue-white energy, and she saw. The light coming from the walls, ceiling and floor was bits of light, just as Nell had said. And each bit of light was a star, a human soul that had been taken from some poor kid or adult who’d probably been “prepared” like those drifting around the room they’d just left.

As the mass of blue-white energy began to fade, Nellie caught a glimpse of her twin’s double, the girl in the gold dress, walking ahead of them, her head tilted to one side as if listening to something. The screaming? Nellie wondered as she watched her. Why would the double be listening to that?

Hey, she hissed, catching up to Nell. The light in the walls — it’s made up of people’s souls. That’s the stars they’re talking about.

I kno— Nell started to reply, but was interrupted by Fen.

That’s enough, he ordered behind them. No more talking, just walk.

Turning, Nellie saw him standing between the drones, pointing a stun gun at them. Where did that come from? she thought wildly. He didn’t have one before. Neither did the drones.

But when her twin caught sight of the weapon, all she did was snort. Suddenly the stun gun vanished from Fen’s hand and reappeared in Nell’s.

I know how you did that, she scoffed. You thought it from somewhere else, maybe a weapons storage room, into your hand. You can do that here because the vibrations are so quick. You just have to think something and it happens.

Fen’s eyes narrowed, and abruptly they were surrounded by a crowd of armed drones. How long do you want to play games? he asked coolly.

Nell’s eyes skimmed the watching drones, and then her shoulders sagged and the gun reappeared in Fen’s hand. I think, he said slowly, we won’t bother walking the rest of the way. Not if you already know the think-do mystery.

Without warning, the drones disappeared, and the girls found themselves in a different corridor, standing before a magnificent domed doorway. Across the entranceway danced a shimmering red light, prohibiting any view of what lay beyond.

Here we are, said Fen, pointing the stun gun at them. The Receiving Chamber of the Gods. You may enter.

Gripping her twin’s hand tightly, Nellie stepped forward. For the next few seconds her brain was engulfed in a swirl of shimmering red, and then she was through the doorway and surrounded by a radiance so bright she had to close her eyes. Immediately she noticed her thoughts racing at triple their normal speed, and realized that the note she’d heard continually since her arrival was now so loud she could feel it reverberating through her body. Opening her eyes, she found she’d adjusted to the room’s quicker energy field and could make out actual forms within the radiance. The Receiving Chamber stretched before her, an enormous room with a ceiling that arced impossibly high, and the entire place ached with light. Even with the interference field that sat tightly across her brain, Nellie could sense it — the walls, ceiling and floor were composed of bits of light that had been shaped into dense geometric patterns.

Like constellations, she thought, her stomach heaving. Stars.

Then her eyes fell on the hundreds of red-robed figures that stood about the room. Like the walls of the Receiving Chamber, Their faces shone with a brilliant light, and their bodies emitted a rapid high-pitched hum. Instantly Nellie’s knees gave out beneath her and she sank to the floor, covering her head with her hands. The Gods, she thought, riding wave after wave of panic — an entire heaven’s worth of Them, and They were all staring straight at her. Why were so many of Them packed into a single room like this? Was it for the Second Coming? The Goddess’s manifestation was imminent, she could feel it. It was about to happen right now.

So, came a voice, singing quick and high-up inside her head. Nellie Joanne and Nellie Joan, you have been granted the honor of entering Our presence. Welcome to the realm of the Star Lords. You may approach the throne.

Robes swished as the crowd of Gods parted. Lifting her head, Nellie saw a red-hemmed path that led toward a throne at the room’s far end. On it sat a figure that emitted such brilliance, she gasped and ducked back down.

A hand grabbed her arm and hauled her to her feet. Don’t look straight at Them, Nell hissed. Look off to the side. Then it’s better.

Hand in hand, they proceeded slowly along the narrow path that had been created for them. On either side the red-robed figures pressed close, Their collective energy field so intense it was like a crackling web of vibrations. Eyes lowered, Nellie darted sideways glances at the Gods. As near as she could make out They were humanlike, though taller, with jaws that protruded strangely. And from Their skin came a radiance like the stab of light emitted by a prism. Like fire, Nellie thought. Or electric shock.

No one spoke. Except for the high-pitched hum coming from the Gods’ bodies and the single ongoing note, there was silence. Step by step, Nellie watched her feet take her toward the throne. Either her eyes were playing tricks, or the revved-up frequencies of this room were dissipating the interference field that sat on her brain. What she’d previously only been able to sense, she could now see — dense patterns of stars compressed so tightly, they actually formed the solid mass that was the floor beneath her feet. She was walking on human souls.

Without warning, the brilliant figure at the far end of the room rose to His feet. Before she could stop herself, Nellie’s gaze shot to His face and she stumbled to a halt, transfixed. Without the interference field riding her brain, the radiance was no longer overwhelming and she could see the head God clearly. There in His face, she saw it — a pair of extremely slanted eyes.

Dizziness twisted through her, a filing cabinet surfaced and opened, and she heard an old woman speak tremulously inside her head. A special child, the woman’s voice quavered. A child of the Gods. I know one when I see one.

Closing her eyes, Nellie rode out the thundering of her heart. The father she’d never been told anything about, the extreme slant of her own eyes — was it possible, was it? But she was a Cat, one of the lowest castes.

Only as a disguise, said the glowing figure before her. It was a way to conceal your true identity. For yes, Nellie Joanne, you and your twin are children of the Gods. Indeed, your father is one of Our higher lords, one who descended from Our quickest realm to breed with a human from your world. Your births were meticulously planned, for you were both created for a divine purpose, and your lives have been carefully guided in order to prepare you. Now it is time for your destiny to be revealed. But first We will allow you the opportunity to look upon Our faces and know Us. See me: I am the first among the lords of this realm, and my name is Eld.

As Eld spoke, a great spurt of radiance leapt from the top of His head, and He shot up to twice His height. Six wings unfurled from His back, four eyes appeared across His forehead, and a pattern of dazzling lasers emerged upon His chest. As if in echo, every other God in the room immediately took on the same new form, Their wings arcing high over Their heads. Stunned, Nellie gaped at the towering throng, then almost shouted aloud as her twin also altered form, sprouting wings and extra eyes and shooting up to match the Gods’ height. For one impossible, mind-numbing moment, Nell pushed her own height above that of the surrounding Gods, then shrank back to human size and form.

Show-offs, Nellie could hear her muttering. It’s just shape-shifting. Think They can scare me with that kind of ooly-gooly. Crossing her arms, Nell watched slit-eyed as the Gods collectively returned to Their original form.

So, said Eld, His voice slightly amused. You know some of Our ways.

I learned it in the Outbacks, Nell scowled. You can do it easy in this place because the vibrations are so quick, but they also make everyone think the same. If you had flux, you could each think yourself into a different shape.

Flux? asked Eld, His voice growing more amused. And what is flux? Is it good?

Of course, it’s good, Nell said fiercely. It’s what unfixes things and lets you be what you want to be.

Now that sounds like an interesting concept, said Eld, and a dry heaving sound ran around the room. With a start, Nellie realized the Gods were laughing.

“Hey.” In response to the laughter Nell’s chin rose, and her eyes locked with Eld’s. “What kind of level is this, anyway?” she asked, her voice loud and clear as she deliberately broke the mind link. “It’s different from the others. Not just quicker. There aren’t any doubles, and the vibrations are ... twisted.”

At the sound of her voice, a rippling sensation ran through the floor and the Gods’ laughter was sucked into a collective gasp. Instantly Eld leapt to His feet. DO NOT SPEAK ALOUD! He thundered, His voice rocking Nellie’s thoughts. Beside her Nell flinched, paling noticeably. Then her scowl deepened.

Why? she asked stubbornly.

It is Our way, Eld boomed. You have only to think a thought and We know it.

But anyone can link minds in a quicker level, said Nell, glancing around. That’s what this is, isn’t it — a really quick level? But where are the doubles?

Would you shut up? In a mad panic, Nellie tugged at her twin’s sleeve. You’re getting Them really pissed off.

Do not fear, Nellie Joanne, said Eld, cutting her off. It is not your destiny to die here. He raised one hand, and without warning Nellie found herself floating midair, several feet above her twin’s head. Panicking, she flailed about, seeking something solid to grab onto, but there was nothing beneath her except a dense humming sensation. Fear lit her like a scream and she was certain Eld had lied, she was about to die and be turned into a star. Then she realized the crowd of Gods had surrounded her with Their collective energy field and were holding her effortlessly midair with Their minds.

Astounded, she lay rigid, afraid to move an inch in any direction. About her the vibrations pulsed like an electric storm, huge masses of energy that snapped and hissed, but she remained unaffected.

Tell me, Nellie Joanne, said Eld, and she felt His voice passing through her like an electric current, do you remember this place?

Nellie felt a spurt of surprise. Um, sort of, she said carefully. It seems familiar somehow, but I can’t remember it.

Indeed. Eld sounded pleased. We have brought you here before, along with your fellow cadets, who have been prepared to serve you in your destined role. As you have already guessed, these memories were stored in your deepest filing cabinets, where they have been awaiting the time they would be opened and the purpose of your life revealed. Now that time has come, and the true Nellie Joanne is about to awaken and fulfil the destiny for which she was bred.

Nellie felt herself being gently turned to face the Receiving Chamber’s entranceway. Beneath her feet she could see Nell, openmouthed and staring up at her. Then a flash of red caught her eye and she saw a figure appear in the domed doorway. At least thirty feet tall, its head brushed the lintel as it passed into the room. Red robes cascaded to its bare feet and its hands were lifted in a beseeching gesture. Closer and closer the statue rolled on its wheeled pedestal as Nellie squinted through the brilliance, trying to get a better look. Finally she was able to make out the face, and for a moment she was washed with relief as she saw it wasn’t the white meaningless oval that dominated the other icons in this place. Then shock ricocheted through her, followed by horror, as the exact details of the Goddess’s features became clear.

The statue was wearing her own face.
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YES, NELLIE JOANNE, Eld boomed. It as you see it. The Goddess has chosen to manifest Her Second Coming through you. Even as I speak, statues all over the Interior are being repainted with your divine face.

Rigid with shock, Nellie hovered midair, staring as the huge statue moved closer. Impossible as it seemed, there were her own slanted gray eyes, long blond hair and wide mouth, exaggerated to ten times their normal size above a pair of upraised pleading hands. But how could this be? The Goddess was ... well, She was the Goddess, not some semi-functional unknown cadet who lived deep underground, running mazes and shooting at holographs.

Ah, said Eld, cutting smoothly into her thoughts. But the first Goddess was the unknown daughter of farmers, was She not? And remember, Nellie Joanne, We have been watching over you. Every aspect of your life has been meticulously planned, you have been well prepared to act as Our intercessor. It has all been a matter of training your energy field so you could become one with Us and accept Our presence when We chose to manifest Ourselves through you.

With a gentle surge, the Gods’ collective energy field penetrated Nellie’s skin and flowed into her nervous system. Brilliance pierced her through and through, and she felt herself flooded with radiant heat. Next came a fumbling sensation in her brain somewhat like the feeling she experienced when her twin was lifting the interference field but magnified a hundredfold, and a wide variety of images appeared simultaneously in her mind. There, at the front of her head, she could see a young man in a living room, consulting a star chart posted on the wall. Hovering in her left temple was a classroom of children making a collage of the significant moments of the Goddess’s life, and near the base of her brain two Security Police walked the streets of Marnan as passing civilians gave them a careful berth. Scattered through the rest of her mind were scenes of people holding out their wrists for scanners, farmers working their fields, and a priestess bowing before a great statue of the Goddess as a man on a scaffold painted large gray eyes onto its face.

With a start, Nellie realized that she was also picking up on the energy fields of the people she was watching. And from all of them, even the priestess and the Security Police, what she felt was the sharp high-pitched pulse of fear.

You see, Nellie Joanne, said Eld, and Nellie felt His satisfied voice vibrate throughout her body. This is your power when you are one with Us. You are all-seeing, all-knowing. Every human mind that belongs to Us is linked to your own and you can read their thoughts, their hidden desires. All that is seen and unseen is yours, part of the kingdom you will rule. And We will rule with you, for you are Our vessel to be filled by Us.

At these words another surge of heat passed from the Gods’ collective field into Nellie, and she lit up with renewed brilliance. Again her vibratory rate increased, and she felt every molecule in her body begin to swell. Then a shudder reverberated through her, a kind of soundless crying out, and she was washed with a single explosive wave of pain as her individual cells lost their grip on form and dissolved. Briefly she hovered midair, a vivid, yellow-white pulse of energy at the center of the Gods’ collective field, and then she materialized into a new form, humanlike and very tall, with a protruding jaw and extremely slanted eyes. From every molecule in her new body came a rapid high-pitched hum, and she sensed waves of luminescence passing from the surrounding Gods into herself and back again.

Power, came the thought, rippling and glimmering through the synapses of her new body. Then, Our power, the words so intense they felt as if they were coming from countless minds at once. And they were, Nellie realized. However briefly, the Gods were allowing her to share the glory of Their collective thought field. Power, power, power, Their minds sang, as waves of luminescence pulsed through Nellie’s body and her skin radiated light. And it was power, she thought swiftly — the power to remake form, to merely think a word and see it take shape before you.

Slowly she was lowered from her position midair, until she was once again standing before the throne. Leaning forward, Eld fixed her with His glittering gaze.

You see, Nellie Joanne, He said, and once again she felt His voice at play among the currents of her energy field. Your eyes have been opened and you have experienced what it means to be one with Us. Anything becomes possible, all secrets are unlocked. Think how the people of the Interior will fall down before you when they see you radiating such holy light. They will do anything for you, they will worship and revere you as Our ambassador. Together We will rule the Interior, the unruly Outbacks, and eventually the entire planet.

Abruptly another voice cut across Eld’s, bellowing at top volume. “ WHY DON’T YOU DO IT YOURSELF?” the voice shrieked, and Nellie whirled to see her twin glaring at the God, her face deeply flushed. “IF YOU WANT POWER AND GLORY OVER THE PEOPLE OF THE INTERIOR,” the shorn-headed girl screamed as spittle shot from her lips, “WHY DON’T YOU SHOW UP IN THE TEMPLES AND AWE THEM TO BITS YOURSELVES?”

A stunned silence reverberated across the Gods’ collective field, and then Eld withdrew from Nellie’s body. Immediately her vibratory rate decreased and the radiant sensation of heat and light vanished. A rapid shriveling process set in as her energy field released the form of a God and descended once again into the heart-thundering fear of a twelve-year-old girl: no one, nothing, nowhere. For one endless searing moment, all Nellie could do was stand with her eyes squeezed shut as her mind begged, pleaded and whimpered for another few seconds of Godhood. Reluctantly she opened her eyes to see Eld leaning forward, His gaze fixed on her glowering twin.

Yes, He murmured, His glittering eyes hooded with distaste. The other one. Your destiny is well overdue. Raising a hand, He beckoned to someone at the other end of the room and called, Let us have the demonstration.

As He spoke, a clutch of children and adults passed through the barrier of red light that glimmered in the domed entranceway. Catching sight of them, Nellie’s eyes widened. It was the group she’d seen earlier, wandering through the holograph. Still in a trance, they stumbled toward her, prodded by the butt of Fen’s gun. Twenty feet from the throne, Fen slipped to the front of the group, then knelt and touched his forehead to the floor.

Your stars have been prepared, my Lord, he said.

Stand back, ordered Eld, and Fen slipped to the rear of the group. Now, said the God, leaning forward intently, who wishes to be a star?

The group made a collective surge forward and stood huddled together, so close Nellie could have touched the nearest child. Hands under their chins, they kept their eyes lowered and moved their lips soundlessly.

No, not soundlessly, Nellie thought. Leaning toward the closest child, she heard him whisper, “Ride the light, ride the light, ride the—”

Stunned, she drew back, just as a girl several years older than herself darted to the front of the group and dropped to her knees. Please, my Lord, she whispered.

Ah, said Eld, His voice glimmering with satisfaction. Your deepest wish is about to be granted. You may rise and look upon My face.

Trembling visibly, the girl rose to her feet. As she glanced upward, squinting against the brilliance, Eld’s gaze locked onto her. The girl took a step back, her look of awe scattering, and her face crumbled into small chunks of fear. A shudder ran through her and she lifted her hands as if to ward something off. Then, to Nellie’s horror, the girl’s body split down the middle and a small bright light flew out of the divided parts toward Eld’s outstretched hand.

Mouth open, Nellie stared at the sundered halves of the girl’s body which were now outlined in a shimmering field of light. Motionless, they continued to stand several inches apart, and there was no sign of blood or interior damage. The two parts appeared to be in suspended animation, the body’s internal organs frozen mid-function. As Nellie watched, disbelieving, the divided halves of the girl’s body came together again, the split mending as if it had never occurred. For a moment the girl stood blinking rapidly, as if reorienting herself, then took a deep breath and settled into a dull stare. At a signal from the throne, Fen scurried forward, took her by the arm and led her to the back of the room.

The rest of the group continued to stand with their eyes lowered, murmuring fervently. Drugged, Nellie thought. Her eyes flicked toward Nell’s, locked briefly, then flicked away again. She could see it in her twin’s face — the same thought. This was how Fen had lost his soul. It had been sucked out of him by a God.

Leaning forward on His throne, Eld began to speak. A star, He said quietly, observing the bit of luminescence cradled in His palm. You are all stars, you humans, it is your destiny to shine in the Land of the Stars among the Gods. As you have just seen, it is not necessary to die to achieve this honor. No, it is possible to shine as a star in the heavens and at the same time continue serving the Gods within your body.

Eld lifted His hand and the luminescence left His palm, soaring toward the ceiling where it joined a dense cluster of stars. You see, He said with a sweep of His arm. Heaven is made of stars, singing their praises to the Gods. This is the destiny of the best human souls.

Once again a voice cut Him off, but this time it bellowed aloud. “They’re not singing,” shrieked Nell, bent double with the force of her rage. “They’re screaming. And they’re screaming because this isn’t a real level. There’s no love in it anywhere. Without love, nothing is real.”

The words hurled themselves at Eld, shattering the collective mind link. The loud ongoing note wavered on its pitch, and Nellie saw the horde of Gods simultaneously flinch. A second later came the dreaded rippling sensation, rocking the floor so intensely, she stumbled and almost fell.

DO NOT SPEAK ALOUD! roared Eld. Leaping to His feet, He locked eyes with a small boy huddled at the foot of the throne. Instantly the child’s body split in two and a bright light flew out of the gap, directly toward the God. As Nellie stared, open-mouthed, Eld opened His lips, sucked in the bright essence and swallowed it.

Without a cry, the two parts of the boy’s body fell to the floor, and Fen dragged them to the back of the room.

DISOBEY ONCE MORE AND THAT WILL HAPPEN TO YOU, Eld boomed. Nell’s eyes slanted toward Nellie, slurred with fear, but still her thoughts raged on, unchecked inside her head.

I knew it, Nellie could hear her muttering. That’s where Their light comes from — They eat people’s souls. It’s because this isn’t a real level and They have to keep boosting Their vibes to keep Their power.

You are partly correct, said Eld, cutting off her thought flow. It is true We once lived in a realm so quick you lowly humans could not survive it. In that realm, which you would call a level, We lived on the Red Planet, but catastrophes and cataclysms forced Us to depart Our natural abode and descend into the slower realms in search of a place to set up Our kingdom. A look of distaste crossed the God’s face and He added, But others are not as We are. The lower orders cannot comprehend the higher ones. It takes so long to teach them the basic truths.

Nell’s eyes lit up angrily, but Eld continued, ignoring her. It is a matter of bloodline, He said with careful emphasis. Bloodline is of the essence. Only Our descendants have the genetic capability to become one with Us and serve as vessels. He paused, His gaze passing from Nell to Nellie, then added, Over the centuries we worked carefully, selecting local inhabitants for interbreeding and initiation into Our mysteries, but ultimately the lower realms proved unsuitable to Our needs. And so, as you can see, We created Our own realms. Out of nothing We created entire realms, a realm of Our own to match each of your ... levels.

Leaning forward, He gazed at Nellie intently. Except for the slowest level, He said quietly. Yes, the slowest has proven the most difficult to align. It is the nature of slow vibrations, always wanting to go their own way and vibrate out of sync with the Great Pattern.

Pattern, Nellie heard her twin mutter ferociously. Patterns are fixed, aren’t they? I bet that’s what Their Great Pattern is for — to fix all the doubles in all the levels, so they’re always thinking and doing the same thing. That way the Gods can double all the doubles in all the levels at the same time, and control everything at once.

Surprise flashed across Eld’s face and He continued quickly, drowning Nell out. To complete the Great Pattern, He boomed, straightening on His throne, we needed an anchoring star, a single soul whose vibrations spanned the highest to the lowest realms. And so one of Our highest lords mated with your mother, and the fertilized egg was divided into twins — two girls, blessed with the destiny to unite the realms.

As Eld spoke, Nellie stood with her gaze fixed to the floor, riding wave after wave of fear. Star, soul, destiny, she thought, her mind a white-hot whirl. Eld wasn’t talking about her, was He? No, He’d said she was to be the next Goddess, so she couldn’t possibly be the anchoring star and have her body split open and her soul torn out. That meant the anchoring star had to be Nell, the rebellious one, the pagan ...

Nellie Joanne, announced Eld, turning His brilliant gaze upon her, and Nellie almost vomited every bit of her gut onto the foot of His gleaming throne. Raising His hand, the God proclaimed, It is time for you to remember.

Across the Receiving Chamber, robes swished as the rest of the Gods began moving back. Quickly Fen shepherded the group of children and adults to the rear of the room, leaving Nellie and Nell standing at the center of a large open area.

Nellie Joanne, I order you to open filing cabinet MK18, said Eld, file one.

A deep thrusting sensation began inside Nellie’s brain. Down and down it went, into what seemed a great darkness. Then came the sensation of opening and a quick surge upward, but instead of MK18 releasing its contents inside her head, Nellie felt it pulled through the front of her skull and out into the open area at the center of the room, where it began to take three-dimensional form within the Gods’ collective energy field.

Like a holograph, she thought, dazed.

It was like watching a 3-D movie. The first scene showed a sleek gray car pulling out of Detta’s front gate into the streets of Marnan. Abruptly the scene jumped, and the car was driving along a highway somewhere in the Interior. Heart thundering, Nellie stared at the image before her. Nothing could be seen inside the car, but she could feel the seat cushions pressed against the backs of her legs and smell the overheated upholstery. A thick churn started in her gut as the scene jumped once again, revealing the car stopped at a checkpoint in a huge electric fence that stretched from horizon to horizon.

The border, she could hear her twin thinking. That’s where Deller and I came through in the back of a delivery truck.

The scene jumped again, and this time the gray car was driving through endless fields and small villages. A tiny frown crept across Nellie’s face as she watched. If the car had crossed the border, then this was the Outbacks. So where was the Great War? Had this area capitulated? But if it had, wouldn’t there be military outposts and tanks passing through?

Abruptly the scene changed again, and the car was in a small city, angling through narrow twisting streets. Dorniver, Nellie heard her twin whisper. That’s close to Deller’s house.

The gray car stopped and its doors began to open. No, Nellie wanted to cry, feeling her knees go weak. Keep it closed, I don’t want to remember. But the front passenger door continued to open, allowing a ten-year-old girl with a tight blond ponytail and eerily slanted gray eyes to step clearly into view.

From beside Nellie came a quick gasp, and she felt her twin turn a searching gaze on her.

Don’t look at me, Nellie hissed, stepping away from her. That’s the Outbacks. I’ve never been there, it’s got to be you.

But the lie was obvious, written all over her trembling hands and sweating face. Though she couldn’t remember it, this memory had been pulled from her brain. It had to be hers. Numbly Nellie watched the girl follow the driver through the doorway of a nearby building, then down a hall and into a small room. Facing them were two men and a blond woman in her early thirties who was tied to a chair. Blood ran from the woman’s mouth and her face was bruised, but she strained against her bindings as she saw the girl enter the room.

Nellie Joanne, she called. Nellie Joanne, my darling, do you remember me?

Mom! Nellie heard her twin gasp, and stepped back in horror as Nell launched herself at the bound figure and tried to hug it. Colors and sounds flickered across Nell’s arms as the memory continued around her, disembodied and remorseless. Defeated, she backed away from the bound image of her mother, putting as much space as possible between herself and Nellie.

At the center of the room, the memory continued to play itself out. Pulling a pulse gun from his pocket, the driver handed it to the girl and said something about traitor to the Empire and duty to the Goddess. The girl hesitated, and Nellie could feel waves of trembling surge through her body. Proof of your loyalty to Detta, the man said urgently, and the girl raised the gun but did not fire.

Nellie Joanne, the woman whispered beseechingly, and the ten-year-old girl was hit with another wave of obvious trembling. Slowly she began to lower the gun. Then abruptly, without further urging from the driver, she raised it and fired. The woman slumped in the chair, blood leaping from her throat, and the girl with the gun dropped soundlessly to the floor in a dead faint.

The center of the room went blank as the memory completed itself.

You killed her! Nell’s scream cut across the now-empty space. You, it was you. A loud sob broke from her and she staggered, as if barely able to continue standing.

Wave after wave of trembling slammed through Nellie. She seemed to be crumbling into tiny bits, couldn’t find her hands or her face or her mouth. And then she did.

SHE LEFT ME. The words broke from her, so raw and dark Nellie felt as if she was belching blood. SHE LEFT ME ALONE AND LOOK WHAT THEY DID TO ME. LOOK WHAT THEY TURNED ME INTO.

The two girls stared at each other, their gray eyes locked. Then Eld’s voice broke into their thoughts.

You see, Nellie Joanne, He boomed. You are a killer, a killer of the truest kind. For only one of the truest killers could murder her own mother in cold blood like that. But you must understand that your function as a killer has been divinely ordained, and you kill only for the Goddess and the Empire. Because of your loyalty to Detta, a traitor was destroyed, an infidel who wanted to foil your destiny to become the next Goddess and rule your planet. Now it is time for you to kill again, another divinely ordained killing. When you release your twin’s soul, We will guide it into the center of the great Pattern that unites this realm, and align it with all the other realms.

A pulse gun appeared in Nellie’s hand. Uncomprehending, she stared at it. Then, as if from a long way off, she heard her twin whisper, Don’t do it, Nellie. We’re the slowest level, we’re still vibrating out of sync and can say no. If you kill me, all your doubles will kill all my doubles. It’ll happen in every level and They’ll have Their anchoring stars all the way up. All the levels will be fixed in the same pattern forever.

Ignore that heretic, hissed Eld, leaning forward. She is nothing but a pagan. Release your twin to her destiny, Nellie Joanne, and then you can claim your own.

Nellie’s fingers tightened around the gun and she raised it. The movement was automatic, she’d done it a thousand times. Without thinking, she sighted on her twin’s horrified face, then lowered the gun so it fixed on Nell’s throat. With this gesture came the feeling that the many separate pieces of her life were coming into position, that everything she’d ever experienced had been a prelude leading to this moment. This was her destiny, gripped in the palm of her right hand. Slowly her index finger tensed against the trigger and she felt the Gods’ energy field quicken in anticipation.

Kill, the Gods sang into Their collective field. Kill, Goddess — kill the star. Kill, destiny, kill.

Destiny? The thought came to Nellie, sudden and unbidden, in an old woman’s quavering voice. But I didn’t choose it.

A whimper broke free of her and she lowered the gun.

No one ever asked me if I wanted to be a killer, she thought, looking around herself as if coming out of a deep sleep. I didn’t choose this. I didn’t choose any of it.

With a loud cry, Eld leapt to His feet. Code 999, cadet! He screamed, 999, 999!


Twenty

NELLIE’S HAND SNAPPED back into position and her finger tightened on the trigger. Immediately the Gods’ collective field quickened with excitement, sending ecstatic thought waves rippling through her brain. Kill, she could feel Them thinking, and the thought was sheer exhilaration. Kill, Goddess, kill. Destiny, star, shoot!

Nellie’s finger tightened and released, tightened and released. She couldn’t think, couldn’t think. The Gods’ thought waves were like a white-hot drug, engulfing her mind and pushing her adrenalin into overload. Now her vision was going fuzzy, and the scene around her dissolving into throbs of blue-white light. Screaming — the stars were screaming, just as Nell had said. This heaven was made of screams, of terrified torn-apart souls. Not ecstasy, not joy.

Another surge of euphoric thought waves hit her. Nine, nine, nine, the Gods sang. Destiny! Kill! Star, star, star!

With a groan Nellie dropped the gun, bent double and hugged herself. It was all she could do. She didn’t know who she was anymore, where she began or ended in this screaming blue-white blur. Sinking to her knees, she covered her head with her hands and waited to die. It would come now, she knew it. She would be torn end to end and her soul swallowed, or sent up into the ceiling to scream its light forever into this hellish place.

A whiplash of pain exploded through her, flashing from one end of her body to the other, but not in the thin vertical line she’d expected. Instead it erupted simultaneously from countless places within her body, tiny searing points of pain. Then the pain faded, and she was hit with another of the Gods’ ecstatic thought waves.

Pick up the gun and shoot! They cried. Kill! Destiny! Pick up the gun and shoot!

A second whiplash of pain flared through Nellie’s body, and she grunted at its sheer burn. What was causing it — the Gods? But They all seemed to be caught up in exhilaration, Their collective field vibrating with the anticipation of a kill.

Shoot! came another of Their thought waves, followed by a third explosion of pain. As Nellie bent double in agony, still hugging herself, she remembered the other implants Nell had mentioned — the ones she’d said were all over Nellie’s body. So this was what they were for — an invisible method of keeping a person in line from the inside out. Someone in the Receiving Chamber had to be carrying a triggering device. One of the Gods? Fen?

The pain stopped, and Nellie was hit with another wave of ecstasy. Kill, sang the Gods. You are a killer, a killer Goddess. The Goddess kills for the Gods. Kill. Goddess. Kill.

As yet another wave of pain hit, Nellie collapsed to the floor, landing on something small and hard that jammed into the small of her back. Rolling over, she saw the pulse gun lying inches from her hand. So here it was again, her destiny: killer. No matter how she fought it, she kept coming flat up against it. What did it matter what she wanted or didn’t want? Destiny was destiny, you didn’t choose it.

Slowly her hand fumbled toward the gun. Yes, the Gods thought at her, Their excitement rising. Pick up the gun. Pick up the gun and shoot!

At that moment a ripple passed through the air above Nellie, and the girl in the gold dress materialized before her. You can do it, she thought at Nellie, her words as quiet and steady as her slanted gray eyes. You’ve already made your choice. You just need a little more strength.

A gasp shot across the Receiving Chamber as the Gods caught sight of the double, but the girl in the gold dress ignored Them. Pivoting toward Nell, she shouted aloud, “It’s that one note that’s always playing — that’s how they’re fixing this skin. It’s a fixed vibe that keeps everything else in place. What we need is some flux. You have to call everyone in — that much flux will unfix this place forever.”

Her voice rang out across the room, challenging the single ongoing note. In response, a deep tremor reverberated through the floor. Scrambling to her feet, Nellie stood riveted beside Nell’s double, staring at the surrounding Gods. The brilliant horde had gone completely silent, shutting her out of Their thought field as They fixed Their gleaming eyes on the girl in the gold dress.

Why don’t They attack? Nellie thought frantically. There were so many of Them, the girl in the gold dress was outnumbered by at least three hundred to one.

Suddenly Eld leapt to His feet, threw back His head and snapped it forward. With a singing hiss, a bright ball of energy erupted out of the top of His head and flew toward the girl in the gold dress. But before it could reach her, Nell’s double had thought herself across the open area at the center of the room and reappeared beside Nell. Still hissing, the fireball zoomed past Nellie and collided with a group of Gods to her left. A shriek went up as the struck Gods burst into flames, but within seconds several hundred buckets appeared midair above Them and doused the fire with water, saving the wounded Gods.

They did that with Their minds, Nellie thought, dazed. Just thought those buckets into being.

A movement caught her eye, and she turned to see Nell and her double raise their hands and press them together. Immediately Eld threw back His head as if to snap off another fireball, but as He did a soundless scream went off inside Nellie, a surge of panic that rose up her spine and exploded out of the top of her skull. Zooming toward Eld, the energy ball struck Him directly in the forehead. Without a sound, He slumped back onto His throne, and the remaining Gods whirled toward Him, surrounding Him with Their collective thought field.

In the meantime, Nell and her double were still standing with their hands pressed together. Abruptly, from all angles, Nellie saw girls begin to step out of her twin’s body. The first thirty or so looked exactly like her, with shorn heads and gray bodysuits, but then Nellie lost count as a furred girl stepped out, and one with wings, followed by a girl with a bird’s head. After that, figures began emerging too quickly to be seen clearly. Some twisted like smoke, others glinted like glass. From each girl’s body came the call of a different note, the vibratory rate of another level, the many frequencies together drowning out the single note of the Gods and filling the air with a wild juxtaposition of sound. As girl after girl spewed out of Nell’s body, a tremor reverberated through the floor, then another, and another. Across the room the Gods let out a collective wail, and Eld attempted to sit upright, then slumped back down again.

Instantly the girl in the gold dress thought herself across the room, so that she was once again standing directly in front of Nellie. “C’mon,” she said aloud. “We’re halfway there. Now it’s your turn.”

My turn? Bewildered, Nellie gaped at her. For what?

Taking her hand, Nell’s double thought them both across the open area at the center of the room, and Nellie found herself standing in front of her twin, locked in her raw gray gaze.

“C’mon, Nell,” said the girl in the gold dress. “She can’t do it on her own yet. She needs your help.”

Nell blinked, her eyes sliding off Nellie’s face. “You show her,” she said tersely.

“It’s got to be you,” said her double. “You’re the only one with the exact same vibes.”

“She’s a killer,” snapped Nell. “Her doubles’ll be killers too.”

“They’re possibilities,” shouted the girl in the gold dress, stomping her foot. “So is she.”

For one impossibly long moment, Nell stood staring stubbornly away. Then, with a groan, she grabbed Nellie’s hands and pressed their palms together.

A pulse entered Nellie’s hands, a delicate vibration unlike anything she’d ever felt. Shooting up her arms and into her chest, it flickered there, then retreated, flickered up her arms again and retreated. The Goddess, she thought, as the pulse shot through her again, and abruptly there came an inner shifting, and a vast loosening, and finally a great roaring opening as countless filing cabinets toppled and spilled their files. Next came a stretching sensation on the left side of her body, as if something was rapidly swelling, and then an odd popping sensation as a girl in a gray bodysuit burst free.

“Shoot yourselves!” the girl screamed, raising a fist at the Gods. “Be your own fucking stars!”

Before Nellie could respond, the stretching sensation had begun on her right side and a second girl, also dressed in a gray bodysuit, stepped free of her body and spat at the Gods. Then absolute mayhem broke loose, and Nellie felt herself stretched and pulled in every direction as girl after girl, each dressed in a gray bodysuit, poured out of her. With each one came the reverberation of a new note, ululating through her body and out into the Receiving Chamber. The rush and range of vibrations was so overwhelming, Nellie kept expecting to burst open at the seams and see her soul fly up to the ceiling, never to return.

Hands squeezed her own and Nell said gruffly, “That won’t happen. It feels like the end, but it isn’t. Don’t tighten. Just ride it out.”

Nellie nodded, gulping back tears, then cried out in astonishment as a girl, glimmering like a rainbow, stepped free of her body, followed by another with great butterfly wings. Then, without warning, girls of fire and wind, crystal and formless light began to appear. A huge tremor rocked the Receiving Chamber, tilting Nellie’s brain sharply to the right, the scene around her dissolved into a vast blue-white field, and she saw.

“The stars!” she yelled. “They’re coming free. This place is cracking up.”

With a great roar the far wall crumbled, and bright bits of light erupted in every direction. A second later the floor before the domed doorway split open, tilting the thirty-foot statue of the Goddess into the gap. As if in echo, another crack ran across the floor under the throne, and Eld let out a shout as He tumbled through the opening.

All across the room, the remaining Gods were simply vanishing. They’re thinking themselves somewhere else, thought Nellie. But where can They go? Isn’t Their whole heaven fixed on one note?

Suddenly a single star broke free of the ceiling and zoomed downward, circling the panicked crowd. Angling to the right, it paused in front of Fen who was standing with a dazed expression, staring at the surrounding frenzy. For one brilliant second the star hovered outside his body as if asking permission to return, then entered his chest. An odd look crossed Fen’s face, as if he was tasting something long forgotten, but familiar and sweet.

“He’s got his soul back,” shouted Nell. Dropping Nellie’s hands, she thought herself across the room, grabbed Fen by the arm and thought them both back to her original position. “We’ve got to get out of here,” she said. “Or we’ll end up in the ooly-goolies.”

“But where do we go?” asked Nellie. “It’s cracking up everywhere.”

Nell’s double grabbed both their hands. “Call them in,” she said, “and we’ll go.”

But the great crowd of doubles was already flowing toward the twins, passing into their bodies and returning to the various levels from which it had come. With a great rush of light and sound they were gone, leaving Nellie standing at the center of a mad shambles of whizzing stars and rapidly disappearing Gods.

Grinning fiercely, Nell’s double said, “Okay, we’re outta this place.”

 “Wait,” said Nellie. “What about those kids?”

Twenty feet from them, on one of the islands of remaining floor, huddled four of Fen’s youngest charges. With a terse nod, the girl in the gold dress focused on them, and suddenly the children were standing next to Nellie, looking up at her fearfully.

“Grab hands,” the girl in the gold dress told them. “And hold on.”

A small hand slid into Nellie’s, and she grasped it tightly. “Now,” said the girl in the gold dress. “Just think of the first room you saw in this place, and imagine yourselves there.”

Closing her eyes, Nellie visualized the room with the red star on the floor, and when she opened them again she was standing directly in front of the set of metal brackets through which she’d originally entered this level.

“Quick,” said Nell’s double. “Through the gate.” Without hesitating, she stepped between the brackets, pulling Nell after her. Fen went next, and then the four children, tumbling over each other in their eagerness to leave heaven. In the last moment before she followed the others through the brackets, Nellie turned and looked back. The room with the red star mosaic was now bedlam, its walls creaking ominously as stars whirled everywhere. As she watched, the floor-to-ceiling statue of the blank-faced, red-gowned Goddess toppled under a surge of stars and vanished into nothingness.

Quickly Nellie stepped between the brackets. For a moment she was suspended in a blur of heat and light. Then this faded and she found herself standing between two cubicles in a white-walled laboratory, looking directly into Furnan’s startled gaze. At his feet lay the moaning bodies of Fen, Nell, her double and the four children.

The secret button he has in his clothes, thought Nellie. He used it to send a shock wave at them.

Furnan’s hand darted toward his lab coat pocket and without thinking, Nellie threw back her head and snapped it forward. Immediately a ball of brilliant energy surged out of the top of her head, zooming toward Furnan and hitting him in the chest. Without a sound he slumped to the floor.

“Nell,” cried Nellie, dropping to her knees beside her twin. “Are you all right?”

Nell just lay there, staring at her bug-eyed. “How do you do that?” she whispered.

“I dunno,” Nellie shrugged. “It just happens. Anyway, we have to get moving before someone sees us on the monitoring screen.” Turning to the others, she began prodding them onto their feet. Then she ran to the door and peered into the hall. It was empty, but for how long?

“C’mon,” she said, holding out a hand, and one of the children, a small girl, ran toward her. Quickly the others crowded in behind them and together they slipped into the hall. Nervously Nellie glanced left and right. Which way? Did it matter? They didn’t have a chance, a single Goddess-forsaken chance of getting out of Detta alive. In heaven you might be able to escape by thinking yourself someplace else, but they were back in the real world now, where everything was slow vibes and scanners and security alarms. Still, anything was better than remaining in a laboratory with a monitoring screen on the wall.

Carefully she started down the hall. Somewhere nearby a door opened and she froze, but the ensuing footsteps headed in the opposite direction. Taking a deep breath, Nellie started forward again. Her hand was so slippery with sweat, she could hardly hold onto the little girl’s. Just ahead was a T-intersection, and when she peered around the corner she saw checkpoints in both directions with a set of double doors beyond each one. Nellie’s knees wobbled and she leaned against the wall for support. Scanners. There was just no way to beat them, not with the central computer in Administration tracking everyone’s whereabouts. And even if the scanner allowed her to pass, the others wouldn’t be listed as approved in the database and would set off its alarm. Nell’s double probably didn’t even have an ID chip.

Shoulders slumping, Nellie turned back toward the hall they’d just traveled. As she did, a nearby door opened and two men in Detta uniform emerged. Catching sight of the children, they gave a startled yell and broke into a run.

“Grab hands,” shouted the girl in the gold dress. “And whatever happens, don’t let go.”

Quickly the eight children grabbed hands. As the two men drew close, Nell’s double sent a surge of vibrations through the line and Nellie felt herself engulfed in a buzzing sensation. Immediately the hallway dissolved and she tensed, expecting to find herself in heaven, but instead of the familiar blue-white landscape she found herself standing in a thick grayish blur, the rest of the children strung out in a line behind her.

Then she was hit with a tidal wave of screaming. The sound came at her, so dense with individual wails, moans and whimpers that she bent double, nauseated, and clutched at her gut. Beside her she felt the small girl sink to her knees. Desperately Nellie tried to haul her to her feet, but as she did a gust of wind blew through her, almost knocking her off her feet.

The men, she heard Nell think at her double. They’ve gone past without seeing us. We should be okay for a bit.

Hey, Nellie thought quickly at her twin. What’s with all the screaming? We’re not in heaven, are we?

Out of sync, Nell thought back at her. But it’s still K Block. Those screams belong to people who were here once.

Experiments, Nellie realized with another surge of nausea. They were standing in an energy field composed of the agony of K Block’s victims — smack dab in the middle of it.

Let’s get out of here, she thought frantically at Nell. Into another level.

They’re fixed, remember? Nell thought back. They’ll all be the same as this one. The only thing we can do now is listen. Listen, and the air will tell you what to do.

Listen to the air! Nellie gaped at her twin in disbelief.

From the other end of the line, the girl in the gold dress broke in impatiently. This is your world, Nellie, she snapped. Nell and I are trying to hear what it’s saying, but you’re the one who knows it best. Just listen and see what it tells you.

Nellie closed her mouth and tried to get a grip. Okay, she thought. We’ll have a little listen to the air. Can’t be any weirder than anything else that’s happened.

Closing her eyes, she listened. Wails and moans poured over her, washing her with wave after wave of nausea. Fighting the urge to double over and vomit, Nellie concentrated fiercely on her ears. C’mon, air, she thought. I’m listening. Whatever you have to tell me, I’m all ears.

No, said Nell’s double inside her head. Don’t shove yourself at them. Ask them in.

Ask the— Nellie began to repeat, then stopped as she felt a flickering start up along the edge of her skin. Next came a softening and a melting, almost as if her body was merging with the air. Abruptly a hundred small pockets seemed to open in her skin, and the surrounding moans and screams shot into her body like an electric current. What she felt then was utterly familiar — the fear she’d experienced every day since she’d come to live in Detta, but magnified a thousandfold. As she stood in the energy field that overlapped K Block, Nellie took in the fear of every experimental victim who’d been brought to the place. Their fear became her fear, and as they merged, a kind of talking began between them, quicker and infinitely truer than words.

I am like you, Nellie found herself thinking. An experiment. Everything that I am was made by pain and shock. Nothing is me, except my fear. My fear is mine. But I want to be more than fear. I want to know there is more than fear and pain in this world. Can you help me find a way out?

No words came back to her but she felt a place begin to hollow itself out before her, a kind of tunnel that sent itself into the blur as if the air was reshaping itself for her benefit.

Go on, Nell said urgently. They understood you. They’re showing you a way out.

Hesitantly Nellie stepped into the tunnel. As she did, the screaming stopped and a new sense of space and direction took over, turning her to the left. Wherever the tunnel was leading, she realized excitedly, it wasn’t obeying Detta’s endless walls and corridors. Gripping the hand of the small girl beside her, she broke into an eager trot. Beyond the tunnel, she could sense white-walled corridors, ringing alarms and a multitude of scurrying lab-coated men.

They’re never going to find us, Nellie thought gleefully. Not with K Block’s energy field on our side.

Without warning, the tunnel began to fade. With it went the sense of countless presences upholding and moving her along. No, thought Nellie, wanting to hold onto them. I need you. I NEED you.

But they were gone. Bewildered, Nellie stood, gripping the hand of the small girl and staring as tall gloomy walls took shape around her. Stars blinked on and off in the darkness and an image of the Red Planet glowed overhead. To her left she could see a three-way fork and her mind went automatically into scanning mode, playing itself out over the surrounding area and picking out blind curves and small chambers, trapdoors in the floor and ceiling.

A nearby door opened quietly. Nellie stiffened, her heart thundering as she heard another door open, and another.

Drones.

They were in the maze.


Twenty-One

FROM DOWN THE corridor came the sound of running feet, and the maze walls lit up with whirling spaceships and laser-gun toting aliens. As Nell and the others stepped back in alarm, gaping at the holograph of intergalactic warfare that was taking form before them, Nellie pivoted to face the oncoming footsteps, her mind already in over-drive and scanning for any weapons the maze runners might be carrying. Seconds later, when two figures veered around a blind curve twenty feet away, she’d gained a general sense of them — a girl and a boy, both Black Core cadets, and carrying the usual stun guns and knives.

Then Nellie caught sight of the girl’s face and froze, riveted with shock. Tana. A second wave of shock hit her as she saw Phillip on her roommate’s heels. Team run, she thought quickly. And they had obviously just started — neither was wounded, and they still looked fresh.

As she caught sight of Nellie, Tana skidded to a halt and went into a crouch, her gun raised. Behind her, Phillip echoed the gesture.

“No,” cried Nellie. “Don’t shoot. It’s me, Nellie.”

“Nellie,” hissed Tana. “Who the hell is Nellie? I’ve never seen you before.”

“But I’m your roommate.” Nellie’s voice skyrocketed in dismay, but she realized protests were probably useless. As far as the two cadets before her were concerned, Nellie Joanne Kinnan had never existed. The Mind Cleanser had been used on them, or an MK file, and they no longer remembered her at all.

 “My roommate’s name is Mynn,” snapped Tana. “You’re nothing but a fucking drone.”

“Phillip,” said Nellie, locking eyes with him. “The Lierin virus. Do you remember?”

A startled look crossed Phillip’s face, as if he was on the verge of remembering, and then it was gone. “No,” he said gruffly.

Behind him a door in the wall began to open. “Watch out,” shouted Nellie, pointing to a drone that was just emerging.

Phillip whirled, but Tana had already taken it down, as well as two others that were on its heels. “Okay, your turn,” she said, turning back to Nellie. “Then it’s all your little buddy drones.”

“Wait,” Phillip said hoarsely. “She helped us.”

“Yeah,” sneered Tana. “Good disguise. Especially the little kids.”

“They haven’t got any weapons,” protested Phillip. “Maybe they’re real.”

“Well, they shouldn’t be,” said Tana, training her gun on Nellie. “Why would real kids be running the maze without weapons?”

Her trigger finger tightened and Nellie flinched, waiting for the shot. But when it sounded, she found herself still standing and staring openmouthed as her former roommate collapsed to the floor.

“Take her gun,” said Phillip, grabbing it from Tana’s limp hand and tossing it to Nellie. “There’ll be more drones, there always are.”

“I know,” said Nellie, catching it, and for the next few minutes they were a team completely in sync as they whirled and pivoted, taking out the drones that were dropping from the ceiling and crawling through trapdoors in the floor. Finally the holograph faded and the walls returned to their original gloomy state, displaying only the Red Planet and the odd star.

“Hey,” said Phillip approvingly, wiping the sweat from mouth. “You’re not bad. What’d you say your name was?”

“Nellie,” said Nellie, then hesitated, staring at Tana’s sprawled figure. “Is she—?”

“No,” Phillip said quickly. “I set the beam on low. She’s just out for a bit.”

“Then we’d better get moving before she wakes up,” said Nellie. Without hesitating, she headed for a trapdoor in the floor and pulled it open. “Hurry,” she called to Nell and the others, who were huddled a ways down the corridor, watching her, openmouthed. “They’ll figure out something’s wrong in a minute and send in the maintenance drones.”

“What about the dogs?” asked Nell, leading the children toward her.

“We’ve got two guns,” said Nellie, sliding her foot into the gap and feeling for the top of a ladder. “That is, if Phillip’s coming with us.”

Fear flashed across his face, followed by grim determination. He gave a quick nod and she realized he’d made the decision to accompany them even though he hadn’t yet remembered her. The guy was going on sheer guts.

“I’ve always hated this place,” he said, holding the trapdoor open for her.

“Me too,” said Nellie, and lowered herself through the opening. Immediately she was hit by an overwhelming stench. Clinging to the ladder, she buried her face in one arm and heaved as she realized what waited at the bottom of the ladder. Then she grunted in pain as a foot kicked her in the head.

“Sorry,” said Nell. “I thought you were further down.”

“The smell,” said Nellie, feeling for the next rung with her foot. “Warn the others.” One arm over her face, she continued slowly downward. In the pitch darkness, there was no way to tell when she’d reached the bottom rung. Down and down she climbed, the stench growing ever stronger, and then without warning her foot landed on something that gave way with a soft ooze.

“I’ve reached it,” she called up. “The bottom. It’ll make you want to puke.” Forcing herself to take several steps away from the ladder, she waited as Nell climbed down, then helped her guide the retching children over the worst of the bodies. Huddled against a wall they waited, listening as the trapdoor closed above them and the others climbed down the ladder.

“Over here,” Nellie called to them. “It gets better if you keep going.”

“Thank the fucking Goddess for that,” Phillip muttered as he stumbled toward them. Then he was beside her in the dark, reaching out to feel for a shoulder or a face. “Where the hell did you guys come from?” he asked, his voice incredulous. “You’re not from Detta, are you?”

“K Block,” said Nellie. “But I used to be in Advanced with you. How is Tana going to fend off the drones when she comes to?”

“I gave her a good shake to wake her up and left her my gun,” said Phillip. “She’ll be all right. Tana’s always all right.”

“Maybe,” Nellie muttered dubiously, then sent her mind into the darkness and began scanning the tunnel in both directions. Left seemed to be the same as right so she turned toward it, cringing as her foot knocked against the narrow arc of what was obviously a bone. “Careful,” she said. “There’s another body here.” Cautiously she felt her way along the tunnel wall and gradually the stench receded behind them. Several of the smaller children were still retching, but the worst of their nausea seemed to have passed.

Someone bumped against her arm, then leaned in close. “Nellie,” her twin whispered quietly. “D’you think the drones will come after us?”

“No,” Nellie said confidently. “That’s not their program. They patrol the maze.”

“Oh,” said Nell and her voice trailed off. “Well,” she added in a rush. “D’you think maybe Deller’s body was back there?”

A gasp came from Fen, and Nellie shrugged off the spurt of creepy-crawlies that shot up her back. “Dunno,” she said gruffly. “There are trapdoors all over the maze.”

“I should go back,” Nell muttered. “Just to see. I might be able to read the vibra —”

“If it’s the dead you’re looking for,” her double said evenly from behind them, “this place is packed with them.”

“Thanks for the news flash,” said Nellie, trying to ignore another spurt of creepy-crawlies.

“Not bodies,” said the girl in the gold dress. “Spirits.” She hummed a single note, a low gray sound. “Watch,” she said, and hummed again. An odd quiver ran through Nellie’s brain, slowing her thoughts, and then forty or fifty silently staring children faded into view around her, their transparent shapes giving off a dim glow.

“There he is,” said Fen, and Nellie followed the direction of his voice toward the silhouette of a boy who was standing close by, watching them carefully. Instinctively her eyes honed in on the wound in his throat and she stepped back, raising her gun as if to ward something off.

“Deller?” whispered Nell and the spirit started toward them, the details of his face growing more distinct as he approached. Even as a colorless transparent figure, there was no denying the narrow face, the steady gaze of the eyes, or the protective way the boy spirit stood as he came to a halt between Nell and Fen.

“Oh.” In the dim light emitted by the spirits, Nellie saw her twin’s hand reach hesitantly toward the figure of the boy. “Oh, Deller,” Nell whispered. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for you to get killed, and I’ve been so aching with sorrow since it happened. I think about you all the time, forever and ever, every day. More than the Goddess even.” Slowly her hand crept toward the wound in the spirit’s throat. “It looks like it just happened. Does it hurt?”

“Not as bad as my finger did.” Muffled and dull, Deller’s voice sounded as if it was coming through some kind of a barrier. A quick grin crossed his face and he reached out as if to touch Nell’s cheek, then hesitated and withdrew his hand. “More than the Goddess?” he asked, and Nellie saw tears start down her twin’s face.

“Yes.” Nell nodded fervently and the two stood for a moment, looking at each other.

“It’s over now, Nellie,” Deller said finally. “It hurt when it happened, just for a sec, and then I was out of my body and there wasn’t any pain. Lucky for me,” he added drily, “she’s a very good shot.”

“This is all my fault,” Fen burst out beside him. “If I hadn’t started traveling the realms, they wouldn’t have gotten me. And you wouldn’t have come looking for me, and ... “

An intense look crossed Deller’s face. “Yeah, Fennie, of course I came looking for you. You would’ve done the same for me. Then this happened, and I ... “ He shrugged. “I lost my body but not myself, see? I’m still me, just not in a body anymore. It’s kind of weird, as if I’m stuck between levels or tuned to the wrong frequency. But it’s no one’s fault it happened. At least” — Deller glanced quickly at Nellie — “ not yours, Fen. So just leave it, okay?”

Fen grunted softly, then said, “What am I going to tell Mom?”

“She already knows,” said Deller. “We talk in dreams. When she sees you walk up to her without me, she’ll know right off it’s true.”

Fen gave another grunt, as if punched, and a silence fell across the three. About them the rest of the spirits stood watching passively, as if the scene was taking place on TV. The small girl standing beside Nellie began to bump her head gently against Nellie’s leg, as if seeking comfort, and Nellie slid an arm awkwardly around her shoulder. Then, from a ways down the tunnel, came the sound of sniffing. A whine went up and a howl, answered within seconds by howls further down the tunnel. Instinctively the small girl pressed close, so tightly Nellie could feel her shaking.

“The dogs,” said Nell. “Quick. Everyone grab hands.” Turning to her double, she added, “We’ve got to get everyone out of sync.”

But the girl in the gold dress had already begun to hum, and as Nellie’s hand closed around the hand of the small girl beside her, she felt the underground tunnel begin to fade out. Abruptly an odd pressure descended on her brain, as if something was pushing against the stream of vibrations Nell’s double was sending through the line of children, and then the underground tunnel and the distant howling of dogs faded back in.

With a wail, the small girl threw her arms around Nellie’s leg and hung on.

“What’s the matter?” cried Nellie. “Why are we still here?”

“Interference,” said the girl in the gold dress. “Someone in this tunnel has a grievance.”

The far-off howling was growing rapidly nearer. Thirty yards away a single dog could be heard, pacing and whining as it waited for the rest of the pack.

“A grievance,” repeated Nellie, staring at Nell’s double. “Against who?”

“Who do you think?” asked the girl in the gold dress.

For a moment Nellie continued to stare, uncomprehending. Then one of the spirits, a girl of about fourteen, stepped forward.

“I have a grievance,” she said, her eyes on Nellie. “You killed me. And you killed Neer over there, and Drea. And we all know you shot Deller.”

Swiftly Nellie’s eyes skimmed the spirits the girl had pointed out. They looked familiar; it was certainly possible. “I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I must’ve thought you were drones. Things happen so fast in the maze, and you probably had weapons. I can’t remember much of what happened there, the Mind Clean —”

“Yeah.” The fourteen-year-old girl spat in contempt. She looked tough, as if she’d been pulled off the streets. “Killed me, and you can’t even remember.”

A murmur of agreement ran through the rest of the spirits. Panicking, Nellie glanced down the tunnel. The howling was now ominously close.

“All right,” she said hoarsely. “Let the others go out of sync. I’ve got a gun, I can keep the dogs off for a while.”

“But it’s only a stun,” said Phillip. “The battery will deplete.”

“Listen,” another voice interrupted, and then Fen stepped forward, his face twisted and intense. “You don’t know what her life was like. You don’t know how she ended up the way she did. They made me do things too, things I don’t even want to think about. Believe me, I never would’ve dreamed I could’ve done the things they made me do. And I can tell you this much — now I’m out of there and no one’s forcing me to do anything, I’ll never do those things again. Neither will Nellie. She’s changed. She’s not who she used to be. She saved my life, and her twin’s life, and these four kids here. I mean, Deller’s my brother and I know she killed him, but that was before, when they controlled her. I don’t hold a grievance over it.”

The silence among the spirits was like a live thing. “Look,” Fen said desperately, turning to the fourteen-year-old girl. “You were in the maze when she killed you, right? And you had a weapon. Did you try to kill her?”

The girl spirit blinked, but said nothing.

“I didn’t,” came a new voice and Deller stepped up beside his brother. “And I didn’t have a weapon when she shot me. But if Fennie says she’s changed, I’ll take back my grievance and let her be.”

Another murmur passed through the other spirits, and Nellie felt their resistance begin to fade.

“All right,” the fourteen-year-old girl said slowly. “But you remember this, bitch. You just never forget what you owe the dead.”

Wordless, Nellie nodded. Once again the girl in the gold dress began to hum, and Nellie grabbed for the hand of the small girl as the tunnel faded out and the familiar blur kicked in. Without warning, a gust of energy blew through her lower body, then another, and another.

The dogs, she thought, staring at the stun gun she was holding. With it, she might have been able to hold them off for ten, maybe fifteen minutes.

“Everyone here?” Nell called out and Nellie’s eyes darted across the group, counting heads. Yes, they were all here — the four children, Fen, Phillip, Nell and her double. And just beyond them stood the horde of spirits, still watching intently.

“How did you get here?” Nellie blurted in dismay.

“This is in between,” shrugged the fourteen-year-old spirit. “That’s where we live now, between things. It wasn’t hard to follow you here. Anyway, I want you out of this place, and quick. Maybe I’ve let go of my grievance, but I still don’t want you around, disturbing my afterlife. Take her to the closest ladder, Deller, and send her up.”

Obviously relieved, Deller turned to the line of waiting children. Signaling for them to follow, he headed off into the blur and they stumbled after him, hand in hand.

“There are two connections to above that are close by,” Deller said in his muffled voice as they moved along. “One hooks up with Detta Administration and the other to the Goddess’s Redemption Cathedral. The cathedral isn’t guarded as heavily, at least I don’t think it is.”

He stopped and stood gazing upward into the blur. “I think we’re at the ladder that leads to the cathedral. Just a sec and I’ll check it out.” He disappeared, then reappeared and nodded to the group. “Yup, we’re here,” he said. “You should be okay going back into sync now. The dogs are a ways off, and they won’t smell you.” He paused. “Well, good luck with whatever happens. I’ll wait here, just to see —”

“What d’you mean, wait here?” demanded Nell. “You’re coming with us, aren’t you?”

An odd look crossed Deller’s face, and he hesitated. Then he shrugged and said, “Sure. You go first, and I’ll bring up the rear. Just be careful when you get back into sync — there are a lot of bodies around the bottom of the ladder.”

“More of them?” Fen asked weakly.

“Experiments,” Deller said grimly.

A pause fell on the children, and then the girl in the gold dress began to hum. Gradually the pitch darkness of the tunnel reappeared, and Nellie felt the hard outline of a bone next to her foot.

“Where’s the ladder?” she hissed, groping for the wall. Mercifully it was only a few seconds before her hand bumped into a metal rung. Grabbing hold, she began to climb. “I’ll scout it out,” she called over her shoulder. “Wait until I say it’s okay before you climb up.”

She remembered seventeen rungs on the last ladder and counted as she climbed. Sure enough, at the sixteenth the top of her head bumped into something. Pressing her hands against the wooden surface above her, she pushed but felt no give. Panic flared and she pushed harder. This time there was a slight shudder, and the trap-door began to lift. To Nellie’s relief, there was only quiet and darkness above it. Continuing to push as she climbed, she realized the trapdoor’s resistance was due to a small rug that covered it. Quickly she poked an arm through the opening, jerked the rug away with the tip of her gun, and pushed the trapdoor completely open.

She emerged into a musty circular space about ten feet across that peaked high overhead and was lit by a dim bulb plugged into a baseboard. From beyond the curved walls came the sound of chanting as a male voice called out phrases and a multitude of voices echoed them back. Eyes widening, Nellie realized she had entered the cathedral next to the sanctuary. And from the sounds of it, the church was packed with people. Swiftly she calculated. Of course, it was the fifty-fifth day of Lulunar, the birth date of the Goddess’s twin sons, when infants were brought to the churches to be blessed by the priests. Well, a large congregation would give them the cover they needed to escape. Leaning over the edge of the trapdoor, she hissed, “C’mon up, but keep quiet. There’s a service going on.”

From below came the sound of eager climbing, and then the smaller children began to emerge. “Shh,” Nellie warned, herding them into a group, then helped Phillip, Nell and her double through the trapdoor. Hunched over the opening, she waited anxiously as some fierce whispering took place below, then sat back in relief at the sound of further climbing.

“Deller’s going,” blurted Fen as his head poked through the gap. “He said ghosts can’t climb ladders, so I’m supposed to tell you all good-bye.”

With a gasp Nell started toward the trapdoor, but Fen pushed her gently back. “He couldn’t say it to you straight,” he said hoarsely. “He was too upset. Anyway, he’s gone now. Just leave him be.”

A tight gulping sadness descended upon the group as Nell buried her face in her hands. Still kneeling by the trapdoor, Nellie hunched motionless and watched her twin sob. No thoughts moved in her head, her brain seemed to be in some in-between place, out of sync and disconnected from everyone else. Abruptly, without a word, she slipped through the trapdoor and descended the ladder, back into the stench and the ooze. “Deller?” she called softly, her voice echoing against the tunnel walls. “Deller, are you there? It’s Nellie. Not Nellie Joan — the ... other one.”

Something flickered to her right and she saw Deller’s pale figure come toward her in the darkness. “What d’you want?” he asked gruffly. “If you’ve come to say you’re sorry, don’t bother. It’s not going to change anything.”

“No,” stammered Nellie. “Well, I am sorry, but that’s not why I came back down. Fen said you can’t climb the ladder.”

Deller shrugged. “The life of a ghost. It’s solid and I’m not.”

“But you’re walking on the tunnel floor,” said Nellie.

“Not really,” said Deller. “I’m floating over it. My feet don’t actually touch it. Anyway, climbing up and down is different than walking level. You have to be able to grab onto the rungs to do that, and I’m not solid, so I can’t. And ghosts can’t fly, y’know. So it looks like I’m stuck down here.” He shrugged again, but there was a catch in his voice as he added, “For eternity.”

“Could you ... ,” Nellie hesitated, her heart pounding so hard she could barely breathe. “Well, d’you think you could go up the ladder if I carried you inside me?”

Deller’s mouth dropped and he stared at her.

“I just thought,” Nellie said quickly, her face growing flushed. “Well, the Gods taught me how to take one of Them inside me — as vibrations, y’know? So I thought maybe I could do it with you too. I could take you inside me as vibrations and carry you up the ladder, and when we got into the cathedral you could come back out and walk around there like you do down here.”

For another long moment Deller simply stared, then muttered, “I’ve never heard of anything like that.”

Nellie shrugged nervously. “Me neither.”

“Well ... ,” Deller paused. “You sure about this? Like I’m dead, and you’re —”

“C’mon,” said Nellie, fighting off a wave of fidgets. “Let’s just do it.”

A look of incredulity crossed Deller’s face. “You’ve got guts,” he said slowly. “I’ll say that much for you, Nellie-The-Other-One.”

They stood looking at each other, and then Deller stepped awkwardly toward her. At the last second a surge of fear swept Nellie, closing her eyes, and she missed seeing the actual moment the spirit passed into her body. But she felt it — a coldness like a low sigh sifting into her flesh. A trembling ran through her and a deep heaviness, as if the weight of her body had suddenly grown too great to bear. Then, without warning, she felt something smash into her throat and tear it open, followed by the brief sensation of fluid pouring out. Instinctively she pressed her hands to the hole, trying to catch what was leaving and push it back in, but it was gone, all of it — every color she’d seen, every taste and scent, the sound of every bird chirp and laugh, the touch of someone’s hand.

She was dead. Not released — dead, completely dead. Standing in the tunnel beneath the Goddess’s Redemption Cathedral, Nellie stared dully about herself and wondered where she was and what she was doing there. She couldn’t remember, couldn’t remember ... ever ... doing ... being anyone ...

“Nellie?” The word came from above, a single girl’s voice traveling down through the gloom toward her. Slowly Nellie turned toward it.

“Nellie, are you there?” the voice called again.

A grunt came out of Nellie’s mouth, barely audible.

“NELLIE!” Feet began to descend the ladder and then someone was beside her, groping for her in the dark. “Here you are,” said the girl. “What’s the matter with you? Why did you come back down here? Did you see Deller? Deller,” the girl called softly, then gave a long sigh. “I guess Fen’s right,” she muttered. “He’s gone.”

“Did you find her?” called another voice from above, a boy’s voice.

“Yeah,” said the girl. “But she won’t say anything. She’s a zombie.”

“Get her to climb up,” said the boy.

“I’ll try,” said the girl. Taking Nellie’s hands, she placed them on the ladder, then lifted her right foot onto the bottom rung. “Climb,” she ordered, and when Nellie didn’t respond, placed her shoulder under Nellie’s butt and heaved upward. A tiny spark shot through Nellie and she lifted her foot to the next rung. “That’s right,” panted the girl, again shoving Nellie’s butt with her shoulder, and slowly Nellie’s foot lifted and settled on the next rung. “Great,” grunted the girl, and Nellie’s foot lifted once more. Slowly they progressed up the ladder, the girl shoving Nellie’s butt repeatedly with her shoulder as Nellie lifted the immense weight of one foot, then the other, climbing toward the faint square of light above her. Finally her head passed through the trapdoor and hands reached toward her, pulling her upward.

“Your hands are freezing!” hissed a boy with slanted green eyes. “So is your arm.” Warm hands touched her cheek. “Even your face is cold.”

“What’s the matter with her?” asked a small girl standing nearby. Coming closer, she took one of Nellie’s ice-cold hands and peered up at her. “Don’t go away,” she said, her eyes steady and unblinking. “You can’t go away. I like you. You have to stay here with us.”

A shudder ran through Nellie, and a slight flickering of warmth, and then the inner heaviness began to shift. Abruptly she was filled with an intense desire to belch and fart, as if she needed to eject something from her body. Grunting low in her throat, she gave herself a long rumbling shake. An inner presence seemed to be coming awake and uncurling itself. She grunted again, hurrying it along, and then with a quiet popping sensation the presence stepped free of her, out into the space in front of her body.

“Deller,” gasped a voice. A long trembling lifted through Nellie, and she remembered who and where she was.

“Is he here?” she asked, blinking rapidly. “Did I get him out of the tunnel?”

“Yeah, you did. You got me up here,” said an oddly muffled voice, and Nellie’s eyes focused on the pale transparent figure that stood beside her, grinning exuberantly. Her knees went weak and she staggered slightly.

“Oh, good,” she whispered. “That’s good, that’s just so good.” Tears swarmed her eyes and she brushed at them impatiently, then realized she was still holding the stun gun. Skipping her gaze past her twin, who was standing with her eyes riveted to Deller’s face, she turned to the girl in the gold dress. “So what’s next?” she asked hoarsely.

Nell’s double gave her a fierce grin and pointed to the right. “There’s a door here. It’s the only way out, except down, of course. And there’s the other skins, but they’re fixed, so we should just stay in this one.”

“Okay,” said Nellie. “It’s this door.” Leaning against it, she pressed her ear to the door’s surface. Beyond it the chanting had stopped, and the congregation was singing a familiar hymn. Their voices sounded very close. Sending her mind through the door, Nellie scanned the immediate area. It was difficult to focus — exhaustion was buzzing her brain and her stomach felt like an empty pit, but she was able to get a general sense of hundreds of people seated in pews.

Then her mind honed in on the backs of several young boys standing nearby. Altar boys, she thought. Carefully she scanned again. From what she could hear, it sounded as if the priest had begun his sermon, which meant the altar boys would be at the rear of the church, waiting for the last part of the service when they would be called to the altar. That should make it easy to slip out of the back of the sanctuary while everyone was focused on the priest at the front.

Eagerly Nellie turned to the others. “We’re at the back of the sanctuary,” she hissed. “I’ll check it out first, and then we can get out of here.”

“Wait,” said the girl in the gold dress, stepping forward. “You need to lis —”

But Nellie was already easing open the door and stepping through it. Immediately she was hit with the dense scent of incense, and then she became aware of a great open space before her. Eyes widening, she focused on an altar draped with white cloth, the back of a blue-robed priest, and the vast sea of faces in the pews beyond him. Shock slammed her, then horror, as she realized her mistake. They weren’t at the rear of the sanctuary as she’d thought, but at the front — the very front, behind the altar. Whirling around to warn the others, Nellie’s eyes landed on a pair of enormous plaster feet, then shot upward along a long stretch of red, past a pair of upraised pleading hands, to a pale oval face with long blond hair and tightly slanted gray eyes.

It was a floor-to-ceiling statue of the Goddess, in Her second manifestation. And She was wearing the face of Nellie Joanne Kinnan.


Twenty-Two

A FACE POKED cautiously through the doorway at the base of the statue, and Phillip glanced out. A second later Nell appeared beside him, her eyes bugging as she caught sight of the scene before her. Frantically Nellie gestured at them to get back inside the statue, but already one of the four children was peeking around her twin’s hip. Then someone in the congregation gave a startled cry and a man shouted, “The Goddess. It’s the Goddess in Her Second Coming.”

With a sinking feeling Nellie turned toward the congregation, then froze as the blue-robed priest whirled around in his pulpit. As he caught sight of her, the man’s eyes widened and darted to the statue. Riveted, Nellie watched incredulity flash across his face. Something about the priest was tugging at her mind, whispering for her to notice as he threw down the book he was holding and started toward her.

Fear reared through Nellie, temporarily lifting the interference field from her brain, and to her horror she saw two overlapped figures approaching — the priest in his blue robe, and, clear as anything, the white radiant figure of a jaw-jutting, slanted-eyed God. Then, as she stared, openmouthed, the doubled figure threw back its head and a surge of energy left it, headed straight for her.

Instinctively Nellie snapped back her own head, and a ball of light exploded from the top of her skull. Traveling toward the God’s fireball, her own ball of light met that of the God’s midair, and the collision sent both ricocheting up and back so they slammed into the statue’s chest. A tremor rocked the idol, followed by a massive splintering sound, and a crack appeared, angling toward the statue’s face.

“Get out!” Nellie screamed at her twin. “Everyone out now!”

The doorway erupted with children, pushing and shoving to get through. Quickly Nellie grabbed the hand of the small girl and started forward. But as she did, the doubled priest once again threw back his head.

“Oh no, you don’t,” said a voice behind her, and suddenly Phillip grabbed the stun gun from her hand and fired it at the priest. Without a sound, the man collapsed to the floor.

“Thanks,” gasped Nellie, staring at the motionless priest. “I forgot I had that.”

Another dull splintering noise exploded behind them, and she whirled to see cracks angling across the statue in every direction. “C’mon,” she yelled, and together the children stampeded past the priest and down a short set of stairs into the sanctuary’s center aisle. Behind them a loud rumble sounded as a large portion of plaster broke free of the statue. Then, with a great roar, the rest of the statue’s plaster facade slid free of its frame and crashed to the floor.

A huge dust cloud wafted upward, catching beams of colored light from the cathedral’s stained glass windows. As the children tore down the aisle, most of the congregation continued to sit staring at the destruction in stunned silence. But in the back pews, individuals were leaping to their feet and crowding into the aisle where they stood, ominously quiet. Sliding to a halt, Phillip raised the stun gun.

“Wait,” Nellie hissed, grabbing his arm. “This isn’t the maze. We’ve got to at least try something else first.”

Thoughts racing, she stared at the angry faces before her. Judgement was written all over them — the Goddess, blasphemy, sacrilege. But the crowd was keeping a careful distance, wary of Phillip’s gun and the fireball they’d seen exploding from the top of her head.

“Please,” said Nellie, stepping forward. “I’m not the Goddess. You don’t understand, it’s the priests—”

“Goddess!” snapped a woman, cutting her off. “Demon, more like. You’re some kind of fiend taking the shape of the Goddess’s Second Coming to fool us.”

“No,” Nellie protested, her eyes raking the hostile faces. What could she possibly tell these people? They had never seen a God or a false heaven. They would never believe her.

“It’s the priests,” she blurted desperately. “They’re the ones who’ve been fooling you. There never was any real Second Coming. It’s a lie they cooked up to make you believe in them. See, ever since I was eight, Detta’s been training me to someday be the Goddess in Her Second Coming. And they’ve been teaching me a pack of lies and nonsense so that when I did become the Goddess, I’d do whatever they told me. And most of that would be telling you what to do, so you would obey them. That’s why they painted the Goddess’s statue with my face, because I was supposed to become Her.”

Absolutely silent, the crowd’s eyes shifted between Nellie’s face and the destroyed statue. “She does look like the Goddess’s new face,” a woman said dubiously.

“So what?” snapped a man. “Detta’s job is security, not creating new goddesses. Especially not false goddesses,” he added meaningfully.

“False goddess is right,” said another man. “Demon is what she is. Demon twin that can shoot fire from the top of her head and try to stop the Second Coming.”

Something brushed against Nellie’s shoulder and Nell stepped up beside her, jutting her chin out angrily. “Yeah, she’s a twin,” she snapped. “My twin. But she’s no demon, and we didn’t come here to wreck the Goddess. I love the Goddess, more than anyone — more than you, or you. Or you,” she added, pointing to the last man who’d spoken. “But I’ve done some learning lately, and now I know the Goddess isn’t that.” Turning, she pointed at the statue’s sagging wire frame. “And She’s not this cathedral, or a star chart on a wall. She’s love, the love that’s in everything and everyone. You’ve just got to listen to hear Her.”

A glance passed between Nell and her double, and then Nellie heard her twin’s voice inside her head. D’you think we can do it? she asked nervously. This place is pretty big, and everything’s so full of hatred here.

We won’t go into another skin, replied the girl in the gold dress, just show them this one. It’s not size that counts, Nell — it’s the kind of vibes you put out. C’mon, let’s try.

Reaching out, she took hold of Nell’s hand. An intense expression crossed both girls’ faces, as if they were listening carefully. Then, without glancing at Nellie, Nell took hold of her hand. Immediately a surge of vibrations entered Nellie’s body, a tiny buzz that sank into her molecules and began to spread. But though she braced for it, no grayish screaming blur kicked in. Instead, the scene around her began to dissolve into the familiar multicolored field of energy she saw on the days she was really tuned.

Excited, she grabbed the hand of the small girl beside her, and felt the buzz travel from her own hand into the other girl’s. “Oh!” said the child, and then, as if it was the natural thing to do, she reached out and took the hand of a woman sitting at the end of the closest pew.

With a gasp the woman said, “Sweet Goddess, what is this?”

The scene before Nellie was hovering between two realities — a vast leaping shift of colors that overlapped solid reality. “Just take hold of someone else’s hand,” she told the woman eagerly, “and they’ll see too.”

The woman hesitated, then reached for the hand of the man next to her. “What?” he whispered as the delicate buzzing sensation entered his body.

“Can you see it?” said the woman. “It’s all the hidden loveliness just stepping out to greet you.”

Staring about himself, the man nodded. “Take Barin’s hand,” urged the woman, and the man reached for the boy beside him. Then, as Nellie focused, she felt it — the sweet humming sensation passing from the man into the boy, and into the elderly man beside the boy, and the child beside the elderly man. And so it continued along the pew, each person taking the hand of the one beside her and when it reached the end of the row, the woman there reached forward and took the hand of the child in front of her. On and on it spread through the congregation, people stepping into the aisles to reach across them, and from everywhere there came murmurs of astonishment and wonder.

Suddenly Nellie felt another surge of vibrations from her twin, and the buzz in her body deepened. Next, her view of solid reality vanished completely and there was only energy without definition, leaping around and through her like a multicolored fire. With a start, Nellie realized she could hear what seemed to be thousands of voices, each singing a different note. The singing sounded as if it was coming from everywhere and at the same time from inside the molecules of her own body, as if her body was everywhere — one vast aching beauty of color and sound.

But where’s the screaming? she wondered, bewildered. K Block had it, and so did the tunnels under this place.

That was because we were out of sync, said a voice inside her head, and she realized it was coming from the girl in the gold dress. When you’re between skins, that’s when you hear the dead. Right now we’re in your home skin, watching its love — the Goddess’s love. Now if we could just get some flux in here, things would really start happening.

Not everyone’s watching the Goddess’s love, Nell interrupted grimly. This bunch standing in front of us can’t see it.

Yeah, agreed her double. Too much hatred. But they can tell they’re missing out on something, and that’s making them even madder. I think we’re going to have to go out of sync to get out of here. It’ll be tricky with so many people and I don’t know this place, but ...

There was a pause, and then Nellie felt the vibrations coming from her twin’s hand cut off. As the vivid shifting energy field around her began to solidify, moans of disappointment sounded across the sanctuary.

“Okay, we’re going out of sync,” said the girl in the gold dress. “Let go of anyone’s hand that isn’t with us, and brace yourself for some screaming.”

Immediately the sanctuary faded out, and the children found themselves standing alone in a grayish screaming blur. Okay, just keep focused, Nellie could hear the girl in the gold dress thinking to herself. This shouldn’t be too hard. The back of the room is about twenty feet away. Just pace it out real slow, and you won’t end up materializing inside a pillar or something.

Sweet Goddess! Nellie thought incredulously. She’s just winging it. She doesn’t know what’s she’s doing any more than I do.

Okay, everyone start walking, ordered Nell’s double and Nellie started forward, counting carefully as she walked.

One, she thought, imagining the entire line of children materializing inside a wall and trapped there for eternity. Two, two and a half, no three-quarters, three and a half ...

We can stop now, the girl in the gold dress said finally. I think we’re free of the pews, but I don’t want to go any further because I don’t know what’s on the other side of the wall.

Abruptly the screaming blur faded and the sanctuary reappeared. To her relief, Nellie saw they were standing about five feet past the last pew, the congregation’s backs to them as they crowded around the center aisle, staring at the spot from which the children had disappeared.

“Angels,” she heard someone say. “Bringing us a vision like that, then vanishing in front of our eyes.”

“From the Goddess, to be sure,” someone else agreed.

A movement in the last pew caught Nellie’s eye, and she saw a man turn and look at them. Instinctively she tightened her grip on the small girl’s hand, ready to bolt for the nearest exit, but Nell touched her arm.

“Wait,” she hissed. “I’ve read his vibes. He’s okay.”

Elbowing the man beside him, the first man vaulted over the back of the pew and strode toward them. “C’mon,” he said, continuing past them as he headed for the door. “I know a back entrance where there aren’t any scanners.”

Beckoning to the others, Nell followed him into the front lobby. “You’re from the Jinnet, aren’t you?” she said.

The man’s eyebrows skyrocketed. “And how d’you know that?” he asked, turning down a side hall.

Nell shrugged. “Just do. Anyway, the Jinnet’s fine with us. As long as there are no Black Boxes or erva.”

Again the man’s eyebrows skyrocketed and he quickened his pace. “And exactly how d’you know about that?” he demanded.

“Just do,” Nell repeated. “There are a lot of things we know that could help you. If you listen to us, that is.”

The man nodded. “First we get you quick into the van we’ve got in the parking lot, and then we get you to a safe house. Then there’ll be time for listening. If it’s anything like listening to the Goddess the way we did back there, you can have my ears any time.”

Nell nodded in satisfaction and tossed Nellie a reassuring grin. Leading the line of exhausted children, they followed the man down the hall.

NELLIE STOOD IN FRONT of the washroom mirror, staring at her reflection. Staring back at her were the familiar slanted gray eyes, and beneath it was the usual wide grim mouth, but the small scab to the right of her nose was new, as were the larger ones on her bald scalp. Well, maybe not quite bald. Her hair had been cut to a half-inch stubble, and only the areas immediately surrounding the scabs had been shaved completely.

Grimacing, Nellie poked at the scab to the right of her nose. After four years of the Flesh Healer, it felt like something alien on her skin. She’d gotten it almost immediately following the escape from the cathedral. Within blocks, the driver of the van had pulled into an alley and the second man had begun running a scanning device over the children’s bodies. When he’d told Nellie a tiny camera was hidden inside her right cheek, she hadn’t believed him, but he’d insisted that every tracking and surveillance implant be removed before any of them were taken to a safe house. So she’d braced herself, holding Nell’s hand tightly as a small surgical tool had cut into her wrist, then her cheek, extracting the ID implant and the micro-camera.

Without further comment the man had moved on to Phillip, extracting the same two devices, and then the four small children’s ID implants. The complete absence of implants in Fen and Nell’s double had temporarily stymied him, but they’d explained they were from the Outbacks. Neither of the men had noticed Deller, sitting transparent but protective beside Nell, and so he’d watched unimpeded as the others were blindfolded and driven to a nearby safe house, which they’d entered through a garage. Once inside the house, each of their rescuers had peeled off a mask, complete with false hair.

“Didn’t think I was that ugly, did you?” one of them had asked, grinning.

The safe house was an average-sized bungalow, with small front and back yards. The two rescuers and a woman seemed to run it, and there were others who came and went furtively, without introduction or explanation. Upon arrival, they had been fed a plain supper, then given some sleeping bags and a single bedroom in which to sleep. When Nellie had woken the following morning, the first thing she had noticed was the silence — no security alarm beeping overhead. The she had gone into the kitchen to find an unfamiliar man waiting, a doctor with several briefcases of surgical equipment. She’d been given an anaesthetic and helped onto the table, then woken several hours later with a shaved head and a deep ache in her skull.

At first she’d been overwhelmed by the complete lack of pressure that had sat continually on her brain. Even the painkillers, which she was still taking, didn’t block the clear singing sensation that now filled her head or her almost constant awareness of the surrounding energy field. Sometimes, without the slightest warning, solid reality would fade into a massive field of shifting colors, and often the two realities overlapped, so that objects and people were surrounded by a vivid multicolored glow.

“Don’t worry,” Nell had assured her. “That happened to me too, when I first started seeing flux. It’ll get better.”

Nellie had grunted dubiously, squinting at her twin’s gold and sky blue face, but over the past several days she’d begun to get a grip, and the blob attacks, as she thought of them, were occuring less frequently.

Early this morning, one of her rescuers, a man named Shen, had taken her aside and told her that the doctor who’d removed her implants had concluded they were devices intended to control and alter brain-wave states. “Y’see, Nellie,” Shen had explained carefully, “the brain naturally shifts between different brain-wave states. But when they’re controlled by technology like implants, you can be kept in a trance state for a long period of time. When you’re in a trance, you’re very suggestible, which means you basically believe whatever you’re told. It also makes it difficult to remember what you’ve experienced.”

Eyes fixed to the floor, Nellie had nodded miserably. “I just remember little bits,” she’d said slowly. “But they’re ... bad.”

Shen had grunted quietly. “What happened to you was very bad,” he said. “I’ve seen implants removed from several Detta victims, but never four from the same skull. And there was one the doctor couldn’t get at because it’s deep inside your brain. But it’s not a surveillance device so we’ll leave it for now, along with the rest of your implants. For the next few days, you’re to concentrate on rest and recovery, and then we’ll talk about what happens next.”

What happens next. Remembering these words, Nellie’s eyes flicked nervously across her reflection. She hadn’t talked yet, spilled the beans on any of Detta’s secrets, but it was obvious she would have to start soon. Just thinking about it caused a tightening in her throat, as if Col. Jolsen had suddenly materialized beside her and was leaning in, his hands around her neck.

Footsteps sounded in the hall, and Nellie whirled around to see her twin poke her head through the doorway. Dressed in a pair of ill-fitting shorts and a T-shirt, Nell was also sporting a shaved head with three scabs. “Sweet Goddess,” she said, obviously exasperated. “You’re not going to spend today in here just looking at yourself?”

“I can’t get used to it,” mumbled Nellie, letting the thundering of her heart slowly subside. It isn’t Col. Jolsen, she told herself firmly. No one from Detta’s caught up to us ... yet. Hesitantly she glanced at her shorn-headed reflection, then at Nell. “It’s like ... well ... The first time I saw you was in a dream, and you looked like this. And now ... well, it’s me.”

A knowing grin split Nell’s face. “I told you,” she crowed. “We’re the same person, from the same egg. C’mon, Eggo, let’s go watch TV. The news is almost on, and I want to see what kind of crap they’re putting out today.”

“Uh-uh,” said Nellie. The last thing she wanted was to watch another news broadcast. The one she’d seen two nights ago had been bad enough. She’d sat beside Phillip, who’d also been sporting a shaved head, and they’d watched disbelieving as the entire broadcast had gone by, detailing what were supposedly the Jinnet’s latest bombings and sniper attacks, without a single mention of the Outbacks.

“But what about the Great War?” Nellie had stammered when the news program ended.

“What Great War?” Shen had asked, eyeing her curiously.

“THE Great War,” Nellie had blurted, fear hooking her throat. “The one that’s been going on for decades and decades with the Outbacks. Just last week the Interior took over Culldeen and Bersmerda, and —”

“And the rebels broke through the barrier wall south of Mandren,” Phillip had added quickly. “I saw that a couple of nights ago on the news ... well, when I was still in Advanced.”

“Not that I’ve heard,” Shen had said confidently. “Culldeen’s just fine, I drove through it last week. And there’s no war going on in Bersmerda. There’s tension, sure, and the Security Police dropping by unannounced, but no war. Why would you think there was a war?”

His voice had trailed off as he’d noted Nellie and Phillip’s stunned expressions. “It was on the news,” Phillip had said finally, his eyes drifting to the floor. “Every night — pictures of tanks and battles and soldiers.”

Shen’s face had softened and he’d said, “Fake newscasts. They fed you a lot of crap in there to make you believe what they wanted you to believe, so you’d do what you were told. And they controlled everything, so you had no way of double-checking the information, did you?”

Street Games, Nellie had thought, closing her eyes under a wave of nausea. So they could blame it on the Jinnet. But why? Why?

No immediate answer had come to her then, but over the next few days one had begun to take shape in her mind. As far as she could figure out, the purpose of Street Games was to create fear — fear within the people of the Interior. What the government obviously wanted was complete control of the population, and the best way to get this was with the willing cooperation of its citizens. And the best way to get that, Nellie realized with a sinking feeling, was through fear. Fear, that is, of an enemy. Simply put, the best way to get the people of the Interior to accept the Security Police, scanners and ID implants, was to make them terrified of the supposed threat from Outback rebel groups. Without the shootings and bombings attributed to the Jinnet and other rebels, there would be no need for ID implants and scanners. Why, thought Nellie, as the hugeness of her realization swept her — there would be no need for Detta, the underground bases or the Black Core program. It could all be scrapped, all of it. ALL OF IT.

Taking a deep breath, she shot one last glance at the shorn-headed girl in the mirror. Sometimes the possibilites in life were too enormous to even think about. “C’mon,” she said to Nell. “Let’s go sit at the back door.”

“Sure,” her twin said obligingly. Leaving the washroom, they followed the hall to the back entrance, then settled on the floor and pressed their faces to the outer door’s wire screen. Going outside was strictly forbidden, so this was as close as they could come, but still Nellie couldn’t get enough of it — real air, a breeze she could smell, and the soft never-ending rustle of doogden leaves. And there, over the trees that lined the back fence, hovered the two moons of Lulunar, shrunk to their final crescent stage. Nellie calculated swiftly. Today was the fifty-ninth day of Lulunar — tomorrow the month would be over. Already the moons were putting distance between themselves, beginning the individual trajectories that would take them to far-flung regions of the sky.

But not me and Nell, Nellie thought fervently, running her fingertip over the window screen. No, she and her twin weren’t some dumb moons that came together for one month a year, then separated again. And now they were together, they were going to stay together forever. FOREVER, Nellie thought fiercely, jabbing her finger against the screen.

Nell tossed her a grin and Nellie flushed, realizing her twin had read her thoughts. “Don’t worry,” Nell said. “I’m not going to take off into another level any time soon. At least not without you and Deller. And I’m sure my weasely double will want to tag along too, just so she can boss us around and tell us what to do.”

Eagerly Nellie turned to her and asked, “D’you think the levels are still fixed? Or did they come unfixed when the Gods’ heaven broke up?”

“Not Gods,” Nell said sharply. “They’re just sarpas, beings that vibrate faster than humans. You’ve got to stop calling them Gods, Nellie. Anyway, that’s what I want to find out — are the other levels still fixed or not? But only when our heads get better, of course.” Screwing up her face, she stared thoughtfully into the yard. “Eld, the king sarpa, told us they’d made a heaven for each level, right? But what we don’t know is if all the heavens busted up together, or just the one we were in. And what happened to all those stars? D’you think they went back to their bodies? The ones that are still alive, that is? Y’know, like Fen.”

“I dunno,” said Nellie. “Remember the priest in the cathedral? He didn’t get his soul back, he had a sarpa inside him.”

“D’you think every sarpa did that?” asked Nell, slanting her a sideways glance. “Escaped heaven by thinking himself into the body of someone whose soul was sucked out to become a star?”

Nellie nodded slowly. “They all thought the same, right? Remember when those sarpas were hit by the king’s fireball? All the other sarpas created water buckets with their minds to put out the fire — there were hundreds of buckets and they all looked exactly the same.”

“Yeah,” Nell agreed. “They were pretty fixed, more than us humans. It happens in the quicker levels — everyone’s minds link up and they all think the same. That’s why we survived, really. All those sarpas were just standing around, waiting for the king to tell them what to do. And he always had to be the big boss and handle everything himself. Now if they’d been unfixed and thinking for themselves, we would’ve been goners.”

“Huh,” said Nellie, her eyes on a small wickawoo flitting across the yard. “Y’know what I still don’t get about this whole thing? Why the sarpas wanted you dead and me alive. You’re a much better person than me, not so fucked up. Why didn’t they pick you to be the Goddess, and me to be the anchoring star?”

Wrapping her arms around her knees, Nell stared silently through the window screen. “We’re the same person,” she said finally. “I’m half of you. So if you’d done what they said and shot me, half of you would’ve been dead, and the other half a killer. Think about it, Nellie — it would’ve been like killing yourself, except you were still alive. There would’ve been no love left in you anywhere, just like there’s no love in them.”

Nell paused, sucking on her lower lip. “They wanted a Goddess who was exactly like them, one who could vibrate on their frequency — a frequency full of hate. If you had love in you, they wouldn’t have been able to use you as a vessel and manifest through you. And that was what they needed — me as an anchoring star to fix all their heavens, and you as a half-dead Goddess full of hate that they could use as a vessel to control the people of the Interior in the real levels.

“But you didn’t kill me like they wanted.” Nell brushed quickly at her face, and Nellie saw tears sliding down her cheeks. “And it had to be you who killed me, Nellie, not them. If they’d killed me, it wouldn’t have worked the same. It had to be you — you had to hate me enough to kill me because that would’ve completely fixed you to their frequency.”

Wide-eyed in the dusk, she turned to look at Nellie. “Y’know when they tortured me with the Black Box? I think that whole thing was really to scare you. Because they didn’t have to scare me, I was going to be dead soon anyway, right? They knew you would feel it because of our mind link, and they were trying to scare you ahead of time so you’d kill me when they told you to. Just think, Nellie — for four years they worked on you, did awful awful things to you, and still you said no. You threw away the gun and just said no. I couldn’t have done that. You’re better than me, Nellie. Much better.”

“Not really,” Nellie faltered, ducking her twin’s gaze. “I killed other people, lots of them. And ... our mother.”

A silence fell between them, a deep ache, and then Nell took a long breath. “Yeah, but you wouldn’t do it now,” she said slowly. “I know you wouldn’t. And Mom ... well, that was because you thought she wanted to leave you in Detta. Detta probably told you that, don’t you think? Made you believe it?”

Nellie breathed quietly, hanging onto her twin’s words. She hadn’t considered the possibility that she’d been told her mother had wanted to desert her. Nell was right — someone from Detta had probably told her that. And someday she was going to remember exactly who that person was and what he’d said.

“Who d’you think the Goddess was?” she asked slowly. “Was Ivana real or did they make Her up too, like the Great War?”

“I dunno,” shrugged her twin. “Maybe Ivana was real and maybe she was just a story. But I do know one thing for sure — the Goddess is real. Maybe not a person like you and me, but She’s real and She’s everywhere.”

“The Goddess!” came a strangely muffled voice behind them, and Nellie turned to see Deller coming down the hall toward them, his outline a faint glimmer in the dusk. On his heels was Nell’s double, the girl in the gold dress.

“You’re not still going on about the ooly-gooly Goddess, are you?” demanded Deller, sitting down beside Nell. Curious, Nellie shot him a glance and saw his butt hovering a half inch above the floor. Sitting or standing, Deller never quite connected with anything that went on around him. A wave of guilt hit Nellie and she ducked her head, staring at her feet.

“Of course I am,” Nell flared up immediately. “I’ll talk about Her forever and ever and ever, you know that.”

“Course,” Deller said agreeably. “But what else do I have to bug you about? A dead guy’s gotta get some fun out of the afterlife.”

Nell slanted him a dubious scowl, then said huffily, “Actually, we were talking about the sarpas — how they’re probably all in this level now, doubling people who lost their souls.”

 “And how you’re going to track them down and get rid of them,” the girl in the gold dress interjected quickly. “So this level and the others can finally unfix themselves.”

Stunned, Nellie glanced at Nell’s double to see her leaning casually against the wall, studying them. “Track them down?” she said faintly. “All of them?”

“Of course,” said the double. “Otherwise they’ll keep everything fixed, in this level and all the others, and keep doing what they did before — run things by doubling people, and build more heavens out of star souls. But there’s no point in telling the Jinnet about it. They wouldn’t believe you because they can’t see the sarpas. Only people with sarpa blood can do that. Like you.” She pointed to Nell. “And you,” she pointed to Nellie. “And Fen,” she finished crisply.

“And maybe Deller,” added Nell. “He can probably see them too, since he’s ... “ Sucking in her breath, she hesitated.

“Dead?” asked Deller, quirking an eyebrow.

“Weasely,” Nell said quickly, then shot him a grin.

“I sure saw that thing in the priest before Phillip blasted him,” said Deller. “Tall and bright, with a huge stuck-out chin and snake eyes.”

“Sarpa,” agreed Nell.

Deller nodded. “My dad was half sarpa, remember? So they can’t all be bad, can they?”

“Maybe there were some good ones,” Nell said thoughtfully. “And they all went to live in the Outbacks. Maybe that’s what the story of the Goddess’s five other children is about — the descendants of the rebel sarpas.”

“Us,” said Nellie, her heart thundering slow and deep. “Snake eyes.”

“Yeah,” grinned Nell. “You and me and Fen.”

“And me!” protested Deller. “Just because I don’t have oolygooly eyes.”

“I was going to say you too,” Nell said huffily. “If you’d just—” With a decisive snort, the girl in the gold dress straightened. The slower levels, Nellie could hear her thinking. Everyone’s always got to have their own opinion.

“Look,” she said, stepping forward, her gold dress shimmering in the moonlight. “I’m taking off. You’re both safe now, and there are things in the other skins I need to check on. But you both know what you need to do next — track down the sarpas and get rid of them.”

“But how?” asked Nell, staring at her.

“It’s your level,” shrugged her double. “You figure it out.” Then she grinned. “C’mon Nell, you can do it,” she said. “You did good in Detta and in heaven, real good — for a double, that is. My slowest double. And you too,” she added, turning to Nellie. “You did even better. You unfixed yourself.”

For a moment the three girls remained motionless, their eerie gray eyes fixed on each other. Then a dense humming started up, and the girl in the gold dress began to fade.

“Wait,” cried Nell. “You haven’t told me how—”

But her double was gone. Silence settled over the small group by the door like a groan, and they sat watching the twin moons above the tree line.

“Weasely,” muttered Nell. “I’ve been bugging and bugging her to tell me how she travels the levels without gates, but she won’t. She knows I’m stuck here until she does.”

“Maybe she wants you to figure it out on your own,” said Deller.

Nell grunted sulkily.

“I bet he’s right,” said Nellie. Suddenly she was breathing quickly, her heart wide open and thundering. “Think about it — we beat Detta, the maze, the dogs in the tunnel, heaven and the sarpas. And we showed the people in the cathedral who the Goddess really is. We’re possibilities, Nell.”

Her twin’s eyes widened, and then she reached out and took Nellie’s hand. “We’ll do it,” she said fervently. “I’ll figure out how to get to other levels without a gate. If one of my weasely doubles can do it, I should be able to.”

A ripple of energy lifted the hairs on Nellie’s forearm, and she glanced down to see the pale outline of Deller’s hand settle on top of her own.

“We’ll all do it,” he said in his oddly muffled voice, grinning at Nell. “Phillip and Fen, and me and you. And you,” he added, looking directly at Nellie.

Tears stung Nellie’s eyes, and she nodded quickly.

“And the Goddess,” Nell added firmly.

“Yeah,” said Deller. “We’ll let Her come along too.”
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