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For Donna, who wanted to marry Nolan



CHAPTER 1

Nolan was nearly an hour late by the time he arrived at the Centra Government
Activities Complex, and even here his way was blocked. Throngs of tourists, lines
of determined security guards, and pockets of news reporters clustered in front of
every entrance to the huge red granite building that dominated the city skyline. Trying
to be polite about it, Nolan edged his way past blueskin security forces, gulden
spectators, and journa-ists of both races. This was one of the rare mornings he had
to show an |.D. to enter the building.

“Name?’ the guard questioned while he fumbled for his badge.
“Nolan Adelpho.”

The guard checked a clipboard. “Adelpho. Indigo male,” he muttered, marking off
something on his sheet. “Reason for admittance to the Complex?’

Findly. In his left trouser pocket. Nolan pulled out his badge and handed it over. “I
work at the Biolab.”

The guard scrutinized the |.D., examined Nolan’'s face to make sure it matched, and
waved him inside. Even the interior corridors were crowded, and the elevator was
crammed with both indigo and gulden individuals. Nolan felt a sense of rdief when
he was findly able to disembark on the fourteenth floor—which, by eerie contrast, at
first appeared totaly deserted. Still, even the empty halls seemed electric with
anticipation, and faint laughter floated to him from three rooms away.

“Hedlo?" he caled out, trying to guess where everyone was.
“Here,” someone shouted. “Mélina’ s room.”

He made his way through a maze of closed offices, open labs, and storage closets to
the long, narrow room where Mdina worked. About twenty people were pressed
against the window, heads craned down to see the street below. As in the eevator,
the company here was mixed— five indigo men, five indigo women, six gulden men,
and a trio of albi-nos. The indigo presented a range of skin tones from the darkest
navy to the palest sky blue, though they dl had black hair of a smilar rough texture.
The gulden, on the other hand, were amost uniformly the same deep gold hue,
though they sported a variety of har color that was amazing to Nolan—blond, red,
orange, brown, slver, and bronze. The whitemen, who kept to themselves at the far
end of the window, were harder to distinguish one from the other. Even after
working with three of them for five years, Nolan sometimes had trou-ble tdling them

apart.

Only Pakt turned to greet Nolan when he walked in the door. “You're earlier than |
thought you'd be,” he said with a grin. “I'd fig-ured you couldn't make it for
another hour.”

“I was beginning to think that myself. The Centrifuge was so crowded that people
were sharing ringcars with strangers. And once | got off at the gate, dl the trolleys
were packed. It was quicker to walk, so | did. What’'s going on?’



Pakt gestured a the window with one broad, golden pam. He was a big man,
muscular, heavy-boned, and powerful; his tarnished-copper hair was long and a little
wild but beginning to show gray. He radiated competence, self-confidence, health,
and zest; and he was the first gulden man Nolan had ever spoken to in a red
conversation. It had been quite a shock Blueskin men were much more reserved than
this.

“We're expecting Chay Zanlan to arrive any minute,” Pakt said. “All the fools have
lined up to gawk from the sidelines. Y ou’d think there' d never been a gulden man set
foot in the city before.”

“Chay Zanlan never has, has he?’ asked Mdina, briefly turning away from the
window. “Not that | remember.”

“Yes, he came to Jex’'s graduation from City College,” said Colt, another gulden.
“But that was ten years ago or more.”

“And the spectacle was just as grand,” Pakt added. “You don't remember it
because you were living on your mama’'s farm, learning the finer points of cruelty,
bigotry, and the subjugation of men.”

Médinafavored him with one bright, impudent glance. “And learning them well,” she
said before turning her attention back to the parade below. She was a high-caste
blueskin with incredibly fine cobalt skin and the blackest imaginable hair, which she
kept trimmed so close to the scalp that the shape of her skull showed through. In her
mid-twenties, she was the youngest engineer in the lab—and the most out-rageous.
Pakt, her supervisor, constantly needled her about her patrician background, and she
would enthusiastically enter verba bat-tle with him at a moment’s notice. Everyone
adored her, Pakt included.

“So is he actualy here?’ Nolan asked, stepping forward and pushing between Mdina
and Colt to look out the window. All he could see were mobs of security forces and
throngs of people pressing againg ayedlow cordon. “1 don't think I’d recognize him
if | saw him.”

“Can’t tel one gulden from another,” Colt said lazily. Like Pakt, he was a strongly
built guldman, though younger, dimmer, and more athletic. His hair was a metalic
ydlow, shoulder length, and aways carefully groomed. Nolan liked him, but Colt
made him just a little nervous. As if some day Colt’'s sardonic cam would explode
into ferocity over some insult so dight Nolan would not be able to reconstruct it.

“Wedll, Chay Zanlan’s got bright red hair, and yours is a sickly blond, so that’s how
| tell you two apart,” Medina answered instantly. “Otherwise, you know, you're dead
ringers.”

“Chay Zanlan also has amore regd bearing than our friend Colt,” Pakt said, earning
asideways smile from the other guldman.

“At any rate, Chay Zanlan appears to be nowhere on the streets,” Mdina said.
“When is he supposed to arrive, anyway?’

Others at the window offered their guesses. “By now, | thought.”



“1 heard noon.”
“He probably came in last night, but they kept it a secret.”

“Well, how much longer can we stand here looking out the win-dow and
wondering?’ Melina asked.

“No longer, | hope,” drawled a new voice from the doorway, and in one convulsive
movement, they dl turned to face the speaker. Cerisa Daylen stood there unsmiling,
her long black hair pulled back severely from her aristocratic face, her long thin
fingers tapping against her crossed arms. Every inch of her bespoke her Higher
Hundred her-itage, from her rich blueskin tone to her contemptuous expression. She
was head of the lab, the most gifted biologist of their century, and every one of them
hated her without reservation.

“Time to go back to work,” Pakt said in a pleasant voice, and everyone except
Meina sidied for the door. Cerisa stepped to one side to dlow them room to pass,
but she kept her reproving gaze on Pakt. The guldman smiled back at her,
unimpressed.

“It's a gpecia event,” he said. “Everyone wants to see.”

“There’'s a plague killing children in the albino dums,” she an-swered without
inflection. “I’d say that’s a little more important than watching Chay Zanlan disrupt
an entire city.”

“Indeed it is,” Pakt answered. “And we're dl working on it. And we'll et you know
the instant we discover anything worth reporting.”

If Cerisa made a reply to that, Nolan didn't hear it, having es-caped far enough to
shut out the sound of voices. He was insgde his own lab in moments, a pristine,
orderly environment that smelled of chemicals, books, and electronics.

Technicdly, the job of isolating the abino virus would fdl to Hi-ram, one of the
other blueskin researchers, but dl of them would try their hand at it until someone
cane up with a vaccine or a cure. That had been Cerisa Daylen's great
breakthrough, twenty years ago: a cure for a virulent disease that had scarred,
damaged, or killed indigo and albino children for decades. Mysterioudly, the corrigio
plague had had no effect on the gulden race, not even in milder symptoms. Cerisa
Daylen had made her name on that discovery, but it was only one of many of her
contributions to medical research. She had concocted a variety of antibiotics to
combat a wide array of mgor and minor ill-nesses, she had led the battle for
universal and mandatory inoculations against specific diseases—and she had fought
for the continued fund-ing and operation of the Biolab.

Nolan had first come across her work in the journals he studied back in-country,
when he was gill convincing his mother that he wanted to become a biologist. He
had read everything he could find about Cerisa Daylen, studied her experiments,
replicated them as best he could in the inferior conditions of his homemade lab.
When his sci-entific test scores outpulled those of every student in every upper
school in-country, male and female, his mother reluctantly agreed to let him study
medical research at Inrhio State University. Upon grad-uation, he applied in secret to



Cerisa Daylen, asking for admittance into her talented group of researchers. Asfar as
he knew, no one who had not attended City College had ever been chosen for such
an ex-ated position.

He had been shocked when he received her letter. “Come to me no later than next
month. We have alab ready for you and work piled up. If your mother objects, | will
persuade her.” He had made no men-tion of his mother in his letter of application,
but Cerisa Daylen, of course, was bone and offspring of that select, unyielding,
tradition-bound indigo matriarchy. She would know without being told how
re-luctant any woman would be to send her son off to such questionable work in the
city.

Indeed, Nolan was positive that only the fact that Cerisa was a Higher Hundred
indigo woman permitted him to be at the Biolab to-day. Had she been a mid-caste
woman or even a high-caste man, his mother would have refused to alow him to go.

Had the lab been run by a gulden of any rank or gender, the move would have been
out of the question.

So Cerisa Daylen had been his heroine, until he actually met her. Then, like everyone
else who worked for her, he hated her, resented her, rebelled against her, and learned
from her every single day.

In the past five years, she had alowed Nolan to develop his own area of expertise,
which was, rather unexpectedly, the gulden immune system. He had first become
intrigued by it when studying Cerisa Daylen’'s papers on the corrigio plague which
only affected the white and blue races. Why not the gulden? What was different
about their bodies and their blood? There were hundreds of other diseases to which
they were susceptible; why not this one?

He had conducted thousands of experiments to answer just these questions, and he
had been the one to discover two potent antibiotics that shut down ill-natured
bacteria that favored the elderly gulden. To date it was his proudest accomplishment.

Though he had not shared the news with his mother. Indiscrimi-nately saving the
lives of guldmen would not be something she con-sidered a particular mark of
achievement. In any case, she was merdly counting the days till he came back to
Inrhio and married his fiancée, Leesa, when dl the world, as far as she was
concerned, would be back in its proper orbit and continuing on its preordained
course.

But that would not be for some time yet. Not today, at any rate. Nolan shut himsalf
into his office, flicked on his computer, and began the new day’ s chores.

During lunch hour, most of them crammed back into Mdina's office to watch the
street theater again. Asfar as they could tell, Chay Zanlan had not yet arrived, or else
the crowds on the street were hanging around hoping for a glimpse of him when he
reemerged.



“So why exactly is he here?” Mdina asked, directing the question at Pakt. She,
Nolan, Colt, Pakt, and a blueskin woman named Varela were dtting around her
desk, sharing food and idle conversation. The others kept watch at the window.

“To vidt his son, Jex, who isinjal,” Pakt said, stating the obvious with exaggerated
patience. They dl knew Jex Zanlan was in jal. He had been arrested three months
ago after setting off a bomb that had destroyed a medica compound near the West
Two gate of the Cen-trifuge.

“And a damn good thing Jex Zanlan is in jal,” Mdina retorted. “But does Chay
Zanlan expect to negotiate his release with Ariana Bayless?’

“Ultimately,” Pakt said. “But | think Mayor Bayless and her council will make him
swedt it out alittle longer.”

“Why would she ever release hm?’ Varedlla asked. She was a paler, fraller version of
Méling, not as smart, not as beautiful, not as lively. But likable nonetheless, Nolan
adways thought. “This gives her more leverage over Chay Zanlan than she's ever
had, and she's within her rights to keep him. | mean, he did try to blow up the
building.”

“Exactly. So if she gives him up, she'll be able to expect a power-ful return gift from
Chay,” Pakt said.

“And any number of gifts spring to mind,” Colt added. “Fore-most being rights to
the Carbonnier Extension.”

“But not far behind is her desire to add a new ring to the Cen-trifuge,” Pakt said.
“Chay could make her a gift of the construction stone, since it's quarried in
Geldricht. For that, Ariana Bayless just might release Jex Zanlan.”

Melina was shaking her head. “| will never understand poalitics,” she said. “How you
can balance lives against commerce will always elude me. | could never make such a
bargain.”

“Fortunately, Ariana Bayless is not so squeamish,” Pakt said dryly. “Chay, | am
sure, is counting on it.”

“You keep cdling him ‘Chay,’“ Vardla said alittle irritably. “Do you actualy know
him?’
Calt was grinning. “It’s a gulden habit,” he said. “We have a very persona stake in

our leader. We like to fed we could walk up to him any day and have a serious
conversation with him, man to man.”

Meina gave Vardla a significant look. “Not woman to man, you'll notice.”

Colt gave an exaggerated shrug and spoke in an arrogant tone that was meant to
annoy. “No gulden woman, no matter how schooled, would ever know as much as
her husband, her brother, or her father.”

“Whereas my husband, brother, and father, dl dtting together in one room, pooling
their limited intellectua resources, would never have the ability to make a worthwhile
decision in Inrhio,” Meina said loftily.



Pakt sent an amused sideways glance at Nolan. “Poor emascu-lated fools,” he said.
“Letting their women cut them off at the balls.”

Nolan smiled back a little uncertainly. He was clearly the outsider in this group, the
only member of the team who did not come from aracia or sexua power base. In
Inrhio, women controlled the wedth, the land, the succession—everything.
Inheritances passed through the hands of the mother; she chose who her daughters
would marry and bargained with her neighboring matriarchs for brides for her sons.

In Geldricht, though, it was the men who had absolute power. The women were, as
far as Nolan had been able to observe, shamefully abused and degraded. He could
not imagine what honor accrued to a man who beat his wife or mistreated his
children. Among the indigo, although the matriarchy controlled the pattern of life,
men were cher-ished and valued. And children were considered a treasure past price.

“Not emasculated,” Nolan said gdlantly, “gratefully admitted to a wide circle of
fascinating and € egant women.”

The women cooed and clapped their hands; the men were loudly derisve. Mdina
patted him on the shoulder. “Does Leesa know what a sweet boy you are? Does she
appreciate you?’

Coalt pointed a Nolan. “What’ s to appreciate? He's exactly as he was bred to be by
you and dl the rest of you women. He's no different from any other downtrodden
blueskin man I’ ve ever met.”

“Wadll, if you think that, you haven't met that many indigo boys,” Vardla murmured,
and Mdina added a heartfdt “so true.” Varella added, “Nolan if sweet, you know. A
lot of the blueskins back in-country are—agreeable, let’s say—but there’s something
gpecia about Nolan. He means it when he says things like that.”

“No one could mean it,” Colt informed her.

Nolan turned to Pakt. “ This happens to me dl the time. People til Ik about me when
I’m gitting right here.”

“Doesn’'t happen to me” Pakt said with a grin. “I guess I'm a lit-tle hunlcr to
overlook.”

“Harder to like” Mdina sad.

“But then, you don’t much like any man,” Pakt responded, “no matter what his
color or attitude.”

Méeina laughed. For the past sx months, she had been living with a female lover, a
jahlagirl, as the indigo called it. Varella, Nolan, and the other blueskins had treated
the news with the mild, courteous in-terest they showed in the rotating love lives of
dl their felow workers, but the guldmen had been repelled and outraged. Mdina and
Colt had had a huge fight about it, in fact, a screaming match that had made
stu-pefied coworkers come running down the hdls in time to see Mdina hit Colt in
the chest with her balled-up fist. To which Colt had replied with a dap across her
face that sent her stumbling four feet back into the wal. Pakt had dashed between
them before ether could strike again, muscling Colt back toward the door, holding



Méeina off with one imperious hand.

“You—will—not,” he had stated in the dead-cold fury they had dl learned to fear,
“move—or speak—either one of you!'—until | say you may. Nolan! Clear everyone
out of here. Shut the door behind you. You two. Sit. | said sit.”

And that was dl any of the rest of them had been privileged to witness, though they
milled about in the hdls for the next haf hour, whispering over what they had
overheard.

It still astonished Nolan that anyone could care one way or the other if one woman
chose to love another. Among the indigo, jahla girls were common; even married
women often preferred the company of a jahla partner, relying on their husbands
only for financid advan-tages, socia connections, biological contributions to
pregnancy, and, sometimes, companionship.

On the other hand, Nolan was revolted at the mae homosexual-ity he had heard of
among the guldmen. The only proper object of love for a man or a woman, or so he
had learned from the cradle, was a woman. For a man to love another man was
unthinkable, gruesome, actually sickening. He did not know any homosexual
guldmen, of course; he did not think he would be able to force himsdf to look such
aman in the face.

He might work up the nerve to ask Pakt about it some day. Pakt was the most
broad-minded person Nolan had ever come across, mae, femae, blue, gold, or
white. If Pakt could not explain society to him, no one could, for Pakt understood
everything and everyone.

Pakt had calmed down Colt and Meina on that violent day, though it had been
weeks before the two were reconciled enough to speak civilly to each other. Even
now there was an edge between them much of the time, a pointed banter that was not
nearly as playful as the teasing that Pakt and Mdina tossed to each other. Yes, Nolan
was sure of it, one day Colt would explode, and there would be no tdling how far
that destructive blast would blow them dll.

“1 like men,” Mdina was saying now to Pakt. “Not you and Colt, of course, but
some men. Nolan.”

“Hiram,” Colt said with a sneer. Hiram was a smal, nervous, and apologetic
light-skinned indigo; he was difficult even for the other blueskins to love.

“l can tolerate Hiram,” Melina said camly. “There are men | like better. And | don’t
only like indigo men, though | have to admit they make more sense to me than you
two wild creatures.”

Colt leaned forward. “Because we're real men, and you can’'t make us fit into your
dainty little patterns,” he breathed.

“Colt,” she said coolly, “have no fear. No one in the world would be fool enough to
try to make you over. So relax. You are safe from me.”

The others laughed. Colt drew back, looking annoyed. Before anyone else could
speak, there was a shout from across the room.



“Look! There heid There heigl”

The five of them bounded to their feet and ran to the window. A phaanx of bodies
was exiting from the building and onto the street. It appeared to be a tight, human
wadl of security around one central fig-ure, and it was difficult to make out anything
of the ruler from this el-evation and angle. Nolan got an impression of height and
mass—a big man, this Chay Zanlan, bigger than Pakt, with thick shoulders and
broad thighs—topped by a crown of fiery red hair. The gulden ruler was dressed in
bright colors, as were his attendants, and their loose tu-nics snapped galy around
them as they strode by.

Moments later, a second cadre of officials emerged. This time, they were dl
blueskins, dressed in black and white and wearing their formal clan colors in sashes
and shawls. Ariana Bayless was in the cen-ter of the group, tdler than al the other
women and most of the men, her blue-black hair glinting like mica in the afternoon
sun. She was speaking to one woman as she walked, reaching a hand out to another
woman who offered her a briefcase, and gesturing impatiently to a man who trailed
behind her, obvioudy trying to snare her attention. News-man, Nolan thought.
Asking how the conference went.

“Well, things appear to be going smoothly enough,” Nolan com-mented.

Only Pakt appeared to have overheard, for the guldman raised an eyebrow a him.
“They haven't killed each other yet, a any rate,” he said. “But there’'s a lot of room
left for trouble.”

“What do you mean?’

“How would you fed if you were negotiating for your sister’'s life with Cerisa
Daylen? Because Ariana Bayless comes from the same mold, and it's not a friendly
one.”

“If she gave her word,” Nolan said dowly. He had not previoudy considered this,
he'd had no cause to picture himsdf feinting with either the head of the Biolab or the
mayor of the city. “She would honor it.”

Pakt was nodding. “To the letter,” he said.

“Well, then,” Nolan said, and shrugged. He turned back to the window, but the
crowd had dispersed; there was nothing left to see.

That turned out to be the last of the excitement for the day. Even the trip home on
the Centrifuge that night was less eventful. As adways, there was a big crowd at the
North Zero gate, the stop closest to both the Complex and the entertainment district.
Unlike this morning, how-ever, commuters were not sharing ringcars with strangers,
so the line moved dowly. Nolan had a long wait on the insde of the gate and stared
unseeingly at the vast, curved walls of the Centrifuge unfolding to ether side of him.

Findly, aringcar pulled up before him, and its driver left the ve-hicle. Nolan climbed



into the small, spherical cocoon, dl metd and glass on the outside, merely a bench
and a set of hand controls insde. | le pulled the rudder to the left, and the car glided
into the entry lane, the middle of the three traffic levels. As soon as the lane above
him cleared out, he pulled the rudder back and angled upward, increasing his speed
with a squeeze of his hand. The great stone hallway of the Centrifuge unrolled before
him, honey yelow, filled with a bee's hive of scurrying shapes, curving to the Ieft in
a continuous unbroken cir-cle. The gates flashed by on his right, and he skimmed
adong in the highest lane until he reached his own. Then he dropped to the middie
leve, pulled up at the gate, and exited onto the street. From there, he took a slow,
lumbering bus to his own neighborhood.

It was the fashionable district for indigo bachelors. Nearly everyone on the bus was
dressed in clothes remarkably smilar to Nolan's, and they dl lived in apartment
buildings that he easily could have mistaken for his own. A few miles away were the
expensive multi-story houses where the Higher Hundred families lived when they
were in the city, but for an unmarried blueskin man, this was the only ac-ceptable
place to live.

There was a smdl pile of mal awaiting Nolan outside the door to his apartment.
Bills a letter from his mother; the fashion magazine he subscribed to, though he
rarely read it. And a note from Leesa. He opened that first.

As he read, he absently toyed with the medallion he wore, a disk stamped with
Leesa’s clan device, which she had given him the day they became engaged. Her
handwriting was large, looped, and lazy. Every time he read it, he imagined her
speaking in her usual languid, unimpassioned tones, and he automatically slowed the
pace at which he consumed her words.

“Nolan: Isit as hot in the city asit is in-country? Today Bettahe-lia and | did nothing
but st on the porch drinking lemonade and watching the wind move the grass in the
fidd. We didn’t even speak more than five sentences to each other, and she was
with me the entire day. | think her vist has gone on too long, but I’'ve been too
fatigued to tell her so. Maybe she will leave by the end of the week.

“Did | tdl you | have business in the city in two weeks? Some boring investment
trouble that mother wants me to see to personally. Aslong as | have to make the trip,
though, | may aswdl stay a few days. With you, of course, unless there's some dy
bachelor reason you don’t want mein your quarters. Or if you can’t bother to clean
them, then I'll stay inahotel. But of course I’d rather be with you.

“Corzehia is planning to be in the city for the rest of the summer, so I’'m going to
write her, as well. She's having some big party that | think we can go to. Otherwise,
you'll have to think of entertainments for me. I'll try to be easy to amuse.

“I'll let you know when I’'m to arrive. Put your lips to the paper right under my
signature—that’ s where I’ ve left you a kiss. Analeesa’

Nolan read the letter a second time, then dutifully pressed his mouth to Leesa's
name. She wrote him at least once a week, letters much like this one, with little
information, light humor, and easy af-fection. He wrote her back at least as often,



though sometimes he was at a loss as to what to say. She cared very little about his
job, though she aways assured him she was pleased to hear how wel he was doing.
When he had formulated the gulden antibiotics and had reported Cerisa's praise,
Leesa had sent him a findy embroidered shirt as a cel-ebratory gift. And yet, he
could scarcely give her a day-by-day account of his activities at the lab; she could
not possibly understand his pursuit and attack of cells and tissues. So news about
the lab was minimdl.

And he did not have much to tel her about his socid life. A few times a week, he
played curfball with men in the neighboring building, and sometimes they met to play
cards or go for dinner. Now and then he lingered in the city after closing hours to
attend the theater with Hiram or Mdina. These events he could mention to Leesa, but
he could hardly recount a stroke-by-stroke description of his curfball game or an
item-by-item dissection of his meal. And she had no inter-est in the theater, so he
rarely bothered to give her long reviews of these nights.

And he had never mentioned the fact that he had, more than once, gone with his
felow employees to Pakt's house for a med and a convivia evening. It would not
have occurred to Leesa that there were any circumstances under which an indigo
man would have socia deal-ings with a guldman—would wak into his house, St at
his table, eat his food. She could scarcely comprehend the fact that Nolan worked in
harmony with half a dozen gulden men, and she had literdly refused to acknowledge
that a guldman could be his superior in the workplace.

She would have disbelieved him if he had told her he had gone to Pakt’s house for
dinner and enjoyed himsalf very much.

Before he had come to the city, Nolan would have been just as shocked to think he
could have enjoyed such an event. Before he had come to the city, Nolan had seen
maybe a dozen gulden in his life, and he had aways had to restrain himsdf from
staring. It was not polite to gawk at someone strange, inferior, and unfortunate, his
mother had drilled into him. The courteous thing to do would be to act as if you did
not notice such a person’s defects, did not redlize that his gold skin and far har
doomed him to a life of misery and worthlessness. Treat any gulden you encounter
(though there were not many in-country and almost none in the lush lands where the
Higher Hundred had their estates) with the cheerful compassion you would give to a
mute child, an injured dog, a feebleminded old man. And never let him red-ize how
terribly sorry you fed for him.

His mother, of course, was widdly considered to be the most broad-minded of
women. Most of the other indigo matriarchs—and their spouses—could not bring
themselves to speak of the gulden with such tolerance. Although the ultimate gilder
insult was used sparingly, virtudly every other term of opprobrium was casudly
applied to mem-bers of the gulden race. A guldman was a thing to sometimes fear,
a-ways revile, and certainly avoid.

So when Nolan came to the city, he was astonished. Not only did gulden wak the
city streets as if they had every right to be there, they ate in blueskin restaurants and
patronized blueskin shops, and no one questioned them as long as they had the cash



to pay their way. They could be found in any profession, though they tended toward
the more scientific and mechanica pursuits, they were engineers, chemists,
ar-chitects. They were also lawyers, restaurateurs, political appointees— in short,
they were everywhere.

The abinos, too, were far more visible than they had ever been in Inrhio. In-country,
the whitefolk routindy held menid positions—gar-dener, nursemaid,
chauffeur—although the very high-caste indigo pre-ferred to hire low-caste blueskins
for those positions if they could. Nolan's mother had often said a good abino
housekeeper was worth any saary she wished to charge, and she would trust an
abino man with any job around the house. But she had warned her children against
trying to make friends with the whitefolk. They were trustwor-thy, but they were ill
foreign.

But in the city it was a different story. The albinos kept mostly to themsalves in small
enclaves in the northern and western edges of the city. Here, however, they were not
just domestic helpers but acute businessmen, running affluent shops that catered to
the whims of guld-men and blueskins aike. They led tidy, quiet lives and mingled
fredy with the other two races, causing no dissension.

Unlike the gulden, who—it seemed to Nolan—caused dissension everywhere.
Sudden violence seemed to swirl around the gulden like a windswept aureole of
danger. One man would kill another, suddenly, for no reason, in the middle of the
street in the middle of the day. And, Nolan couldn’t count how many news stories
he had heard of gulden children daughtered in the women'’s ghetto on the west edge
of town. It was aways some gulden made on a rampage, come to the city
specif-icaly for the purpose of hunting down this particular woman and her hapless
clutch of children.

Ariana Bayless had decided long ago that gulden crimes against gulden residents
should be judged and punished by peers. So the city officids did little to curtail
these acts of violence. Gulden men and gulden ways, that was no business of indigo
lawmakers.

None of it made any sense to Nolan. But he did not have to un-derstand the gulden.
He merdly had to coexist with them, as civilly as possible, until his abbreviated life in
the city was done. And then he would return in-country, marry Leesa, and live the
life he had been destined for. And that, he was very sure, was a life that would hold
NO SUrprises.



CHAPTER 2

Kit stood at the balcony of the eleventh-story window and watched night unfold over
the city. Even she had to admit that it was very picturesque, and she was not fond of
the city. But the city, which was serious and workaday during daylight hours, took
on a playful mood as night fell. The double row of white lights that outlined the
Centrifuge made a great endless loop around the buildings; the multicolored lamps of
the entertain-ment district fluttered like tossed dlitter. The moving headlights of
trolleys and trucks wove among the sta-tionary beacons, and the undying flame on
top of the Complex scrawled its brilliant, varied comments against the deepening
black of the sky. The Complex where Jex Zanlan was being held prisoner. She had
not seen him in two weeks, and she had missed him so much that she thought she
might go mad. Even now, she wanted to vault from the balcony and follow that fiery
beacon to her lover’'s side. She wrapped her hands tightly around the raling and
forced hersdf to focus on the contrasting colors, the blue of her fingers cool against
the warm bronze of the bar. She stared so hard that the textures melted to-gether, her
fingers became metal and the ralling itsalf became liquid and insubstantial.

Sereva’'s voice came from inside the double doors that led to the balcony. “Kitrini?
What are you doing out there? Come on in before you catch cold.”

“I’m just watching the city lights come up.”

Sereva had come to the doors to take her own look at the city lights. “Well, don't
stand so close to the raling. You'll fal and break your neck. And how would |
explain that to Granmama?’

Kit couldn’t help grinning, but she obligingly stepped away from the balcony and
past Sereva into the office. “She would hardly be sur-prised. She expects me to
come to a bad end, anyway.”

“Everyone expects you to come to a bad end,” Sereva said ab-sently. She had
returned to her desk and was bending over to look through papers in afile, frowning
down at whatever the words or fig-ures told her. “Granmamais just hoping it will not
happen while you're living with her.”

“Oh, well, make no mistake, | am closer to desperate suicide than | have ever been,”
Kit said. “Living with that woman! Every day it's a lecture about something. A
remark I’ve made, a color I've worn, the fact that she glimpsed me from the window
speaking to some guld-woman | passed on the street—because that won't do, you
know, Sereva, it might encourage the poor misbegotten mistreated fool to think she
actualy has afriend among the blueshis—"

Sereva straightened to stare at her. “ Kitrini! Don’t you ever say such a word! No
wonder Granmama worries about you—"

Kit shrugged impatiently and begin pacing around the room. Blueshi was the ultimate
gulden insult that could be leveled a an in-digo, although, frankly, Kit had aways
liked the sort of lilting twist to the word and would have used it dl the time if it
wasn't considered so vulgar. She knew what the “shi” suffix meant in the gulden



tongue, though, and her ethics prevented her from encouraging verba vio-lence, so
she restricted hersalf. Unless she was serioudly ruffled.

“What I'm saying is, we grate on each other night and day. | go out of my way to
avoid her—and in that ancestral mansion you would think it would be easy—but
she's decided I’'ve come home to her to re-form. | do my best to be meek and
sweet-tempered when I'm around her, but we dl know I'm not meek and
sweet-tempered. It's wearing on me.”

“She only wants what’ s best for you. She only wants you to be wdl and happy.”

Kit flung herself into a chair and stared a her cousin. After her father had died,
Sereva was the only family member Kit could honestly say she liked. Of course, she
had had no dealings with her father’s rel-atives, for they had cast him off before she
was born. It was her mother’ s family she had to contend with, Granmama especially.
Lorimela Candachi had shown every sign of trying to reclam her granddaughter,
replacing the daughter she had lost to a mid-caste in-digo boy nearly thirty years ago.
The fact that Kit had no wish to be re-claimed did not deter Granmama at al.

“She does not care if | am wdl or happy,” Kit replied, speaking each word with
precision. “What she wants is to indoctrinate me. She wants me to be just like her.
And like you, and like every other Can-dachi woman in the history of Inrhio.”

“I"'m happy to hear you rate me so highly,” Sereva said. “I’m glad you think I'm just
as good as every other blueskin woman that you de-spise so much.”

Kit grinned dightly. “Well, you are just as bad as the rest of them. You're a
high-caste indigo woman with awell-run ancestral estate, a handpicked husband, and
an unshakable belief that the world goes on exactly as it should. Why should | think
you're any different from the rest?’

“Because | put up with you,” Sereva answered alittle curtly. “That ought to earn me
alittle credit in your eyes.”

Kit's expression softened. “Oh, it does. To tell you the truth, I’ve never understood
why you do put up with me. | can’'t be an easy friend for someone like you to have.”

Sereva dung her briefcase strap over her shoulder and flicked off the overhead lamp.
Ingtantly, darkness leapt inside the room, crouched at their feet and looked around.
The moving lights of traffic made flowing, uncertain patterns on the pae walls.
Sereva took three swift steps to her cousin’s side, and Kit rose quickly to her feet.

“You're not my friend,” Sereva said. “Y ou’'re my family. | would love you no matter
what you did. No matter how much | hated it. And, just in case you judge her too
harshly, that’s one of the lessons | learned from Granmama, along with how to run a
vast estate and how to be-have in a room of mixed races. | love you, and she loves
you, and even though you're not one of us, you're one of ours. And someday
maybe you'll live long enough to appreciate that.”

“l appreciate it,” Kit said a little gruffly, feding strangely chas-tised and dightly
defensive. “It just suffocates me sometimes. | haven't changed, Sereva, just because
I’m living with Granmama here in the city. I'm sill my father’s daughter. | haven't



suddenly grown re-spectable.”

Sereva laughed and reached for the door. Light from the hallway showed her face
genuingly amused. “And | wouldn’'t expect it,” she said. “You will continue to
astound us dl, I'm sure. | have no illusons about that.”

They stepped into the hal, took the elevator to the basement garage, and climbed
into Sereva s waiting limousine. The driver, an in-digo boy whose mother worked on
Sereva s estates, nodded at them shyly. “Good evening, hela Candachi,” he greeted
Sereva with the courtesy title, then repeated it for Kit.

“Good evening,” Kit replied, climbing in.
“Yes, good evening, Simon,” Sereva said. “ Take us home, please.”

Simon put the car in motion and it purred forward out of the garage. Kit, who was
used to relying on public transportation, had to remind herself sternly that she did
not endorse or enjoy the privileges of the rich. “It might take a while,” Simon said
over his shoulder in an apologetic voice. “Traffic is ill terrible because of Chay
Zanlan's vigit.”

Sereva made asmdl tsking sound of annoyance, then shrugged and smiled. “Wdll, |
suppose we're not the only ones inconvenienced for the pleasure of Chay Zanlan,”
ghe said.

“No, indeed,” Kit agreed suavely. “Delays on the Centrifuge were hours long this
morning, and I’m sure they’re just as bad tonight.”

Sereva shuddered dightly. “The Centrifuge. | can’'t imagine how you can actudly
ride that thing every day—"

“I likeit. | like to see how fast | can go and make the other cars get out of my way.”
“Don’t even tell me. | don’t want to picture you risking your lifein that stupid way.”

Kit laughed. “Well, the Centrifuge is pretty safe. | think it's been three years since
anyone died in the tunnels.”

“Just the same. Maybe you should stay at my house for a few days and ride into the
city with me. Until everything gets back to normal.”

“When Chay leaves?’ Kit asked, stressing the ruler’s name.

Sereva turned her head to eye Kit in the flashing, changing lights of the passing
buildings. Then she touched a control pand a her fin-gertips, and the security
window went up between Simon and the pas-senger’ s compartment.

“Have you actualy seen him?’ Sereva asked quietly.

Kit's eyebrows rose. “Chay? | think he has alot more important people to vist while
he's here than me.”

“Does he know you're in the city?’
Kit looked out the window. “I imagine he does.”
“Does he know how to get in touch with you?’



Kit looked back at her cousin with some irritation. “I suppose so! Why? Why do
you think he would want to get in touch with me? | don’t have any information for
him. | can’t tell him how to get Jex out of prison. | can’t explain to him how to dedl
with Ariana Bayless. He doesn’t need me.”

“l know he's fond of you,” Sereva continued in that same quiet voice. “I thought
perhaps he might find it restful to see a friendly face. This can’'t be a pleasant
journey for him.”

Kit was looking out the window again. “He's less fond of me these days than he
used to be,” she said, her voice low. “I don’t think I’'ll be approaching him while
he's here.”

And that was dl they said on the subject, but Kit had to give Sereva a little credit;
Granmama would not have acknowledged Chay Zanlan's presence in the city, let
aone the fact that Kit knew him. Let aone the fact that Kit loved his son, Jex. But
Granmama indeed was aware of dl these disgraceful facts. Kit knew she considered
that one more black mark to be scrawled next to Anton Solvano’s name, that he had
taken his daughter with him into Geldricht and there lived among the gulden as an
equal and a friend. Granmama was able to lay at the father’s door dl blame for the
daughter’ s wayward behavior.

“Well, at any rate, you're welcome to stay with me a few days,” Sereva said. “It
would be a good excuse to get out of Granmama's house for a while. And I’d be
happy to have you.”

It was a kind invitation and a thoughtful change of subject. Kit smiled over at her
cousin in the dark. “Let’s see how wdl dinner goes first,” she said with a laugh.
“And then we'll talk about extended visits.”

But dinner, as they had both expected, was fine. Sereva's husband, Jayson, was
there, of course, and her two sons. Impossible to didike any of them, even on mord
grounds, though in the past Kit had tried. Jayson was a pleasant, vague, unaarming
scholar who could not possi-bly rouse anyone's antagonism, and the boys were
delightful. Aged ten and twelve, Marcus and Bascom were well-behaved,
well-spoken, courteous, and bright, and for some strange reason, they adored Kit.

“Kitrini! Kitrini!” Marcus exclamed when she sauntered through the door. “Do you
want to see what | learned in school today? | can draw a—a conical!”

Kit glanced questioningly a Sereva. “Cone?’ Sereva guessed. “He's in a geometry
class.”
“I"d love to see it,” Kit told him. Bascom was standing patiently beside her, waiting

for her to acknowledge him, so she smiled down at him. Not too far down; he was
growing a a shocking rate. “Yes?’ she encouraged him with a amile.

“After the med is over, would you play a game with me?’ he asked in a formal
voice. “l have several to choose from, so you can se-lect the one that interests you



MOst.

It was dl she could do to keep from breaking into laughter. He spoke so serioudy
and with such care. “Yes, 1I'd be happy to,” she said. “But don’t think I'll let you
win just because you' re one of my two fa-vorite nephews.”

“Actudly, I'm not redly a nephew,” Bascom said, his brow fur-rowing as he tried to
decide exactly what she was. “Because you’'re not my mother’s sister.”

Kit waved a hand. “ Close enough. We'll pretend. I'll even let you pick the game.”

Jayson wandered up to his wife to kiss her on the cheek. “They have been taking dl
day about Kitrini’s arrival,” he remarked. “You would think it was the high holidays.
You'll have to come vigt with us more often.”

Sereva led the way to the family dining room, a much more cozy place than the huge,
elegant chamber where they did their grand en-tertaining. She poured drinks for
hersalf and Jayson, but Kit shook her head. “In fact,” Sereva said, sipping a liqueur,
“1’ve been trying to con-vince Kitrini to come stay with us a few days. Maybe if she
thinks the boys will likeit, she'll be more inclined to accept.”

Kit smiled. “You make it sound like | dread the prospect. | just don’t want to get in
the way.”

“Oh, no. You couldn’t get in the way here,” Jayson said earnestly. “There’'s too
much room to stumble over anyone.”

“Well,” said Kit, “it sounds tempting.”

Dinner itsdf was lively. Marcus inssted on dtting next to Kit, but Bascom sat
directly across from her and pelted her with questions dur-ing most of the med. Did
you know that the average lifespan of a blue-skin mae was five years longer than a
blueskin femae? Did you know that in general, gulden men weighed fifteen pounds
more than indigo men of comparable height? Did you know that Centrifuge ringcars
were designed to achieve a maximum speed of one hundred miles per hour hut that
due to high traffic volume in the tunnels most cars rarely made it to haf that rate?

“Let me guess,” Kit said, laughing again. “Science is your favorite subject in
school.”

“I’'m in the advanced class,” he said proudly. “And | have the highest scores! Even
higher than Marrina Boswen.”

Kit glanced a Sereva. “An old nemesis, | take it.”

Sereva nodded. “ She' s the smartest girl in his class. She dways has been. And you
know, generdly, the boys aren’t as good at math and sci-ence as the girls are. So
we ve both been pleased at how well Bascom’s doing.”

“And where did he pick up this ability?” Kit asked. “Since neither his father nor his
mother is particularly good at the sciences.”

“Well, I’ve dways been terrific a math, but biology and chem-istry and dl that—"
Sereva rolled her eyes. “Too boring. Maybe he picked it up from one of his
grandmothers. They say some things skip generations.”



Jayson was shaking his head. “It didn’t skip over from my family,” he said. “We
were dl born with literary inclinations, even the girls. One of my sisters is a historian
In her spare time, and the other is a poet. So Bascom seems to have developed these
amazing abilities dl on his own.”

“Which makes us even prouder of him,” Sereva said, smiling at her eldest son.

It had dl been quite lighthearted over the med but later, as Kit and Sereva sat in the
library together, the talk became a bit more serious.

“Actualy, Jayson and | had a little argument about Bascom just the other day,”
Sereva told Kit. She was sipping another drink, and Kit had consented to a glass of
wine. She was feding deepy after the rich medl, but she knew she didn’'t have to
bother to keep dert for the trip home; Simon would take her in the limousine.

“An argument? About what?’

“This science class, in fact. Bascom wants to sign up for the ad-vanced class next
year, too, and Jayson sees no reason he should. Thinks it's dl a waste of time and
energy, since Bascom will never end up going on to City College or pursuing a
degree in—in—medica sci-ence or something like that.”

Kit weighed her words before speaking. It dl seemed obvious to her, but she was in
a blueskin stronghold now, and here a specific set of rules applied. “If he was
interested in studying medica science—or something—wouldn’t you encourage
him?’ she asked.

Sereva sighed and rested her mouth on the rim of her glass for amoment. She stared
a the rug on the floor between them. “That’s so hard to say for certain,” she
answered at last, taking another swallow then setting the glass down. “If he was a
girl—yes, of course I'd en-courage him. I'd want him to strive as hard as he could,
be the best sci-entist in the city. But asit is ... In another ten years, he'll just marry
some high-caste girl and move back in-country, and what good will it have done him
to get dl that specialized schooling? Jayson’s right, it would just waste his time and
energy. And it might—I don’t know— make him more unhappy to have acquired dl
that knowledge if he never gets a chance to use it. | don’t want to open up doors
that might later be shut in his face.”

Listen to yourself. Kit wanted to scream. Listen to every sad, repres-sive syllable
you're saying! But anger was no way to win this argument. “Well, and he might not
prove to have any red aptitude for medica bi-ology,” she said in a casua voice.
“It's pretty hard to tell about a twelve-year-old. But do you think there’s no chance
that he might want to pursue a career of his own? There are a lot of blueskin men
working in the city. If Bascom redly wants to try his hand a some profession—"

Sereva nodded unhappily. “I know. And that’s what we had the fight about. | just
can’'t stand the thought that Bascom won't be able to have everything he wants. If he
wants to go to City College, then | say, he can go. If he wants to work for a few
years before he gets married, then, yes, I’d agree to that, too. Why shouldn’t he?
Who would it hurt? Jayson was shocked. No one in his family has ever done
anything ex-cept own land and write philosophy. He thinks it's demeaning and cheap



to follow a profession. He even—well. Let's just say he made me furious by
belitting Bascom’'s high scores. | was—I| was suffused with anger. To see this
excited little boy sharing his great achievement with his father and have his father
laugh a him. | won’'t have an attitude like that in my house, and so | told him. We
will encourage Bascom in whatever he wants to do, because he's our son and we
love him. And so | told Jayson.”

It was one of the longest, most tangled, and most impassioned speeches Kit had
ever heard her cousin give. No wonder, though; here, wrapped up in the tight
swaddling of filid love, were dl the painful issues of the day, issues about gender
and heritage and how society valued an individual’s contribution to its greater good.
Even unconventional people were wrestling with some of the same ques-tions, and
Sereva was not used to having to challenge her most basic assumptions.

“You've got time, after al,” Kit said neutrdly. “He's only twelve. In a few years,
you may see so many blueskin men taking on jobs in the city that it will seem like the
right thing for everyone to do. But if you hold him back now—"

“1 know! Exactly! He Il lose his advantage, he'll lose his initiative, and then he won't
even have a chance to show us how good he could be! The strange thing is, | don’t
think this decision would be nearly so hard if he was my daughter instead of my son.
| even think—if one of them had been a girl—I would have spent most of my energy
decid-ing how to direct her. But | can’'t stand the thought that my children won't
have the same chances as Yasmina Boswen’'s girls. Bascom’'s as smart as Marrina.
And | won't hold him back.” She smiled alittle painfully over a her cousin. “So you
see, you're not the only rebel in the family.”

“l1 won't tell Granmama,” Kit said, returning the smile. “It would do her in. And just
for the record, I'm proud of you.”

“Not exactly a comfort to have you on my side,” Sereva said, but she laughed.
Kit laughed back. “ Someday it will be,” she said. “Just wait and see.”

So that was the evening, which lasted much longer than Kit was accustomed to. It
was close to midnight before they findized plans for Kit to return the following day,
carrying enough luggage to see her through n week. Then Sereva bundled her into
the limousine and adjured Si-mon to drive extremely carefully. Not that there was far
to go. For Sereva, for Granmama, for any respectable blueskin matron, there was
only one neighborhood in which to locate the town house, and that was a smal
enough district that, in daylight, Kit wouldn’t have minded making the trek on foot.
But now, in the dark and full of food and wine, she was just as glad to be spared the
effort. She snuggled deep into the plush leather of the seat and drowsed until Simon
pulled up before her grandmother’ s house.

“Thank you,” she made a point of saying as she climbed from the car. All the
street-level lights were on in the four-story house, and be-fore Kit could put a hand
to the door, it was opened by a blueskin ser-vant. There was no hour- of the night or



day when there was not some footman on duty to attend to any emergencies or
sudden whims of the residents. At first, Kit had found this a little disconcerting, but
she had grown to like the idea that, no matter how wakeful and isolated she might
fed, even in the middle of the night, somewhere in the mansion was another soul aert
and ready to spring to her aid.

“Good evening, Patrin,” she said to the young man at the door.
“Good evening, hela,” he replied.
“1 assume my grandmother is asleep?’

“Not quite yet,” he said, a shade of regret in his wdl-trained voice. “She indicated
that she wished to wait up for you.”

Kit grimaced. “Oh, joy. All right. I’'ll go right up.”

So she climbed up two flights of stairs to the suites where her grandmother lived.
Some of the more modern city homes had been built with elevators, but Granmama,
a hard-core traditionalist, would have no such contemporary devices in her home.
Instead, a lovingly maintained wooden staircase curved up dl four flights of the
house, even into the servants' quarters on the upper level. Granmama never asked
for anyone's help climbing those two flights, either, and she probably made the trip
five times a day. The exercise must be what kept her in such fearsomely good hedlth,
Kit thought. She hersdlf was just alittle winded by the time she made the landing on
the third floor.

The door to her grandmother’s suite was closed, but a spray of light spilled out over
the threshold. Kit waited till she had caught her breath, then knocked lightly on the
door. “Granmama? Patrin said you wanted to see me when | came home.”

“Yes, yes, come in,” was the impatient invitation from insde the room. Kit opened
the door and stepped in.

Her grandmother’s sitting room was the most beautiful room in a truly elegant home.
Each of the five high windows was draped with pae green linen; the ivory wallpaper
was patterned with ivied trellises. The furniture was upholstered in emerald-colored
damask and care-fully arranged over a luminous hardwood floor. Potted plants and
cut flowers were set on tiers of wrought-iron stands, so that the room was filled with
the scent and color of living beauty. Everywhere were re-minders that this was a
woman tied to the land, who derived her wedlth, her strength, and her sense of time
from the regulated seasons of nature.

That woman was seated in a huge, overstuffed armchair, amost lost in a gold satin
robe and the contours of the chair itself. She was small-boned and delicate, and
anyone who did not know her would think she was frail. Her skin, once a cobalt so
deep it had appeared al-most ebony, had lightened over time to a soft, washed
denim; her black hair had turned a vivid white. A stranger would have thought he
beheld a woman whose intensity and will had been dowly drained by the in-exorable
leeching of age; but he would have been mistaken.

“Good evening, Granmama,” Kit said formally. “If I’d known you would be waiting



for me, | would have come sooner.”

“If I had grown tired of waiting for you, | would have gone to bed,” was the dry
reply. “Sit down. Talk to me. You look tired.”

Kit smiled and seated herself on the divan closest to her grand-mother. “It's
Sereva’ s wine. I’'m not used to drinking anything so de-ceptive and potent.”

“It's good for you,” her grandmother responded instantly. “Wine clears the mind
and settles the systems. Good wine, anyway. Bad wine rots your stomach.”

“Wéll, then my stomach is probably a sieve by now.”

“How’s that boy of hers? Bascom? She told me she’'d enrolled him in some special
class.”

Kit hadn't expected to be drawn into this debate quite so quickly. “Yes, an
advanced science class. He seems to enjoy it.”

Granmama made a dight sniff of annoyance. “Waste of time. If he enjoys it, fine, let
him have his fun. No use to him to know dl that scientific nonsense once he's living
In-country.”

“That’s years away,” Kit said neutraly. “Who knows what will happen in the next
ten years?’

“I know,” Granmama said instantly. “| was at the Lansdon estate last time | was
in-country. Jeretta Lansdon had her little granddaughter there—daughter of what's
his name, her second boy. Now that would be a good match. I'd been thinking
about Kdliga Faremen’ s daughter, because she's got the bloodlines and the beauity,
but there’ s something about the girl | don’t quite like. Too soft, | think that’s it. Too
eadly swayed by someone else's opinion. That’'s a dangerous trait, and you can
adways spot it early.”

“Granmama, she’s only fourteen, if she’s the one I'm thinking of.”

“That’s her. And she might do yet. But Jeretta’ s daughter just ap-pealed to me. I'm
thinking she might be the one.”

“And she’s how old?’
“Eight this spring.”

“And Bascom is twelve? Granmama, they’re children. How can you consider
pairing them up when they aren't even people yet? You tak like you're planning to
breed a couple of dogs.”

Granmama turned the full force of an icy stare in Kit's direction. Most of the indigo
had dark eyes, brown or black; only a handful, the descendants of the most
uncorrupted bloodlines, had blue eyes. Gran-mamas were a dartling layered
turquoise flecked with chips of granite; they appeared to be lit from behind by an
unwavering torch.

“Marriage among the Higher Hundred can never be left to chance,” she said in a
cam, measured voice. “There is too much a stake. Do you know how much



property Sereva owns outright, prop-erty that came to her through her mother and
through her marriage settlement? Neither Bascom nor Marcus can inherit that land.
Unless they marry, and marry well, dl that property goes to the daughters of a
second cousin of mine who married a mid-caste boy and squandered her life. I've
only met her daughters a few times, and let metdl you, | will scheme and matchmake
until the day | die to prevent either one of them from inheriting an acre of my
mother’s land. And if that means Bascom and Marcus must be betrothed before
they turn thirteen, so beit. It is the way of our world, and it is a good way.”

Kit knew she shouldn’t, but she couldn’t help hersdlf. “Land— isn’'t there anything
else you think of? Anything else you care about?’ she demanded. “Is a piece of
property more vauable to you than the happiness of a human being?’

“The land is dl that lasts. The land is the only thing that links us, one generation to
the next, and keeps us safe,” her grandmother de-clared in a steely voice. “Is it more
important than happiness? Of course it is. Whoever was happy more than a few
days together at atime? Whoever truly knew what would make him happy? Are you
happy? Y ou think you're such a rebel, you think you're so free, but I’ve seen you
sobbing when you thought | wasn’t looking, and you wouldn’t be in this house at
this moment if you had any other place to go. And you're going to hold your life up
as an example? If your father had left you to me to raise when your mother died, do
you think you would be happier than you are now? | know the answer to that one.
You'd be just like your cousin Sereva, and she's a good girl, caAm and content.
Wouldn't you rather be like her some days than the person you are now?’

This was why it was dangerous to quarrel with her grandmother, not because it made
her so angry but because Granmama's blunt, dedgehammer arguments sometimes
made a brutal sort of sense. Oh, no doubt, reared side by side with her cousin, Kit
would have been as much like Sereva as a twin. She would have willingly married the
man of her grandmother’s choice, thoughtfully undertaken the manage-ment of her
estates, and unquestioningly followed the dictates of a cul-ture bound by tradition.
And—nhard to refute this point—she would amost certainly be less miserable than
she was now.

But. “I am not Sereva, and | was not brought up as she was,” Kit answered camly.
“l was raised to ask questions, to see that the world has more elementd laws than
the rules of the Higher Hundred. You say a boy cannot study science or become a
mathematician. | say, why not? What makes your traditions more worthwhile than a
sngle man’s desires? What has made you the only woman in the world who knows
what is right and what is wrong?’

“They are not my laws. They are not my opinions. They are the truths and customs
that have evolved over a hundred generations. Do you think you are the first fiery
young girl to ral against some practice that she thought was archaic and restrictive?
We have these customs, we have these laws, because they protect a way of life that
the mgority of us vaue. If we bent and changed for every fleeting whim of young
girls like you, we would have no society worth handing down from mother to
daughter. We would have no land, no possessions, no weath. And you would have



nothing to rall against. Would you like that better?’

Kit jJumped to her feet, unable to it till a second longer. She was tilled with a liquid
protest that seemed hdf fury and haf despair, and she did not know how to
articulate any of it. “I think you could be more open to change and yet not lose dl
those possessions you prize so much—yes, | do think that,” she said rapidly. “I
think you could say, ‘I don’t want to lose my land, but | want my great-grandson to
be happy. | want him to have every opportunity | would give his sister if he had
one.” You could say, ‘This| must keep, but this| am willing to examine and perhaps
cast aside.” You could say—"

“l could, but | will not,” Granmama said, interrupting again. “Be-cause | do not
believe any of those things. Once you compromise your values, you begin to lose
ground. The things that matter to you get worn away—or wrested away. You must
fight every day to hold on to what matters. And you will see. | am right. Ask
Bascom, forty years from now, when he is married and living on his wife's estates
and sees how good his life has been. | will not be here, but you will. Ask him then
what he regrets, and | can tdl you now what the answer will be. He will regret
nothing.”

He will regret all of it, Kit thought, but she did not say so. How could she be sure?
How could Granmama? “I won't have to ask him,” she sad over her shoulder,
because she had come to a halt looking out one of the curtained windows. “Because
you will surprise everyone if you do not live forever. Y ou can ask him yourself.”

Granmama was tricked into a laugh. “Then in forty years, | will ask you the same
question. And | will expect an honest reply.”

Kit smiled a the green draperies, then pivoted to share the smile with her
grandmother. “Agreed,” she said, crossing the room to kiss the old lady on the
cheek. “Good night, hela Candachi. | will spar with you in the morning.”

“And in the evening as wdll.”

One hand on the door, Kit paused. “No—not in the evening. I’ ve told Sereva | will
come spend afew days at her house.”

Granmama nodded. “That will be good for both of you. Tel her to invite me to
dinner one night while you are there.”

“All right. | will. Good night.”

And she escaped from the lovely, suffocating room. If only it were as easy to escape
from the suffocating life that her grandmother was determined to have her live.



CHAPTER 3

Kit was awake with the dawn, and ready to leave the house thirty minutes later. As
dways, she wasted lit-tle time on her appearance. That, of course, was more a
rebdlion against the gulden than the indigo, for among the guldwomen, elaborate
dress and cosmetics were es-sential; only a beautiful woman would attract a virile
man. There were detailed, torturous rituas the unmar-ried women went through every
day to make themselves look desirable. Not until she had come to the city had Kit
ever seen the bare face of a gulden woman.

Kit hersdlf only bothered with a quick shower and throwing on the most casua of
clothes. The most te-dious part of her toilette consisted in toweling dry the thick,
unmanageable mane of black curls and then, once she’d run a comb through fit,
clipping back the whole mass at the nape of her neck.

She would redly be much happier with the closely cropped cut she had seen on
many of the most fashionable city girls, but she couldn’t bring herself to chop off
her hair. Her father had always admired it, that was one reason; but Jex had always
adored it, had loved to bury his face in the rioting black curls and wrap them around
his fin-gers. She could not forgo those memories, so she lived with the
incon-venience. She pulled her hair back and sauntered from the house.

After a short wait, she hopped onto the nearest shuttle to the Centrifuge. It was
crowded, as it was every morning, but nothing like the way it had been yesterday
upon Chay’s arrival. She caught a ring-car within ten minutes, and took off fast.

She loved the Centrifuge. Loved it. She knew she was exactly the type of driver who
shouldn’t be allowed in the tunnels, but she couldn’'t help hersaf. Every time she
climbed into one of the ringcars, she felt arising, guilty sense of excitement that she
could not resist. She would dip instantly into the upper lane and accelerate as fast as
the traffic would permit, and she would swoop into the middle and even the slow,
lower lanes if it would allow her to zip by someone in the upper levd who was
moving too dowly. Other times, she would merely ride as close as she dared to
whatever slowpoke was blocking her way, and more often than not the driver would
dip into the center lane to let her pass. They weren't dl gracious about this, more
than once she saw an-gry faces turned her way from the windows of the other cars,
and just as often a furioudy gesturing hand. She didn’t care. She knew she was rude,
and she didn’'t care. She knew she was dangerous, and she didn’'t care. She loved
the Centrifuge, and she craved its speed.

Once in the city, of course, she was more sedate. She could ether take the trolley or
go on foot to her destination, and either way, the pace was sow. Once she exited the
Centrifuge a the West Zero gate, the distance was not far, and she often elected to
wak it, though even she was alittle nervous from time to time in this neighborhood.

When she had come back to the city six months ago, she had had no clear idea what
she would do with herself. She had degrees from City College in anthropology,
linguistics, and history, but she had no interest in teaching rich young indigo girls



about the origins of their race and the peculiarities of their language. She could have
taken a job a one of the city museums, but she was too restless to tiptoe down the
quiet halls and spend dl day in reverence over objects from the past. She needed to
do something with meaning, something that would give her life some value. These
days, it seemed to have so little.

So she went to the charity bank on the west edge of the city, out-side the loop of the
Centrifuge, and offered her services. They were wary of her therein the Lost City, of
course—she looked every inch the blueskin heiress and she knew it—but her
father's name bought her instant recognition and a grudging tolerance. ‘‘Tell me
what you need done,” she had said to the old gulden woman named Dd who ran the
place. “| can help you.”

And hep them she had. The charity bank was multipurpose and greetly
overburdened. It served as a school for the poorest children in the neighborhood, a
food pantry for those who could not buy their own, a medica center for the sick, a
shelter for shivering gulden women straight in from the mountains who had nowhere
to go for safety and were often in fear for their lives. It was a place where there were
only women and children, and even the boys, once they had be-gun to gan ther
teenage height and lose their childlike voices, were viewed with suspicion. There was
a tumbledown community center a few blocks away, built for just such a
troublesome group: transplanted gulden boys who did not know the ways of the city
and had been ripped from the ways of Geldricht.

It was hard to know what would happen to these boys, for, in terms of population
percentage, there were very few of them, and this was redly only the first generation
that had been brought up in the city. As gulden men in Geldricht, of course, they
would be reared as kings, they were strong voices in their ancestral households from
the time they were very young. A gulden man had absolute power over his wife and,
if she was unmarried, his sister—and, if she was widowed and he was over twelve,
his mother. It was aright so basic, alaw so inher-ent, that even women who had run
to the city when their sons were infants watched their boys fearfully as they began to
grow to adulthood. What buried trigger, what race memory, would remind these
young men that they were the lords and these women merely chattels? No city
guldwoman taught her son these principles, of course, at least not deliberately, but
somehow the knowledge seemed to be there, instinc-tua and fully formed. As a boy
edged to manhood, he changed. Kit had seen it. So had the women of the ghetto.

And so they sent the boys to the community center and worried about what would
happen next.

Some of the young men, of course, took jobs in the city, drifted into the more
affluent gulden neighborhoods, tried to make alife for themselves that had nothing to
do with their heritage. Some of them continued to hang around in the women's
ghetto, aimless and angry and harder by the year to control. Some packed ther
possessions and boarded the train for Gold Mountain, to seek their fathers and ther
fortunes. Most of them were never heard from again.

They were better off staying in the city. Their mothers tried to tell them that. But



these were men who had somehow divined that their mothers’ opinions did not
matter much in the world they came from, the world in which they belonged; and
they were determined to discover what they were worth in the only sphere worth
inhabiting. And so they Ieft the ghetto, and they never returned.

Kit had spent some energy trying to convince De and the other women that they
should make a huge effort to reclam these gulden boys. Inculcated with a whole new
set of beliefs and perceptions, she argued, these city guldmen could reshape the
history of the race. They could be taught to vaue their mothers, cherish their sisters,
consider their wives their equals, and disdain their forefathers. To this end, she had
said, what was needed was not a dilapidated gymnasum where the gulden teens
could work off their aggressions in unsuper-vised sports, but a school, a cultura
center, a place where they could learn and grow. She was willing to draft the plans
and look for the in-structors. She was willing to set the curriculum and teach the
classes herself.

But Dd did not agree and the other women did not comprehend, rihil so her words
were wasted. Besides, they wanted to use her for other work. Fund-raising, for
instance. She was a blueskin; she could approach the indigo corporations and ask
for money. She could whee-dle for concessions from the utility companies who did
not understand why so many of the guldwomen’s bills were paid late or not at al.
She could recruit highly trained indigo doctors who fet enough compas-sion to
donate ther time and services to the poorly equipped clinic. She could be ther
conduit to dl that indigo wealth.

And so she had done it. Uncomplainingly, though at first with a certain degree of
embarrassment. It was begging, after dl, even though her cause was noble and she
was not begging for hersalf. She had en-listed Sereva s help, because her cousin had
not spent haf her life in (iedricht, as Kit had. Sereva knew who among the indigo
were phil-anthropists and crusaders. She knew who had a genuinely kind heart and
who could be moved by appeals to noblesse oblige.

In fact, Kit was surprised a how many indigo women were eager to help ther
unfortunate sisters, how many gave generoudy of both personal and corporate
funds. When she considered it, she redized that, in this particular instance, gender
superseded race. The blueskin women were appalled at the lives of their gulden
counterparts. If aloaf of bread, a hefty check, or a pile of used clothing (scarcely
worn and good as new) could transform the hapless, helpless, fearful guldwomen
into strong, independent, righteous members of society—well, then, they were glad
to give what they had. It was the least they could do. And they fet proud of
themselves once they’d doneit.

It was a start. There was so much more to be done that sometimes Kit could hardly
bear it. But a start.

This morning, when she arrived at the charity bank, there was a smal mob of women
standing outside the double doors, huddled close together but not speaking. They
were dl dressed in the city drab that the ghetto women affected. In Geldricht, they
wore a medley of bright colors, rich blues and hand-dyed green and scarlet. Here,



khaki and olive and tan. They did not like to draw attention to themselves; they had
no joy in color anymore. And their gold skin, like their clothing, seemed to fade and
lighten under the city sun, till their rich complex-ions were a pasty beige and ther
lovely flaming hair showed no life or brilliance at dl.

Today, the group outside the charity bank seemed even paler and more colorless
than ever. Kit counted about fifty women, more than could usudly be found here at
this hour, dl wrapped in fear and s-lence. “What is it? What's happened?’ she
asked in goldtongue as she strode up to them. No one answered her. A few looked

away.
There were a few women here she knew, and she planted herself before the nearest
one. “ Shan, what’s going on?’ Kit demanded. “Why is everyone here?’

Shan reluctantly met her eyes. “They see troubles,” she said in that dliptical singsong
so prevalent among the gulden. It was as though their conversation had nothing to
do with themselves; they could tell the most intimate story as if it were a myth about
some long-dead ancestor. “They see such sadness.”

“What happened?’ Kit said. Even though long experience told her it was impossible
to rush a gulden telling a senditive story, Kit tried to hurry her to the point. “Was
there another murder?’

“A woman and her three girls, could it be they are dead? Oldest boy, they say, not
to be found.”

Kit briefly shut her eyes. So a young man had killed his mother and sisters. It was a
frequent tale. “Who was killed?’ she asked.

“Some woman come to the city to be safe.”
“What was her name? Did you know her?’
“Her name was Mish. She was here only three or four weeks.”

Mish. Not a name Kit recognized, but there were so many women here she didn’t
know. So many women here. “And her oldest son is missng? Does anyone know
where he might be found?’

“With his father, they are saying.”
“BackinGeldricht?’
“This young man'’s father, he has come to the city to visit.”

Kit frowned, trying to follow. “Mish’s husband is in the city? Did he come to the
district looking for her?’

“No one | know has seen this man nearby.”

It was the most frudtrating conversation imaginable, but Kit tried to hold on to her
patience. She had had countless conversations like this over the
years—conversations that were even less productive than this one, in fact. “Why do
you think Mish’s husband is here if you haven’t seen him?’

“Wouldn’t you come to the city with Chay Zanlan if Chay Zanlan was your uncle



and a man you greatly admired?’

So Mish had been married to one of Chay’s nephews. And en-lightened though
Chay assuredly was, many of his relatives were as tra-ditiona and fierce as the feudal
clan leaders of a hundred years ago. “What is his name, do you know?’ she asked
sharply. “This man who was married to Mish?’

“Girt Zanlan,” Shan said flatly.

Kit nodded. She had met Girt Zanlan a dozen times, a brawny, stupid, brutal man
who embodied every quality, good or bad, that could be assigned to the gulden.
Chay had never seemed to trust him, though he kept Girt around—mostly, Kit had
adways thought, to in-timidate blueskin ambassadors who were unsure of how to
negotiate with the gulden. Jex had aways spoken of his cousin with a mix of
af-fection and derision, but he was not above using the man’s clan loyaty when he
needed something risky accomplished. Girt was just the sort of father who would
inspire a lost, angry young ghetto boy to an act of savagery. Girt would probably
even take his son back, after such an act. Girt would consider it noble.

But. “I can't bdieve it of Chay,” Kit said, shaking her head. “He would not
encourage such athing. Chay has spoken out against the daughters again and again.”

Shan shrugged. “Mish is dead. The boy is gone. Girt is in the city. Those are the
pieces. Work the puzzle any way you wish.”

Kit nodded again and turned away. She felt sick and exhausted, and the day had just
begun. She dlipped past the crowd of women and into the building, thinking that
perhaps De would have more infor-mation for her. But the stooped, pale,
white-haired woman merely looked as weary and heartsick as Kit felt.

“Who knows why this happened?’ she said when Kit found her and demanded
explanations. “I cannot blame Chay or Girt or even the boy. He did what he was
taught. Mish should have left him behind when she came to the citv.”

“It's surely not her fault,” Kit said. “If there is blame here, it is not hers.”

Dd shrugged. “There is no blame. There is only tragedy and sor-row. Not even you
can come up with away to solve that.”

Kit swallowed a retort. Del—dl of them—seemed to believe that she considered
hersdf practically omnipotent, armed with the answers that would save the world.
The truth was, she so often fdt confused, overwhelmed, and hopeless that she
couldn’t imagine she would ever be able to help anyone. She must act more
confident than she fet, she supposed. She must exude that indigo arrogance like a
perfume from her skin.

“Very wdl, then. What is done, is done. Is there anything | can do now to ease or
ad anyone?’

“There is that new restaurant in the city. Y ou said you would go there.”

Kit nodded, trying to stave off a wave of bitterness. Such a point-less
activity—now—after such an event. The last thing she felt like do-ing was going into



the city and soliciting more donations. Though Dd had seemed quite hopeful about
the possibilities here. It was an un-likely joint venture between an indigo capitalist and
agulden cook, and it was designed to attract wedthy patrons of dl the mgor races.
The food was supposed to be fabulous, and the clientde had aready in-cluded
everyone from Ariana Bayless to the richest guldmen in the city. Dd thought it was
possible that the restaurant owners would be willing to donate their leftover food
every day to the charity bank, an idea that had seemed meritorious to Kit when she
heard of it. But now...

“Of course. Today? There is such turmoil here—"

Dd shrugged again. “And what is it you can do about such tur-mail? In the city, |
think, they do not notice that the ghetto women are suffering. Unless we tell them.
You said you would tell them.”

“I'll tell them,” Kit said on asigh. “I'll be back sometime today.”

So she was, farly soon, back on the Centrifuge, going three-quarters of the way
around the city to the North Zero gate. The express trolley to the Complex took her
close to her destination, but she still had a wak ahead of her to the restaurant. Not a
bad thing. She needed a hit of brisk exercise to clear her mind of its sudden black
depression.

Though it was hard to wak as quickly as she would like; the streets were far more
crowded than usua. Chay, she thought, as she noted dl the extra security forces on
every corner. The police and the gawkers. It'll take me forever just to cross the
Sreet.

But eventudly, pushing through tourists and guards, she made her way to the
restaurant. It was chic, small, decorated with a mix of Higher Hundred heraldry and
gulden craftwork. Even at this morning hour, the aromas seeping out from the
kitchen were varied and deli-cious. Kit stopped the first employee she saw and asked
to be taken to an owner.

“You have a complaint?’ the young woman asked. She was low-caste blueskin but
well-educated, Kit thought; she seemed both defer-ential and confident.

“Not at dl. A request. | work for a charity, and we were hoping to interest your
owners in our work.”

“I'll seeif Dort is available”

Dort. The curt one-syllable name nearly aways indicated a gulden; the hard find
consonant usudly signadled a mae. Not aways, of course, Chay being the most
famous example. Not to mention Kit, she thought wryly. But of course only her
father caled her Kit. And Jex. And the other gulden. To the blueskins, she was
Kitrini. Only rarely would Sereva or her other family members cadl her by any other
name.



In a few moments, she was joined by a middle-aged, sharp-eyed gulden man who
was trying to size her up with one quick glance and failing. Kit smiled to herself. He
was smart enough not to make the ob-vious assumption—nhigh-caste blueskin, |
must curry her favor—and busi-nessman enough to be ready to listen.

“Good morning, hela,” he said gracioudy enough. “I"'m willing to hear about your
charitable requests. But | must tdl you that now is not a good time for me. Our
tables are reserved for luncheon, and my en-tire staff is quite busy.”

“May | take five minutes to state my case? Or should | return some other day?
Tomorrow perhaps?’

“If you can tdl me quickly, | will hear the outline and then ask you back later in the
week for details.”

“I am with the charity bank in the women’s ghetto on the west side of town,” Kit
said badly. “You may have heard of us. We have many corporate sponsors and
many individua contributors as well. We thought you might be willing to help us
out.”

Dort shrugged. “We're anew business. We are not yet certain of our profits.”

Kit nodded. “Of course not. But a the end of the day, if there is food that you
would throw away because you have not sold it and can-not save it for the next day,
we would be glad to take that food off your hands. We would send someone to
collect it. A few loaves of bread or apile of fruit. Whatever you happened to have.”

Dort looked intrigued but, as he glanced at his watch, harassed as wdl. “It is an
interesting proposition, hela” he said. “If we could men-tion this charity in some of
our advertisng—"

“We would hope you would do so,” Kit said quickly. “That bene-fits us as wdl and
puts our name before others who might wish to be-come benefactors.”

“I'll mention it to my partner,” he said. “If he agrees—"
“When should | come back to hear your answer?’
“Three mornings from now. | will know by then.”
“You'rekind. I'll see you then.”

“And your name, hela? In case my partner asks.”

A name his blueskin partner was sure to recognize even if Dort did not. Kit did not
even alow her muscles to tense as she replied, “Kitrini Solvano Candachi.” Her own
name, her father’s, her mother’s. Dort’ s eyes widened involuntarily, but he wiped the
look away quickly.

“And so | shdl tdl him,” he said. “In three days, then.”

Kit had just stepped outside the door when she redlized she would not be making
much progress anytime soon. The streets on both sides of the restaurant were being
cordoned off, and awadl of mixed-race se-curity forces blocked her escape in any
direction. On her left, she could see a dow cavalcade moving up the street. It took



her a moment to re-dlize who must be at the heart of that mass of bodies, though she
rec-ognized the tourists and the reporters and the guards who circled around it.

“Chay,” she said aoud, and waited at the door for the procession to pass.

Except that it did not pass. It came her way, slowed even more, and turned toward
the restaurant in one chattering lump. She was squeezed back to the brick of the
wadll, pushed off the wakway by a blue-skin guard who was shouting orders into a
handheld communicator and gesturing widdly as if to sweep the arr clean with his
palms. She hopped to get her footing on the rocky ground and tried not to elbow the
other unfortunates who had been shoved off the sidewalk next to her.

And then, like the others, she craned her neck and peered around people’'s heads to
try to catch a glimpse of the infamous visitor. There was Ariana Bayless, no
mistaking that severe blue face and regal bear-ing. There was Ariana's favorite
councilwoman, whose name escaped Kit a the moment. And there—yes, it was
Girt, as blond and stupid as ever.

And beside him, big and golden and ropy with power, strode Chay Zanlan. He was
dressed in a ceremonid tunic, arichly embroi-dered green silk, but his powerful arms
were bare and the breadth of his chest was in no way disguised by the cut of the
cloth. His bushy red hair was streaked with gray, his face was lined with every one
of his sixty-some years, but there was nothing feeble or infirm about him. He was
tdler than Ariana Bayless by a least a head. As aways, he used that height to his
advantage, staring imperioudy at the crowd around him with a gaze fearsome enough
to make the most ardent stalker dink back.

A gaze that snagged on Kit's face and brought those roving gray eyes to a standstill.
Chay halted, and the entourage around him came to a sloppy stop. “What—?"

“Who—7?’

“Is there a problem?’ his es-cort murmured, but Chay ignored them dl and pushed
past his body-guards to come face-to-face with Kit.

She had straightened against the wal as soon as he noticed her, but she made no
move to meet him halfway. They had not parted on the best of terms. She would not
go running to him now.

“Kit,” he said, when they were only a couple of feet apart. The crowd around them
was breathlessly slent to listen; they might have been actorsin a beloved play. “I did
not know you were in the city.”

She stared back at him, not knowing what he was thinking, if he hated her or if he
dill loved her. “For about six months now.”

“Staying where?’
“With my grandmother.”
“Have they allowed you to see Jex?”’

She nodded, for a moment wordless. It was over Jex that they had argued, she and
this man who had been as dear to her as her own fa-ther. “From time to time. And



you? Have they let you see him?’
“Twice. He appears to be treated wdl enough.”

“1 believe he is. Though you would be wise—" She paused, bit her lip, and switched
to goldtongue. “Not to trust easy promises this woman makes you.”

He smiled, that wide, fera grin that Jex had inherited. “I will not,” he said, speaking
dill in the indigo language. “1 am not free at the moment, or | would invite you to join
us for lunch.”

“Thank you for the offer, but | am not free to join you anyway,” she said. “I do not
expect you to have time for me while you are here.”

“But soon,” he said. “You must vist when | am back in Gel-dricht.”

She nodded again, once more unsure of what to say. He gave her a short bow of
farewell—an act of high courtesy, though most people in the crowd would not know
that—and turned back to his compan-ions. The whole lot of them shuffled into the
restaurant, speaking in low voices and now and then glancing back at Kit.

She remained where she stood, held in place by the pressure of the crowd and the
sense of hundreds of eyes trained upon her. She kept her head high and her gaze
focused dightly above the crowd, but she knew people were saring a her,
whispering and wondering. As soon as she could, she elbowed her way through the
dissipating mob, trying not to make eye contact with anyone, blue or gold. She was
amost on the street again, aimost clear of the throng, when she caught one
low-voiced exchange between two gulden men standing nearby.

“Who did you say that was?’ the first asked.

And the second replied, “That’s Kit Candachi. Anton Solvano’s daughter and Jex
Zanlan's blueshi mistress.”



CHAPTER 4

The day had started well at the Biolab, but quickly turned nasty. In the morning, they
had dl gathered in Mdlina's office again to see what they could glimpse of Chay
Zanlan's comings and goings. They felt free to do so since Cerisa would be gone
for the day. The rumor was, though Nolan could scarcely credit it, that Ariana
Bayless had invited Cerisa to join the select group that was socidizing with the
gulden king. True, Cerisa and Ariana were great friends (the same woman
mysteri-oudy split in two, Pakt often said darkly); and Cerisa was one of the most
sought-after dinner guests in the city, since she had an impeccable lineage and an
Impres-sive career. But she was hardly famed for her smal tak and sociability.
Though perhaps, when one was entertaining a hostile ambassador, that was not the
point.

Nonetheless, she was gone, and they dl fdt a carnivd mood of freedom lift ther
spirits. They sat a the window; they told jokes. Vardla lofted wads of paper at
Hiram, hitting him in the head. Colt bent over Mdina, his white-blond hair drifting
over her shaved head, and whispered something that made her laugh till she cried.
Nolan stood near the back of the room, idly discussing rental property with Sochin,
ablueskin who lived in his neighborhood and wanted to be rid of his roommate.

And then suddenly there was a scream of fury, and Mdina was pummeling Colt with
both hands. He drew back his hand and hit her so hard she rammed into the
windowpane. The room became an in-stant melee, bodies pushing between the
combatants, Vardla shrieking like a hysterical child, Mdina thrashing in the arms of
those who sought to hold her back. None of the blueskins wanted to attempt to
restrain Colt, but after that one terrific blow, he made no move to touch Mdina
again. The guldmen surrounded him, edging him back toward the door, but even
they didn’t lay a hand on him. His face was a study in sullen scorn. He looked as
though he could burst into slow, uncontrollable flame at any moment.

Pakt dashed into the room, took in the scene with one glance, and grabbed Colt by
the arm with more nerve than the rest of them had mustered. “My office. Now,”
snapped the senior guldman, and Colt wrenched his arm away. “Mdina. Y ou, too.”

“I'll kill him,” she panted.
Nolan spoke to Pakt in alow voice. “I’d separate them for now.”

Pakt frowned a him. Colt had melted from the room, and everyone ese was
concentrating on Médina. “What happened? What was said?’ Pakt demanded.

Nolan gestured his ignorance. “I didn’t hear it. But she was screaming and beating
on him, and he walloped her so hard she might be hurt. | wouldn’t put them together
anytime soon.”

Pakt nodded, Hill frowning. “Does she need a doctor?”
“I'll find out.”
Pakt left. Nolan pushed his way through the other technicians to Médina's side.



Vadla was cradling the dark head against her shoulder, hut Mdina's tears looked
more like rage than pain.

“Let me see her,” Nolan said, and Vardla pulled back. Mdina lifted her head and let
Nolan examine her cheek and scalp. There was a huge welt across her face and a
lump under the hairline, but no blood. Nothing irreparable. “Pakt wants to know if
you need a doctor.”

“l need agun,” she said in awild voice.

“l think you're dl right,” Nolan said, ignoring that comment. “What did he say to
you? Pakt will ask.”

“Gilder trash,” Mdina said vicioudy under her breath. Even Varella looked shocked.
“1 wouldn’t repeat it if it would save my grandmother from hanging.”

“Your grandmother’s dead,” Nolan said camly. “Y ou can say any-thing you like.”

Varella smothered another gasp, and Mdina actualy gave a weak laugh. “But | am
too much of alady.”

“What do you want me to tdl Pakt?’

“I'll tdl him myself,” she said haughtily, “when he gets that gil-derman out of his
office.”

“Say it again,” Nolan said, “and I'll hit you mysdlf.”

Now Vardla was affronted. “How dare you,” she said coldly. “Even to joke about
violence to an indigo woman.”

But Meina was watching him with those wide, intelligent eyes. They understood
each other absolutely; they dways had. They came from a background so smilar as
to aimost make them brother and sis-ter. “No, he's right,” she said dowly. “I am
too much of alady. Noth-ing excuses such language. | would not want to shame my
mother.”

“Or yoursdlf,” Nolan added. “So tdl the truth, when you tdl Pakt your side of the
story. Colt won't lie, you know, even if he's the one to hlame. He never lies”

“Pakt will side with Colt no matter what he says,” Vardla said.

Nolan shook his head. Mdina was ill watching him. “What I’akt wants is
harmony,” he said. “And he'll do what it takes to keep (-olt in line. But not if this
was something Melina started.”

“l didn’'t—"
“WEell, one of you said something.”
Mdina lifted her chin. “He insulted me. And Julitta.”

Ah, the cultura gulf again. Not much Pakt could do to solve that. “What did you say
about Julitta?’ Nolan wanted to know, but he guessed the answer before she spoke.

Mdinatwirled the end of a new dlver chain, showing off the pen-dant at the end. A
stylized arrangement of color and pattern; it must be Julitta’'s family heraldry. “I



showed him my necklace. How was | sup-posed to know—"

Nolan held up both hands for silence, for peace. “Tell it to Pakt,” he said. “But |
think he'll say you should have known.”

“And does that mean,” Vardla burst out, “that Mdina should have to pretend?
Concea? Live a lie just to make Colt happy? A gulden boy? Who cares what he

thinks, anyway?’

Right; she was entirely right; and even if Colt loathed Melina s arrangements, who
had appointed him judge of her actions? And yet it seemed to Nolan that if peace
between races was to be maintained, some circumspection might be called for on
both sides. In this, his training warred with his ingrained desire to avoid strife. Why
should an indigo woman have to make concessions to a gulden man? He was not the
philosopher who could answer that.

“Tak to Pakt,” he said again. “I'll go tdl him you don’t need a doctor.”

So that little incident had set the tone for the rest of the day and, naturdly, none of
them could talk of anything else. And—naturally— conversation broke down entirely
adong racid lines, the gulden gathering together in Colt’'s office, the blueskins in
Melina's or Varella's labs. The albinos stayed in their own rooms, working without
recourse to gossip. Normally, there was an easy camaraderie among dl three races in
the Biolab. They shared with each other a knowledge so esoteric that any-one else
who understood it became an instant kinsman. This had made them comrades if not
actua friends—though the relationships seldom extended beyond the confines of the
building.

And this unsettling disturbance was likdy to make them strangers to each other for a
day or two within the familiar walls.

Nolan, Hiram, Sochin, and another blueskin named Felder dl left for a late lunch
together when the indigo women declined to join them. At a nearby restaurant, they
sat at atable near the window and watched the city wak by.

“I'll tdl you, though, something should be done about Colt,” Sochin said. He was
the newest member of their group, a finefeatured, dark-skinned, high-caste
thirty-year-old who had never spent an hour in the presence of a guldman until he
walked into Biolab eight months ago. “A man like that shouldn’t even be allowed to
speak to awoman like Mdina.”

“Well,” said Nolan, but Felder overrode him. Felder had been a city man a little
longer than Nolan had, but he 4ill bore the unmistak-able stamp of in-country
aristocracy.

“1 hope Mdina plans to tak to Cerisa about this,” Felder said warmly. “Because you
can’'t count on Pakt to do it, and she ought to know.”

“A blow like that! He should be arrested,” Sochin said.
“At least fired,” Hiram agreed.
“She hit him first,” Nolan reminded them. Three pairs of un-friendly eyes swung his



way. “Wdll, she did.”
“Because he said something unpardonable,” Felder said in a starchy voice.
“Did you hear him?’ Nolan asked mildly. “What did he say?’

“If she considered it unpardonable, that's good enough for me,” Sochin said. The
other two agreed.

“1 like Mdina as much as anybody does, but she's not above teas-ing somebody
when she knows he can’t take it,” Nolan said stubbornly. “I’ve seen her bait Colt
before. So have you.”

Sochin spread his hands in a gesture that indicated an inarguable case. “Her
prerogative,” he said. “ She’s an indigo woman. Her word is law.”

“Well,” Nolan said again, but again Felder interrupted with some passion.

“At no time, under no circumstances, is violence against a blue-skin woman
tolerable! And perpetrated by a guldman—ten years ago that would mean instant
death! Forget having him fired! He deserves to die!”

Nolan looked at him serioudly. “Y ou can’t mean that.”

“l do mean it! If he had hit my mother or my sister, | would have killed him myself.”
“1 think Mdlina can take care of hersdlf,” Nolan said.

“Well, she'd better tdl Cerisa. Or I'll do it,” Felder said.

“And my guess is that Pakt would like to handle this without Cerisa's interference,”
Nolan added.

“Pakt!” Sochin snorted. Nolan gave him aleve look.
“You have a problem with Pakt, too?’" Nolan asked gently.

Sochin looked away. Even Felder shrugged. “Pakt’s dl right for a guldman,” Felder
answered. “But he's a guldman. He doesn’t see things the way we do. And you
know he'll take Colt’s side.”

“l think Pakt is pretty fair,” Nolan said.

Hiram spoke up unexpectedly. He was the most quiet and sub-missive of the lot, and
the others could sometimes forget he was even present. “I like Pakt,” Hiram said.
“And helikes Mdina | don’t think he'll let Colt off so easy.”

“Well, if | don’t like the way he handles this, I’'m going to Cerisa,” Felder said.

Things seemed to cam down a little after that, bravado spent and honor satisfied.
Tdk turned inevitably to work matters, a new drug Hi-ram was working on, a
dippery virus that Felder had been examining. Nolan let his mind wander, idly
watching the passersby, blue, gold, w'hite, in endless variety and profusion. His eyes
were on the pageantry before him, but his mind was on Mdina, when Felder
suddenly ex-claimed, “L ook at that! Revolting.”

“What?’ Hiram asked, and Felder pointed. Nolan's eyes auto-maticaly sharpened
on the view outside the window. Felder was dam-ming his pam against the table in



disgust.

“How can he do it? Look a him, he's got to be mid-caste, looks respectable
enough—"

“WEell, she looks clean, anyway,” Sochin said with a smothered laugh.

“Clean is not the issue. Self-respect is the issue. A—a basic hu-man decency, a
basic understanding of what is alowable and what is not—"

What he was ranting about was a mixed race couple standing hand in hand a few
yards from their window. The man, as Felder had noted, appeared to be a perfectly
ordinary middle-aged blueskin; the woman was a gulden girl some years his junior.
She wore the flashy clothes and elaborately coiffed hair that branded her a prostitute,
but the expression on her face looked warmer and more tragic than the profession
usualy demanded.

“She looks like a nice person,” Hiram offered when there was a break in the tirade.
“Maybe he's just londy.”

“A man doesn’t get that londly. Not a blueskin man,” Felder said.

Sochin was laughing. “Oh, come on now. You've never seen one of those gilt girls
waking by, her face dl made up and one of those light, tight skirts on, and
wondered just what it might be like? Y ou're lying if you say you haven't.”

“I haven't,” Felder said stiffly.
“I have,” Hiram said.

Sochin nodded. “Of course you have. My first day in the city, | saw one of those
girls, and | thought, ‘Whoa, now! That’'s a package yon can't buy in-country, and |
wouldn’t mind taking it out and trying it on for size.””

“l trust you never did,” Felder said.

Sochin shrugged. “Not yet, but why shouldn’'t 1? What would it hurt? It's not like
messing with some low-caste indigo girl who thinks you're going to marry her
because you've fdt her up behind her mother’s barn. The gilt girls know how the
land lies. They don’t want your precious bloodline, anyway. All they want’'s your
money. That's a bargain that makes sense.”

“Do you suppose it's any different,” Hiram asked, “with a gulden woman? Do you
think they’ re—well—the same?’

Sochin was laughing again. “All women are the same. All men are the same. Makes it
easy to tdl apart the sexes.”

There was more in this vein, but Nolan tried to tune it out. He didn’t know which he
found more offensive, Felder's self-righteous prgudice or Sochin’s dy leering.
Whenever he saw one of those so-culled gilt girls working the richer districts of
town, he was washed with a fierce and unexpected sadness. Those pae faces
seemed over-burdened, not enhanced, by the careful cosmetics; the bright, cheap
clothes reminded him of the items a child would dress her dolls in. He aways tried
to avoid making eye contact with such women, but now and then he had been caught



unawares, approached, and made an of-fer. Twice he had given the girls money and
hurried away before they could question or thank him. He had been sure neither
Leesa nor his mother would approve.

“What about you, Nolan? You fantasize about the gulden whores? Or are you like
Felder here, you think they should be whipped off the streets and locked up for
good?’

Nolan rose to his feet and tossed a few hills on the table to cover his portion of the
med. “1 think it’s too bad when an unfortunate gulden girl has to make money from
pleasing a prick like you,” he replied coolly. “I’ve got things to do. I'll see you
later.”

So that left a farly slent party behind him; and, once back a the Biolab, he
discovered that silence had descended upon the offices as well. All the others were
working in a solitary state in their own labs, and no one looked up as he passed door
after door.

He was checking on Melina, but she was nowhere to be found. He hesitated, then
sought out Pakt, who was aone in his own office, studying something under a
microscope.

“Pakt,” Nolan said quietly, and the big guldman looked up. He was wearing a neutral
expression, and Nolan kept his voice forma. “I was wondering if Mdina was dl
right, but | can’'t find her. Do you know where she is?’

“1 sent her home for the day. And Colt. For today and tomorrow, in fact. As far as |
can tell, they were equally at fault, but | can’t toler-ate such behavior from either of
them. From any of you.”

Nolan nodded. “I understand. Some of the others—" he paused, feding didoyal,
and plunged on. “Some of them are pretty upset.”

Pakt nodded and ran a hand through his copper hair. “That’s true on both sides of
the color line” he said gravely. “That’s why | sent each of them home. | cannot
dlow this to recur or get out of hand. And I’'m not going to play favorites.”

“Are you going to tell Cerisa?’

“I'll have to. If she finds out from someone besides me, it will cre-ate distrust
between us, and | can't do my job without Cerisa's trust. But she won’'t want to
know the details as long as everything’s under control.”

“Méeinamight go to Cerisa, you know. If she’s mad enough.”
“She might. | don’t think she will. And Colt certainly won't.”

Nolan knew he should leave, but Pakt’s voice had grown friend-lier the longer they
spoke, and he had questions only Pakt could an-swer. “Why does he care,
anyway?’ he burst out, stepping alittle deeper into the room. “Colt? Why does he
care who iMdina takes for a lover? Nobody pays any attention to dl of his women,
though he seems to have hundreds of them.”

“Hardly hundreds,” Pakt said, sounding alittle amused. “But Colt certainly does like



to play the field.”
“S0? How can he set himsdlf up to judge somebody else?’

Pakt sighed alittle and settled himself back in his chair. He mo-tioned Nolan forward
with one hand, so Nolan took the seat opposite Pakt’s lab table. “Colt’s completely
a product of his upbringing. As is Mdina, as are you, as are we al. His upbringing
tells him there is something repugnant and even dishonorable about one woman
taking another as alover. It would not happen in his own society, not at dl, not ever.
He can’t accept it. He can’t even overlook it.”

“But there’ s nothing wrong with it. | know alot of women—my sister, even—"

“Please. | don’'t want those details. | have to admit, my emotions side with Colt on
this one, even though my brain tells meit is an irrational prejudice brought about by
acultural schism. But | don’t like to think about it.”

“But among the gulden, there are men who—well, what the men do with each other
Is even worse than what the women do!” Nolan burst out.

Pakt smiled faintly. “Now, to me, a mae homosexua is an under-standable and
acceptable individual. Many of them are the orphans, the young men with no father
or uncle to take them in. But many of them are the most powerful clan leaders in
Geldricht, who do anything they choose and dare anyone to question them.”

Nolan felt queasy a the very images the talk conjured up, but he continued to listen;
he wanted to understand. “Why would it be like that,” he asked, “jahlas among the
indigo and—and whatever you cal those men among the gulden?’

Pakt shrugged and spread his hands. “The anthropologist Anton Solvano said that
women are always drawn to power. Among the in-digo, the women have the power,
and among the gulden, it's men. Those with the power have the women.”

Nolan was fascinated but till unsure. “And men? What are they drawn to?’

Pakt laughed. “The availability of sex. If it were not such a cul-tura taboo, believe
me, you would have homosexuals among the in-digo. Indigo men profess to despise
dl guldwomen, but who are the customers for the gulden whores? Most of them are
blueskins, did you know that? They’re drawn by the availability of sexual favors. But
blueskin whores don’'t entertain gulden men. Even a low-caste blue-skin woman has
more prestige than a guldman, and a woman does not engage below her station. First
law of the species.”

Now Nolan’s head was beginning to ache. “The law of the indigo species?’

Pakt smiled. “No, you innocent, the human species. A woman who mates with an
inferior produces inferior children. They will not be as strong, as big, as intdligent as
ther cousins and rivals. Therefore, they will not be able to win the most attractive
and fertile women of the next generation, and eventualy the bloodline thins out and
van-ishes. All human behavior can be traced back to the biologica imperatives.
Most of it, anyway.”

“And men’'s desire for sex?”



Pakt flung his arms out over his desk. “Procreate everywhere! Produce hundreds of
sons! Make sure your lineage never dies out!”

“Well, but if aman is taking another man as his lover—~

Pakt laughed again. “True, no children will result. At times the biological impulse
gets cross-wired. But it's dways in there working.”

Nolan thought a moment, sighed, and pushed himself to his feet.

“l don't know. You might be right. But my life seems more controlled by outside
forces than anything ticking inside my head.”

“Well, yes, when culture reinforces biology, your destiny can seem pretty
inescapable. Even so, the individua will sometimes sur-prise you. More often than
you think.”

The rest of the day passed camly enough, though there was ill little interaction
among the races—indeed, among anyone. They dl kept to ther own offices,
working diligently. Nolan spared a thought to regret that Cerisa was gone this day
and so did not have a chance to observe how industrious they dl had become.

And the next two days, though Cerisa was among them again, she might as wdl have
been absent. She locked hersdlf in her 1ab and did not emerge even for lunch. Mdina
and Colt returned that second day, each of them appearing both chastened and
defiant, and, like the oth-ers, confined themselves to their workspaces. Nolan
noticed that Melina was no longer wearing her lover's necklace, though she was
wearing a shirt whose collar was embroidered with Julitta’s family col-ors. He
guessed that Colt was not conversant enough with the heraldry of the mid-caste
indigo to recognize the symbolism of that pattern. In any case, the guldman did not
react to the provocation.

The afternoon of her second day back, Nolan stopped by Médlina's office and asked
her to lunch. “That would be fun,” she said in her usual decisive manner, and so they
left the building together, chatting idly. Over the med, they talked mostly of ther
work, but con-versation gradually turned to more personal topics.

“So. | saw you taking with Colt this morning. Have you two smoothed things
over?’ Nolan asked cautioudly.

She laughed and rolled her eyes. “Yes. You know we fight dl the time, and we never
stay mad at each other for long. In some ways, he’s my best friend at the lab. We're
so much aike.”

“You and Colt?” Nolan said increduloudly. “Alike?’

She nodded vigoroudy. “Oh yes! We're both the oldest in our families, and we each
have four sisters and brothers, so there’s alot of pressure there to do well and set a
good example. My mother would be so mortified if | came to the city and didn't do
something distinctive with my life. And Colt’s father—he's told me his father would
disin-herit him. Which means even more to the gulden than it does to us,” she added
thoughtfully. “For us, it means losing money and land and— wdll, prestige. A place
in the community. For them, it means losing family, becoming—I think he caled it a



ghost. Someone who is no longer dive. | didn’'t quite understand it. But | knew what
he meant.”

“1 don’t think you're dike at dl.”

She laughed again. “Oh, we are. We were both brought up to believe we're the
most important person in the room and everyone should do whatever we say,
whether or not we say it nicely. The only reason Colt doesn’t completely lord it over
everyone elsein the lab is Pakt—because he was brought up to respect the dominant
male. And the only reason Fm bearable is Cerisa. Same reason.”

“You and Pakt,” Nolan said, shaking his head. “You make it dl sound so
complicated. Like there’s more going on than just afew indi-viduasin a room.”

“There' s dways more going on than that,” she said wryly.

Nolan wasn't sure how to reply to that, but there was never any need to strain for
conversation with Mdina. “How’s Leesa?’ she asked a few minutes later. “Are you
going to see her anytime soon?’

He nodded. “As a matter of fact, she's coming to the city in a cou-ple of days.
Business, she says, but | think she redly wants to attend Corzehia Mdlin's big
event.”

“Oh, are you going to be there? Good! You can meet Julitta. We ve been invited, of
course. | think even Cerisawill be there.”

Nolan grimaced. “1 thought she’d been invited, but | was hoping she wouldn’t go.
The crowd will be alittle young for her, won't it?’

“Actudly, | think Corzehia's invited everyone—all the Higher Hundred in the city.
So you'll have to come in formal dress. Which | know you love.”

“Anything to impress Cerisa,” he said, and she laughed again.

They headed back to the Complex together, but Melina veered off to stop at a public
news monitor. He waited a moment while she scanned the screen, her finger on the
“hard copy” button in case she wanted a record of anything.

“What are you looking for?’ he asked when he got bored.

She shrugged. “Just looking for news of the day. Go on. I'll catch up with you
later.”

He nodded and strolled on down the sidewalk till he came to the nearest entrance of
the Complex. It was on the far side of the building in relation to the Biolab, closest
to the government offices, a region that was somewhat unfamiliar to him. He
wondered where Jex Zanlan was being hed—in this quarter of the building, he
thought, but un-doubtedly not on the ground floor—and whether Chay Zanlan was
anywhere in the vicinity. Probably not. Most likdly, dl the diplomats were out
lunching with Ariana Bayless and the gulden king. In fact, these corridors seemed
amost deserted.

Which was why the lone figure, sitting on the marble floor with her head in her hands
in a pose of absolute degjection, caught his atten-tion. She was a blueskin, though he



could tell little about her caste from her clothing or her hidden face, and she looked
as though she could weep until the world ended.

Unthinking, Nolan crossed the smooth stone in afew quick strides and put a hesitant
hand to her shoulder. “Hela?” he said in a soft voice. “Can | help you? Can | get
you anything?’

At his touch, her head had jerked up, and as he spoke, she scram-bled to her feet.
High-caste was his first thought, before he registered the wild, ailmost frightened
look on her face. “Are you dl right?’ he asked more urgently.

She backed a step away from him and tried to push her heavy har from her
forehead. Her hands were shaking and the deep color of her face seemed bleached
and insufficient. Nonetheless, there was some-thing rega about her, something that
scorned him for even presuming to aid her.

“Yes. I'm fine. Just go on.”

Histraining urged him to obey her curt words, but his compas-sion made him linger.
“l can take you to a doctor if you need help. Or | can fetch you a glass of water—"

“I'm fing,” she said even more sharply. The color had returned to her cheeks on a
wave of anger or embarrassment; she seemed to grow camer and more assured as
he stood and watched. “Thank you. You're quite kind. But please leave me.”

Wi, she seemed capable of speech and motion, and she clearly did not want him
nearby, so he nodded once and turned away. He had only gone a few yards down
the echoing hdlway when quick footsteps hurried up behind him, and Mdina fdl in
step beside him.

“What were you saying to herV she asked increduloudy. “I didn’t know you knew
her.”

“l don't,” he replied, surprised. “She was gtting dl hunched up on the floor. |
thought something was wrong and went over to offer her help. Which she didn’'t
want. Why? Who is she?’

“Anton Solvano’'s daughter,” Melina responded. “The disgrace of the Candachi
family.”

Even Nolan had heard of renegade blueskin anthropologist An-ton Solvano; in fact,
Pakt had mentioned the name just the other day. “She's a disgrace because she's
Solvano’ s daughter? That’ s not redly her fault, isit?’

“That isn't, no. But she's aso chosen to become Jex Zanlan's mis-tress.”

Nolan couldn’t help himsdf; he pivoted on one foot to look back at the girl who had
huddled so miserably on the floor. But she was nowhere in sight. “That’s
incredible,” he said.

Meina shrugged. “True, though. She never makes an attempt to deny it. They say
her family is completely mortified by the situation, but they haven't disinherited her.
Y et. Which you have to give them credit for, because surely the temptation must be
strong.”



Nolan resumed waking toward the lab, Meina beside him. “Guess she won't be at
Corzehia s bdl, though,” he said.

Méeinalaughed so hard she aimost couldn’t catch her breath. “No,” she said at last,
“1 guess she won't.”

Two days later, she told him more about Kitrini Candachi. They were drinking their
first cups of coffee in Mdina's office and celebrating the cam that had descended
upon the city with Chay Zanlan's departure. The thought of Chay Zanlan had
reminded Nolan of Jex, which had reminded him of the dark, despairing woman he
had spoken to so briefly.

“Tdl me about her,” he said to Mdina. “How did she even get to know Jex Zanlan?’
“What do you know about the Solvanos? Her father and her grandfather?’

“Not much. | think they’re mid-caste or high-caste but not Higher Hundred. They
did some famous studies in anthropology.”

“Right. Well, her grandfather, Casen Solvano, was this brilliant but sort of demented
scholar who went off to live with the gulden when he was a young man. This was
fifty or sixty years ago, you un-derstand, when the city was maybe a third of the size
it is now. There were very few gulden in the city, and most of them were the
engineer-ing specialists who had only agreed to come in because they were paid a
great deal of money. The gulden built the city, you know—the indigo didn’t have the
technology for it. The gulden were the architects and the engineers, and that’s what
redly gave them a foothold in the city.”

“Thisislike taking to Pakt,” Nolan said. “Always some kind of history lesson.”
“Well, you asked.”
“| asked about her.”

“Right. Well, so there had been almost no contact between the two races since the
indigo drove the gulden out of the valey two hun-dred years ago. So the fact that
Casen Solvano went off to study the gulden was this amazingly shocking thing. He
would resurface every few years and give anthropological papers on ‘The Lifestyle
of the Gulden Tribe' and things like that. Then he'd disappear agan. He was
considered a nutcase, but he was actualy pretty vauable because he brokered some
of the dedls between races that got more of the city built. There's a plaza named
after him somewhere on the west edge of the city. I've never been there.”

“So then, this girl,” Nolan said patiently. “Kitrini? Is that her name?’

Méelina nodded. “ Solvano had a son named Anton—who took his father’s name, by
the way, not his mother’s, though I’ ve never been too clear on what kind of strange
woman he could convince to marry him. Probably some low-caste girl willing to take
any husband. But this An-ton, he was like some wild man. He was practically
brought up among the gulden—I| heard some story that he never saw his



grandmother’s land till he was ten years old. They sent him to City College, and he
blew away dl their test scores. | mean, he was brilliant, but he was to-taly lunatic. He
started agitating for the admission of gulden to City College, and for equal rights in
the city for guldmen and guldwomen. Until Anton Solvano came around, you know,
the gulden couldn’t own property in the city. They ill can’t own it in-country, of
course, and | don’'t expect that will ever change. But he did a lot for the gulden
within the city limits.”

Meinatook a sip of her coffee while Nolan waited impatiently. “Like his father,” she
continued, “he had studied anthropology, and he produced dl these redly
inflammatory papers about the differences between the indigo and the gulden. |
mean, pretty brutal assessments of the indigo, cdling them a primitive matriarchal
feuda system and questioning dl sorts of inheritance laws that had been in existence
for centuries. Most people tried to ignore him but he did have an impact, and dl
sorts of debate groups were started to discuss some of his ob-servations.” Mdina
smiled. “Anton Solvano is probably the reason you're here in the city today. He
caled the femae-dominated blueskin society barbaric, inefficient, and repressive,
and he made alot of young men his age start questioning their roles in their mothers
houses.”

“And then he had this daughter,” Nolan prompted.

“And then he got married to Roetta Candachi,” Melina oblig-ingly went on. “Which
was something of a scanda for the Candachis, as you might guess. | mean, they
don't come any purer than the Can-dachi. Roetta, they say, was completely
headstrong—not to be held by love or honor, as my grandmother would say. They
married, and had a daughter within a year.”

“Kitrini.”

“Kitrini. So of course old Lorimela Candachi was pretty happy about that, though
she dready had another granddaughter. What's her name—Sereva, that’s it. She's a
couple years older than Kitrini. Any-way, everything seemed fine, everyone expected

Anton to settle down and become more norma—and then his wife died. And he
took his daughter and went back to Gold Mountain.”

“Why did Lorimela Candachi alow that?’

Mdina smiled. “I don't think he asked her. One day, they were just gone. | guess
Kitrini was four or five by then. And for the next twenty years, she spent most of her
lifein Geldricht, and only a few months of the year with her mother’s family. So you
would have to guess she’s not your ordinary blueskin girl.”

“Have you ever met her?’

Mélina shook her head. “The Candachis live pretty far up-country, not a al close to
my mother’s estates. They haven't come my way much, though Lorimela Candachi
would recognize me if she saw me on the street, and I've met Sereva a few times.
Lorimelais abitch, but | like Sereva.”

Now Nolan smiled at the casual epithet. “Y ou shouldn’t speak so dightingly of your
high-caste elders.”



Mdina laughed. “Wdl, you know what | mean. My grand-mother’s the same
way—s0’'S yours, probably. Lays down the law ab-solutely, expects everyone to
obey every word she says. Completely inflexible. Completely unwilling to entertain a
new thought. | know, | know, they’re the ones who have made Inrhio the prosperous
country it is today, but you can’'t have a conversation with one of them without
wanting to run screaming from the room.”

“So Kitrini grew up in Geldricht, and met the ruler’s son, and fdl in love with him.
And didn't know any better,” Nolan said thought-fully, “because she hadn’'t had a
mother to tdl her how to behave.”

“And her father was hardly a role model.”

“It ill seems incredible,” Nolan said. “I mean, except for the gilt girls, you never
see an indigo with a gulden. And I’ ve never seen an in-digo woman with a gulden
man. Not ever.”

“Well, and you wonder how long Lorimela Candachi will let this go on. Kitrini’s
living a her house right now. Surely the old lady has some influence over her.”

“So tell me” Nolan said. “How do you know so much about these Solvanos? |'ve
heard the names, of course, but | didn’t know haf that sniff.”

Médina grinned. “My dad knew Anton Solvano at City College. My dad was in the
first class of men that were dlowed in the university, and | guess they were dl farly
close. And | think they dl found Anton Solvano pretty amazing. But | don’t think
they stayed in touch much after Anton moved back to Geldricht.”

“Where is he now? Solvano?’
“Died afew years back.”
“Did your dad go to the funera?’

Melina shook her head, her eyes wide with more revelations. “He was buried on
Gold Mountain. Wdll, of course, none of the indigo would attend such an event. |
don’t even think the Solvanos went.”

“And Kitrini? What happened to her then?’

“l think she stayed in Geldricht until just a few months ago. | know Lorimela
Candachi put alot of effort into trying to make her come home. | don’'t know why
she decided to return when she did.”

“To see Jex injall,” Nolan suggested.

“He’'s only been here a month. She came back a while before that. Who knows? As
| said, I've never met her, so | wouldn't know why she would do anything. But she
sure is interesting.”

“1 would think,” Nolan said cautioudly, “that she'd be ostracized. I'm amazed that
her grandmother hasn’t cut her off. But with an up-bringing like that—even if she
wasn't involved with Jex Zanlan, | would think the rest of the Higher Hundred would
pretend she doesn’t even exist.”



Méelina nodded serioudly. “I think some of them do.”

“I mean,” he sad awkwardly, “Leesa. | can’'t imagine that she’'d ever dlow
somebody like Kitrini Candachi to walk through her mother’s door. She's very
traditiona.”

“I"'m not sure my mother would welcome Kitrini Candachi, so you don't need to
gpologize for Leesa,” Mdina said gently.

“But—you seem pretty forgiving,” he went on, still feding clumsy and confused, but
wanting to know. “Why is that?’

“I'm acity girl,” Mdina said softly. She glanced briefly out a the crowded skyline
visble from her window. “Don’t get me wrong, I'm as blue as the)’ come. I'm
going to marry a man of my mother’s choosing and run the land the way my
ancestors have run it for thousands of years, and I’'m going to give my daughters
every advantage my heritage alows. But. .. Living in the city changes you. It shows
you that life can be different from the way you were always taught. It makes you a
little less quick to judge.”

“My mother would never understand how | could fed so much respect for Pakt,”
Nolan said.

Mdina nodded. “And my mother would never believe that | could be friends with
Colt. Actudly like him, want to hear what he has to say, and trust his opinion. On
some matters, anyway. So thisis what the city has done for us.”

Nolan attempted a smile. “Ruined us for the lives we were born for.”
“No, no, no,” Mdina said swiftly. “Made us part of the vanguard of change.”

“Our society will not change,” Nolan scoffed. “The blueskin world? It will go on for
centuries as it has aways gone on.”

“You're wrong about that,” Mdinasaid serioudly. “Change may come dowly, but it
will come. And it’s people like us who will dlow it to happen.”

But Mdlina's words rang hollow not three days later, when there was an incident
over a the Carbonnier Extension. This was a strip of semi-mountainous land that
had aways belonged to the gulden. But then, the valey that contained the city had, a
hundred years ago, belonged to the gulden, and so had the rocky but arable miles of
farmland that ex-tended for a hundred miles to the east of the city.

The indigo had gradually but implacably taken over that land, decade by decade,
crowding the gulden back farther and farther toward the Katlin Divide and up to the
edge of the Varho Sea. The hattle for the valey had been protracted and bloody, and
the gulden ruler of that time had vowed that the indigo would never advance an-other
acre into gulden territory. In fact, treaties signed twenty years ago Inul spelled out
that very provision: Here the indigo property ends, here the gulden land begins.

That was before the city had grown so crowded; that was before agreements with



two continents four thousand miles away had turned the city into a trade center with
an urgent need for growth. Hence, Ariana Bayless and her colleagues had
commandeered a tract of land “for development” about fifteen miles west of the city.
It was smdl by standards of indigo imperidism in the past, but it was Hill an
unautho-rized annexation; and Chay Zanlan had made it clear that he was not about
to dlow it tamely.

Negotiations between indigo and gulden had been heated, but cooled somewhat
when Ariana Bayless began offering money for the land she had at first just blithely
overtaken. Chay had seemed willing to entertain proposals, but many of the other
gulden clan chiefs had expressed outrage and hostility a the idea of giving up
another square foot of land to the indigo raiders, even for a hefty price. No one had
protested more vehemently than Jex Zanlan, whose bombing of the medical center
had been in protest of the plans for the Carbonnier Ex-tension.

Even after Jex was imprisoned, there had been disturbances over the land marked for
expansion—two minor explosions and one farly spectacular brawl between indigo
laborers and gulden protestors. No one had been serioudy hurt in any of these
instances. The rebels seemed more interested in drawing attention than inciting
widespread violence. Though that didn’t make them any more popular.

This time, the incident was a little more serious. It occurred on a day when severd
high-levd city officials went to tour the construction site, bringing maps and
timetables of their own to compare against the progress made so far. Two members
of the delegation were from Ari-ana Bayless's office. They were joined by bankers,
city planners, and news reporters.

And while they were touring the only completed building at the construction Site,
they were firebombed.

As the wood and stone of the building melted into ecstatic flame, indigo workers
dashed for the conflagration and sent out calls to the city for emergency help. But
the guldmen who had thrown the bomb raced out past the blazing structure to
prevent rescuers from reaching the scene. There was a sudden and bloody struggle
in the muddy ground under construction. Cinders and burning splinters drifted over
the heads of the shouting combatants while the fire legpt and writhed nearby. The
gulden had strength and skill on their side, but the indigo had numbers, which were
shortly reinforced. Screaming sirens her-alded the approach of city security, and
most of the gulden scattered at the sound. The one who remained was facedown in a
shdlow ditch, and upon examination, he proved to be dead.

The construction office itself had been engulfed in flames so hun-gry that the
building had been totally consumed. Most of the mayor’s delegation had managed to
scramble to safety when the first explosions bloomed into fire. When the security
forces arrived and accounts were being taken, it was learned that one of the bankers
and one of Ariana Bayless's assistants were missing. Volunteers cautiously entered
the smoking shell of the building and began searching through the wreck-age. The
banker was found, unconscious, pinned under a fdlen beam and amost
unrecognizable with soot. She was freed and carried to safety.



Ariana Bayless's aide was not so lucky. She appeared to have died of smoke
inhalation, for there were only minor burns on her chest and none of her clothes had
been charred away. When her body was dis-covered, the other delegate from the
mayor’s office, ayoung man fresh up from the country, grew so upset he had to be
sedated. The other representatives appeared to be incapacitated by shock.

News of the tragedy seemed to sweep through the city like a treacherous storm. It
had occurred alittle after noon; by two P.M., there was no one in the whole city who
had not heard the details. Work at the Biolab halted completely, as dl the blueskins
huddled together in Médina's office and the guldmen found themselves standing
dlently in Pakt’s. Violence between races had been a common thing genera-tions
ago, but Ariana Bayless and the mayor before her had enacted and maintained strict
laws of nonaggression. There were bitter words, sometimes, and quick, hot
arguments in the streets; but no guldman had died at the hands of an indigo vigilante
in ten years, and certainly no blueskin had been killed by a gulden man in that same
length of lime.

Response from Ariana Bayless's office came down within a few hours. Curfew for
dl gulden males lasting from sunset to dawn every day until further notice. Any
gulden mae in company with more than one other gulden male would be subject to
arrest or interrogation. Any gulden mde within two miles of the Carbonnier
Extension subject to arrest or interrogation. Conditions to be in force until further
notice.

“This is bad,” Mdina whispered as, with the other technicians, she watched Ariana
make her announcement over atiny news screen Pakt kept in his office. The albinos
and the guldmen had joined them, though they had dl unconsciously gathered into
groups divided by race. “Thisis only going to make things worse.”

“Thisiswhat you'd expect from lying blueshi women who don'’t respect tregties and
then blame others for breaking the peace,” Colt said in a hard voice. Vardla turned
toward him angrily, but Pakt stepped forward, practically shoving Colt aside.

“Don’'t,” Pakt said sharply. “If it means we have no conversation between races at
dl, I don't want to hear a dngle insult, not even the smalest joke. Do you dl
understand me? Colt? Do you understand me?’

Colt stared back at him, defiant and angry, but nodded dowly. Pakt looked over at
the indigo women. “Vardla? Mdina? | want civil-ity in this office, do you hear me?’

“If he doesn’t keegp needling everybody,” Vardla burst out.

Méeina elbowed her in the ribs. “Be quiet,” she said to Varella, and then to Pakt,
“We hear you. What do we do if somebody tries to start an argument?’

“Bring it to me. At the first word, bring it to me. All of you. You don’'t want trouble
to come to Cerisa' s ears no matter who you are.”

“All right,” Melina said.

“All right,” Pakt echoed her. “Now. Everybody back to ther of-fices. No gathering
around gossiping. It'll just make things worse. If | see any two of you taking



together for more than a few minutes, I'm going to break it up. For as long as the
curfew lasts. We dl just need to do our jobs, and try to get through this.”

Silence followed his words. No one knew what to say or who to look at. Then
Méelina shrugged, nodded, and walked out the door. The blueskins followed her, the
albinos behind them, and the guldmen in the rear. Nolan hurried to his office, head
down, thoughts spinning through his brain in a rushed, unsettled whirl. This was bad,
as Médina had said. But it seemed a sloppy misstep on a ladder suspended over
terrors. All his instincts screamed that somehow it could dl get worse.



CHAPTER 5

When Kit got the message from Jex, she fdt her heart start its stupid, painful
pounding; her breath in-gtantly felt sharp and spiny in her lungs. She had not
ex-pected to be allowed to see him while Chay was in town. What few hours he
would be dlotted for visitors must surely go to his father—that only made
sense—and so she had steeled hersdlf to the knowledge that she would not see him
agan for a week a least, maybe two. His captors were capricious. They had no
discernible sched-ule of visitation.

But here was the note in his usua peremptory hand, teling her to come to his prison
that afternoon, for he had been granted an hour. She could hardly think. An hour.
What should she wear, what picture could she make to sustain him through the
bitter, colorless days of his confine-ment? She must return to her grandmother’s,
where her few fancy clothes were stored. Sereva's, where she had stayed the past
few nights, held only her drab workaday outfits, and those clearly would not do.

“I must leave for a few hours,” she told Dd, for the note had come to her at the
charity bank. “I'll be back this afternoon.”

The guldwoman nodded indifferently and went back to her fi-nancid accounts. Kit
could not shake off the feding that Dd did not care one way or ancther if this
high-caste blueskin ever again stepped across the threshold into her line of vision. It
was discouraging. Kit wanted so much to make a difference, enact dramatic changes
in the lives of the suffering city gulden, and as far as she could tell, none of them
even noticed her presence—or if they did, viewed her with an ex-hausted suspicion.

But she would change dl that. Surely with time, persistence, and victories, she would
be able to make some smdl difference in their lives.

Her thoughts did most traitorously from her virtuous work among the women to a
frank desire merely to see Jex’s face again. Her anticipation was so intense that it
hurt; she felt her cheeks go taut with want. And even seeing him, even being alowed
to touch his hand, would not be enough for her, though it was dl she could have of
him today. It had been six months since she had made love to Jex Zanlan, and every
sgngle day she had missed that great, smple pleasure.

Patrin greeted her a her grandmother’s door, and she made rare use of one of her
aristocratic privileges. “Could you have my grand-mother’s limousine ready to take
me to the city in fifteen minutes?’ she asked him.

He nodded. “Certainly, hela.”
“Thank you,” she answered, aready bounding up the stairs.

Jex’s favorite color was red, but it made Kit's cobalt skin look gar-ish and
overbright. Instead she dressed in a sunny yedlow pantsuit, with a high collar that
unfolded around her face like the petals of a proud flower, and a multicolored belt
that accented her dim waist. She dlipped on a dozen gold bracelets, dl of them gifts
from Jex or his fa-ther, and twisted her hands to make them chime together. She



bothered, just this once, just for Jex, to make up her face with rouge and eye color,
darkening her lashes, arching her brows, hollowing out the curve of her cheeks. She
scorned the practice, she despised the women who felt they had to adorn themselves
to attract a man, but Jex would appreciate the effort, she knew. She wanted to be
beautiful for Jex.

The car was waiting for her when she ran back downstairs. Dur-ing the whole drive
to the city, dl she could do was think of Jex. She had loved him for amost as long
as she could remember. He was the embodiment of the gulden ided: the lordly
young prince, handsome, charming, self-assured, dangerous. He had been a man
groomed for power, and it made him lethd and irresistible; just the turn of his head
betrayed his utter self-confidence, his cool knowledge of his worth. All the gulden
girls were mad for him, and Kit was as besotted as the rest.

But she had not showed it at first. When he came to vigt his mothers and sisters in
the women’s quarters of the Zanlan palace, when Kit happened to be there, she
would ignore him. She would read mag-azines until he was done teasing his sisters.
She would watch the news monitors while he debated family matters with his mother.
On the state occasions when Chay invited Kit and her father to banquets and
festivals, she would give Jex the required forma greeting and then go stand in the
back of the crowd. She would not gaze at him doe-eyed like dl those other girls. She
was too proud for that.

But Jex Zanlan was a man drawn to the unattainable and piqued by the extraordinary.
He began to include her in conversations when he visited the women of his family; he
asked her questions until she re-sponded. And then his face went blank in
astonishment when she fired off one of her father's radical theories or offered him
her own analysis of some political event that had transpired on Gold Mountain. She
caught his attention. And when Jex Zanlan focused his attention on a person or an
idea, everything else faded away.

They became lovers the summer she was twenty-one. She had re-sisted that long
because she knew, it was so obvious, that once she sur-rendered to the inferno of
her infatuation for Jex Zanlan, she would be consumed. She would melt into a blue
puddle of ecstasy and desire. And it was also obvious—impossible to avoid
knowing—that they were meant for lives with anyone but each other. He was the
gulden heir and fated to take some carefully chosen pureblood as his wife. She was a
strange, displaced foreign woman, born to a hostile race, with no rea position in his
society and only a tenuous one in her own. They could be lovers, but not for long.
Whatever they meant to each other now would one day be erased by the inexorable
demands of their conflict-ing worlds.

Perhaps it was that which made Kit cling to Jex dl the more tightly as the years
progressed and their ideologies began to force them apart as surely as their heritage
did. She had strongly disap-proved of his trips to the city and his bitter protests
staged in the crowded streets. She had been profoundly shocked when she learned
of the bomb set at the medica building, an exploit he passionately de-fended. She
deplored his action—but she understood his motive—and whatever he did, she



could not unlove him. He was Jex. Half the cells in her body seemed inscribed with
his name. The gravitationa pull that drew her to his side seemed stronger than the
one that anchored her to the world.

And she had not seen him in weeks and weeks. And she was on her way to see him
NOW.

She was nervous and unsteady as she stepped from the car and hurried up the stone
steps to the Complex. She went through the high-ceilinged corridors, up the creaking
elevator to the fifth floor, and showed her identification card to the guard outside the
door. She was a Candachi, her grandmother would say; every man, woman, and
child in the city should recognize her face, there should be no need for pic-ture
I.D.s. But Ariana Bayless had done away with that specia privilege for the Higher
Hundred ten years ago, and it was one of the few things the mayor had done that Kit
actualy approved of. Make them dl equd in the eyes of the law, blueskin, guldman,
and abino. The first step to true parity.

“Kitrini Candachi,” she said to the guard, reinforcing her name, trying not to sound
breathless. He was a blueskin, as dl the Complex security forces were, and he
looked disgusted at her request for admit-tance to Jex Zanlan's cell. But she was
authorized, and he let her in.

“Cdl” was the wrong word, of course; it was a plush apartment, two rooms as well
as a bathing chamber, and it offered a wide variety of comforts. There were chairs,
sofas, mirrors, books, and news screens, as wel as a smal kitchen area holding a
selection of food. Kit had even been here when Jex served her liquor left over from a
dinner meeting he’d had the day before with some of the city officials. There were
no windows, of course, and a guard outside, and to someone with Jex’s expansive,
impatient temperament, lack of freedom was almost equivalent to death; but Kit had
been to red prisons, and she could not help thinking he was being very well-treated.

He had been reading when she stepped through the door, but he flung himsdlf to his
feet at her entrance. “Kit,” he said and crossed the room in a few strides. The kiss
was comprehensive and bruising. She felt her body break againgt his, her flesh tear
across his, and yet it was not enough. She wanted to be closer, inside him, curled
around his beating heart, protected by the canopy of hisribs.

When he broke gpart from her as violently as he had embraced her, she felt a deep
and wrenching sense of loss. It was aways this way on their short visits. She would
have been happy merely to sit beside him, pressed against his body while his arm
crushed her againgt him, saying nothing for the full duration of her stay. But Jex was
too restless. He was not a man to snuggle and coo for love.

“Have you seen my father?’ he demanded, pacing the room. She took a few steps
forward, for she had only advanced a couple of feet into the room. “He was here
yesterday, lecturing me.”

“No—wsll, on the street for five minutes, if that counts,” she said, trying to sill her
protesting heart. She needed him to love her, but he needed her for a sounding
board, a sSieve that would sift apart his anger; that had often been true. “What did he



say to you?’

He laughed shortly and tossed up his hands. He moved through the apartment like a
fdlen angd across unsanctified ground—graceful, lerd, and lawless. His skin was
the color of apricot, and his hair raged with the hues of flame, and he did not belong
in this place, and it could not hold him. Kit watched him and fet again that rogue
desire.

“He was furious about the medical building, for one thing. As of course | knew he
would be! It was nothing but the same argument between us. | say he does not do
enough to force back the blueshi bas-tards. He says | endanger everything with my
wild tactics. If that was dl he had to say, | wish he would have stayed home.”

“1 think he came to discuss you with Ariana Bayless and see how he could get you
freed from here”

He had thrown himself againgt the wal and now stared a her moodily. Even from
across the room, his eyes were an eectric green, snapping with lights from those
interior fuses. “He did not seem to think Ariana Bayless was in any hurry to let me

go.”

And did you think she would be? Kit wanted to cry. Did you think you could attack
her city, endanger her people, dare her to punish you, and then find her eager to
st you back on her streets again? She understood Jex Zanlan right down to his
toes, oh yes, and she knew what fevers drove him to shake his fist in the collective
indigo face and scream out against in-justice. But she could not agree with his
methods and had said so. And received the full force of his fury in her turn. So she
had learned to be careful about when she challenged him, though it cost her
something to hold her tongue.

“Did he think he would be able to make a deal with her at al?’ she asked neutraly
instead.

“A ded,” he said scornfully. “The deal he should be making is telling her there will
never be peace in this city until the indigo aban-don dl plans for this so-called
Carbonnier Extension. What he should be tdling her is, no matter what dire
punishment she flings down on my head, the gulden will not yield another scrap of
land to blueskin imperidism. He shouldn’t be making a deal for my freedom. He
should be forcing her to withdraw her armies from gulden land.”

“1 don’t think they’re armies,” Kit said. “| think they’ re construc-tion workers.”

“An advancing army dl the same,” he said, and pushed himsdf restlessly away from
the wall. Kit dropped to a seat on one of the chairs and watched him stalk through
the room.

“So what else did your father say?’ she asked, when it appeared he had no other
conversation to offer.

“We didn’t tak long. | told him that Hecht and Shate had been to see me—"
“Hecht and Shate!” she exclamed. “When did you see them?’



He shrugged irritably. “Last week, when | had avisitor’'s pass. What | didn’t tell him
was—"

“You had avisitor’'s pass last week?’ she interrupted. “But | thought—I hadn’'t seen
you for so long, | thought you hadn’t been given any passes at dl!”

“No, not until last week,” he agreed.

“But—Hecht and Shate!l” she repeated. She ill could not believe it. “I thought if
you only had one pass a week, you would send for me. | thought—Jex, | worry
about you so much, | think about you dl the time, | think, ‘Oh, if | can only see him
an hour a week, then | can live on that.” But you had the hour and you spent it
with—with Hecht and—"

“Oh, spare me the tantrum!” he exploded, ramming away from one wal to
practically plow into another. “Hecht and Shate can carry on my business for me
while I'm stuck in here, which is something you can’'t do, and wouldn’t if you
could! Of course | had to see them! What can you do for me? You can’'t get me out
of here, and you won't tak strategies with me, and you won’'t even fuck me while
there’'s a camera in the wall, which—" He turned to shout at the discreet round eye
gt-ting a the highest edge of the celling moulding in the corner facing the door.
“Which there dill is, isn't there, Ariana Bayless? Y ou watch-ing the films every night,
you stupid blueshi bitch? Would you like to see me fucking my girlfriend?’

He was laughing as he turned back to Kit, and he bounded to her side to pull her to
her feet. “Now, that might just be worth it, a chance to turn the mayor’s face bright
red instead of blue. Are you game, Kitrini? Want to help me give old Ariana Bayless
ashow?’

She was so shocked that for a minute she stood rigid in his arms, and then she
shoved him away furiously when he tried to kiss her. He was 4till laughing, though he
stumbled alittle as she sent him back-ward. “Oh, come on,” he said. “It’Il be fun.”

She was so upset, so angry, so hurt that she was actudly in tears. “Flow could
you?’ she choked out. “Tak about such a thing—joke about such a thing—even
think about making love to me as away to revolt Ariana Bayless—"

“Well, | admit that would be my primary motive, but | think | could enjoy some
secondary benefits as well,” he said, coming closer again, dropping his voice into
amorous accents. “It’s been along time, and | surely do miss holding on to you.”

His arms were around her again, once more he bent to kiss her. This time she hit him
in the chest as hard as she could and scrambled away before he could react. His
smile changed in an instant to a snarl. “Y ou might not want to play, but you better be
careful how you say no,” he said in alow voice.

She was trembling now; she fdt the loose wobble in her knees and arms and
shoulders. “I thought you wanted to be with me” she said, and even the words
sounded pitiful and shaky. “I thought you loved me.”

Again, he threw his hands in the air; it was his frequent expression of exasperation at
the ridiculous, incomprehensible world around him. “What does that have to do with



anything? Why are you fighting with me? All | did—"

“All you did!” she exclaimed. She heard the shrill note in her voice, but she couldn’t
erase it. Her words tumbled out disordered and incoherent. “All you did was want to
see anybody except me—and tell me | don’t have anything to offer you—and then
insult me by—by— How can you treat somebody you love that way? How can you
treat anybody that way?’

He raised his hands again and turned his back. “Fine. If that’s how you fed, don’t
come back and see me again.”

She ran for the door before he could redize she was headed out. Her tears nearly
blinded her. She tripped once and heard him turn to watch her. “Kit—" he said, but
she had reached the door and flung it open.

“It's how | fed, so don't ask me back,” she said over her shoulder and stumbled
across the threshold practically into the arms of the as-tonished guard.

Jex called her name again, but if he had any other words to offer, they were cut off
by the door closing. Kit was running out of the room, running down the halway,
running down the deserted marble stairs because she could not bear the wait a the
elevator door. She was sobbing so hard she could not draw breath. At one point,
she had to come to a dead hdt on the stairwell—bent haf double like a woman
pum-meled in the stomach—and try to force the ar in her lungs. She could not take
adeep breath, and the short shallow sips of air would not give her enough to live on.
She didn’t want to live. She wanted to curl up right here and die.

More dowly, she continued her descent, clinging to the bannister for both support
and guidance, since her eyes were blinded by tears. What would she do, where
could she go, what possible smal fragment of her life had any meaning if she could
not love Jex and be loved by him in turn? She had not fet so abandoned or adrift
since the day her father died. That was the day she had known, in her blood cdlls
and her bones, that the world was an empty place echoing with ghostly winds. But
nothing could have prepared her for the shock and devastation she felt now.

She stumbled down the stairwell and stood for a moment in the great, empty
halway, unable to think or move. She had told Patrin to come back for her in an
hour, and of course she had been with Jex only ten or fifteen minutes. She must be
here when he returned—and any-way, she did not think she could, in her present
state, negotiate the streets or the trolleys or the Centrifuge. She must find someplace
to git, to collect her thoughts, to regain her strength.

There was nowhere. She didn’t care. She staggered toward the nearest wall, laid her
back against it, and dowly sank to the floor. Drawing her knees toward her chin, she
put her face down and let her-self sob.

How could he have done such things, how could he have said them? She had been
shocked first at his cavalier announcement that he had chosen to visit with his friends
instead of her—something incom-prehensible to her. Had she been the one in prison,
she would have schemed and lived for another minute with Jex, to the exclusion of
any other human being; she would have counted the minutes, crammed the hours



with activity just to make them fly past. How could he wish to see anyone else?
Where did she fdl on hisligt of imperatives and desires?

And then—and then— The unpardonable joke, the parody of love ... That he could
think it, say it, seem to mean it... She could not get her mind around it. She could not
believe it had happened. She could not imagine forgiving someone who had made
such an offer.

She could not imagine her life without the great luminous excite-ment that was her
heart whenever she thought of Jex.

She did not know how to wak back from this point. She did not know how to move
forward. Her blood screamed in her veins, dragged its nails across the interior walls
of her arteries. She ground her cheeks against her knees and wept, and knew there
was no hope or comfort in this world.

The voice startled her as much as the touch on her shoulder. A man had come up to
her so quietly she had not heard his approach. “ Hela? Can | help you? Can | get
you anything?’

Surprise for the moment dried her tears, gave her enough strength to jump
gracelesdy to her feet. She stared a him, noting nothing but the blue skin and the
sweetness of the nondescript face. His voice became more insstent. “Are you dl
right?’

No, I’'m dying, I’m betrayed, there is no love in the world at all, she found hersalf
thinking, but she could not say such lunatic things. She had to pull hersaf together,
show that iron will that she had inherited, surely, from her grandmother, though her
grandmother would not have been in just this stuation no matter how oddly the
world turned. As coldly as she could, she said, “Yes. I'm fine. Just go on.”

He was high-caste; no doubt about it. She recognized the meda-lion against his shirt
and the formdity of his clothes, but even had he been dressed in gulden rags, there
would have been no mistaking the breeding in his face, his voice, and his expression.
She had always had a quick contempt for most of the indigo men she had met; they
had dl seemed—compared to the virile, volatile gulden—ineffectual and tame. But
there was a gentleness to them, or at least to this one, that w'as in stark contrast to
the violence of mood she had just left behind. And a certain kindness that appeared
amost stubborn, for he gill would not leave.

“1 can take you to a doctor if you need help. Or | can fetch you a glass of water—"

“I"'m fine” she said, interrupting. She could not alow him to suc-cor her. What kind
of end would that be to this horrific day? She had no need of help from chance-met
indigo men. She did not even like them. “Thank you,” she said austerely. “You're
quite kind. But please leave me.”

He seemed reluctant, but he responded to the note of command in her voice and
turned away. She remained upright, propped against the wall, learning that she had
remembered, during this exchange, the proper way to breathe. She watched him walk
away, saw him joined in a few moments by a blueskin woman who glanced back at
Kit with knowing, scandalized eyes. Fine; let them gossip about her. She cared little



about what the Higher Hundred thought of her antics. She did not belong to
them—would not go to them even if they invited her.

But she did not belong with the gulden either—or not with the gulden she had loved
her whole life. That much seemed plain. Slowly, because her legs would no longer
hold her, she collapsed to the floor again and laid her cheek across her updrawn
knees. But this time she did not cry. She would wait here till Patrin returned, but she
would not cry.

Sereva commented that night on her unusua quietness, but Kit had re-gained enough
poise to merely shrug. This was not something she could discuss with Sereva, with
anyone. She had inherited self-control from her Candachi forebears and learned
slence from the gulden ma-trons. She knew how to keep her own counsel and guard
her sorrows.

Two days later, she returned to her grandmother’ s house, where it was even easier to
brood in secret. She gill had not decided what to do, what to say to Jex if she ever
saw him again (though surely she would; surely this cold stone that had become her
heart would thaw and flut-ter again). She moved through the days automaticaly,
thoughtlesdly, and shut down her interior vision because she could not bear the view.

Two days after the debacle at the Complex, a note came for her at the charity bank.
She knew before she opened it that it was from Jex, and her heart began that painful,
noisy pounding that made it hard for her to hear. “Thank you,” she said to the
courier who had brought it, and took it to a corner of the room where she could face
thewdl in case she could not school her expression.

The note was brief. “1 have an hour visitor’'s pass for tomorrow a noon,” Jex had
written in bluetongue. “Come see me.” There was no apology. There was no word
of affection. No indication that they had quarreled and needed repair.

She found a pen on Del’s desk. “I can’'t,” she wrote on the outside of the note, and
signed it. “Could you take this back to Jex?’ she said to the courier in a colorless
voice. “Thank you.”

And she worked the rest of the day blindly, bloodlessly, feding the heavens rage
soundlessly about her head. Del asked her once if she was feding dl right (*Many
women, some times of the month, they grow dizzy and strange” was in fact the
guldwomen’s comment), but she replied that she was fine.

When she returned to her grandmother’s that night, she went straight to the
bathroom and began to vomit. She was sick for the next two hours, until one of the
servants found her and discovered she had a fever. Her grandmother, the last person
Kit would have chosen to see right then, was interrupted at her dinner and brought
into Kit's room.

“Let me see, let me see,” the old woman murmured, laying cool hands on her
granddaughter’ s forehead and patting the hot flesh dong her throat and collarbone.



The fierce blue eyes stared down at Kit, boring through the forehead to investigate
the brain. No one would be able to guess what the sickness actudly was, Kit
thought, least of dl her grandmother, but the old woman’'s eyes narrowed and her
head snapped up.

“Bring me some of that mirdeaf potion. In the blue bottle in my room,” Granmama
said to one of the hovering servants. In minutes, Kit was being urged to drink a
mixture of mirdeaf and hot tea, and for a moment she thought she would start
throwing up again. But soon enough, she felt her whole body relax. She had not even
redlized how tense she was until she felt the knotted muscles grow lax and
compli-ant. Her eyes closed against the ondaught of her grandmother’'s gaze, and
she could not open them again. She could not think or grieve. She dept.

She dept nearly two days straight, waking only at intervals when someone brought
her food, water, or more of the miradeaf potion. This is pointless. Nothing will heal
me, she thought once as she obediently sipped another glass of the mixture, and yet
each time she woke she fdlt alittle less despairing. It occurred to her to wonder how
her grand-mother knew how to diagnose and cure the most severe forms of
heartache. It would not have been a skill she would have attributed to Lorimea
Candachi.

The third day when she woke, she fdt light-headed but func-tiona. Her body was
stiff from too much deep, and her eyes fdt unac-customed to vision, taking in
everything as if it were new, but she fet somehow refresned and made over. Her
heart il hurt with an actua pain and her thoughts skittered away from examining,
again, her last scene with Jex and the note of refusal she had sent him a few days
ago. She 4ill could not imagine either how to repair the breach or how to exist
without him. But at least now she fdt that she had the strength to consider her
options.

Her grandmother bustled in, attired in full forma dress and ob-viously on her way to
some event. “Well, you look hafway human again,” was the acerbic greeting. “Do
you think you might be getting up someday? The servants would like to clean your
room.”

Kit sat up in bed and noticed that she did not fed dizzy. “Yes, | was just thinking
that 1’d like a change of scenery,” she said, her own voice cool and light. “What in
the world have you been dosing me with? It's some kind of miracle drug, | think.”

Her grandmother laughed shortly. “Mirdeaf. Grows wild in In-rhio. It's a cure for
exhaustion and dl sorts of ills When | was a young girl, my mother and
grandmother spent one month every summer har-vesting it and boiling it down for
medicine. None of those fancy drugs they’ve come up with a Cerisa Daylen’'s
Biolab have ever worked half so well.”

“Well, it certainly worked for me. I'm glad you thought of it.”

“I"'m glad you' re better.”

“You look nice,” Kit said. “Are you going off to a party or some-thing?’
Her grandmother snorted. “Hardly. A funeral.”



Kit's eyebrows rose. “Who died?’

“A woman in Ariana Bayless's office.” Her grandmother was watching her with
those clear eyes, gauging her reactions, what she knew, what she felt. Automaticaly,
Kit felt her face grow impassive. “She was with a delegation down at the Carbonnier
Extension yester-day when a bomb went off.”

But this was too terrible to withstand the neutra expression. “A bomb—a gulden
bomb?’ Kit stammered.

“So it would appear,” her grandmother said dryly. “Since a guld-man was killed in
the fracas that followed.”

“Oh, how dreadful,” Kit murmured, feding al of a sudden as nauseated as she had
two days ago. “Thisisterrible.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” her grandmother said briskly. “I’ll tdl you dl about it when |
get back. Now get up and have some breakfast, and I'll see you in alittle while.”

But as soon as the door closed behind her grandmother, Kit lay back down again,
sick and shaking. She knew now why Jex had wanted to see Hecht and Shate, and
everything was even worse than she had realized.



CHAPTER 6

When Leesa arrived, dl of Nolan's senses seemed to change. He noticed things he
had overlooked before, forgot about things that, while she was in-country, seemed a
part of his unchanging daily routine. Cleanliness, that was one variable. He was
ordinarily a neat man, but Leesa was fastidious, and so the first instant she walked
through his door, he spotted the dust castles in the cor-ner and the stains on the
carpet. Scent, that was another. The air insde the apartment seemed stale and flat,
but Leesa' s hair smelled like lavender and camomile, per-fumes he would not even
have been able to name a day ago but which now reminded him of the ingredients in
his sister’ s soaps and shampoos.

“Sorry,” was the first word out of his mouth as he ushered her in. “It's a little
messier than | remembered.”

Leesa strolled in with her usua unconscious grace, like a statue that had deigned to
step down from its marble base, and trailed abso-lution behind her. “Oh, it's just
fine” she said. “That’'s new, isn't it? That chair? What else have you gotten since |
was here lagt”?’

“When were you here last?’ he said, because he couldn’t remem-ber. She gave him
abrief minatory look which told him he should not have forgotten. “Oh, right, three
months ago,” he said hagtily. “Well, the chair. That painting by the kitchen door.
Some pillows in the bed-room.”

She wandered over to inspect the painting, a smdl oil showing the city skyline by a
subtle sunset. He had bought it one afternoon a an art festivd held outside the
Complex, and Mdina had admired it. Leesa did not. “I don’t think it's very good,”
she pronounced. “Was this a student artist?’

“Probably. | didn't ask,” Nolan said. “l got it a a street fair. | liked the colors.”

She turned and smiled a him. “Naturaly you should buy any-thing you like” she
said. “There will always be rooms in our house that are just yours, and you can fill
every wal with pictures and colors that | can’t stand.”

He smiled. “ That’ s very generous of you.”

She was laughing. “The public rooms, however, the rooms that people will actualy
see, those | ingst on decorating exactly how | choose.”

“Well, of course,” he said with heavy gdlantry. “You're the one with the exquisite
taste.”

She pirouetted again, giving the whole room one comprehensive glance, then
crossed to the sofa. Sitting down, she patted the cushion beside her. “Come tak to
me,” she said in a voice that was hdf plain-tive, haf commanding. “Y ou write such
short letters, | never fed asif | know what’s going on in your life”

Obediently, he sat beside her, taking her hand because he knew she liked these
casual gestures of affection. “Sometimes | think my life would sound strange but



uninteresting to you,” he said.

“Strange, maybe, but how could it be uninteresting?’ she protested. “I want to know
everything that happens to you. | hate it that you're so far away. So tdl me. All of
it.”

“Well, let’s see. The big excitement last week, of course, was Chay Zanlan's vidt to
the city. That had everybody worked up.”

“Yes? And did you see him?’

“Only from the window. We couldn’t tel much, except that he looks redly tal.
Cerisa actudly got to meet him, but of course the rest of us didn’t, and since Cerisa
never talks to any of us, | don’t know what she thought of him.”

“And then there was a bombing, | heard,” she said. “That must have been exciting,
too.”

“Well, exciting in a sort of terrible way,” Nolan replied. “And it's created a lot of
tension in the city. There' s ill an after-dark curfew for gulden men, and they resent
it, of course, and don't think they should be punished for the behavior of a few
terrorists. I1t's made working con-ditions at the office alittle tense.”

“You work with gulden men?’ she said, her eyes wide.
“Sure. | thought you knew that.”

“Well, | knew you said they were there at the lab ... | mean, | thought they were
janitors or something.”

He was pretty sure he had mentioned Pakt before, maybe even Colt; was it possible
he had neglected to specify race and rank? “No, they're scientists, just like me.
Pretty good ones, t00.”

“But you're better,” she said.

He laughed. “I’m not better than Pakt. He's pretty amazing. He can look over any
compilation of data—just the data, not even the ex-periments set up under the
microscope—and show you where you've gone wrong. Everybody in the lab
respects Pakt.”

“But he's a guldman?’
“Wdl, yeS.”

She arched her eyebrows but forbore to make any of the com-ments obviousy
circling in her brain. This was her idea of broad-mindedness. “So what are you
working on right now?’ she asked. “What project?’

“A sort of generic antibiotic that will destroy any number of bacteria that attack the
gulden,” he said camly, anticipating her reaction. “I haven't actualy tested it in the
fied, but inthe lab it's one hundred percent effective.”

She was trying hard to keep an encouraging, pleasant expression on her face, but
bewilderment and a certain repulsion were trying to work their way through. “An
antibiotic that only helps the gulden?’ she repeated. “That’s what you're working



on?’

He nodded. “It could have incredible consequences if it really works. There's a lot
of disease, especidly inthe Lost City—"

“The what?’

“The part of tow'n where the impoverished guldwomen live with their children. Bad
hedth and living conditions there, so there's alot of illness.”

She looked more puzzled and incredulous with every word. “But—Nolan—why do
you care if these guldwomen are sick? | meanr— of course we should help
everybody if we can, but shouldn't you be working on some other kind of
medication? You know, something to help the indigo when they're sick? Wouldn't
that be more vauable?’

He shouldn’t even fed this great swoop of anger. This was Leesa, he had known
what her reaction would be. He shouldn’t even have told her what project he had
under way; he had known she would be baffled and dismayed. “Maybe, but there
are other people working on indigo cures,” he said as gently as he could. “I seem to
have a particular talent for understanding the gulden cells. And it gives me a great
ded of—" He hesitated and discarded the word pleasure. “Of pride to be able to
produce something that will dleviate suffering in another human be-ing. No matter
who that human being is.”

“Well, of course, | didn't mean to belittle your work,” she said, though the words
rang somewhat false. “I’'m very impressed with your abilities, you know that. It’'s
just that—I would think, with dl your skills and your intelligence, you would be
working on something just a little more—important, | guess.” She gave him a smile
that was in-tended to be soothing, for she must redlize her words had ruffled him a
little, and then she laughed self-conscioudly. “And now' I'm not sure exactly what
I’m going to tell my mother! She keeps asking me what it is you're doing, and | felt
so guilty that | didn’t redly know. But I’'m not sure she'll be too enthusiastic when |
tdl her.”

Oh, he was sure she wouldn’'t be. He could picture her, the ma-jestic Brentitia
Corova, having dl her high-born indigo friends over for drinks, trying to explan
what it was her prospective son-in-law did for a living. No wonder Leesa seemed so
il a ease; she was asking for her mother, not herself, and his answers seemed even
more radical, judged by that standard. “Just tell her I’'m working on drugs that will
cure serious infectious diseases,” Nolan said. “ That should please her.”

Leesa bestowed a radiant smile upon him. “Of course! That's per-fect! It sounds
quite wonderful when you put it that way.”

He gave her ateasing smilein return, though his heart was a lit-tle heavy. Though his
heart was unsurprised. “So0,” he said, “do you think she'll still respect me enough to
dlow you to marry me?’

But Leesa answered him serioudly. “Yes,” she said, “I think she ill will be able to
respect you when | tell her that.”



Nolan felt his smile grow a little twisted, but he did not think Leesa noticed. In fact,
her next words were on a completely different subject. She had apparently forgotten
that her plan was to find out everything about his life. “Did | tdl you?’ she said, her
voice taking on a lilt of excitement. “My grandmother has decided to give up her
Chabbedon property. Wel, it's just gotten to be too much for her—the house is
huge, and the grounds are so extensve that she can't possibly keep track of
everything. So she’s moving in with my mother a the end of the year.”

“Chabbedon,” Nolan repeated. “That’s one of the ones your mother is to inherit,
isn't it? And Corfelo goes to your aunt.”

Leesa nodded. She was amost bouncing where she sat, and her black eyes snapped
with delight. “Yes, and of course Mother has aways planned to leave Chabbedon to
me. So she told me, if | want, we can move in there as soon as my grandmother
moves out! That’s this year, Nolan! | thought we' d have to walit at least another year
before the Hayden property was ready. And Chabbedon! It's dways been my
favorite house.”

Nolan felt his bones curl inward and his muscles spike with chill.

This year! To be back in-country so soon! “Yes, it's a beautiful place. | can’t
remember why, but | remember that your family and mine dl spent one summer there
w'hen my sister and | were little.”

“That's when your mother was remodeling your house,” said Leesa. She was two
years older than Nolan, and she never forgot any-thing—none of the details of her
life, none of the details of his. “And my father had been sick, and my mother wanted
us to be away so we didn't dl get infected. So she brought dl of us to Chabbedon
and in-vited your family so she wouldn’t get bored. | thought it was a won-derful
summer. Which makes it even more perfect that Chabbedon will be our first home
together.”

He had been betrothed to Leesa since he was fourteen; he had ex-pected to marry
her, been delighted at the prospect of marrying her, since he was old enough to
understand what it meant. She was beauti-ful, educated, gracious, and
sweet-tempered, and any indigo man in or out of the Higher Hundred would envy
him. So why did he fed this depression, this sense of loss, this moment’s brief
spasm of protest? “We must marry before we live together,” he said, attempting
both a smile and alight tone. “Did you have a timetable for that as wel?’

“Yes. We can have a winter wedding at Chabbedon itself—prob-ably a month or
two after my grandmother leaves. I'll need alittle time to change the furnishings—at
least in our private rooms. The main rooms have antiques that have been in the
family since my grand-mother’s mother was born—I don’t think we'll want to part
with those. But in our bedrooms—well, you know, she’'s an old lady! All this fussy
lace and heavy pieces of dark old wood. | know we want something a little more
modern to live with every day. Although—" She paused, in-spected him, and gave
him a little-girl smile. “Although perhaps there are some colors and fabrics and
furniture styles that you would prefer over others?’ she said in a conciliatory voice.
“And perhaps | shouldn’t go wild just ordering the sorts of things | like?’



“Oh, you’' ve remembered the sunset picture on the wal,” he said, managing to smile
back. “And you don’t see how it will fit in with dl your decorating schemes.”

She scooted over to nestle againgt him, tucking her free hand un-der his am and
laying her black, black hair against his shoulder. “I just want to make sure you're
happy,” she said into the weave of his shirt. “You seem so far away sometimes. I'm
not always certain you want the same things | want anymore.”

He could not help his sudden look of surprise, for that much in-sight he had not
expected from Leesa, but fortunately she could not see his face. He kissed her on
the back of the head. “Of course I'll be happy,” he said. “I'm adways happy when
I’m with you.”

They stayed in that first evening, cooking together in the smdl kitchen, eating by
candldight at the cramped dining room table. Leesa spent most of the med
recounting for him stories of her recent socia life—who she had visited, what her
sster had done, what his sister had said, the betrothals, the inheritances, the big and
gmndl details of their families and ther friends. Nolan listened and commented but
was not required to talk much, so he did not. Mostly, he watched the shades and
colors of Leesa's face by the flickering light, and thought about her.

He could not remember a time he had not known her. Their mothers were best
friends and had planned, since the children were born, to marry them off at a suitable
time. That had been common knowledge between them and among their friends, but
Nolan could 4ill recdl the afternoon, fifteen years ago, when the forma
announce-ment was made. Their parents had held a joint lawn party, overflowing
with expensive meats and rich pastries and an extraordinary assortment of wines;
there must have been two hundred people in attendance. He and Leesa and their
parents had stood in a smdl circle a the head of the sadad table while Leesa's
mother told the assembled aristocracy how her daughter and Margo Adelpho’s son
had been promised to each other in marriage. Everyone had clapped madly, and
Nolan had been ready to die.

He had been athin and awkward youth, sensitive and shy; the concept of marriage to
anyone, particularly someone like Leesa, made him amost painfully sick. Leesa, at
sixteen, had been lovely, with that sculpted blue face, fine flyaway hair, and legs so
long she could never find trousers to fit, so she dways wore filmy, floating skirts
which gave her even more grace and motion. It was impossible to imagine touching
such a goddess, let aone engaging in any intimacy with her. He was not of her
sphere.

But Leesa at sixteen had also been kindhearted, unaffected, and eager to please, and
she had, after dl, known him her whole life. She found a minute, in the press of dl
those people and their waterfal of congratulations, to seek Nolan out where he had
hidden himsalf be-hind the serving tent. The instant he had seen her, he had dropped
his china plate and spilled hiswine, and his face, his whole body, had red-dened with



mortification.

“Leesa—Yyou—that is—isn’'t there someone your mother wants to introduce you
to?’ were the only stammered words he could think to utter.

But she had laughed, and come close enough to squeeze his arm, and bent to
retrieve his dishes. “I know. It seems pretty awful now,” she said in the most
sympathetic of voices. “But | think you'll be happier about it in a couple of years.”

“No, |—of course I'm happy” he had said, stuttering again, but she had burst out
laughing and kissed him suddenly on the cheek.

“Don’'t even think about it,” she advised. “WEe'll just be friends like we' ve dways
been friends. You'll see. It won't be so terrible”

And in fact, for the next four years it was just that—the same friendship they had
adways had, though tinged with a certain in-escapable knowledge of the future. In
fact, that knowledge had deep-ened ther friendship, to the point where they told
each other things they told no one else. She repeated to him her rare, bitter fights
with her mother; he confided in her his desire to go to Inrhio State Univer-sity. She
described her ineradicable fear of the horrors of childbirth. He confessed, at the age
of eighteen, that he was sill avirgin.

“Oh, | hoped so,” was her reply, athough he knew (for she had told him) that she
was not. “I aways wanted you to be dl mine, but of course | know that a lot of
men—wadll, Mother says it's to be expected, especialy with dl those low-caste girls
working out at the processing facilities. And | wasn’t going to be angry with you if
you—but I'm glad you didn’t.”

“Wadll, | just—I wanted you to know because | didn’t want you to be disappointed,”
he said in a rush. Disappointing a bride was a murky concept to Nolan, but one he
had heard spoken of with great disapprova by his father and some of his older
friends, and he did not want to be guilty of such asin.

She had given him one of those sweet, soul-deep smiles and put her hand to his
cheek. “I don’'t think you'd ever disappoint me, Nolan,” she said in a low voice.
“But we can see that you get alittle practice.”

They both lived on estates of a thousand acres. There were un-used rooms in the
mansions of each of their homes, any number of dairy houses, barns, outbuildings,
and cottages that were empty at least some of the time. They had no problem finding
privacy, and they were old enough to be able to dictate the uses of ther time. That
summer they met each other three or four times a week, on her family’s prop-erty or
on his, and taught each other the finer points of love. Nolan had not believed how
such a smple thing could assume such impor-tance. During that summer, he could
not stop thinking of her, could not stop replaying in his head the details of their last
encounter. He was eighteen, and few physicad pleasures had come his
way—certainly none that so engrossed his whole body and rerouted dl the circuitsin
his brain. He became obsessed with her, this girl he had known his whole life. He did
not have a thought, waking or deeping, that was not tinged by her cobalt skin and
midnight hair. If he could not see her, he suffered. If he could not touch her, the



flesh of his entire body tight-ened and grew anxious; to meet her in a roomful of
people, when he could not even take her hand, was torture. He could see no
possibility of recovery from such adivine and lunatic state.

That fever lasted nearly two full years, and when it burned past its highest pitch, a
great warmth gtill remained with him. For her part, Leesa had never seemed quite as
stirred by their lovemaking sessions as he was, though she had obviously enjoyed
them. But she had had more on her mind that past year. She had been spending a
great dea of time wath her mother, learning more about management of the vast
es-tates, and she had been deeply involved in her socia circle of young women.
Love with Nolan had not been her only priority; she had other things to preoccupy
her.

And eventually, so did he. He finished his classes at Inrhio State University and was
invited to join Cerisa Daylen's team of scientists. He was sad to leave Leesa but
excited about the opportunities before him, impatient to begin this new, surely brief,
phase of hislife. They had not been too unhappy at their parting because they knew
they would see each other frequently, she coming to the city for visits, he re-turning
often for family events. And within a few years, of course, they would be married
and never need to part again.

Nolan's five-year stint in the city had changed him more than he expected—more
than Leesa realized, though apparently she had sensed more of his transmogrification
than he had thought. It was not that it had lessened his affection for his family or his
fiancée—not ex-actly—it was just that he had seen how different life could be. It had
not occurred to him, till he began working in the city, that any man might live a life
unbounded by women—that a man could live, work, eat, entertain himself,
distinguish himsalf, or destroy himsdf, without the guidance and commentary of a
mother, sister, cousin, aunt, or wife. He had never seen it happen before. At first, he
had pitied the old bachelors he had spotted in the city apartments, aone, unloved,
living untethered lives, but gradually the existence began to appeal to him more and
more. He would not want such alife, not redlly, but it was not as miserable as it had
first appeared.

The city had changed him in other ways, too—or changed some of his desires.
More than once, he had caught himself watching Meina and wishing Leesa were a bit
more like her—bolder, more aggressve, more vivid. Oh, Medina was not so
unique—high-couraged, outspoken blueskin girls were common as weeds in a
garden—and Leesa was just as sure of herself as Nolan could wish. But there was a
gpark to Médling, a universa flame, that caught fire at any human kindling. She loved
the whole world, everyone in it; nothing bored her or seemed beneath her attention.
Leesa was not so adventurous and would not view that as a fault on her part. She
would disapprove of Médina's passions, frown a her excesses. She would not
consider them torches to throw her own straitened world into bright relief.

But that was Mdina, and this was Leesa, and it was Leesa to whom Nolan had been
betrothed. And she was an openhearted girl, and he loved her, and the course of his
life was set, anyway. No stray wishes or comparisons could change that.



Leesa was to be in town four days, and Nolan had arranged to be off from work for
two of them. Accordingly, he spent most of that time squiring her around the city,
taking her to her favorite shopping venues and the best new restaurants, escorting
her to concerts and the theater. She did not like the Centrifuge, so he hired a
limousine and a driver, and they toured around town in style.

The central event of those four days, of course, was the party a Corzehia Mallin's
to which the whole world had been invited—or at least, that portion of the world
which was composed of Higher Hun-dred scions currently residing in the city. Leesa
had spent one whole day shopping for a dress to wear to this event, though she had
brought two with her just in case she wasn't able to find anything she liked. Nolan
made a point of admiring her purchase every time she asked him if he didn’t think it
was the most beautiful gown ever, but frankly he wouldn't have been able to
describe it five minutes after he glanced away. Fashion was not his forte.

Of course, he too would go in formal dress to this party, but for men it was much
ampler: black trousers of extremey fine fabric, a white shirt of washed slk,
form-fitting boots, and the latest hairstyle. Naturaly, the shirt would have the subtle
collar embroidery of his family’s heraldry—and equaly of course, he would be
wearing the medallion Leesa had given him the day they became engaged. But the
outfit would not vary much from the attire he wore every day, except that the cut of
the clothes would be fancier and the materials would be grander.

Leesa dressed dowly and carefully, and when she emerged, Nolan made a great
show of admiring her. It was not hard to do; she was truly a beautiful girl. The dress
(he remembered now) was blue, but a care-fully selected shade that perfectly
matched the tones of her skin, so that its swirls and folds seemed to be an extension
of her long neck and graceful arms. She had pulled her silky har into a complicated
knot woven with sapphires and silver, and she wore a flat slver necklace hung with
matching gems. She had done something impressive with cosmetics, because her
face looked glamorous and smoky, and her eyes were as dark as the night sky.

“Don’t you look wonderful,” he enthused, taking her arm and turning her this way
and that. “I like your hair that way! That redly is a spectacular gown. How did you
get so pretty?’

She laughed, not quite believing him, but liking the compliments anyway. “Well, | do
think | look nice, but no one will notice me once Aliria Carvon arrives,” she said,
laying her hand on his bent arm and mincing out the door beside him.

“Why? What’ s she going to wear?’

Leesa shook her head. “Who knows? It’'s dways something outra-geous. Don’t you
remember the last party a my mother’s house? Aliria was wearing this incredible red
dress and dark, dark makeup. Most of us can’'t wear red because it clashes with our
skin tones, but she was able to pull it off. She looked like a gilt girl, of course, but |
suppose that was the point. People certainly noticed her.”



He was surprised to hear her use the dang phrase but let it pass. “Well, no matter
how shocking her dress, she won't be as adorable as you,” he said in a comforting
voice, and she laughed again.

The drive to Corzehia's was not far, for she lived in the fashion-able indigo district
just east of Nolan's neighborhood, but the traffic was amazing. Every limo in the city
must have been pressed into ser-vice, Nolan thought, for the wide streets were
jammed with the long deek cars, and they dl appeared to be heading to the same
address. Nolan considered this a fair augury of the evening's tedium, but Leesa was
so excited she actuadly squirmed in her seat.

“l haven't been to a party in so long,” she said. “Isn’t this fun?’

Findly, they were before the house, on the sidewalk, at the door, being admitted by a
triple set of hostesses who must be Corzehia and her mother and sister. Nolan only
knew Corzehia vagudly and the rest of her family not at dl, but apparently they were
familiar with him.

“Oh, and you're Nolan Adelpho!” the older of the three women greeted him, taking
his hand in a very firm grip. “The scientist, isn't that right? When are you two
planning to be married?’

“Soon, | think,” Nolan said, giving her his politest smile. It was not up to him to
supply dates and details; Leesa’s privilege, if she chose to exerciseit.

“Tell her not to wait too long now,” she admonished. “Corzehia got married last
year, and she was telling me just yesterday that she wished she hadn’t waited even
that long. Your Leesa s a prize, now. | hope you redize that.”

“l do,” he said, and smiled, and moved on.

They werein amob of people working their way dowly down a long hdlway toward
the man ballroom. Leesa ether knew everyone in their immediate vicinity or
recognized their heraldry, because before they had made it to the threshold, she had
exchanged light conversa-tion with dl the women within hailing distance. Nolan
couldn’t count the number of times he heard the phrase, “Oh, that's Nolan.” He
couldn’t tdl if the voices were pleased, disappointed, or merely ex-clamatory.

Eventudly their passageway emptied into the man room of the house, a
ballroom-sized chamber festooned with the sky blue and grass green plaid of
Corzehia s family colors. The room was large enough to comfortably swalow the
crowd and open its doors for more. Glancing around, Nolan estimated that perhaps
two hundred people were a-ready there—and the evening was early.

“Do we hold court or do we mingle?’ he asked, for it was never clear to him why
some people seemed to take up stations in a room such as this while others made the
rounds. Apparently, Leesa had no such doubts. She gave him a look of reproof and
replied, “We mingle.”

So for the next hour they traveled dowly around the great room, pausing to tak to
this prominent indigo matron and that self-assured heiress. Nolan knew only a
fraction of the people there, though dl of their family names were familiar to him, so



Leesa spent much of the time whispering gossip and background information to him
as they ap-proached or departed from each cluster of guests. When Eveina
Mar-gosa said, “Oh, you're Nolan” to him, he was tempted to reply, “Oh, you're the
girl who left two husbands in sx months.” But he was inca-pable of such casual
cruelty, so he merely smiled.

Asfar as he was concerned, the only redly enjoyable conversation was the brief one
they had with Mdina and her jahla girl, Julitta. This time he was the one to make
introductions, for Leesa had never met the women, and he watched curiously to see
how his friend and his fiancée would interact. But it was conventional talk—they
instantly be-gan discussing what friends they had in common, where their estates lay,
and some of the places they had traveled. Nolan turned his atten-tion to Julitta.

“So are you having agood time?’ he asked, since he couldn’t think of anything else
to say. She gave him a nervous smile and glanced around the room as if she couldn’t
quite believe she was in it.

“I"'m trying to,” was her soft-voiced reply. “But | don't know any-body here, and
I’m not sure what to say to them.”

He did a quick second assessment of her face and clothes. Yes, he thought he had
remembered correctly: mid-caste girl, not used to this scale of grandeur. She was
pretty, in a mild, undarming way; she looked eager to please but rather uncertain.
Méeina had not done her any favors by bringing her here.

“Well, thisis the worst of it,” he said in a bracing voice. “Pretty soon the dancing
will start, so most of the socializing will move to the sidelines. And eventudly they’ll
serve a buffet dinner, so that will give you something to do with your hands. And of
course no one will expect you to tak while you' re eating, so make sure you get a big
plate of food.”

She laughed, but she looked more grateful than amused. “Will they dlow me to
dance with Mdina?’ she asked. “It would be fine a one of my mother’s parties, but
here—"

But here, no; she had guessed correctly. “Ah. Well. Perhaps not,” Nolan said. “I'll
dance with you, though. Do you like to dance?’

She nodded. “Oh yes! And I’'m redly a pretty good dancer, be-cause | had lessons,
SO you won't need to be embarrassed.”

“1 wouldn’t be embarrassed,” he said gently.
Julitta glanced at Leesa. “But will your fiancée mind? | wouldn’t want—"

Nolan smiled. “I'll be lucky if she has time for one dance with me,” he said. “She
knows everyone in the room.”
“So does Mdina”

“What?' said Mdina, catching her name. “What awful things are you teling her
about me, Nolan?’

“1 told her that | would dance with her because you would be too selfish to bother to



find her partners,” was his prompt reply.

“Oh, good,” said Médina “Because I’'m going to have to dance at least once with
Corzehia's brother, and | know Alora Ellison will want me to dance with her son. |
don’'t want Julitta to be bored.”

“Bored? Here? Not possible,” he said. Mdinalaughed, but Leesa only nodded.

“Have you seen Cerisa?’ Mdina asked him, and he shook his head. “She's over
there on the other side of the door. She'd probably likeit if you introduced Leesa to
her.”

“1 can’'t imagine why. She doesn’t ever likeit when | talk to her.”
“Thisis different. Trust me. It'll make her happy.”

“A red treat for Leesa,” he said, his eyes on his fiancée's face. She wasn't listening
to him; she was making polite but apparently kind con-versation with the shy Julitta.

Meina leaned closer. “And did you see? Over there, by that hor-rible pot of blue
roses? It’ s Kitrini Candachi.”

He could not help it; he stared. “I thought you said—"

IVIdlina nodded. “She came with her cousin. So far people have been polite—at
least | haven't noticed anyone ignoring her completely. But ook a her! She looks as
though she's been scheduled for execu-tion. She must be having a miserable time.
I’m going to talk to her as soon as | have a chance.”

“She’'s probably not too friendly,” he warned, remembering his brief conversation
with her in the hdls of the Complex.

Méeina gave him a brilliant smile. “That’s dl right,” she said. “I’'m friendly enough
for two.”

Shortly after that, Leesa and Nolan moved on, continuing their circuit around the
room. Nolan did not want to, but he heeded Melina s advice and directed L eesa over
to where the head of the Bio-lab was standing.

“Good evening, Nolan,” Cerisa greeted him with dl her usua cool poise. She was
dressed in a slver gown and appeared to have been sprinkled with diamonds; she
glittered coldly and with infinite self-possession. “Mdina told me she thought you
might be here tonight.”

Nolan made the introductions and was gratified when Cerisa held out her hand. She
didiked casual contact, even on socia occasions. But Leesa, of course, was her
equa in bloodline and breeding, and that was something Cerisa would respect.

“Your Nolan is quite a gifted scientist,” Cerisa said to Leesa. “I have often been
impressed by his ability to think through a problem and come up with an unusual
solution.”

Leesa looked unreasonably pleased, but she did not, as Nolan half-expected,
demand “ Really?” Instead, she said, “I know so little about his work that it's hard
for me to understand how talented heis.”



“Oh, he's talented,” Cerisa said. “But now that I’'ve met you, | can see why he's
determined to leave my offices for your estates when the time comes. Y ou're quite a

lovely young lady.”

Another smile from Leesa, this one a little coy. She was used to being admired by
older women; she was quite a favorite with her mother’s friends. “Thank you,” she
said tranquilly. “But 1’ d rather hear praise of Nolan.”

Cerisa actudly laughed, something Nolan did not remember ever witnessing before.
“Wdll, he's invented two drugs that between them have saved about two thousand
lives,” she said. “ That’s an impressive statistic to take home to your mother’s socid
circle.”

“And it will mean so much more to them because it's come from you,” Leesa said.
“They’ve dl heard of you, of course. My mother mentions your name every time the
subject of Nolan’s work comes up.”

Cerisa smiled, a somewhat wolfish expression on that haughty face. Nolan hoped
suddenly that Mdina had not subjected Julitta to a smilar interview; she would not
fare nearly so well as Leesa. “Wéll, you can tell them that my opinion of Nolan is the
highest,” she said. “And that | will be sorry to see him go.”

Even Nolan could tdl that comment sgnaled the end to the au-dience, so he
murmured indistinguishable words of farewdl and ush-ered Leesa away. She was
positively glowing, which annoyed him just a little; he knew she was thinking how
delighted her mother would be with Cerisa’'s comments, and it irritated him that
Cerisa s words carried more weight than his own.

“Well, | can see you enjoyed that,” he said, a dight edge to his voice, but she missed
it.

“Oh, she's an old hag—worse than my grandmother!'—but | was glad to hear her
say such nice things about you,” Leesa said merily. “Weren't you?’

“She’s never said anything like them to my face, so | suppose | suspect her
motives,” he said dryly.

“Her motives? What could those be?’ she asked in an innocent voice.

He smiled down at her. “To please a pretty girl? You have a charming smile. Alaybe
she just wanted to see it.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Leesa said, but she was smiling, too. “She’s just the kind
who can’'t praise someone to his face. No doubt she's been waiting a long time to
find away to tell you how much she values you.”

Nolan glanced briefly around the room. “So are we done here? Haven't we spoken
to just about everyone in the room?’

Leesa nodded, gesturing to the far end of the chamber where a smal orchestra had
just finished setting up. “1 think it’s time for the music to begin,” she said. “Will you
dance with me at least once or twice before | go off and do my social duty?’

“1"d rather dance with you dl night, but yes,” he replied. “lll take whatever time you



can spare.”

“Silly,” she said, and dipped into his arms just as the music started. It was an old
song, a forma dance; they had learned it together when they were eight and ten.
Nolan could not remember the number of times they had performed it together since
then.

Dancing with Leesa was like listening to his breathing or count-ing his heartbeat. He
could do it unconsciously unless he was paying attention. Her arms, lightly laid on
his shoulders, fet as familiar as his own bones. Her shape could have been his
shadow, so nearly did it match him. He never danced well with any other partner,
athough he could do his part creditably. Only with Leesa did he exhibit any grace,
and that was because he borrowed it dl from her.

“One more?’ he asked, when the first number ended, and she broke into a smile and
nodded. The second dance was much like the first, though a little faster, a little more
modern. Leesa was dightly breathless as the music came to an end, and so he
squeezed her tight a moment to accentuate her condition.

“Stop it!” she gasped, laughing, and pushed him away. “If you aren’t good, there
won't be any more dances for you.”

“My last chance,” he said. “Who will your next partner be?’

She turned from him to view the crowd now disentangling on the dance floor. “I
think—" she said, and then abruptly stopped speaking. As did everyone else.
Profound and shocked silence fell over the room as if tragedy had suddenly walked
through the door.

What had in fact just entered the room was a sight even more ap-paling—a
fashionable young indigo woman clad in a gold dress, her dark hair spiked with
atificid swatches of blonde. Her skirt was cut away in front so that her fine knees
peeked out of the diced fabric; the seeveless bodice showed off the shape and
color of her arms. Those were transgressions enough, but nobody noticed them.
Nobody saw the vivid color of her dress or the brassy style of her hair. All eyes
were fixed on her escort.

A gulden man.

He looked to be about twenty-five, maybe alittle older, in the ab-solute pinnacle and
prime of manhood. He was easlly the tallest man in the room, visibly well-muscled,
moving forward with dl the uncon-scious insolence of an athlete a the highest pitch
of training. He wore some kind of flowing multicolored tunic belted over tight-fitting
trousers, but his arms were bare, and his broad chest showed through the open
buttons at his collar. His har was a deep bronze, wickedly dive in the thousand
lights of the room. The smooth amber of his skin exactly matched the hue of the
woman’s gown.

“Let me guess,” Nolan murmured in Leesa's ear. “This must be the notorious Aliria
Carvon.”

But there was no answer from Leesa. He saw her eyes dart around the room, though



the rest of her body was immobile, saw her assmi-late the looks of horror and
condemnation on the faces of the other women in the assembly. No one stepped
forward to greet the new ar-rivals. No one appeared to speak, either to her partner or
to her friends nearby. No one changed position by so much as an inch while the
slence held and Aliria and her escort stood at the head of the room and, like the
others, waited.

And then the orchestra struck up the opening bars to yet another dance number. And
Leesa melted back into Nolan’s arms without a word of explanation. And dl the
other women returned to the dance floor in the embrace of their last partners, and
they dl acted asif not a single thing had changed.

What? Nolan wanted to demand. What happens now? You can hardly ignore
someone you've known your entire life. But perhaps that was exactly what Leesa
intended to do. Perhaps that was what they dl in-tended to do. There was a code
that every woman in the room under-stood, and it would govern dl their behavior.
They had telegraphed it from face to face in those few fleet moments while the
orchestra rustled and the guests postured at the door. And it was inviolable,
univer-sa, and cruel, and Aliria Carvon had tested it too far.

When this third dance ended, Leesa spoke as if no great socia cataclysm had
occurred just ten minutes before. “ Try to amuse yourself as best you can,” she said,
patting him on the cheek as if he were a child. “I'll catch up with you in an hour or
s0.”

“Well,” he said, but she had twirled away. A few minutes later he saw her in the arms
of athin, nervous, awkward young man who must be the son or brother of someone
who mattered. He would not be able to keep track of her progress for the rest of the
evening, this he knew from long experience. It might be time to seek out Meina's
friend or sample the refreshments.

But before setting out on either of those quests, he took a mo-ment to look for Aliria
Carvon and her ill-chosen guest. No longer standing proud and aone at the entrance,
they had joined the others on the floor and were moving with a sinuous grace
through the pat-terns of the latest dance. Aliriawas gazing up a her partner, laughing
asif he had just said something amusing. He was staring down at her with a peculiar
and somewhat unnerving intensity, and he did not look as if he had just made a
clever remark. The other couples around them took care not to come too close.
Aliria and the guldman danced in a smdl deliberate bubble of privacy and may as
wel have been embrac-ing in the unobserved seclusion of her home.

Nolan pushed his way dowly through the crowd, nodding to the people he
recognized, hoping he would not accidentally encounter Cerisa again. He had been
here less than two hours, and aready he was wishing the evening was over. He was
relieved when he findly spotted Julitta, standing quite alone under the shadow of
some impossibly con-torted greenhouse plant.

“1 see my prophecy came true,” he greeted her. “Mdina has aban-doned you.”
She seemed grateful to see him and gave a friendly smile. “ She did warn me before



we arrived. But | thought it would be fun anyway.”
“And hasit been?’

“Not quite as much as I’d hoped.”

He nodded. “It never is.”

“Things are—livdier at the parties at my mother’s house. Not so much politeness
and strict decorum.”

“Has she taken you in-country yet? This is relaxed compared to some of the formal
events there.”

Julitta shook her head, the expression on her face somewhat alarmed. “No, but her
sister’s engagement bal is set for next fal, and she aready asked me—"

Nolan laughed. “Oh, you should go. Just once. Just to see what it's like. Stories to
tdl your granddaughters twenty years from now.”

Julitta wrinkled her nose. She did not have quite the delicacy of bone structure that
marked Mdlina, Leesa, dl these Higher Hundred girls, but Nolan liked her quirky
brows and wide mouth. “I guess this is why our mothers tell us not to date outside
our caste.”

“Ah, no harm in the dating,” Nolan said. “The red heartache's in the marrying. | like
Mélina She'll be good to you.”

“While she's around,” Julitta answered in a low voice, so low that Nolan thought
perhaps he had not heard her right. But he did not want to investigate; aready this
conversation was leading him into matters a little more personal than he liked to
explore.

“So! Are you gill willing to dance with me?’ he said, his voice just a shade too
hearty.

“Oh, yes, please! | thought maybe you’ d changed your mind.”

He was not used to blueskin girls who were so retiring and self-deprecatory. It made
him the dightest bit uncomfortable. “No, of course not. | warn you, though, I’'m not
avery good dancer unless I’'m dancing with Leesa. So be patient with me.”

She gave him that small, grateful smile again, and put out her arms for his embrace.
“I’m sure you' re wonderful,” she said, and a-lowed him to lead her onto the floor.

In fact, they made a passable pair, probably because they were both trying so hard
not to take a misstep. Her face was furrowed in concentration, so Nolan quickly
gave up any attempts at conversation, but that was fine, too. He was not good at
andl talk with strange women, though this one demanded less of him than almost
any part-ner he'd had.

When the music ended, she gave- him a dimpling smile that lent her a momentary
radiance. “That was fun!” she exclaimed. “Thank you so much!”

He laughed and could not help but fed flattered. “Well, | enjoyed it, too,” he said.
“Would you like another?’



“Oh, yes,” she breathed, and made him laugh again. Redlly, this was amost too easy;
none of Leesa s friends had ever relished any dance with him this much.

“Wdl, then,” he said, and took her back in his arms.

They danced the next three numbers together, Nolan enjoying himsdf more and
more as the evening progressed. Julitta's naivete was surprisingly refreshing, and she
made no effort to disguise any of her reactions. If she liked the music, she said so. If
she thought someone nearby had said something rude, she looked up expressively at
Nolan and allowed hersdlf to smile. She thought the food was exquisite. She pointed
out the dresses that she liked best (including Leesa’s). She even admired the topiary,
though she had some doubts about the blue roses.

“But I’'m sure they’re very fashionable,” she added hadtily. “I just don’t think my
mother would like them in her house.”

She even had decided opinions on Aliria Carvon and her unex-pected guest. For she
and Nolan, like everyone ése in the room, had kept a surreptitious eye on these late
arrivas during the past two hours, and watched as Aliria seemed to grow more and
more repentant of her outrageous act.

“She’s going to dump him,” Julitta said to Nolan after their sec-ond dance together.
“Watch her.”

“She can't. It would be too rude. She brought him here, and he doesn’t know a soul
in the room.”

“She will. She's overstepped, and she knows it, and she'll do any-thing to get back
inthe fold.”

Nolan glanced down a her curiously, for that sounded like the voice of hitter
experience. “Well, I'm sure she's sorry, but—"

“Watch her,” dulitta said again.

Sure enough, twice in the next hour, Aliria left the guldman standing alone on the
fringes of the room while she paused to chat with reluctant friends. Aliria never
seemed less than animated and talk-ative, but the women she spoke to made cool
and brief replies. Each time she left him, the guldman stood where he had been
placed, arms folded across his chest, eyes impassively watching the crowd that
made every attempt not to look at him.

“l wonder what he's thinking,” Nolan said once.
“How to punish her,” was Julitta's soft reply.

That had caught Nolan completely by surprise. He glanced down a her agan.
“Redly? If | werein his situation, | would be wishing | could die or grow invishble.”

She smiled alittle sadly. “That’s what you or | would be thinking. But a guldman has
his own honor.”

Nolan caught himsdlf before he said “Redly?’ again, and tried to imagine Colt in
such a dituation. Yes, definitely, he would not mdt qui-etly into the wallpaper.
Thinking about Colt here made Nolan alittle nervous.



“Maybe someone should get him out of here before something happens,” he said.
Julitta shrugged. “Maybe.”

But Aliria was not ready to abandon her companion yet. She re-turned to him after
the second extended absence, smiling up a him as if she had great news. The cooal,
considering look on his face did not change. He alowed her to lead him to the buffet
table, and they picked among the offerings for their midnight meal. No one sat a
their table while they dined. The guldman ate with a hearty appetite, but Aliria merdly
played with her food and seemed to lose some of that gaiety she had striven for dl
evening.

“She’s going to dump him,” Julitta sang in Nolan’s ear. “Not very long now.”

Indeed, hadf an hour later, as they watched, Aliria touched the guldman on the
shoulder asif to sgna that she would be gone for only a moment, and then strolled
over to a group of young women on the other side of the room. For a moment or
two, the indigo women stood reserved and judgmental, listening to some low-voiced
commentary or plea; and then suddenly their blue bodies closed around the errant
no-blewoman, and she was locked in their protective circle. Almost im-mediately,
Nolan lost sight of her flame-frosted hair and vibrant gown. Had she been swallowed
up or had she voluntarily plunged back into that pure ocean of indigo heritage?
Nolan wondered. He noted with-out surprise that Leesa was standing in the group
tha had reclamed Aliria He saw her blue dress, the color of her skin,
indistinguishable from the hands and arms and faces of the women that surrounded
her, so that they dl seemed to meld together, dl become a part of Leesa as he
watched from across the ballroom. Into this prima vat of indigo heiresses Aliria
Carvon had dlipped without a ripple.

“Told you,” Julitta said.
“Yes, but what about the guldman?’
“Maybe he'll just go home.”

But she did not believe it, and, dill thinking of Colt, neither did Nolan. No one else in
the room seemed to give him a second thought. He stood by the pot of blue roses,
arms dill crossed on his chest, hooded eyes ill watching the assembled company,
and seemed to grow more fierce and more slent as the next hour passed. Perhaps he
thought this was another one of Aliria's brief separations and that the indigo girl
would return to him with some light apology and a request for another dance.
Perhaps, as Julitta thought, he was thinking of re-venge.

And then, as Nolan continued to watch, another amazing thing
happened—something even more amazing than the daring act that had brought this
guldman through the door to begin with. A blueskin woman shook hersalf free from
the indifferent crowd, approached the gulden man, and put her hand on hisarm in a
gesture of affection or supplication. There was—athough the whole crowd had
appeared oblivious to the man's existence just a moment before—a collective
holding of breath, a dumbfounded moment of silence into which the orchestra’'s
brisk music made a brassy intrusion. The guldman nodded once, sharply, and swept



the blueskin onto the floor for the dance.

Julitta was shaking her head, disbelieving. “That cannot have just happened,” she
said. “Who in the world could she be?’

But just then the figure of the dance turned the couple around, and Nolan could see
the woman’ s face. Oh, she was as proud and defi-ant as any indigo heiress; she was
a daughter of the Higher Hundred who would not be intimidated by scandal, insullt,
or ostracism.

Nolan’s voice was low and just alittle admiring. “Kitrini Can-dachi,” he replied.



CHAPTER 7

The last thing in the world that Kit wanted to do—literdly the last, coming even after
walking naked through the Complex during the noon lunch break— was attend some
awful party a Corzehia Mdlin's. She had declined the invitation when Sereva first
asked her to go and declined again when her grandmother made it clear that she
would like Kit to attend the event. It was only Sereva's flare of anger, two days
before the party, that made Kit grudgingly change her mind.

“Do you suppose it costs Granmama nothing to keep you beside her, odd and
disgraced? Do you redize how many women just like her would have refused to take
you in when you returned to the city? You may despise her way of life, you may
scorn everything she believes in, but you owe her something, after al. It would
please her to see you make the smallest effort to take your rightful place in society.
Would it hurt you so much to attend one party? Would it kill you to smile and make
polite conversation? She's an old lady, Kit. How would it com-promise you to try to
make her happy?’

And there was no good response to that argument for, put in hu-man rather than
sociological terms, Kit's refusal was nothing but rude. She suspected that Sereva
and her grandmother had secondary mo-tives for getting her out of the house, as
well, hoping that alittle activ-ity would nudge her from her depression. She had tried
to conceal her low spirits. She had been gracious and responsive when anyone
spoke to her, and she had even managed to initiate a conversation or two on her
own. They were not deceived, of course. She was heartbroken, and that was
something it was impossible to hide. But their manners for-bade them to comment.

She had not seen Jex, would not see Jex, had not been importuned by Jex. The
world was over. She might as well go to this wretched ball.

Sereva and Granmama had tertiary motives as wel for sending her to Corzehia's
party, Kit redized later. Unattached indigo maes were rare in the Higher
Hundred—most were paired off before they were twenty—»but there were ill a few
decent matches to be made, to third and fourth sons, widowers, and recalcitrant
young bachelors who had for some reason ruptured their engagements and were
living defi-antly on their own. Of the three categories, Kit was sure she would prefer
someone from the third. No well-bred, well-mannered, compli-ant, bloodless
blueskin boy would do for her.

As if any blueskin man could suit her. Or she him. She was as un-likely to make a
match among the Higher Hundred as she was to wake up one morning and find her
cobalt skin dyed alabaster. Crud though he was, indifferent though he now appeared
to be, she would love Jex Zanlan till she died, and that was the end of it.

But she had agreed to go to this stupid party, and so she may as wdl appear to
advantage.

She dlowed Sereva to dress her in a gown of embroidered white. She wore her
grandmother’s triple rope of pearls, and pearl bracelets so wide and tiff that she



found it hard to bend her wrists. They had arrayed themselves a Sereva' s house but
stopped by Granmama's to show themselves off to the old woman before they |eft
for the party. Granmama, to Kit's astonishment, appeared for a moment as if she
might cry.

“You look like your mother,” Granmama said, fingering the stiff folds of the gown in
an uncharacteristic moment of sentimentality. “White was her favorite color.”

“Sereva picked it out,” Kit said awkwardly.

“It’s just the right thing,” her grandmother said, nodding vigor-ousy and seeming to
toss aside the tears. “Perfect color for you. How are your shoes? Comfortable?
You'll want to dance, you know.”

Kit made a face. “So Sereva tells me. She's made Bascom practice with me dl
week, but he’s much better than | am.”

“She has anatural grace,” Sereva interposed. “She'll do fine.”
“And where's Jayson?’ Granmama wanted to know.

Sereva laughed. “He declined the enchantment of the evening, as he put it. | know he
hates these sorts of things, so | let him stay home. Just this once.”

They took Sereva s limousine to the house not six blocks away. The street was so
thick with deek automobiles that they could have w'alked in less time, though they
would have ruined their eegant thin-soled shoes.

“Is there anybody here | should particularly know?' Kit asked. “So | don't
embarrass mysdf?’

“Well, the hostess of course, but she'll be a the door. And her mother. I'll
introduce them to you. The others—you ought to recog-nize the family names of the
Higher Hundred. Be nice to them.”

“I'll be nice to everyone,” Kit replied. Thinking, To anyone who bothers to speak to
me at all.

Insde, it was even worse than she could have imagined, a huge festive room
crammed with people. Everything about the assembly seemed fase to Kit—the
proportions of the room, the colors of the flowers, the smiles, the voices. A
congregation of hypocrites, she thought. Rich, smug, letha hypocrites. She wished
again she had not agreed to come.

Sereva escorted her through the crowd, stopping now and then to make
introductions and exchange quick, gossipy comments. Kit en-deavored to keep a
polite expression on her face and did not trouble to attempt conversation except in
direst necessity.

As when: “Oh, you're Lorimela Candachi’s granddaughter! Have you met my
cousin Emron? He works in the city, too, don’t you Em-ron?’

“Yes, in the law offices just ingde the Complex. | take it you're a city commuter,
too?’



Then the desperate reply, for Sereva had not schooled her in this, and surely none of
these people would be impressed that she worked in the gulden women's ghetto:
“Yes, I'm involved in some socia charities. How long have you been in the city?’

“Oh, let's see, not quite two years now. Minus the time I’ve gone back in-country,
of course.”

“My aunt can’t stand to have him gone too long, you know.”
“As amother, | can perfectly understand that.” Sereva's voice.

Emron again. “I have bachelor’'s quarters around the South Zero exit. | suppose
you' re somewhere alittle more upscale?’

“Oh yes, | live with my grandmother. Not far from here, actually. But | ill like to
take the Centrifuge into work.”

Uneasy laughter from everyone. “Do you?’ Emron said. “It's so rare that | see
indigo women in the ringcars.”

“1 like them,” Kit said, and could think of nothing else to say. But Sereva changed
the subject smoothly, and Kit was not required to speak another word, and soon
enough they moved on.

And had, essentidly, the same conversation with a dozen others. It was beyond dull,
it was horrifying, and even Sereva's whispered commentary couldn’t spice it up
enough to be tolerable.

“Now Emron, he was betrothed to a Twdlin girl, but she wouldn’t marry him. Says
she won't marry anyone, and she’'s got her jahlagirl ingtalled with her on this remote
piece of property that she inherited when her grandmother died. Such an awkward
thing to have happened, because he's a nice young man.”

“A little vacuous, | thought.”

“Kit! Well, nobody redly scintillates at events like this. But his cousin says he's very
bright. You might like him.”

“1 like everybody,” Kit said mildly.
Sereva made a ladylike sniff.

Eventudly, the music started, and to Kit's surprise Emron wended his way to her
side and invited her to dance. She accepted po-litely and did her part with dl the
grace she could muster, which was enough to keep them from crashing into other
partners on the floor. There was little requirement to converse, which was a blessing,
so Kit was actually grateful when Emron suggested a second dance. It was a way to
kill another ten or fifteen minutes.

When he returned her to Sereva's side, her cousin wanted to know everything
Emron had said to her. “I think it was ‘Would you dance with me once more? and
‘That was very pleasant,’“ Kit re-counted. “Neither of us appear to be talkers.”

“Well, he's a nice man,” Sereva said again. “Maybe | should have him and his
cousin over to dinner one evening.”



The whole possibility that she could ever be married off to some digible blueskin
beau, discarded though he may have been by someone far more desirable, seemed
so remote to Kit that she didn’'t even protest. Instead, she wanted to know exactly
what information she was allowed to give out about her current employment. “What
| meant to ask you,” she began, but did not have a chance to finish her sentence.
The whole room grew taut with incredulity; the force of three hun-dred stares turned
Kit's head toward the door.

“Oh, no,” she said involuntarily.

“Unbelievable,” Sereva breathed. “Aliria Carvon is wild as they come, but what an
insult to Corzehial”

“That poor man,” Kit said.

She received Sereva's scorching look. “That poor man} What is he doing here?
How dare he walk into a house like this?’

“How dare he—" For a moment, Kit's anger was so hot that she fdt it Szzle past dl
her bones. She paused, pressed her lips together, tried to be rationa. “ She invited
him. How would it have occurred to him to come here on his own? How could she
do such acrue thing?’

Sereva waved her hands asif to say, | don't want to argue about this. “Thisis red
trouble,” she said in a worried voice. “I can’'t imagine— This will ruin the whole
evening for Corzehia”

“Maybe they'll leave early,” Kit said.
“That would be best.”

But the miscast couple stayed for the next hour, and the next. Everyone watched
them even when they appeared not to. Even as Kit's hand was solicited for three
more dances by young men whose names she could not recal, she could not
completely drag her attention away from the gulden man and the indigo woman. How
had he learned these indigo dances? For these were not performed in Geldricht.
Aliria Carvon must have taught him over the past week or so; she must have been
planning to bring him to the party for some time. Which made her actions now even
more reprehensible.

Kit felt herself growing more and more tense as Aliria Carvon spent less and less
time with her consort. She knew the temper of gulden men. They did not like to be
ignored or ridiculed, and they were unlikely to take ether action lightly. But what
would he do, could he do, in an indigo stronghold such as this? He could make a
scene, of course, but there were plenty of servants to throw him out and prevent him
from growing violent.

But she watched him watching Aliria Carvon, and she grew afraid.

“1 wouldn’t worry too much about Aliriaif | were you,” said a voice in her ear, and
she looked up to find hersalf accosted by a young woman with a friendly smile and
an intdligent expression. “She lives to be outrageous. The party wouldn’'t be any fun
for her if people weren't talking about her when it was over.”



“They might be talking about her corpse,” Kit said shortly. “That wouldn't be much
fun for her ether.”

The woman turned to survey the guldman, once more standing alone on the edge of
the room. “I don’t doubt that he'd love to stran-gle her, but | can’'t imagine he'd
have the chance.”

“More likely to cut her throat,” Kit said coldly. “He could do it faster than she could
draw breath to scream.”

The blueskin turned back to survey Kit with interest. She wore her hair cut close to
her scalp and jewery from a jahla lover, so she clearly considered herself both
fashionable and rebellious. But Kit was not impressed. Her Higher Hundred breeding
molded her cheekbones and settled across her shoulders like a shawl; this was not a
woman who strayed too far from the common road. “To dit her throat,” the woman
said, “he’d have to be armed. And surely, at an event like this—"

“He's got aknife,” Kit said. I guarantee it.”
“Maybe somebody should warn Aliria, then.”
“1 think that would be an excedllent idea.”

The woman held out her hand. “I’'m Mdina Lurio, by the way,” she said. “You
weren't introduced to me when you came in, but | know your cousin by sight.”

“Kitrini Candachi.”

Médina smiled, an unexpectedly engaging expression. “Yes, | knew that,” she
admitted. “I thought it was awfully brave of you to come here.”

“It feels more stupid than brave.”

“But you've done so wdl! Emron Vermer is something of a catch, you know. He
doesn’t have any sisters, so dl his mother’ s property will go to his wife.”

Kit could not help saring in indignation until she caught Méina's laughing
expression. A joke. “My cousin Serevais aready planning to invite him to dinner.”

“1 can't tdl you the number of igible men I’ ve been introduced to in the past three
years,” sad Mdina. “All completely insufferable, although | know that someday I'll
have to marry. | keep waiting to find the least offensive of the lot before | agree to
anything. Actualy, I’d probably marry Nolan if he'd have me. | can’t imagine
anyone easier.”

“Nolan?’ Kit asked politely.
“Oh, aman | work with.”

Ah, not only ajahla but a career woman. Perhaps Melina was a bit more outrageous
than Kit had thought. “ And where do you work?’

“The Biolab. I'm aresearch scientist. Working on discovering cures to dl the worst
diseases of mankind, athough so far we' ve just managed to isolate a few viruses
here and there. But it's wonderful work. | don’t know that I'll ever be able to give it

up.”



“Then don’t. Marry this Nolan and stay in the city your whole life”
“Nolan’s betrothed.”

“Well, someone just like him, then.” Kit could hear the boredom creeping into her
voice and hoped Melina didn’t notice. But how could she possibly care about the
lives of these total strangers?

Médinagrinned again; oh yes, she had noticed the boredom. “Good plan,” she said.
“I'll keep my eyes open. W, it was charming to meet you. | hope you're able to
enjoy the rest of the evening.” And with afew more casua words, she left.

Sereva returned moments later, gpologizing for abandoning Kit so long, and swept
her off to the dinner buffet. They were joined by Emron Vermer and his cousin, so
there was more torturous tak that led eventualy to the dinner invitation. Which was
quickly accepted. Kit kept her gaze on her plate so her combination of panic and
disbe-lief could not shine out from her eyes. Worse and worse. She would be
engaged to the man before the evening was ended, and she had not yet said more
than a hundred words to him.

Nor would she, if she could help it.

Sereva murmured some excuse, and left Kit with the Vermers at the dinner table. But
this Kit could not alow. “I’'m sorry,” she said with a wide fase smile. “There's
something | need to take care of.” And she jumped to her feet and hurried back into
the ballroom to look for the least accessible corner in which to hide herself. She
would stay here haf hidden by a towering topiary plant for the rest of the night, if
need be. She was not exchanging one more word with Emron Vermer.

In afew minutes, her eyes were drawn back to the gulden man, standing as solitary
as she but far more visibly at the edge of the ball-room. His eyes were on a knot of
indigo women a few feet away from Kit, and his look was coolly assessing. Kit
spared a minute to glance at that small group—yes, that appeared to be the miscreant
Aliria safely folded into their midst—and then turned her eyes back to the gulden
man. He seemed completely unaware of anyone ese in the room. He might have
been in one of the rough forested tracts on the boundary of Geldricht, stalking wild
boar for his evening medl, so completely was his attention focused on his prey. As
Kit watched, he gave a short, swift twist of his right wrist.

And invisbly shook a dagger into his hand.

Without thinking, Kit stepped from her concealment and glided across the room,
dodging past dancing couples without seeing them. He would wait a moment more,
plot his route across the room, she had a minute, maybe two . .. Once he was set in
motion, there would be no deterring him. He would dart across the floor so swiftly
no one would see him move ...

Her hand on his arm made him start so suddenly she thought he would bury the
dagger in her throat. The blazing gold eyes fixed on her almost unseeingly; it took
him thirty seconds to cool his rage enough to take in anyone, anything, except Aliria
Carvon.



“Don’'t,” she said in a low voice. “If you kill her, they will kill you. For absolute
certain.”

He was 4ill seething, but he had calmed just enough to take in fresh details. The
shape of her face, for instance, which so many guld-men knew; the fact that she was
speaking in goldtongue. “Anton Solvano’s daughter,” he said, and she nodded.
Every indigo identified her by her mother’s bloodline, every gulden by her father’s
name. He added, “And that might be a surprising thing, that the child of such a man
would care about the fate of such awoman.”

Ah, he was using the dliptical, impenetrable diaect; he planned to be difficult. “More
surprising that | care about the fate of a guldman fool enough to allow himsdf to be
tricked into such a sSituation,” she retorted, for the direct attack was dl that would
catch his attention at this stage of his fury. “How could you alow yoursdlf to be
brought here? Couldn’t you guess what reception awaited you?’

“A man with honor expects honor,” he said. “A man who does not receilve honor
expresses his displeasure.”

“Of course you cannot just walk out of here” she said, thinking rapidly. “I
understand that. That would shame you.”

“There is no shamein a quick death,” he said.

“It is stupid to die for a blueshi whim,” she said starkly, and that caught his full
attention. “There is shame in being stupid.”

“It would be interesting,” he said in an idle voice, “to know what such a woman
values.”

“She values her place in her society. She vaues her reputation,” Kit said. She could
not come straight out and make the suggestion; he would never do what a woman
told him. But a least he was lisening. He would let her words spark his own
imagination. “She would not want to stand naked before her friends and live to
remember her mor-tification.”

“A guldman is proud of his body and not afraid to show it to the world,” he said
NOW.

“Well, a blueskin woman is not. She hides that more faithfully than you would hide
your father’s secrets.”

He actualy smiled—a ferocious expression, true, but ill a smile. “It would be
good,” he said, “to make the blueshi women relax from dl thoughts of danger.”

“Perhaps if you danced,” Kit said.

He nodded once and shook his dagger back into its hidden sheath. Without asking
permission, he put his arms around her and pulled her onto the dance floor. Nothing
like dancing with the polite indigo men, not this, he held her hard against his body
and tugged her any way he chose. As he had done when he danced with Aliria, he
bent his eyes unwaveringly on his partner’s face, but Kit could tel he was straining
dl his senses to gauge the crowd around them. Surely everyone was staring a them.



She did not have the heart to look. Surely Sereva would never speak to her again.
On the bright side, Emron would no doubt rethink that invita-tion to dinner.

There was no need to attempt conversation. They had nothing to tak about and the
gulden was, though he appeared oblivious, tracking Aliria's movement within the
crowd. Kit concentrated on keeping a pleasant, unconcerned look upon her face.
Dancing with a gulden man at an indigo ball. Oh, of course, | do this every day.
An ordinary occurrence. What could she possibly tel Sereva? That, she supposed,
depended on whether or not Aliria Carvon was dive when the gulden left the room.

She lifted her eyes briefly to his face, wondering who he was and how he had met
the blueskin girl. Not a city man; no gulden who had been in the metropolis more
than a month would have accepted such an invitation. Perhaps he had come in
Chay’ s train and stayed on to see the big town. If he had been part of Chay Zanlan's
retinue, Aliria Car-von could have met him at any of a dozen functions. For dl Kit
knew, Aliria worked in the mayor’s office and had spent the past two weeks in this
man’s company, squiring him to eegant dinners, entertaining him while their bosses
talked politics, seeing him at his best and most dan-gerous—

The gulden wrenched free of Kit, spun on one hed and flung himsdf a few paces
away. Dizzy and thrown off balance, Kit missed most of the motion but heard the
sngle frenzied cry followed by hoarse screams of outrage and a genera crashing and
stomping throughout the room. She righted hersaf and whirled around, taking in
sights and details: the gulden man sprinting for the door, out-stretched hands and
blocking bodies powerless to stop him; the room-ful of shocked aristocrats, staring,
pointing, and covering their mouths with their hands; and Aliria Carvon, stripped of
her golden gown, standing naked and shrieking in the center of the fashionable
ball-room.

It had not occurred to Kit that she might become a heroine. Haf the partygoers, it
seemed, flocked ingtantly to Alirids side, but the other half surged around her,
cdling out questions and expressing their fury. Kit felt swamped and panicked, and
looked around desperately for Sereva. Who broke through the crowd moments later
to sweep Kit into an embrace.

“Oh, honey, what happened, what did he say to you, are you dl right?” Sereva
demanded in one breathless sentence. “Why did you go dance with him like that, |
was so worried—"

“I thought he might—I wanted to distract him,” Kit said, ssum-bling over the words.
Sereva was shaking her or—no, that was her own treacherous body, trembling with a
fever ague. “He had a dagger, | thought he might hurt Aliria—"

“A dagger!” “A knifel” “The gulden had a dagger?’ The cries and questions swept
around the circle hemming them in. One voice rose a little more clearly than the
others. “Did you see this dagger?’



Kit nodded but addressed her reply to Sereva. “I saw him shake it into his hand.
That’swhy | went over to him. | thought if | could just attract his attention, someone
might get Aliria safely from the room—"

Sereva clutched her more closdly; it was hard to breathe. “Oh, my brave girl!” her
cousin murmured into her neck. “Weren't you afraid?’

Actudly, yes. “A little,” Kit admitted. “But he wasn't realy fo-cused on me.”

She heard fragments of tak as her story was circulated among the onlookers, and
there was an entirdly unexpected murmur of approval that drifted back. “Quick
thinking!” “There'sa smart girl.” “It’s that Candachi, isn't it? Solvano’s daughter?”’
Then, more ominoudy, “And he just strolled out the door! That's not right!
Someone better notify Ariana Bayless. A gulden man attacking a woman right here in
an in-digo house—!”

“Damn guldman’s got to be brought to justice. Now, before he gets too far—send
out a search party—"

Kit freed hersalf from her cousin’s arms and surveyed the crowd, trying to discover
who was taking. The last two had been mae voices, but everybody in the crowd
looked wrathful.

“You won't find him,” she said quietly. “He'll probably go straight back to
Geldricht tonight.”

One of the men snorted. He was a short effete man with pale blue skin and lackluster
hair. “He |l stay to brag to his gilder friends how he insulted an indigo queen.”

Kit's voice cut through the smal chorus of agreement. “He’'s gone,” she said
decisively. “And if you bring in the wrong guldman for punishment, can you guess
what kind of trouble you' d raise in the city?’

That created an uneasy tir in the crowd. Kit pressed her advan-tage. “Would you
recognize him, if he was brought to you tonight in the company with three other
gulden men? | don’t think so.”

“But surely you would,” said a hawk-faced older woman with a low, commanding
voice. “You danced with him for ten minutes.”

Kit took a deep breath and loosed it on alie. “I don’t think so,” she said. “I was too
nervous to take in too many details.”

“Alirig, then,” the woman said. “ Surely she could identify him.”

Everyone agreed loudly with that, seeming relieved and purpose-ful at the thought of
some definite action. “We'll tel Ariana Bayless in the morning.” “Yes, Ariana’s the
one to handle this” Kit hesitated, opened her mouth, then said nothing. It didn’'t
matter, anyway. The guldman, she was sure, had aready put himsdf beyond ther
reach. He had satisfied his honor and shamed the indigo girl. Now he would re-treat
to Gold Mountain and shun the city the rest of his days.

“At any rate, al’swel now,” one of the men said. That pro-nouncement too won its
supporters, and the crowd around Kit began to dissipate. But not before a round



dozen stepped forward to pat Kit on the back, or reach for her hand, and tdl her
agan how brave she was, how foresighted, a remarkable girl, splendid. She was
numb with the night's many twists and turns, its public events and dark
undercur-rents. She shook their hands, accepted their thanks, and with her eyes
begged Sereva to take her home.

Worse was to follow. Worse by Kit's standards, anyway. Having be-come a
heroine, she must now be lionized. Emron Vermer was not the only indigo to come
cdling a her grandmother’s during the next few days. She was visited by no less
than twenty of the brightest lights in indigo society, dl of whom had been present at
the ball, dl of whom raved about her quick actions and ready wit. Fortunately, she
was not required to say much during these sessions, since she couldn’'t think of a
clever or witty remark to save her life. But her grandmother presided over dl of the
vidts, glowing with a fierce satisfaction, and she was able to make dl the necessary
Candachi contributions to the conversations. Even Aliria Carvon came to offer
careless thanks, seeming much less chastened than Kit would have expected. “I
thought it would be more fun than it was to dance with a gulden man,” Aliria said in
such a disappointed voice that Kit could hardly keep from staring. Then the heiress
laughed, shook her head, and laid a restless hand briefly on Kit's arm. “But | find
mysdlf hoping you’ re around the next time | de-cide to be outrageous. | do believe |
have you to thank for saving my life.”

But the Higher Hundred, it turned out, were not the only ones to ap-prove of Kit's
dramatic intervention. The day after Aliria came to cal, a note came to Kit at the
charity bank in the Lost City. From Jex.

Cursing hersalf and her giddy heart, Kit opened the letter with fingers that trembled.
They had not communicated since she had re-turned his last summons with a curt
negative. She had not been able to convince hersaf that she would never see him
agan; she had not been able to forget he was dive, in the city, a few miles distant.
Three times—she was humiliated to redize she could not stop herself—she had gone
to the Complex merely to walk past it, to assure hersdlf that it was 4ill standing and
that Jex, therefore, must <till be whole and breathing. And yet he would never send
for her, she knew this. And she could not forgive him. And so there was no hope
and, in the whole world, no joy at dl.

But here. A note from Jex. And it said: “Come to me today. | need to see you.
Please.” She stared, read it again, and a third time. She had never heard Jex utter the
word please. She had not thought it was in his vocabulary. It was possible, she
thought, her brain idly toying with this concept while her body turned to fire and her
heart went yapping against her ribs, it was possible that she had never heard a
guldman use the word. Only the timid and fearful guldwomen were ever reduced to
begging. And Jex had written it out with his usua bold stroke, and it meant in his
hand what it meant in anybody’s, and of course she would go to him. There was
smply no question.



Twenty minutes later, she was in a ringcar, breaking dl speed records as she dipped
and snaked through traffic in the Centrifuge. One car wobbled and nearly skidded
into the curved wal as she darted around it with scarcely enough room to spare. The
driver, an older in-digo man whose white hair contrasted sharply with his blue skin,
stared out a her, aghast and terrified. Remorse made Kit dow down sharply and
drive with more care. She did not want to kill hersdlf, after dl, be-fore she saw Jex
one more time.

Stll, she was so eager that she could have outrun the trolley (which moved more
dowly, she was sure, than a crippled man on his knees), and she had to force herself
to await the devator a the Com-plex rather than racing up the stairs. She wanted to
appear before Jex with at least a shred of dignity, a semblance of cam.

The same sour guard admitted her with the same obvious disap-proval, and she
stepped into Jex’ s apartment, trying not to hold a hand to her anxious heart. He was
waiting by the door. It had not even shut behind her before he took her into a
crushing embrace.

“Kit! Marveloud! Brilliant and honorable and unexpected dl at once! | could never
have forgiven mysdlf if Clent had come to harm. He would be dead by now if it
wasn't for you.”

She struggled to pull back just far enough to see his face. She didn't want to free
hersdlf from those demanding arms, oh no. “You know him, then? What's his
name—Clent?’

Jex kissed her on the mouth, then continued kissing her right through his next words.
“Yes. He came to town—with my father. | know him from Geldricht, and
he—mmm, I’ve missed you—he wanted to stay. Hecht put him up. | don’t know
where he—mmm— met this blueshi bitch.”

“No one told me. | can’'t imagine why she would have thought of inviting him to this
party, and why he would actualy go—"

“I told him he should. | thought he would intimidate them. So— if something had
happened to him—the fault would have been dl mine. Except for you—for you—for
you—!"

He tightened his arms again, flattening her againgt his chest and covering her face
with kisses. She couldn’'t breathe, she couldn't even protest, and she fdt a
moment’s physical panic. Something would break, her bones would snap in his hold
... Shetried to choke out a plea, but his arms loosened of their own accord, and she
drew two long, hard breaths.

“Intimidate them,” were her first gasping words. “Intimidate the indigo! On their
own territory? Jex, what were you thinking?’

“Bad idea. | redlize that now. As soon as he started tdling me the story, | couldn’t
believe he'd gotten out dive. And then, he told me how you had come to his
rescue.”

She couldn’t help a wesk laugh. Her ribs 4ill hurt. “Funny, the indigo dl think |



came to Aliriad s rescue.”

“And | was so proud of you! And | had to thank you mysdf! And tdl you how
much I’ve missed you. And ask you if you've missed me.”

“Of course I've missed you,” she said in a low voice, but had no time to add
anything else, for he kissed her again. Part of her mind wanted to protest, to slow
him down, to say, What about the explosion at the Carbonnier Extension? What
about the quarrel we had last time | was here? How much do | really matter to
you, and do you care about this stupid Clent more than you care about me? But
she could not think, she could not speak, she could not be anything except almost
painfully eated to be in his arms again, existing through his kiss. How had she
survived a day without this, how had she survived an hour?

“Look,” he said, drawing her farther into the room, for they had stood al this time
not two inches from the door. “Look. Don’t you think this will work? I’ll turn on
music, it will drown out any noise. Isn’t this clever? Say you'll stay.”

And she had, perforce, to turn her head and discover what he was taking about.
Even so, it took her a minute to assmilate the signifi-cance of the furniture pushed
together in the center of the room, a bed quilt thrown over the sofa and the back of
the chair to form atent over apile of rugs on the floor.

“No one will see us,” he said, his voice urgent, his hands upon her body more urgent
dill. “I'll turn up the music. No one will hear us. Oh, Kit, | want you so much—I
can’'t put it in words—I need you—"

Lovers, here in Ariana Bayless's prison, huddling under a makeshift shelter. She
should be horrified, she should be offended, but she had missed his body more than
she would miss sunlight if she were buried dive. She turned back to his embrace,
strained upward to invite his kiss, and gave her silent consent to the seduction.

They kissed till their bodies were fused, then broke apart, breath-less and laughing.
Jex reached for the laces on her shirt, but she pushed him away. “No—the
cameras—" she said, so he guided her toward the tented furniture and they crawled
beneath the blanket. There was a-most no room. Giggling and squirming, they
kicked off their shoes, pulled off their own clothes, came together naked in the
filtered light of the overhead canopy. She was shocked, as she was aways shocked,
by the gleaming incandescence of his body, amost phosphorescent against the rich,
matte surfaces of her own. When he laid his hand against her cheek, she imagined
the effect of alamp held againgt her skin, lighting up the interior cavities of her skull,
giving it an inky lu-minescence of its own.

“I love you,” she said, flinging herself against him, clinging to that golden body with
the length of her own so that it passed its ardent light through every knot of muscle,
every hollow bone. She could fed herself catch fire, fed her midnight colors pae
and scatter before his blaze. “Oh, Jex, | love you, more than anything else in the
world.”



An hour later, she left the Complex in a state of near-total disorientation. Part of it
was the sheer dissolution of self she felt every time she made love to Jex. The firg
time it had happened, she had felt dazed for a week. She had been unable to tell how
much of that was physical, how much emotional; he left her aways feding as if a
cataclysm had erupted insde her head, disrupting her balance, changing the
mole-cules of her skin.

But part of it, this time a least, was a niggling, worrisome tendril of dissatisfaction,
an inability to overlook completely some of the omissions of this assignation. He had
never said he loved her, that was one thing. Of course, it was something Jex rarely
said, but ill, under these circumstances, it would seem appropriate—in fact,
essential. He had seemed more concerned with Clent’s fate than her own, that was
the second problem; and he had ill never apologized for the hateful words that
caused the rift in the first place. He seemed oblivious to the fact that he should fed
remorse. He seemed to think that the fact that he wanted her should be enough for
her.

And for so long it had been. Maybe it dill was. Clearly, there was no one among the
indigo who could enchant her the way Jex had. She had met the best of them a week
ago, and not one of them had moved her to anything except boredom and disdain.
Jex was careless always, crud sometimes, caculating in many ways, but he had a
passion for life so furious that it could not help but ignite fires in everyone around
him. It was impossible to stand beside him and be indifferent. Long ago, Kit had
given up trying.

So he was flawed, but she loved him, and the rupture between them was healed. She
could not help smiling, sometimes actualy laughing aloud, as she made the long
dreary trek back by trolley to the Centrifuge station. Granmama would wonder what
had made her so light-hearted. Sereva would guess, and would rage in silence. But
there was no help for it. She loved Jex, and he loved her.

The Centrifuge was crowded. She had paid no attention to the passing of time, but
this was the homeward hour, when the city’s work-ers left their daytime jobs and
flocked back to their houses and apart-ments. She had to wait thirty minutes for a
ringcar. The tunnels were so jammed she could not travel a her usua speeds.
Indeed, traffic lowed so much each time they approached a gate that at times she
fdt lucky to be moving forward at dl. Things would only get worse as they neared
the South Zero and South One gates, where most of the indigo commuters would
exit. If she could think of an aternate way home, she would pull over a one of the
West gates and take a surface route out of the city.

But the pace picked up alittle as she cleared West Four, and she was able to lift into
the upper lane, where she increased her speed. The driver before her was riding so
close to the tall of the car in front of him that any sudden slowdown would send him
careening into it. Kit eased up on the throttle; she did not want to be part of a pileup.
Cars were packed in so tightly there was no room to maneuver. One vehicle spinning
out of control would take a dozen or so with it.

She dowed 4ill more as she passed South Zero and dipped to the middle lane,



weaving a little to try to get ahead of a cautious driver. Ac-tudly, if she dropped to
the bottom leve, speeded up, and darted back upw'ard, she might be able to—

The tunnels before her blossomed into an orange panorama of fire. She saw the
colors before she heard the explosion. The world was nothing but a rage of scarlet
dotted with spinning black shapes—ring-cars tossed backward by the force of a
powerful blast. Even before the first ringcar barreled backward into hers, she felt her
vehicle buck and shudder from the shock waves, and she fought the controls to
keep it steady. Everywhere around her was the dam and screech of meta hit-ting
stone and metal. She fet a hundred smdl collisions as ringcars from above and
behind knocked into hers and in turn were hit by oth-ers. That was dl a matter of
seconds; then a ringcar before her came hurtling backward, red with fire, black with
smoke, and plowed into her car. Her body smashed sideways into the wall; her neck
seemed to snap in two. Another collison rammed her against the opposite wall—
and then another and another, until she was too hurt and dizzy to count. The heat
was impossible. She couldn’t breathe. Her right arm felt both leaden and tortured.
Had she broken it? She couldn’t twist her head far enough to take a look.

Then behind her, the second explosion went off. She fdt it, though she could not
turn her head to view it. There was nothing she could do. Oddly, she felt no fear, no
panic, nothing but an irresstible lassitude. She closed her eyes and thought how easy
it would be to fdl asleep.



CHAPTER 8

L eesa left the morning after the ball. Just as Nolan had felt his perceptions dter when
she arrived, so did he fed them redign the day that she packed up her belongings
and departed. What confused him was won-dering what was reality—the world as
colored by Leesa or the world viewed through his own lens. For surely the world
itself was unvarying, unchanged. He was the one going through permutations.

She had been reluctant to leave because, she said, “All the best gossip will come
after I've gone! Let me know the instant you hear anything about Aliria Corzehia has
promised to write, but she’'s so unfathful, and | must know everything that
happens.”

“You could stay another few days,” Nolan offered. “1’d be more than happy to keep
you.”

She laughed. “No, I've been gone too long as it is. Mother will be completely
disorganized without me. But you can come in-country anytime to visit me. The
spring holidays, maybe. That would be nice.”

“That would be nice,” Nolan agreed, thinking with a moment’s longing of the
unbroken green vistas of his mother’s land. It had been months and months since
he'd been back, and the sound of Leesa's voice had the uncanny ability to make
him, briefly at least, fiercely homesick. “I'll check with Pakt. Maybe | can get some
time off.”

“1 hope so,” she said, and kissed him good-bye once more. They were standing on
the street outside his apartment, and her mother’s traveling car waited. The driver
was an ancient blueskin, schooled in patience. They could kiss as long as they liked.
“I miss you, and I’'m not even out of the city. Good-bye. Take care of yourself.”

“l missyou more,” he said. “Travel safely.”

And she had left, and he had taken the Centrifuge to work, and dl his perceptions
were off. He had to drive dowly, in the bottom lane, for most of the trip, because he
did not trust his reflexes in the upper levels. He had not piloted a ringcar since Leesa
arrived in town five days ago; he was out of practice. But it was more than that. It
had something to do with the fact that Analeesa Corova did not like the ringcars,
considered them dirty and noisy and probably dangerous, so that this morning Nolan
could not be comfortable and skillful in the Centrifuge as he usudly was. He exited
a the North Zero gate and ran for the trolley, then looked around and redlized that he
shared its seats and aides with albinos, gulden, and indigo of every caste, and this
made his skin prickle and his bones attempt to retract into the cavities of his
skeleton. He walked the find short distance from the trolley stop to the Complex and
fdt a marveling, incredulous distaste at the fact that he brushed shoulders with men
and women of every race, pur-chased goods from the same vendors, breathed from
the same com-pressed cubic feet of air. How could this be? They were foreign and
inferior; how had he come to overlook, even tolerate, their presence for so long?

Once he stepped inside the Biolab, the feding for afew hours actudly intensified. He



made no effort to join the informa morning gath-ering in Mdina's office. He
couldn’'t think how he would answer if Pakt or Colt or one of the other gulden
addressed him. But the world seemed strange, askew, even as he sat in his own
office playing with familiar figures on his computer screen. What was he doing here,
what did these numbers mean, and even if he deciphered them, how had he
meateridly benefited the world? Why was he here in the city when everything of any
worth or vaue was several hundred miles distant, liv-ing a far more gracious life?

He kept himsdlf locked in his office the whole morning, labori-ously going over old
formulas just for the comfort of their familiarity. Eventualy, some of the symmetry
and intractability of the numbers gave him back a measure of security; these were
equations that would not change, that held true no matter how they were influenced
by out-side factors and new variables. Their core values remained intact. They could
shift to new places, new formulas, and mean exactly the same thing.

Méeina came for him at lunchtime, stepping quietly into the room and shutting the
door behind her. For a second, her clipped har and lively expression looked wrong
to him, out of place, but in a mo-ment Leesa's superimposed image faded. “Good
morning,” Nolan said formally. “What’ s going on?’

“Nothing. | just came in to chat. You've been working awfully hard, and everyone
just wanted to make sure you were dl right.”

Nolan raised his eyebrows in surprise. He had forgotten there were other people in
the world who might wonder about him. “Oh. Yes. I'm just alittle behind here, and |
thought I'd try to catch up—"

Meina crossed the room and took a seat close to his, leaning for-ward to peer a
him. “Is Leesa dill here?’ she asked.

“No, she left this morning.”

Méelina leaned back in her chair. “Ah. | know. It's a strange fed-ing, isn't it? When
my mother comes in for avidgit, | have to take a va-cation day after she leaves. | wak
around from place to place, reminding mysaf why | love the city. And | won't let
Julitta come over till I'm back to norma. Otherwise, | say things that hurt her
fedings.”

Nolan stared at her, bringing her fine face into sharper focus.
“How can they do that to us?’ he asked at last. “What kind of indigo magic isit?’

“Pakt would cdl it the spell of heritage,” Mdina said. “Those of us who live in the
city have contravened dl the social, political, and ethnic laws we were taught from
childhood. Anything you learn that young has a sort of mystical hold on you. It's
hard to shake off.” She paused, thought of something, and gave a light laugh. “Did
you ever have any low-caste servants working for you? Girls from the swamp-lands
where they have those atrocious nasal accents?’

“Yes,” said Nolan. “But my mother only hired the ones who had a more cultivated
speech. There were voca coaches, | know, who made a living training low-caste
girls to speak like high-caste servants.”



“Exactly,” Mdina said, nodding. “Ours could tak like the Higher Hundred, too. We
had one woman who had been employed by my mother since she was about fifteen.
She spoke more beautifully than | could. But | happened to be nearby once when her
sister and her cousin came up to visit her, both of them taking with that awful
swampland accent. In less than a minute, Ldia was taking exactly like them—same
inflection, same word choice, same intonation. It was amazing. And | think you and |
do the same thing when we're back with our birth culture. We pick up the accent.
We revert.”

“This seems to go alittle degper than speech,” Nolan said.

Médina smiled. “It was a metaphor, slly boy. Of course it goes deeper than speech.
But you're also smarter than Lelia, and you can see what’s happening to you. And
you can make an effort not to dienate your coworkers who wonder why you've
suddenly become a snob.”

That made Nolan look over at her sharply. “I didn’t mean—"

“Relax. | told everyone you were missing your girlfriend. But that doesn’t mean they
won't notice if the only one you tak to is your blue-skin socia equal.”

“Well. Right. What can |—

She came to her feet. “We ordered sandwiches to eat in my office. | ordered one for
you, and the food’ s on the way. Will you join us?’

“Of course,” Nolan said, standing as wdll. “Just do what you can to make sure I'm
not rude to anyone else.”

She lad a mock fist against his cheek. “I’ll whop you on the head,” she said
affectionately. “Is that subtle enough for you?’

“Y es, thank you. I’'m sure no one else will notice.”

Everyone but Cerisa was in Mdina's office. Colt and Hiram had managed to pry
open two of the windows, so a shredded breath of the fresh spring breeze was able
to curl through the stuffy room. The min-gled smells of bread, meat, cheese, and
onions made Nolan redlize how hungry he was.

“Hey, the hermit’s come out to join us,” Colt greeted him with his usua edged
voice. “Have you decided we're good enough company for you after al?’

Nolan gave afaint smile. “Sorry,” he said. “Leesa left this morn-ing, and | guess I'm
sort of daydreaming.”

“Nothing like food to take your mind off the lack of sex,” Colt said, and Mdina
burst out laughing. Nolan felt a moment’s shocked outrage sparkle down his spine,
but when he saw Pakt’s grin, he man-aged a weak amile of his own.

“1 don’t know,” Nolan said. “It would have to be pretty damn good food.”
“And thisisn't,” Mdina said, handing him a sandwich, “but it will have to do.”

“So tell me” Pakt said, pulling up a chair. As usual, the two gulden men, Mdlina, and
Nolan had fdlen into a smdl closed group while the others held their own



conversations around them. It struck Nolan as strange that this should seem so
familiar, these three friends, these three mismatched cohorts. “Médina tells me you
were both at this famous ball last night. What redly did happen with the guldman?’

Nolan shot him a quick, uneasy glance, and then looked over at Colt. Pakt seemed
genuindy interested; Colt appeared more suspicious.

“How did you hear about that dready?’ Meina demanded.
“Word travels fast,” Colt said tightly.

Mélina shook her head in wonder. “Well. | don’t want to say any-thing that riles you,
but he was the last person any of the indigo ex-pected to see there. And | know
Aliria Carvon was merdy trying to be shocking, but | think she redly was being
deliberately cruel, because she should have known that the last place he would be
treated with any civility would be a Higher Hundred ball. He didn’t belong there, and
the whole evening became awkward because he was there.”

“1 agree he didn’t belong,” Pakt said. “But having brought him there, didn't she at
least owe him some courtesy? As | heard the tale, she abandoned him the minute
they came through the door.”

“An hour or so after they arrived,” Médina corrected. “But yes, she abandoned him.
And yes, she treated him badly. And | for one think she got what she deserved.”

“Hardly,” Colt said in a low voice. “What she deserved was to be killed for
deliberate dishonor.”

“Anold code,” Pakt said to himin a gentle voice. “Even in Geldricht, a death over a
dishonorable deed is no longer considered honorable in itself.”

“Itisby some,” Colt said.

“l don't know about Geldricht,” Melina said, “but in the city, if he'd murdered that
girl, he'd have been dead himsdf inside of fifteen minutes. Would that have made
you any happier?’

Colt gave her aquick frowning look, for he plainly did not like the question restated
in that way. “1 would not have been pleased with that outcome, but nothing about the
story pleases me,” he said curtly. “She should not have exposed him to humiliation
that way.”

“l agree. She's a bitch. But he agreed to go with her, and he must have known he
wouldn’t be welcome there. What were his motives? Did he think he'd be able to
humiliate the Higher Hundred just by showing up at the door? That's what | think.
Which makes me think he may have gotten alittle of what he deserved, t00.”

“He in good faith accepted an invitation extended by a woman he presumed to be
honorable,” Colt said coldly. “If he—"

“If | invited you to my mother’s house for the spring holidays,” Mdina interrupted,
“would you go with me? Knowing what you know about my mother, and my
family—and me? Wouldn't you wonder why 1’d invited you? Wouldn't you think |
only brought you aong to create a stir in my mother’'s house? Wouldn't that give



you a moment’s pause?’

Colt looked stormy for a moment and then broke into an unex-pected, though
somewhat alarming, smile. “If | went to your mother’s house,” he said, “she and her
sisters would run screaming through the doors, shouting ‘Barbarian!’ ‘Savage!’
‘Save yourselves!’* Colt said dis-dainfully. “Even if | came with you clinging to my
am.”

“Exactly,” Mdina said. “So why would this guldman expect any-thing different? He
didn't. He knew what he was in for, and he went anyway. | blame Aliria, but |
wonder about him.”

“It’s the curfew,” Pakt said quietly.
“What?’ the other three said in unison.

“The curfew,” Pakt repeated. “It's made dl the young guldmen edgy. Spoailing for a
fight. 1 think he was looking forward to having a chance to disrupt an indigo
household. I'm just glad it didn’t turn more violent than it did, or we'd be seeing a
lot worse than the curfew. We' d be seeing arrests and executions.”

“Surely not,” Mdina said.

Pakt nodded. “It happened twelve years ago. An dtercation on the street. Who
knows who said what first? But the indigo girl claimed that the guldman touched her
hand. Touched her hand, mind you—he didn’t strike her or hurt her in any way. She
screamed assault, and twenty guldmen were rounded up. She chose one at random,
for even she admitted she couldn’t identify this man she called her ‘attacker.” She
picked a man, and he was put to death.”

“lI don't bdieveit,” Mdina sad.
“Ask Cerisa,” Pakt said. “It was her daughter.”

There was a long moment of silence, while the blueskins con-templated their
sandwiches, unable to take another bite, and the guld-men reviewed the bitter past.
Méeina was the first to recover, shaking her head as if to dislodge a clinging ghost.
“But that was twelve years ago,” she said. “So much has changed since then.”

“Has it?’ Colt sald.

“We have made progress, ceatanly,” Pakt said. “But there is no true equdlity
between races. | have lived long enough to wonder if there ever will be. Not in my
lifetime, I'm afraid.”

“And a guldman may 4ill be arrested for taking a woman by the hand,” Nolan said.
“We've dl seen that. But | don’t think he' d be exe-cuted. Not today.”

“1 want to see the day when heisn’t even arrested,” Colt said. “I want to see the day
when it doesn’t matter.”

“You'll seethe day when it happens,” Médlina said, in the quietest voice any of them
had heard from her. She reached out and laid her fine blue pam over Colt’s large
gold hand. None of the rest of them moved; Colt stared at her, unblinking. “But
perhaps there won’'t ever come a day when it doesn’t matter.”



The next day’s lunch was less eventful, and only involved Nolan and Mdina. The
topic was agan the contretemps at Corzehia's bal, since word of the incident had
spread throughout the city. Ariana Bayless's response had been to extend the curfew
by a week—although, to give her credit, she did issue a statement saying that any
indigo caught bait-ing a gulden would be subject to swift arrest.

“Trying to be neutra,” Mdina said, reading over the accounts in the news. She had
requested hard copies from both a gulden monitor and an indigo one, saying that
was the only way to get atrue perspec-tive on events in the city. “But she can’'t help
but appear to favor the blueskins.”

Nolan had browsed through the gulden news, utterly fascinated. He had never before
had occasion to glance at a gulden monitor, let alone pay for a hard copy to read the
pages at leisure. He was surprised to find it printed in dua languages and illustrated
with clever, colorful graphics.

“Why do they print it in two languages?’ he asked Mdina “Don’'t dl the gulden
speak goldtongue?’

“1 think it's a political thing,” she said, glancing up from her own reading. “Proving
to any blueskin who takes the trouble to read their news that they can be far and
accurate reporters.”

“Yes, but, unless we could actualy read goldtongue as wdl, we wouldn’'t know if
the trandation is accurate,” Nolan pointed out.

Mdinalaughed. “True. I’'ll have to ask Colt. Maybe they’re not so respectable after
al.”

She returned to her reading, so Nolan continued thumbing through his hard copy.
Some of the articles merely repeated the city news of theday, but others reflected a
totally different lifestyle than the one he knew. There were listings of athletic and
academic accomplish-ments, in sports and subjects Nolan had never heard of; there
were recipes given with ingredients he could not even pronounce. A smal box in the
corner of the third page noted “Dishonors done,” and gave names and offenses
committed by one gulden against another. Nolan read them dl, wholly engrossed.
Insulted on the street. Word disbe-lieved. Father mentioned with disrespect. Clan
dishonored. A second column across from the offenses listed the status of the event:
“settled” or “pending.” Details were not given.

He kept reading, learning how to make a tolerable red fabric dye from the inferior
pigments sold in city stores, and then how to grow some exotic flowering plant in
the imperfect lowland climate. He was dl the way to the last page of the printout
before he got to the smal news item about another death in the gulden prison. He
knew nothing about the gulden jal except that it was twice the size of the indigo one,
so he read the brief article from start to finish.

“Huh,” he said, as he came to the end. “That’s strange.”



“1 know,” Melina said absently. “Those recipes. Even if you could figure out how to
make it, you wouldn’t want to et it.”

“No,” Nolan said. “There have been a handful of unexplained deaths at the gulden
jal. They think maybe there' s a virus or some-thing.”

Now Médina looked up again. “A handful? How many?’

“Well, four for sure and one that might have been a virus or might have been the
result of a stab wound. The guy was sick before he got knifed,” Nolan explained.

Mdinarolled her eyes. “Wdll, four people, that’s not an epidemic. I'm sure Cerisa's
watching it, though. Any more people die, she'll probably send one of usin.”

“Y ou think she knows about it?

“Cerisa knows everything. She reads the gulden monitors every day. It's where |
picked up the habit.”

“l wonder if—" Nolan began, but he didn't have a chance to fin-ish the thought.
They were halled by a lovely indigo woman with waist-length black har and
enormous blue eyes. Médina jumped to her feet to give the newcomer a hug and
make quick introductions. Nolan smiled politely, but prepared to depart without
attempting to make conversation.

“I'll tdl Pakt you'll be afew minutes late,” he said to Mdina. “See you back at the
lab.”

He meant to ask Colt or Pakt about the trandations in the news-paper, but he never
got a chance. When he returned to the office, Vardla and Hiram and Sochin were
huddled together, gazing fearfully down the hdl toward Cerisa's closed door. Nolan
could catch the sound of raised voices but no distinct words.

“What isit? What's wrong?’ he demanded.

“Something to do with Colt,” Vardlasaid. “ Cerisa's furious.”
“Is Pakt in there, to0?’

“Yes, but he didn’t look too happy either.”

They knew nothing more by the time Mdina returned, ten min-utes later, but on her
advice they dl scattered to ther own offices be-fore Cerisa found them
eavesdropping in the hal. So none of them could see exactly what happened when
Cerisa’s door was flung open and angry footsteps went stomping down the hall.
They heard Pakt cdl out, “No, wait!” and they heard the cool, liquid tones of
Cerisa' s voice saying, “Don’t even try to stop him.”

And they dl caught Colt’s voice, raised for the whole lab to hear, eerily cdm and
freighted with the singsong malevolence of a curse: “Dishonor to you. Dishonor to
your family. May you be punished ac-cording to your crimes.”

Then more footsteps, quieter thistime, and the sound of the outer door opening and
fdling shut. And then silence.



They had dl been afraid to leave ther offices for the rest of the day. Dread hung
over the lab, seeped in under the closed doors, wound around their uneasy fingers,
and made them clumsy at their keyboards. They dl listened for the sound of Cerisa
leaving, but the sound did not come, and so they fdt tied to their own desks and
computers until the find hour of the day. In silence, they left their offices, traded
glances in the halls, and shrugged to indicate that they had no news. Even Mdina,
who could glean information from the most casually dropped word, could not guess
what had transpired.

“Tomorrow,” she whispered to Nolan as they exited from the building. “Come early.
WEe Il ask Pakt.”

And so the next morning, Nolan arrived an hour early, to find Mdina ahead of him
by five minutes. Pakt was not in his office yet, but neither was Cerisa, so they settled
themselves in Pakt’ s chairs and waited.

“It must be bad,” Nolan said. “I don’t know much about it, but that dishonor thing
sounded terrible.”

Meina nodded. “I don’t know much about it, either. | think it's the worst thing you
can wish on somebody.”

“Will Pakt’tell us?’
“| don’'t know.”

But Pakt, when he arrived a few minutes later, merely nodded when he saw them
gtting in his office. The big guldman looked ex-hausted, his pale skin stretched and
blotchy, his copper hair barely combed. It occurred to Nolan to wonder how old
Pakt was. Today, he looked eighty. Normally he looked twenty-five years younger. It
must be even worse than he and Melina suspected.

“Is she here?’ were Pakt’'s first words. Mdina shook her head. “All right. What do
you know? What did you hear?’

“Nothing. Except that bit about dishonor,” Mdina said.
“That’s the least of it,” Pakt said.
“Well, tdl us. If you can.”

Pakt dropped heavily into his own chair behind his desk and rubbed his big hand
across his forehead. “ Cerisa caught Colt going to vidit Jex Zanlan,” he said.

“Oh, no,” Mdina said.
“How did she catch him?’ Nolan asked.

“Apparently, she had some suspicion that Colt had been to see Jex before. She
briefed the guard, and she monitored Colt’s lunch hours. She was up there yesterday
when Colt dropped by for avist.”

“1 suppose that’s the end of Colt, then,” Meina murmured.
Nolan was wholly confused. “What? So what? Why does she care who visits Jex



Zanlan? What’ s it to her?’

Mélina shot him a pitying look; Pakt regarded him somberly. “Jex Zanlan is a known
crimina, incarcerated for crimes againgt the city. Colt is a city employee, and city
employees are not alowed to frater-nize with felons. If you didn’t know that, you
should.”

“l don't know any felons,” Nolan said. “But if | did—I 4ill don't get it. | didn't
even know Colt was friends with Jex Zanlan.”

“He wasn't,” Mdina said briefly. “I asked him that once, a few months back. He'd
never met him.”

“But then—" Nolan fdt a nightmarish incomprehension; none of this made sense.

“Jex Zanlan is a terrorist,” Mdina said in a patient voice. “He and his friends have
dready blown up at least two buildings, though they’ve never proved he had
anything to do with the fire a the Car-bonnier Extension. If Colt never knew him
before, he only knows him now by association. He's made friends with Jex’s
terrorist friends living in the city. Is that the way it goes, Pakt?’

Pakt nodded. “That’s the way Cerisa sees it. Frankly, | can't read it any other way
mysalf.”

“And if he only knows Jex through these terrorist friends,” Melina continued, her
voice growing smaler and softer, “what reason could he have for vidting Jex in
prison? What information could he have been trying to pass to Chay Zanlan's son?’

Nolan spread his hands, a gesture of ignorance. “I can’'t imagine! What information?
What could Colt know that would matter to Jex— or anyone?’

“It doesn’'t matter what he actualy knows or doesn’'t know,” Pakt said in a slow,
hurt voice. “The point is, he's a city employee. He works for a confidante of the
mayor. He could have overheard anything, at any time, that would be vauable
information to a terrorist and devas-tating to the city. Whatever reason he had for
trying to meet with Jex Zanlan, innocent or not, cannot in fact be innocent, because
he is ca-pable of doing red damage just by what he knows.”

“He's been fired,” Mdina said suddenly.
“Yes.

“And you agree with Cerisa,” she added.
“Yes,”' Pakt said. “I do.”

“Then he won’'t—he won't ever be back here,” Nolan said, dill trying to take it in.
“He’'s gone. We won't see him again.”

“1 will try to see him,” Pakt said. “But | doubt I'll be successful. | was in the room
with Cerisa, and | backed everything she said.”

Mdina suddenly looked frightened. “That curse, as he left—that thing about
dishonor—was he saying it to you}”

Pakt shook his head. “I don’'t believe so. But it's possible. | will watch my step very



carefully in the next few weeks, in any case.”

“Will he—what exactly did it mean?’ Mdina asked. “Will he try to harm you—or
something?’

Pakt shook his head again. He looked even more tired than be-fore. “It was not a
challenge to defend my honor—or for Cerisa to de-fend hers. It was more of a—a
statement, a notice to the fates that here waks an unprotected soul.” At their
matching looks of confusion, Pakt explained. “A man or woman walks through the
world defended by his honor. Whatever ill befdls him, if he still has his honor, he
cannot be materidly harmed. But once his honor is flawed, he has no shield—
nothing can deflect from him the tribulations and disgraces that float freely around us
every day, looking for a place to settle. Colt was merely pointing out to the universe
a large that Cerisa—and, perhaps, |—can be destroyed by some petty trid. | don’t
believe he will make the attempt to destroy us.”

“Thisisterible” Mdinasaid. “Thisis worse than | thought.”

“What happens now?’ Nolan asked.

“We hire anew technician,” Pakt said.

“No, | meant—what happens to Colt? Will he return to his mother’s home?’

“His father’s house,” Pakt corrected. “No, | don’'t bedieve so. He has sKills, and
there are other labs in the city. There's a gulden phar-macy near the West Two gate
that could use a man with Colt’s ability. | don’t see him going back to Geldricht.”

“What about Cerisa?’ Mdina asked. “Is she upset?’

“Furious, yes. Upset? | don't think so. Not about losing Colt. She doesn’t redly like
guldmen.”

“She doesn't like any of us,” Mdina said.

“She hired Colt when there was a quota on. And, make no mis-take, he was the best
candidate we interviewed. But there’ s no quota on now, and 1'd bet you my father’'s
reputation that she hires an indigo to replace him.”

“But there are three other guldmen here,” Mdina said. “Even if she’s going by
quotas, she has hired fairly.”

“She’'d get rid of usdl if she could do it,” Pakt said.
“Even you?’ Nolan asked.

Pakt smiled, an expression that was an odd mixture of sadness and anger.
“Especialy me,” he said.

Naturdly, no one taked of anything else for the rest of the day, though the
conversations were whispered and tended to break down aong race lines. Cerisa,
who had been absent much of the past few days, was very much in evidence, saying
little to any of them but making sure they marked her presence. As soon as she



appeared, they al meted back into their offices to try and continue the hopeless task
of concen-trating on their projects. Nolan, for his part, accomplished nothing useful
the entire day.

As the quitting hour rolled around, Mdina appeared in his office. “Are you busy
tomorrow night?’ she asked.

“1 don’t think so. Why?’

“l want you to come with me.”

“Come with you where?’ he replied suspicioudly.

“To see Calt.”

“To see—" Nolan stared at her. “That can’'t be a good idea.”
Méelina shrugged. “ That’s what Pakt said. Will you come?’
“1 don’t even know where he lives,”

“1 got his address from Dade.”

“Do you know how to find it?’

“It's somewhere off West One.”

“West Onel Not oncein my life have | ever exited there.”
“1 know. Me either. Will you come?’

“What if | won't?’

She shrugged. “I'll go by mysdlf.”

“You can’t do that!”

“Well, | will.”

“Why don’t you just let Pakt go? He said he would.”

“Because Colt put a curse on Pakt, and he didn’t put one on you and me. Because
It's important that we show him that we haven't aban-doned him. Because he's a
friend of ours.”

“l don't know that I'd actualy consider him a friend,” Nolan said dowly. “I don’t
know that he actudly likes either of us.”

She shrugged again. “Fine,” she said, and left before Nolan could say another word.

He left without speaking to her again. During the trip home (which seemed longer
than usua this night), he could think of nothing else. There was no reason, of
course, they should not go to the gulden residentia districts off of West One. Those
were not areas particularly known for violence, and, like other parts of the city, they
were regu-larly patroled by security forces. And yet—it was the heart of gulden
territory within the city. It would be like traveling to a foreign land.

Where the natives were not particularly well-disposed toward visitors.
But he could not let Mdina go there aone. Even Leesa would tdl him that. And



Médina, of course, knew it.

At work the next day, he made no attempt to tak to her, and she only nodded
neutrally when she passed him in the hdl. He took his lunch with Vardla and Hiram
(naturdly they talked about Colt; there was no other topic), then spent the afternoon
going over some of his recent formulas with Pakt. He was in his own office
sraightening his desk as the find hour of the day passed, and Melina appeared in his
doorway.

“Ready? she asked.

“Just let me turn off my computer,” he said. And that was dl the discussion they had
on the topic.

They took the trolley to the Centrifuge, arguing over who would pilot the ringcar.
Meinawanted to be the driver, but Nolan had ridden with her in the past and refused
to do it again. She was—like dl the indigo women who bothered to use the
Centrifuge—a reckless and in-considerate driver, and he told her so.

“I"m no worse than anyone ese,” she said impatiently.

“You'reworsethan | am,” he said. “And I'm not getting in the car with you. If you
want to drive, you can take your own ringcar, and I'll take the one that comes right
after.”

She was annoyed but ultimately acquiesced. “Well, I'm driving on the way back,”
she said. Nolan merdly shrugged.

The trip from North Zero to West One was rdatively quick, de-spite heavy traffic;
but then, it was only about haf the distance of Nolan's norma commute. Nolan felt
astrange sense of uneasy excite-ment overtake him as he maneuvered the craft to the
unfamiliar gate. It was ridiculous, he knew, but he half-expected to step through the
door onto another planet, ridged with unknown red mountains and lit by an agueous
sun. How could a place only a few miles from his own home seem so foreign and
fraught with danger?

Médina had jumped to the curb before the ringcar had come to a complete halt.
Nolan climbed out without bothering to reprimand her, and glanced around him.
Same arched stone doorway, same apron of asphalt on the interior side of the gate.
As far as he could tel, same hazy sunlight on the other side of the door, a light
gradualy fading to dusk. The only difference between West One and South Zero
was that here, every single commuter besides the two of them was a gulden mae.

And they were drawing no little attention.

No one approached them or questioned them, however, and Meina made her way
through the crowd at her usual brisk pace. Force of habit, or perhaps surprise,
induced the guldmen to fdl back for her, but dl of them watched her pass and then
looked appraisingly at Nolan.

She emerged into the twilight and looked around. “Now, we're supposed to take the
Elmtree shuttle, Dade said.”



“They have shuttles here?’” Nolan asked before he could stop himsdlf,

Meina gave him a look of supreme irritation. “ Of course they have shuttles here!
Nolan, we haven't even left the city limitd Why would you think we'd suddenly
wandered into a wasteland?’

“l just—I've never been—oh, never mind.” The bus arrived five minutes later.
Elmtree was apparently a pop-ular route, for a crowd of gulden men scrambled for
the bus as soon as it pulled to the curb. Luck had positioned the blueskins in just the
right spot; they were among the first to board. Nolan's eyes went immedi-ately to the
back of the shuttle, where twenty or thirty gulden women were crammed together in
seats that were clearly meant to accommo-date about haf their number. The benches
up front, he guessed, must have been left empty for the men.

Méelina, oblivious, headed for the first unoccupied seats and sat down. “I think,”
Nolan began, but she grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him down next to her. “I
think women are supposed to st in the back,” he whispered in her ear.

“Nonsense,” she said aloud. “It’s a public conveyance, and | can st anywhere |
choose.”

The rest of the seats filled rapidly, and about a dozen men re-mained standing in the
aides, wrapping their hands around chrome rails. The bus lurched forward, and
Nolan was thrown againgt Mdina. He righted himsdf quickly and took a furtive
glance around.

No one was actualy staring at them, though he would have sworn dl eyes were
turned in their direction. A few of the riders glanced his way, took a few moments to
consider Meina, then returned ther at-tention to thelr printouts or ther
conversations. Yet every nerve in Nolan's body screamed its awareness that he did
not belong here. He fet like a foreign particle introduced to a host body that had
begun to marshd dl its resources to throw him out.

“We should be on the shuttle fifteen minutes or so,” Mdina said. She was looking
out the window, apparently watching for landmarks, for every once in a while she
nodded. “We want to get off at Clover-ton.”

“And then what?’

“And then we walk.”

“How far?’ Nolan asked nervousdly.

“A few blocks. | don’t think the exercise will be too much for you.”
“l just thought—it’s going to be dark soon, and—"

She turned to give him a maicious smile. “Just think how dark it will be when we
come back thisway,” she said.

Which made his stomach lurch with apprehension. He did not know why he felt so
certain they would be lucky to return from this ad-venture dive.

“Hereit is,” she said suddenly and jumped to her feet. Nolan scrambled up beside
her and began excusing himsalf as he edged through the press of guldmen. Everyone



politely squeezed back to a-low him and Mdina room to disembark. Surely it was
his imagination that one of them pantomimed a quick kick to his backside.

“Well, isn't this pretty!” Mdina exclaimed, pausing a moment on the street corner to
survey the scenery. Nolan, who had spent the whole ride watching the action on the
interior, now caught his first glimpse of a gulden neighborhood. It stopped himin his
tracks.

Instead of the stark blacks, whites, and grays of his own district, here the buildings
wore festive pastel hues on their painted brick, on their draped awnings, on the flags
and signboards and shutters that decorated their exteriors. There were plants and
flowers everywhere, climbing up trellises, pouring out of hanging baskets, peering
out from the windows of houses and retall shops. Every storefront featured a
fountain of varying complexity, and the sound of splashing water mur-mured up and
down the street.

“Well, | think I like this much better than the neighborhood where | live)” Mdina
said.

“You don't think it's alittle—indegant? Overdone?’ Nolan asked.

“No, I think it’s cheerful.”

“You'd get tired of it after awhile”

“Well, | don’t suppose we'll be here long enough to find out.”

“Which way now?’

She pointed. “North on Cloverton. To number 1811.”

They waked dowly down the street, Nolan at least trying not to gawk. Mdina
frankly looked about her, lifting her arm to point to views she found particularly
intriguing. Nolan hoped no one was watching from the windows, indignant at the
blueskins sightseeing through their neighborhood. The few other pedestrians they
encountered tended to be young men, apparently heading home from work, and

older women shepherding flocks of children down the sidewalk. They saw no young
women out walking alone. They saw no couples.

“Is there a curfew for girls?” Mdina wondered.
“1 don’t know. Y ou see gulden women in the city dl the time.”
“Older women,” Médina said thoughtfully. “We'll have to ask Pakt.”

It was about an hour before true dark by the time they arrived a number 1811. The
midsized house was smdll by indigo standards, but comfortable-looking nonetheless,
and certainly respectable enough for the locale. It was painted with colorful stripes
of sky blue, pale or-ange and yellow, and its danted roof was copper tile. Out front
played a smdl fountain in the shape of alily whose petals narrowed into streams of
water.

“Not the sort of place | would imagine Colt coming from,” Mdina said under her
breath. “But | rather likeit.”



“Does helive here done?’
“I didn’'t ask. | wouldn’t think so. Let’s see who's home.”

The woman who answered the door was a tdl, beautiful, tawny-skinned woman
about Médlina's age. She had the longest, thickest gold hair that Nolan had ever seen
and eyes the color of amber. She looked terrified to see them. She seemed to want
to crouch behind the door to hide as much of herself as possible, and her flustered
greeting was in-comprehensible.

Mélina stepped forward and spoke in her usua brisk voice. “I’'m Mdina Lurio, this
is Nolan Adelpho. We come from the Biolab in the city. Is Colt here?’

The woman stared at them, her eyes growing even wider. Her hands appeared to
tighten on the edge of the door. “Colt?’ she re-peated and then asked a question in
an unfamiliar language.

“Oh, for heaven's sake, she can’'t speak bluetongue,” Médina said, her voice amix of
frustration and disbelief. “How can anybody live in this city and not bother to learn
the language?”’

“Maybe she never ventures out of the neighborhood,” Nolan said. “Maybe she's just
moved here.”

“What do you suppose she is to Colt? Sister? Wife? Lover?’
“He doesn’'t have awife. Asfar as| know.”

“l suppose it doesn’'t matter what her connection to him is. Listen, young lady,”
Meinasaid. She switched to a dow, emphatic tone of voice and asked a question in
aset of words Nolan could not under-stand.

“l didn’t know you spoke goldtongue!” he exclaimed.

“l don’t. Just enough to ask if anyone here speaks our language. | had to learn a few
phrases when | did a summer internship at a clinic in the Lost City. | can say some
other choice words, too, like ‘fever’ and ‘broken bone,” but | don’'t think any of
those will help us now.”

The gulden woman had nodded vigorously and replied at length in her own language,
but Mdina flung up a hand to cut her off. She re-peated her request and then
assumed an impatient, imperious pose. The woman spoke again, a little more briefly,
then disappeared into the recesses of the house.

“Is she coming back?’ Nolan asked.
“1 have no idea.”

But she did return, less than five minutes later, followed by a boy who appeared to
be about fourteen. He was tdl and gangly, awkward for his height; his face looked
incomplete, as if he had not yet mastered dl its expressions. But there was an
indefinable arrogance to his car-riage, an incipient self-assurance that made it clear he
couldn’t imagine what blueskins were doing a his door and he hoped he would not
have to deal with them for long.



“Can you speak bluetongue?’ Meina demanded.

He looked down at her out of mint-green eyes and visbly won-dered a her manners.
“There isawoman at my door speaking the in-digo language,” he said, pronouncing
the words with a perfect accent. “Is that why | was called here?’

Oh, yes. Nolan had forgotten. This was the way an uncooperative gulden would
adways speak to an impatient blueskin, in the most roundabout, indirect fashion
imaginable. At the lab, they were dl too busy to indulge in such affectations, though
Nolan had heard Colt and Dade and even Pakt use such oblique commentaries when
they were deding with vendors or security officers or anyone else who had raised
thar ire. The practice nearly drove the efficient Mdina mad; she could not stand any
senseless waste of time.

“Yes. To interpret for me. | am Mdlina, this is Nolan, we're friends of Colt’s. Is he
here?’

“Strange to think that a guldman might have friends among the indigo,” the boy
replied.

“Strange but true. We' ve come to offer him help—anything he might need. Can you
tdl him we're here?’

“With such a commotion at the door, anyone within would know there are visitors.”

Méeina digested that a moment in silence. “You mean he's not here? Will he be
coming home anytime soon?”’

The boy looked up at the sky as if gauging time. The saffron twi-light had deepened
to an opaque blue; filmy curtains of night seemed to hang suspended between each
of the neighborhood houses. “Wher-ever a guldman is now, he will most likey stay
till dawn,” was the un-helpful reply.

“What? He's not coming home? |s that what you mean?’

Nolan touched her on the arm to catch her attention. He thought she might be ready
to grab the boy and give him a good hard shake. Bad idea, though. “Curfew,” Nolan
sad briefly. “If Colt’s not home now, he can’t come in after dark.”

“Damn. | forgot. A wasted trip, then.”
“Not if the point was to let Colt know you were worried about him.”
“1 wanted to tak to him. | wanted to see his face.”

Nolan addressed the boy. “Can we leave him a note? Can you bring us something to
write with?’

The boy didn't seem to be able to come up with any oblique way to say “yes’ to
that, so he nodded and ducked away from the door. Melina paced back and forth on
the narrow porch, more agitated than Nolan had expected.

“Don’t be so upset,” he said. “You couldn't do anything for him even if you saw
him face-to-face. He might not even be pleased to see you. Did you think of that?’

“Of course | thought of that! He' d probably throw us out in the street if he saw usl!



It's just that—I'm worried about him. He can’t come to me if he needs something.
And I'm just afraid—he'll do something stupid. | wanted to tell him not to.”

“He's Colt,” Nolan said. “He' |l do whatever he wants.”

The boy reappeared a few minutes later with several sheets of paper and a couple of
pens. Clearly, he thought each of the visitors might have something to communicate
to Colt. Nolan took a page and a pen and wondered blankly what he might write to
the guldman. He had never considered Colt a friend and rarely even an dly. He was
a-ways alittle on edge around the gulden man, afraid to make some un-wary remark
that would fire the combustibles that appeared to lie, ready mixed, just beneath the
surface of the golden skin. And yet Colt was an integra part of Nolan’s life in the
city, one of its colors, textures, sounds, delights, trids, foreign frightening elements
that had become, over time, part of the pastiche Nolan had grown to love. He could
not imagine the lab without Colt. It would seem wrong, a chemica for-mula that
would not combine. The loss of Colt would trigger some malfunction that would
throw something else out of synch, and even-tualy the whole place would fdl into
chaos and disorder.

Meina was hadtily scrawling out a long message; she seemed to have no trouble
deciding what to say. But Colt had touchy notions of honor and pride, and Nolan
did not want to run afoul of those by any expressions of sympathy or offers of aid.
It was pointless to ask Colt to keep in touch—he wouldn’t—and anyway, what
could they possibly tak about if they attempted a social meeting? So Nolan braced
his paper againg the front of the house and wrote only, “We miss you aready.
Nolan” and folded up the paper.

Meina was just adding her signature to her message, and soon enough the young
guldman was accepting both their notes. “Now, you'll give this to him as soon as
you see him, won't you?’ Mdina said sternly. “It’s very important. Y ou will see him
again, won't you? He'll come back here tomorrow or the next day, won't he?’

“A man aways returns to his home,” the boy replied. Mdina seemed satisfied with
that, but it made Nolan wonder. This might not be Colt’s home after dl; and then
who would be poring over their notes the instant they were gone?

“Well, thanks. Redly. You've been helpful,” Mdina said, and even Nolan was not
sure if she was sincere or sarcastic. “I guess we'll be go-ing now.”

“Then go,” the boy said, and closed the door on them before they could say another
word.

“Wel! That was an interesting cross-cultural adventure!” Mdina said as they stepped
onto the street, back in the direction of Elmtree. It was true dark now, and the only
illumination came from the houses themselves—and that was directed more inward
than out. Indeed, the galy colored buildings seemed like nothing so much as
oversized lanterns lad down on either side of the road. Nolan stepped carefully.
Méling, of course, strode on without once looking at her feet. “That boy! Could he
have been less helpful ? Whoever taught them to tak that way?’

“Maybe that’s not how they tak to each other in goldtongue. Or maybe it is. All that



honor stuff. Maybe they phrase things so indirectly to avoid offending anyone.”

Médina snorted. “Ridiculous way to behave. Never get anything accomplished. Pakt
and Colt never talk like that.”

“Pakt and Colt know how to get along in the blueskin world,” Nolan said. Or at |east
Pakt did. Whether or not Colt had redlly learned the trick was yet to be seen.

The trip back seemed longer than the trip out, mostly because of the dark. They had
arrived at Cloverton before it occurred to ether of them to wonder if buses would
be running after dark—jparticularly now, with the curfew in place. In fact, since most
drivers were guld-men, the answer was probably “no,” which meant they faced a
long, dreary trudge ahead of them.

“Well, nothing to do but start waking,” Melina said after they had waited on the
corner for a few minutes and seen no other traffic. The retal stores a the
intersection had al been closed for the day, so (here was no shopkeeper to ask for
information, and the only souls who appeared to be out at this hour were young
children playing in ther own yards. The guldmen, it appeared, were obeying the
curfew; and the guldwomen, or so they had guessed, were not out much any-way.
Therefore, they were on their own.

“It would have been nice if Dade had mentioned this little trans-portation problem,”
Méeina grumbled as she stumbled once over an obstruction in the road. “I might
have timed our vist alittle differently if I’d known the shuttles weren't running.”

“He probably didn’t think you'd really come.”
“1"m beginning to wish | hadn’t. How far do you think it is to the Centrifuge?’
“Five miles. Maybe less. Take us about an hour and a half.”

But they had not waked more than fifteen minutes down Elmtree when Nolan heard
the lumbering, sighing wheeze of a hig vehicle coming up behind him. He spun
around and began waving his arms before Mdina had even caught the sound. It
might be too dark for the driver to see them, but Nolan hoped his white shirt would
reflect some of the nearby light—and sure enough, much to his rdief, the bus
groaned to a halt beside them in the road.

“Thank goodness you saw us,” Mdina exclaimed, hopping aboard. The driver was a
gulden woman who looked to be in her late fifties; no curfew on her. There were no
other passengers. “We weren't even sure there' d be a bus out this time of night.”

The woman merdly nodded, clearly not understanding a word. “Centrifuge?’ Nolan
asked, pointing straight down Elmtree. She nod-ded twice, repeating the word back
to him. He was washed with a com-plex mix of relief, exhaustion, eation, and guilt
(he was ecstatic to be getting out of this neighborhood, the quicker the better, but he
fdt bad about the intendity of the emotion). They were on the road to home.

He took a seat across the aide from Méeling, for he had nothing to say to her in
bluetongue, goldtongue, or charade. This time, he watched the neighborhood
unfolding outside his window, noting how the houses grew smaler and more
dilapidated the closer they drew to the Centrifuge. He would have been truly aarmed



to be passing through this district on foot as the night grew blacker around them.

But now they were ddlivered, safely and rapidly, to their destination, and soon they
were in the familiar confines of the Centrifuge, d-beit at an unknown gate. There was
even a car awaiting them.

“You go to South Zero, right?” Mdina said, letting him precede her so he could take
the controls. “I’m South One. Let’s just share this one, and I'll drop you off.”

“Sounds good,” he said, and pulled away from the curb. That was dl they said to
each other until they made brief good-byes at South Zero, and Nolan was findly on
his way home.

And that day had been strange enough, but the next day was even stranger. Pakt had
caled an afternoon meeting that kept them al in the lab an hour past their usual
closing time. Hiram and Vardlla, squirming in their seats, made no attempt to hide
their disapproval of such a use of their time. They had barely wrapped up their
discussion when they heard a faint “boom!” echoing through the mazdike baffles of
the city’s skyscrapers. They dl looked at each other in bewilderment.

“Did anybody else hear that?’ Hiram asked.
“Was it insgde? Outside? It sounded so far away.”
“Was it an explosion?’

“l can’'t see anything out the window.”

“Wait! That was another one! | could fed it!”
“What direction did it come from?’

“West, | think.”

“No, south.”

“Could it have been something important?’

Almost as if in answer, the city began to wall with sirens, origi-nating from police
posts dl over the city but converging toward one central spot. “Turn on the
monitor,” Pakt said suddenly. “I think thisis bad.”

So they hurried into Pakt’'s office and turned on his little monitor and huddled
around it in dlence untii a shaken indigo broadcaster ap-peared on screen,
interrupting an everyday program.

“We've just learned there’'s been a series of explosions near the South Zero exit of
the Centrifuge,” the reporter said in an unsteady voice. “Medical and police units are
on the way. At this time, we don’t know how extensive the damage is or how many
people have been hurt. Officids are closing the Centrifuge immediately, leaving
thou-sands of commuters stranded, in the city and in the tunnels themselves. We'll
be back with more news when we have it.”



The screen went blank, then returned to its scheduled picture. They were left staring
a each other, drenched in horror. “The Cen-trifuge” Vadla said, but there was
nothing any of them could add in elaboration. No one needed to point out that,
without Pakt’'s im-promptu meeting, nearly dl of them would have been in the
Cen-trifuge at that exact moment, heading into the scene of the blast. If the explosion
had been fatal, Pakt had just saved dl of therr lives.



Chapter 9

At firgt, Kit was embarrassed that she had falen unconscious. She had been trained
in basic first aid; she could have been of some help as the medics fought through the
smoke and rubble to find the broken bodies in the downed cars. Then she learned
that, of the three hundred men and women caught in the explosions, only thirteen had
survived. Then she fdt lucky.

These were the emotions that came to vidt her over the next twelve hours, when her
mind was clear and she could actudly think. The hour she had spent on the tun-nel
floor, semiconscious and bleeding in her crumpled car, was pretty much a blur, and
the following hours of rescue and medica attention were hard to reconstruct
coherently. They had taken her to the gulden hospital, that she remembered, because
it was closest and because the two other survivors they had recovered at that time
were both guldmen. The pain had made it hard to focus as they wheeled her through
the neat, bright corridors, but she did notice that nearly dl the faces peering down at
her were gold. It confused her; she thought she was somehow back in Geldricht, that
the explosion had catapulted her across the Katlin Divide and into the territory with
which she was most familiar.

“Is Chay here?’ she asked one of the attendants, causing him to look down at her
strangely and check her temperature. “1s Jex?’

“Do we have an I.D. on this one?’ the doctor asked someone striding along behind
him. He spoke bluetongue, so he must have thought she was conscious enough to
understand him. “We're going to need to notify relatives.”

“I'm checking her handbag right now. Looks like—Candachi. Might not have
relatives in the city, though. Sounds high-caste.”

The doctor was gazing at her again, clearly impressed or at least informed. He knew
who she was. “Oh, she’'s got people in the city,” he said softly. “She’s Anton
Solvano’ s daughter.”

“Who?’
He shook his head. “Never mind.”

She drifted off again as they began to examine her, though she had the impression
they badly wanted her to stay awake and tak to them. It seemed like minutes later,
but was probably hours, that she woke to find Sereva in the room, speaking in a
cam voice with the physician. “How soon can | take her home?’ Sereva was asking.
“How soon can | get her to a doctor?’

“Hela, | am adoctor,” was the edged response.
“l mean—I"m sorry—>but I’ d rather have my own doctor see her.”

“Have as many doctors see her as you'd like. She has a concus-sion, a sprained
wrigt, atwisted ankle, a possible broken rib, and she is about the luckiest woman in
the city. | don’t want her moved for twenty-four hours, because | don't like the way



she keeps passing out, but after that, if she’s no worse, you can take her to any
medical facil-ity you choose. But she's not leaving here tonight.”

“But—" Sereva looked around fearfully, as if afraid to find mold growing on the
walls and insects feeding on the patients. “But she can't stay here.”

“l assure you, my staff and | are fully capable of setting the broken bones and
monitoring the pulse rates of even the most select heiress of the Higher Hundred,”
the doctor replied in an icy voice. “And judging by the vaccination scar she has on
her left arm, she’s spent some time in a gulden clinic before this. That’s a shot they
only give in Geldricht, for a fever you can't caich here. | don’t think Anton
Solvano’ s daughter will suffer at my hands.”

It was the longest, most direct speech Kit remembered hearing from a gulden
addressing a difficult indigo, and it made her appreciate the doctor even more. She
wanted to say so to Sereva but she couldn’t make the muscles of her mouth work. It
was too much trouble; she went back to sleep.

When she woke, it was somewhere past midnight, and Sereva was deeping in a chair
by her bed. Kit was a mass of aches and bruises. Her brain seemed to be holding its
breath inside her skull, trying to puff it-self up so large that it burst through the bone.
The whole left side of her body throbbed in time with her heartbeat; her arm was
cocooned in something soft and clumsy. Her head hurt so much that it was hard to
think clearly, but at least her thoughts fet as if they could be forced into some kind
of order.

“Sereva,” she cdled and had to repeat the name twice before her cousin stirred.
Then, ingtantly, Sereva was on her feet and bending over the bed.

“Kitrini! You're awake! How are you feding?’
“Awful. | hurt dl over. I’'m not even sure what happened.”

“There were a couple of explosions in the Centrifuge this after-noon. Hundreds of
people killed. Only afew of you got out dive. They sent a message to Granmama
and it—Kit, she actudly fainted. | think she’s so much frailer than we redize. | didn’t
know if | should stay with her or come to you, but Jayson’s with her, and he cdled a
while ago to say she’s fine now. But you! You were so pae and crazy when | came
in. You didn’t recognize me—you didn’t speak to me—"

“l recognized you.” But now a new pain was settling in over Kit's chest, weaving
itsedf through the warp of her ribs and troubling her breathing. “You
said—explosions in the tunnel? Caused by—what?’

“They don’t know yet. Could have been some eectrica mafunc-tion, | heard.”
“Or it could have been a bomb. Bombs.”
“Maybe, but that’s too horrible to think about.”

Kit knew she would be unable to think of anything else. “When will they know? Are
they investigating? Did they shut down the tun-nels?’

“Oh, yes, the Centrifuge is closed for the next week at least. There's a two-mile



section between South Zero and One that's com-pletely caved in. Nobody knows
how long it will take to repair. Ariana Bayless is adready trying to figure out how to
route commuter traffic into the city. They’re offering incentives to workers to stay in
the city at special hotel rates, and they’re planning to overhaul dl these old buses that
haven't run for years. It’s going to be a mess.”

It was Jex. Surdly not. Surely, not even Jex would blow up hun-dreds of people
during the commuting hour, just to make a point, just to infuriate Ariana Bayless? It
was Jex. He was not so cruel, so reckless, so prodigal with others’ lives. It was Jex.
But she had just |eft his arms, and he knew she would be taking the Centrifuge home.
He loved her; he would not have sent her into such danger without a warning, would
not have alowed her to leave him blithely to steer straight into certain carnage. It was
Jex. It was Jex. It was Jex.

Sereva was dill talking, nervoudly, as if she couldn’t stop herself. “I can’t imagine
why they brought you here, but that arrogant doc-tor—or whatever he is, I'm sure
he doesn’t have an actua degree—he wouldn’'t let me move you to a rea hospital.
So | said, then I'll have to stay, I'm not leaving her there aone dl night with people
who can’t be trusted to care for her—"

“The gulden have superb medica training facilities on Gold Mountain,” Kit said
fantly. Her brain squeezed against her skull with an insistent pressure; surely her
head was about to shatter. “They pro-duce marvelous doctors.”

“Well—maybe for their own kind—everybody knows that their blood is just a little
different from ours—"

“Itis,” Kit agreed. She closed her eyes, hoping to ease the pain alittle. “It’s weaker.
More vulnerable to disease. But their bones are stronger. Other than that—not much
difference.”

“You may say that,” Sereva said, “but | don't believe it.” She may have added
more, but Kit did not hear it. She curled in upon hersdf, trying to ease both the
pressure in her head and the pressure on her heart, and fell aseep once more.

In the morning, except for a nagging headache and a leaden pain throughout the left
haf of her body, Kit felt relatively normal. Clear-headed, at least. She was hungry,
though when they brought her food, it suddenly did not seem like a good idea to eat
it. However, when a nurse told her she couldn’t go homettill she'd kept food down
for at least Sx hours, she ate about haf the med, and she actudly felt better for it.
Late in the afternoon, a gulden doctor came in to examine her— not the one from the
night before—and pronounced her well enough to leave.

“But I'd have her checked by her own doctor in a day or so,” he advised. Sereva
answered with a sniff and a look that meant | certainly intend to! but Kit smiled at
him warmly and thanked him and the hos-pital staff for their care. They took a limo
to Sereva's, for Granmama did not fed wel enough to watch the invadid, and the
boys came rush-ing out to help her to the door.



“Here, Kitrini, leean on me! I’'m so strong!” Bascom exclaimed, tugging her am over
his shoulder and putting a hand a her waist.

“Kitrini, you look terrible!” Marcus informed her, dancing before them up the wide
wak. “What’s a concussion? Does it hurt? Will your brain burst open?’

Kit laughed weakly. “I don’t think my brain will burst open, but | wouldn’'t swear to
it at this point. Bascom, alittle slower, please? My ankle hurts.”

But eventualy she was ensconced in the room she had clamed a few weeks ago,
pillows behind her back, under her foot, and under her elbow. Bascom was
volunteering to deep on the floor outside her door in case she became wakeful
during the night, and Marcus said he would be happy to stay home from school al
week to amuse her.

“1 don't think ether of those sacrifices will be necessary, thank you very much, but
you might check in with her every once in awhile to see if she needs anything,” ther
mother told them. Her voice was stern, but she was smiling, and she reached out a
hand to play with Marcus's long, tangled hair. “She should be up and on her feet
very soon.”

“I'll have to send a note to Del and tdl her | won't be in for a while” Kit said,
anking back into the pillows. Ah, this was heaven af-ter the flat mattresses and
severe pillows of the hospital.

“Who's Dd?’ Sereva asked.
“The woman who runs the charity bank.”
“All right. Anyone else | should contact for you?’

Jex. If he had not set the bombs, he surely would have heard about them, and he
knew when she had left the Complex. He would be frantic, wondering if she was
hurt or dead, cursing himself for not keeping her there an hour longer, half an
hour—-fifteen minutes would have saved her from the blast—

“No,” she said, closing her eyes against every imaginable kind of pain. “No one else
needs to know.”

The next two days passed quietly, amost pleasantly, with Sereva and her family
going to elaborate lengths to make sure Kit was comfort-able, well-fed, and
entertained. Granmama came to visit, looking, as Sereva had said, so fragile and old
that Kit wanted to jump from the bed and ease her into a chair. Her skin looked dull
and faded, exposed overlong to sun or some other impossibly stressful eement; her
coiled white hair seemed thinner, more brittle. But her intense blue eyes were bright
as ever, and her spirit seemed completely undaunted.

“Haven't you caused me enough worry dready?’ the old lady asked as soon as
Marcus and Bascom had helped her settle in. “Now you have to go soaring through
explosions? What’ s the matter with you? Don’'t you have any sense at dl?’



Marcus and Bascom stood riveted with shock, but Kit burst out laughing. “You're
right, Granmama, | had a concussion just to upset you. | hope it worked.”

The old lady shook a finger a her. “Trying to send me off before my time. Think
you're going to inherit dl my property. One more trick like this and you'll be out of
the will forever.”

“1 thought | was out of the will, anyway. | hoped | was! Leaveit dl to Sereva. She's
amuch better steward than | am.”

“Wdl, | would, if she'd bothered to have a daughter. Now, maybe if these two
young rascals marry wdl, I'll give their brides some tidy property. Only if | like the
girls, though.”

Bascom was ligening closely, but Marcus had wandered over to the window and
picked up a discarded book. Bascom said, “That’s a long way off, Granmama. |
won't marry for years and years, and Mar-cus—"

Now he was the one to have a finger pointed in his direction. “I’'m aready making
plans for you, young man! It's never too early to pick out the proper girl. You keep
that in mind. You marry a girl your great-grandmother likes, you can have a nice
piece of land. Any of my estates you like the best? Hey? You've been to them all.
Which do you like?’

“Granmama, he's just a boy—" Kit murmured, but Bascom had come closer, a
considering frown on his face.

“Well, my father dways says Govedere is the most profitable of your lands, but |
think Munetrun is my favorite,” he said serioudy. “I like the house the best. It’s not
as grand as Govedere, but | fed happy when I'm there. And | like the land. It's so
wild. | fed like you could go live there and no one would come bother you for
years.”

Granmama was smiling oddly, but she kept her voice gruff. “And that’s what you
want? To live tucked away somewhere completely iso-lated from the rest of the
world?’

“Sometimes,” he admitted. “The city’s so crowded. Sometimes, | can’'t concentrate.
Sometimes, | just want to get away from everybody.”

“Well, Munetrun’s the place for that,” Granmama said, and now she alowed her
gmile to grow. “That’s where your great-grandfather and | lived when we were first
married. I’ ve aways loved that estate. Doesn’'t earn a damn dollar, of course, and it
takes so long to get there that you've practicaly aged a year before you arrive, but
that’ s the place I'd choose, too. Not that you'll get it. Fairenen or Glosadel is more
likewhat I’d bestow on your bride—but only if | like her.”

“And | would be happy to have ether of those, Granmama,” Bascom said, so
serioudly that both Kit and the old lady started laughing.

“So you shdl, then,” Granmama said in delight, “so you shall.”



Kit was up and waking on the third day, though she was cautious about putting
weight on her left foot, and her first expedition tired her more than she would have
believed possible. Sereva's doctor had come twice and pronounced her well on the
way to mending, though he warned her to watch for headaches and come instantly to
see him if any be-came too intense. When she asked him what limitation she should
put on her activity, he smiled somewhat sardonically and said, “You'll know.”
Which had proved to be true.

Late in the afternoon of that third day, while the boys were till in school, Sereva was
a the office, and Jayson had left on errands, a maid came to find Kit in her
bedroom.

“*Hela, there are people here to see you,” the girl said. She spoke so oddly that Kit
fdt a sudden flush of darm. There had been any number of visitors in the past few
days—Emron Vermer and his cousin, Aliria Carvon, even Corzehia Mdlin and her
husband—all bringing flowers and condolences to the downed heroine. Kit had told
Serevathat she absolutely refused to see any of them, so Sereva had merdly carried
reports of Kit's condition to her well-wishers. But none of the servants would seem
so unnerved a the arriva of more of these high-caste callers.

“What kind of people, Catie?’ Kit asked.
“They say they’re from the mayor’s office. They look like security officers.”

Ah. Kit had not expected this, but she should have—in fact, she was surprised it had
taken so long. “Wdll, bring them up to see me. And bring us dl some kind of
refreshments. Be palite.”

“Of course, hela.”

A few minutes later, Catie had opened Kit's bedroom door to show in aman and a
woman dressed in the shapeless khaki uniforms of the city police. Kit had managed
to arrange herself on a quilted chair so they didn’t find her lying helplessly on her
bed, and she gracioudy indicated that they could seat themselves on a smal sofa
nearby. They complied, glancing around the room with expressions that were meant
to be blank. Eat could read them, though: These were low-caste indigo unused to the
luxuries of the Higher Hundred, and they were awed.

Something in her favor. One of the few things. She must be careful.

“I"m Kitrini Candachi,” she introduced hersdlf, though they knew damn wel who she
was. “Won't you tel me your names?’

“I’'m Hoyla Davit, and this is Berkin Star,” the woman said. She was middle-aged,
somewhat paunchy, with skin so dark that the folds of her neck looked painted on in
black. Her fingers were broad and stubby, but her arms, even enclosed in the
formless cotton, looked powerful. “We're investigating the explosion in the
Centrifuge that occurred four days ago.”

“1 thought you might be. Have you figured out yet what caused it?’



“We're not cetain yet, but it seems unlikedy to have been an ac-cident or an
electrical malfunction.”

“So—you think it was—a bomb or something like that.”

“It's too early to say, hela. Alaybe you can help usfill in some of the gaps.”
Kit took a deep breath. “If | can. What do you want to know?’

“Tdl us what happened when you were in the tunnels.”

“l had just passed the South Zero gate when | saw a bright orange light in front of
me. | didn’'t even redlize what it was at first, until the other ringcars started tumbling
back. Then dl the cars started smash-ing together, then there was another explosion
behind me and more cars started crashing into each other. | didn’t actually see either
of the explosions. They seemed to be about a minute apart, but | kind of lost my
sense of time. They could have been seconds apart, or ten minutes. | just couldn’t
tell.”

“And you've had a concussion, we hear, so your memory might not be perfect.”
“Well, there are parts of that night that | don’t recall.”
“What' s the next thing you remember?’

“Mmm—I guess when the medics came and started digging me out. But that’ s pretty
hazy. The next thing | remember clearly is wak-ing up at the hospital.”

Hoyla Davit gave her one close sharp look. “ The gulden hospital, wasn't it?’
“Yes
“Why were you taken there?’

Kit felt her eyes widen in unfeigned surprise. “I don’t know. | sup-pose it was the
nearest—"

“You didn’t ask to be taken there? As a preference?’

“Well, no—I didn't mind, of course, but I didn't choose the hos-pital. | was
unconscious at the time, Officer.”

Hoyla Davit nodded. Her partner dl this while had said nothing. He looked to be
about thirty years old, wdl-built and stupid. Kit could not help that ridiculous
childhood rhyme from singing through her head: A woman has the brains / A man
has the muscle / A woman holds the reins / Till a man wants to tussle. Who had
taught her that? Surely no one in Geldricht. She gave her head an infinitesma shake.
Concussion or no, she must concentrate; she must understand what was going on
here.

Hoyla Davit was speaking again. “When you entered the Cen-trifuge, where were
you coming from?”’

“1’d been in the city. Running errands,” Kit said, trying to keep her voice casual. It
was hard when her chest suddenly constricted and her lungs could not take in
enough air to support her words.



“Do you remember exactly what errands you were running?’

She manufactured alie on the spot. “Well, I'd stopped a my bank—I’d gone by a
restaurant to try and solicit donations for the charity bank where I work—I’d gone
to vist afriend—"

“What friend?’ The question pounced oui.

Kit raised her eyebrows. “And why exactly isit you need to know?’ she asked in the
haughtiest Granmama tone she could manage.

“And why exactly would you be reluctant to tell?’

“It seems to me,” Kit said, dill in that supercilious tone, “that no friend | would vist
in the city could have any relation to explosions in the Centrifuge—which, as |
understand it, is what you' re here investigating?’

“Unless that friend was Jex Zanlan,” Hoyla Davit said.

So they knew. Of course they knew. The guard at the gate had recognized her name,
her face; and hadn’t there been cameras trained on them the whole time she was in
Jex’s prison? In his prison, making love to him under the thin shield of blankets and
furniture. Worse and worse and worse.

“Jex was one of the people | visited that day,” she said camly. “Why?’

“Jex Zanlan is a known terrorist who has been responsible for sev-era acts of
violence recently committed in this city,” said Hoyla Davit. “If we discover that the
explosives were deliberately set, Jex Zanlan is the first person we will ook to.”

“He'sinjal,” Kit said. “How could he set off any bombs?’
“That's a stupid question, hela,” Hoyla Davit said softly.
“Not as stupid as some of the questions you’ ve been asking me.”

“Then answer this one. Did Jex Zanlan tdl you of any plans he’d made to sabotage
the Centrifuge that day?’

Kit leaned forward and, dropping the hauteur, infused her voice with cold passion.
“If Jex Zanlan or anyone had told me of plans to blow up the Centrifuge, | would
have been in Ariana Bayless's office faster than you could cal my name. And,
believe me, Officer, if anyone had warned me that the Centrifuge was about to be
bombed to pieces, | would have walked home sooner than board aringcar and try to
beat the explosion to my gate.”

Hoyla was unimpressed. “You might have been misinformed. He might have told
you the explosions were planned for later in the week. Y ou might have felt safe.”

“That doesn't seem very likdy, either,” Kit said boldly. “I'm sure you've heard
gossip about my—relationship—with Jex Zanlan.”

“You're hislover,” Hoyla Davit said flatly.

“That being the case,” Kit said, “why in the world do you think he would have
alowed me to enter the Centrifuge that night if he knew a bomb had been planted?’



“He might have thought you planned to take a limo home.”

“He knows | never do.”

“He might not have noticed the time.”

“A man planning murder surely is paying attention to the clock,” Kit said.

Berkin Star, stirred and for the first time spoke. “He might have wanted you dead in
the tunnels,” he said in a nasal, swamp-country ac-cent. “Might have wanted to be
shed of you atogether.”

Kit stared a him; Hoyla stared at him; every mirror, window, knob, and painting
seemed to grow eyes and focus them on Berkin Star’s unmoved face. Kit knew her
expression was one of furious out-rage, but the words had landed against her
stomach with the force of akilling blow. Could it be true? Not possible. Could it be
true? Could it be true?

Jex had called her there that day after weeks of silence. He was a-ways granted a
pass that lasted roughly an hour, and he had told her when to arrive. He had started
no argument that would have sent her sooner from the room; he had made no move
to keep her when she prepared to leave. He knew her route, he knew her habits, he
knew her exit. If he aso knew the timing of the bomb ...

Thiswas icein her veins, this was the arctic season of the heart. She could not even
ponder these things and continue to exist.

“Officer,” she said, and the winter in her blood chilled her voice to zero. “1 will
consider that remark unsaid.”

Hoyla Davit clearly redized that they had lost any chance they might have had of
wringing admissions from this miscreant. She heaved her big body upright and, with
aglance a her partner, jerked him to his feet as well. “All right, hela, | can see you
don’t have any-thing left to tdl us. If you remember something, you can find us over
a the Complex. Always be glad to hear from you—if your concussion clears up,
you know, and something else occurs to you. Thanks for your time.”

Kit did not even rise to see them to the door. She heard the ser-vant Catie approach
them in the hallway, heard the murmur of their voices fading as they descended the
gsarwell. She merdly sat where they had left her, a statue of ice, afraid for Jex, afraid
for herself.

When Sereva returned that night, she found Kit packing. “Kitrini! What are you—?
Sit down right this minute! What do you think you’' re doing?’

“Leaving. | don’'t know that it will be any better at Granmama's. Maybe | should get
an apartment in the city. If anyone will rent to me.”

Sereva pulled at her shoulder, pushed her away from the bed where her piles of
clothing lay. “Sit down! Tak to me! What in the world’ s wrong with you? “



Kit hobbled back to the chair she had occupied during the police interrogation. “I
had a vigt today from two officers of the law. Asking about the explosions. Asking
about where I'd been earlier that day. Asking me if | knew anything about the
bombs—if they were in fact bombs, which so far has not been established.”

Sereva sank to the couch facing her, her expression troubled. “But—what could you
possibly know?’

“l was vidting Jex that afternoon,” Kit said badly. “And they know it. And they
think he told me about the bomb. And that he set it.”

Sereva paled. “Oh, Kit—do you think that’s true?’

“That he knew about it? | think it's possible. It's not true that he told me,
because—well, | would have done something, told somebody, | never would have—
But that’s not what matters right now. What mattersis that if these officers think I'm
implicated, Ariana Bayless thinks I'm implicated. And what she knows, every
high-caste blueskin in the city will eventudly know. And that means you can’t
possibly keep mein this house. You'll be completely ostracized. It might be too late
already. Sereva, I'm sorry, | never would have meant for this to happen—"

“Will you shut up?’ Sereva demanded fiercely. “Do you think | will throw you out
of my house how—when you're sick and hurt and accused and alone? How dare
you say that to me? Anybody with any sense and reason must redize you wouldn’t
go headlong into a bomb-ing you knew about! No one will believe you were involved
inthis! And even if they did, even if the evidence was piled up against you, how can
you believe | would throw you out? How can you hurt me like that?’

“Sereva—I’m sorry—I'm just trying to protect you,” Kit stam-mered. “No matter
what the truth is, the rumors will stick to me, and those rumors will hurt you. The
truth is, | was with Jex that day. Whatever else they suspect about me, that they will
know for certain. And that’s ailmost as bad, in their eyes, as conspiring to blow up
the city. | can’'t stay here. But I’'m not sure where to go.”

“Well, if you leave me, it will be when you're wdl enough to move,” Sereva said so
firmly that Kit was taken aback. “If you leave me, it won't be while you're in trouble.
Now you get back in bed while | put dl your things away, and | don’t want to hear
another word about it.”

She was too tired to argue—tonight, anyway. She knew she was right; she knew she
could not stay here and taint Sereva's reputation, harm her nephews chances to
make advantageous marriages. She must leave, and soon. But she was too tired. She
was too heartsick. To-morrow, or the day after. She would be strong enough then.

But she did not actually leave the house for another two days, and that was in
response to a summons from Jex.

It came in the morning, carried by Shan from the charity bank, who stood on the
front porch and would not even step into the halway when Catie dubiously invited



her in. Kit limped down the stairs, cling-ing to the bannister, because this was not an
event she had expected any more than Catie had: a guldwoman cdling a an indigo
door.

“Yes, Shan, what isit?’ Kit said, hopping out onto the porch. “What’ s happened?’

Shan glanced at her and looked back down at her feet as if even Kit's common face
was too glorious to look at in this setting. She was dressed in the usud gray drab of
the ghetto women, but her long curly hair was held back with a red ribbon that gave
her a somewhat festive air. “While the indigo lady is not with us, news comes
sometimes, and letters,” Shan replied in alow, amost inaudible murmur.

“Y ou have news? What' s happened?’

“And perhaps it is not the place of the gulden to track through the property of the
indigo. But perhaps the letters are urgent.”

“Wait—you’ ve gotten letters for me? At the charity bank?’
Shan nodded. “Three of them. It is hard to know what might be important.”
“Did you bring the letters with you? May | have them?’

Shan handed them over, three dim folded sheafs of paper. Kit fet her heart swel up
to fill her entire rib cage. Messages from Jex. “When did these arive?’ she
whispered.

“The days are hard to tel apart,” Shan replied. “But this morning | saw one of the
lettersin Del’ s hand.”

The Centrifuge had been damaged six days ago; two of these could have lan
unopened a the charity bank dl this time. If Jex had written to inquire about her
safety, he must be mad with worry by now.

“Thank you for bringing them to me,” Kit said, keeping her voice gentle. She knew
Dd well enough to guess that the older woman would have let the Ietters lie there till
the city burned around her. Shan must have lobbied heavily for the right to do this
task. “How can | show my appreciation? Will you adlow me to send you back in a
lim-ousine?’

“Feet serve me well,” Shan said, turning to go without any more conversation. “No
thanks required.”

“Shan—" Kit called after her, but the guldwoman was dready on her way, waking
through the strange, fabulous neighborhood with her head down to avoid catching a
glimpse of seductive marvels. Kit watched her a moment in silence, then sumped
down to the porch and ripped open the envelopes, one by one.

By chance, she read the most recent one first. “I have an hour’s vidtation today at
three. Come if you are well enough. If not, write. | must know you are well.” Which
sounded anxious but hardly frantic.

She opened the other two in order. The first one said, “Kit— Were you in the
explosion? If you went straight home, you must have been. | cannot have visitors for
another few days, but send me a note to reassure me.” Ah, that sounded alarmed,



that was, for Jex, a tone of un-reasonable concern. The second, written two days
later, was actualy calmer: “I have heard that you were harmed but dive. Gulden
doctors spread that news to my friends. What a rdief. If you are not too hurt, write
me.”

She had not written, of course, and he had become worried enough to write her a
third time, to ask after her hedth yet again. And he wanted to see her. Today. In five
hours' time.

She should not go. Wracked with doubt and horror as she was, terified at the
thought that he might have planned the explosion— convinced as she was that he
was capable of it, whether he was respon-sible for this one or not—how could she
consider going to him, how could she long, so suddenly and so violently, for one
more moment in the catastrophic sun of his presence? But the brief words of
invitation woke an irresstible, primitive desire in her muscles and bones. She could
fed the magnetic drag of his presence like gravity or a vacuum. It was unopposable;
her body bent in his direction no matter how she placed her feet or clung to an iron
support. If he caled her name in the middle of a crowded night, while cacophony
raged above her head and voices vied with each other for volume, she would hear
him; she would go to him; she would fight demons red and imagined to run to his
side. And so she would see him at three o’clock on this very afternoon, and she
would learn if there was a reason to go on living.

The limo deposited her at the door of the Complex, but there were ill many, many
steps to take on a damaged ankle. She glided across the marble floors in the lower
corridors, then stood panting in the closed eevator, willing the pain to subside. Her
headaches were com-pletely gone by now, and her wrist only required a simple,
tightly wrapped bandage, but it seemed likely her ankle would never recover. She
should have brought a cane.

The guard was new and did not seem interested in her arrival. A clock somewhere in
the building was just chiming the hour as he un-locked the door, and she stepped
into the apartment and into Jex’s arms.

“Oh, Kit. Oh, | have been so worried,” he murmured into her hair. He had gathered
her against him much more carefully than was his wont, as if he actualy remembered
her bruised bones and battered head. She pressed againgt him, feding, as she dways
did, achemica need to soak up his scent, his textures, the rhythms of his blood. She
had used to think, when she first loved Jex, that in time she would sat-urate; she
would absorb enough of his essence to be satiated and con-tent. And then she had
redized Jex would never st ill long enough to dlow her to perform that
transfusion—she would never get enough of him. And then she had redized that it
was not a resource that could be stored or archived; like food, like breath, it
achemized within her sys-tem, her body used it up. It constantly required more,
which meant she had to be near him always.



And without this contact she was starved, as she had been starved for weeks, for
months, as she might be starved for the rest of her life.

She pulled herself away—not too far away—and gazed up at his face. “Jex, what
happened?’ she asked in her most solemn voice.

He lifted his hands to ether side of her face and gazed down at her with complete
earnestness. His eyes were so bright they canceled the lampsin the room. “Kit, | did
not plan the explosions in the Cen-trifuge six days ago. | swear that to you on my
father’slife. And had | known—had | known such a thing had been planned for that
day—I would have found some way to ensure your safety. The second | heard the
blasts—when | redlized where you must be—Kit, | cannot tdl you the agony |
endured. | did not deep for two days, until word came that you had survived. And
even the news that you had been hurt—"

He seemed unable to find words dreadful enough to complete his thought. He
dropped his hands, put his arms around her waist again, more urgently this time but
dill with a certain caution. Kit fet her whole body turn to smoke and vapor,
weightless, unafraid. Of course, he could not, before Ariana Bayless's cameras,
admit he had planned a bombing, but Jex was not the man to lie outright. He would
not have sworn—on Chay’s lifel—to be innocent if he was not. And he had been
sick with fear for her, and he had agonized until he knew her fate, and he loved her.
The world was a spangled place, full of warmth and mir-acles, and Jex Zanlan loved
her.

They sat for the next hour nearly immobile on the sofa, Jex cradling Kit's body
againgt his own and murmuring endearments against her cheek. She thought surely
she must be dreaming; Jex had never been so tame. They taked in soft, dmost idle
voices about Geldricht, the games they had played as children, the people they
remembered from their childhood, things Chay had said to one or the other of them.

“Your father will not let you stay with me, you know,” she said fi-naly, something
neither of them had ever said aloud. “He wants you to marry a gulden girl and have a
family, and the sooner the better. And once you do that, | can't stay with you. |
won't ever be able to see you again—it would break my heart.”

“It's along way off,” he said in an faraway voice, stroking her arm with a slow,
absentminded motion. “So much could happen before the day my father presents
me with his chosen bride. Nothing we have to worry about now.”

“Certainly, nothing we have to worry about while you're in prison,” Kit said,
laughing allittle.

Jex tickled her briefly in the ribs. “Is that why you till come vist me? Because you
know here I'm safe from other girls?’

“Oh, yes, I'm the reason you're 4ill in jal. | told Ariana Bayless, ‘Keep that man
right there for the rest of hislife. | want him dl to my-self.’®



More of this nonsense—sweet beyond telling—and the hour rushed to its impossibly
rapid close. The guard was pounding on the door, cdling “Time's up!” and they
were gill kissng good-bye. Kit did not think she would be able to tear herself
away—literaly did not think she would be able to unwrap her arms, shift her weight,
see Jex’'s body as something distinct and separate from her own—»but he came to
his feet, and suddenly she was just herself again without her con-scious volition.

“l don't know when I'll have another pass,” he said, pulling her upright and giving
her one final, painfully tight hug. “Where shdl | send a note? To the charity bank or
your cousin’s?’

“1 don't know. The charity bank. Maybe not. | don’t know.”

“I'll send letters everywhere. One of them will find you.”

“Time to go!” the guard shouted through the door.

“l can’t leave you,” she said.

“I'll send you a message,” he said, and helped her to the door.

And two minutes later, she was outside, and he was inside, and she fdt like her body
had been flayed from hed to temple. Dazed and dis-believing, she hobbled from the
room, giving her head smdl, swift shakes to try to reorient herself. The eevator
creaked dowly down its shaft, then deposited her on the bottom story. She made
her way care-hilly across the marble floors, once more employing that cautious glide
and shuffle, and pausing severa times to lean againgt the wdl and give her aching
foot arest.

It was during her third such break that a strange indigo man ap-proached her at such
afast pace that she felt a moment’s panic. She straightened against the wal and tried
to assume a forbidding expres-sion, and she was astonished when he grabbed her
arm. His eyes were wild but hooded, as if he gazed a interior horrors; his face
seemed rav-aged by some disaster.

“Kitrini Candachi,” he said, and it frightened her even more that he knew her name.
“Yes,” she choked out.

“If you don’t come with me now, I'll see to it that your gulden boyfriend dies. We
have to leave instantly—you and |—for Gold Mountain.”



CHAPTER 10

The transmetropolitan trolley, which cut east-west across the city, could be caught
three blocks from the Complex and deposited travelers haf a mile from the West
Two gate, nearest to the wedlthy gulden residentia district. From there, buses took
travelers up and down the main resdentia roads. Oddly enough, there were no
ex-isting public transport routes—except the Centrifuge— which would efficiently
take commuters from the north side of the city to the south, though Ariana Bayless
was working on temporary ways to correct that omission. But, for the time being,
the mgjority of business com-muters who were stranded in the city were indigo.

Pakt had offered his house to any of the Biolab em-ployees who wished to stay with
him until the Centrifuge reopened—or bus routes were instaled to the southern
sector of the city. Cerisa, of course, who took alimousine to and from work, had no
need of such offers, and since Mdina and Vardla lived within a few miles of
Cerisa' s home, the two young blueskin women had accepted transport service from
her for the duration. A few of the other biolo-gists had also found dternate places to
stay or methods of transporta-tion, but Nolan, Hiram, and Sochin gratefully
accepted Pakt's offer. Cerisa lent them dl the use of her limousine so they could
return home and pack enough clothes to last a week or so. “Though it will be a
miracle if the Centrifuge is repaired by then” had been her dry com-ment. “But
maybe Arianawill have buses in place by that time.”

So for the next few days, they had what quickly began to seem like a camp out at
Pakt’s house. The guldman lived in an eight-bedroom house with his wife, three
sons, and daughter. Even with three guests in the house, there was enough space for
everyone who wished to have his own room. Nonetheless, the house was a bit
crowded, though no onein Pakt’s family seemed to mind, especialy the boys. They
were boisterous, friendly, and curious, and they appeared to welcome the upheava
the visitors brought to their household.

“Do you work with our father? Is he the smartest man ever?” “What’s that you're
wearing? |s that a necklace? Men don’t wear necklaces in Geldricht.”

“I"'m ten years old, and | can beat up dl the boys in my class.” “Why is your hair
that color? Is it that color everywhere?” “Do you know how to save people’s lives
like my dad does? I'm go-ing to be a bilololigist just like him when | grow up.
Bio—bilo— hililo—"

“Biologist,” Nolan said absently. He was trying to make neat folded piles of his
clothes so he could find what he wanted quickly in this unfamiliar environment.
Hiram, who had already unpacked in his room, was lounging in a chair nearby and
listening. Sochin had merely dumped his clothes in his room and gone out searching
for Pakt. “Why is your skin that color? Is it that color everywhere?” They were
brawnier and more energetic than the indigo boys Nolan encountered when he
returned home to vidt relatives, so it was hard for him to gauge their ages. The
ten-year-old, for instance, he would have pegged as twelve or thirteen by his size
alone, though his conversation did not indicate such an age. He gave up trying to



guess about the others.
“Yes, I'm blue everywhere,” he answered. “Just like you' re gold everywhere.”
“Can | see?”

“No, you can't see, and that’s a rude question to ask,” Nolan an-swered tranquilly.
Hiram, for some reason unmolested on the other side of the room, choked back a
laugh.

“My father says it’s important to ask questions or you'll never know the answers.”

“Well, and your father isright, but some questions are asked only with great delicacy
of people you know wdl, and neither of those con-ditions has been met in this
instance.”

It was said with his best high-caste hauteur, and it made the boys shout with
laughter. Nolan could not help smiling. “Now, maybe you'd like to show us where
your father isjust now. | think I'm done here.”

So an eager, dancing procession led them down the stairs and to a big dining room
whose buffet table was aready laden with steaming dishes. Pakt's wife, a
middle-aged gulden woman, was arranging the plates of food as Hiram and Nolan
entered, but she did not look up. A small, solemn girl stood by her side, apparently
receiving instruction in a low murmur. Nolan could not catch any of this
conversation. Per-haps it was in goldtongue.

Sochin and Pakt were aready seated and talking casualy when the boys descended
on them like a gold-dust whirlwind. Nolan was not surprised to see Pakt greet each
of his sons with a rough but obvious affection, faking punches to ther chests and
ruffling the bright hair with his big hands. They had spoken of their father proudly;
clearly, he was a figure of dominant importance in their lives. But that they adored
him was equaly evident. Nolan could think of a good many in-digo boys who
respected their parents but did not love them.

The ten-year-old was clutching his father’s arm with one hand and gesticulating with
the other and chattering unbelievably quickly in goldtongue. Pakt held up his free
hand.

“Ah—now—what have | told you? Speak in a language that your guest understands
or you do dishonor to yourself.”

The boy switched to indigo words. “Father, this one says his skin is blue
evetywherel But he would not show me. Do you think he was ly-ing?’

Pakt looked, for the first time since Nolan had known him, actu-ally embarrassed.
But both Hiram and Nolan were laughing, and so the guldman allowed a smile to
come to his face.

“Just tedl me the protocol here,” Nolan said with a grin. “I told him it was rude to
ask, but | don’t mind giving him scientific evidence if you think that’s better.”

“I think it's better that he be sent to his room till he can learn to mind his manners
with guests,” Pakt said with a certain heat. “Nolan, | apologize on behadf of my son.”



“He told us his father encouraged an inquisitive mind.”
“Not in those words, | assume.”
“No, but | wasn't offended. Don’t send him away on my ac-count.”

Indeed, the young offender looked pathetically crushed, his eyes fixed pleadingly on
his father’ s face, both hands now attached to Pakt’s arm. “Let me stay,” he begged.
“1 won't say another word.”

Pakt glanced over a Nolan. “Ask the gentleman whom you have dishonored with
your careless tak,” he suggested. “If he allows you to stay at the table, you may.”

Nolan resisted the impulse to say, “Sure, eat with us,” since Pakt was obvioudy
trying to make a point. He waited till the hangdog young boy took a few reluctant
steps closer and bowed his bright head in a gesture of supplication.

“1 did not mean to dishonor you with my stupid questions,” the boy said in a serious
voice. “May | ill remain at the table for thismeal? | will not trouble you again.”

Nolan tried to keep his voice serious. “I’m not used to imperti-nence from children,”
he said. “But I'm willing to overlook it thistimeif you'll behave in the future.”

Now the head tipped up and the green gaze met his somewhat fiercely. Where did
they get such colors for their hair and eyes? “1 said | would,” he replied somewhat
reproachfully.

“Wendt,” Pakt said in awarning voice.
“And | will,” Wendt ended, docile again.
“Then by dl means, stay and eat with us,” Nolan said.

That settled, everyone was happy again, and the boys and the adults arranged
themselves around the table. Nolan noticed for the first time that there were only
seven places set, and the men of both races occupied them al. The other two times
Pakt had had coworkers to his home, they had had glorious masculine bacchanals,
and it hadn’t occurred to Nolan to wonder why Pakt’s wife wasn't present. But he
had expected her to preside over the routine meals that would take place while guests
were in the house. Well, perhaps the woman (whose name he could not ever
remember hearing) had fed the little girl ear-lier, and taken her own med at the same
time. Hard to know. He would follow Pakt’s lead.

But it was even stranger than he had expected. Once the men were seated, Pakt’'s
wife began to serve them—silently, amost invis-bly—laying portions of meat and
rice on their plates and sidling off to serve the next mae. “Thank you,” Nolan said
when she served him, but she did not respond, and no one else a the table, not even
Pakt, said a word to her. The boys acted as if she was not in the room, as if ther
food had appeared magically upon their plates, prepared by un-seen hands, and no
courtesies were due to the cook. Nolan could not believe it. Even in the Higher
Hundred households, the servants were thanked or at least acknowledged. He would
have expected a man as decent as Pakt to behave at least as well toward his wife, no
matter what gulden custom might dictate.



But Pakt was cutting his meat and quizzing Wendt on a school problem. Hiram's
glance intersected with Nolan's, and the other blue-skin shrugged. Sochin, like the
gulden boys, appeared not to notice that anything other than a disembodied spirit
had hovered near his head. He was laughing at Wendt’'s and Pakt’s conversation,
and eating his food with gusto.

And, indeed, the med was delicious, though wholly unfamiliar to Nolan. These were
not spices normaly found in an indigo kitchen; he wasn't even sure the meat was
something he could identify. And he was accustomed, on a blueskin table, to find a
wide array of garnishes— plates of vegetables, fruit, bread, cheese—to supplement
the main courses. But this appeared to be it. There was plenty of it, of course, and
Nolan would not have complained even if there hadn’t been enough, but ill, it was
unusual .

Or at least different.

After the med, the boys ran from the table, yelling and laughing and seeming to be a
dozen boys instead of three. Pakt and the indigo men rose and left at a more leisurely
pace, though Nolan glanced be-hind him once. Would Pakt’s wife now clear off the
table and wash the dishes? Were there servants in the house that he smply had not
no-ticed? Weren't there more important things she could be doing? He didn’'t believe
Leesa had ever even handled a plate once it had been dirtied by food, let alone been
responsible for cleaning it. He was cer-tain his mother had not. He himsdf rarely ate
iIn his own apartment because he so much hated the scrubbing that came
afterward—but at least he knew how to do it.

The customs of the gulden were very strange.

Nolan followed Pakt and the others to a small, comfortable room gaily decorated
with a marvelous assortment of colors and fabrics. A few' of the pillows and wal
hangings had deliberate, intricate patterns woven into them, and Nolan wondered if
those were clan designations, or merely exuberant displays of color. He didn’t ask.
He was feding very much like an outsider here, welcomed or not, and he did not
want to pose questions that would make him sound as ignorant as Wendt.

“Anybody for choisn?’ Pakt asked, pulling out a game board and pieces. It was an
elaborate game of strategy and aggression that the guldmen had brought with them
from Gold Mountain. About ten years ago, it had become the rage among the indigo
and the abinos as well, with the result that every year there were dl-race tournaments
played throughout the city. Ariana Bayless was said to be a master at the game, and
Cerisa and Pakt sometimes played on their lunch hours. Nolan had heard that they
were evenly matched, which made him think Pakt must be at the near-genuis level.
He could not imagine Cerisa being anything less than ferociously good at any activity
that in-volved competition.

“Sure, I'll play,” said Sochin. Hiram murmured an assent.

“l doubt I’'m quite up to your standard,” Nolan said to Pakt with a smile.
“We'll play teams,” Pakt suggested. “Pair up the best and the worst.”
Sochin was laughing. “ Then I'll take Hiram and you take Nolan.”



“Just what | was about to suggest,” the guldman said.

They teamed up and took their positions, Hiram and Nolan lay-ing the counters on
the board while Sochin and Pakt dealt themselves their opening hands. Actualy,
Nolan had never understood the appea of choisin; he was not, in generd, a territoria
man. He owned few marteria things, and he would never inherit any property. If a
thief broke into his apartment this night and stole everything in sight, Nolan would
lose nothing that had much importance to him. The only thing of vaue he owned
was Leesa s medalion, and that had more sentimen-tal than monetary worth. For the
most part, what he cherished was the knowledge in his head, the education he had
been given, the ability he had of andyzing certain kinds of complex data and
applying them to practical, red-life situations. That kind of mind-set did not quaify
him—even on a game board—to invade cities, annex land, and wage war with hostile
nations.

“My opening, | believe,” Sochin said, and the game was under way.

Paying pairs, in this instance, anyway, did nothing more than give Pakt the
opportunity to move Nolan's pieces as wdl as his own. Hiram turned out to be a
better choisin player than Nolan would have expected, though not nearly as good as
Sochin, and Pakt was clearly superior to them dl. However, luck was part of the
game, and Sochin knew how to turn an unexpected card to his advantage. He was
aso ruthless, he was not afraid to forfeit whole armies of choifer soldiers (who
littered the game board, as far as Nolan could tell, specifically to be sacrificed in this
manner) in order to gain a dight advantage. Neither team had a decided edge by the
time they agreed to cdl it quits for the night. They left the board in position so they
could resume play the following night.

“If the Centrifuge is closed for long, we could have our own tour-nament,” Sochin
said.

“I think Pakt would win,” Hiram said.

“But the fun isin the playing, not the winning,” Pakt said, smiling.

“I"m not sure Cerisa would agree with you,” Nolan said.

“No, sheis rather serious about her choisin,” Pakt admitted. “It is one of the keenest
delights of my life to beat her a this game. A rare pleasure, but exquisite
nonethel ess.”

Sochin and Hiram left the room together, talking amiably, while Nolan remained
behind to help Pakt put away the daughtered choifer troops. “What if someone
comes in and knocks over the board while we're gone tomorrow?’ Nolan asked,
athough he didn’t redlly care.

“It won't happen. No one comes into this room but me and my invited guests,” Pakt
replied. “It is my hoechter.”

“Your what?’

“My—sanctum, | suppose would be the best word. Every man who is a head of a
household has one. It is a place where no one else can enter. A place no one ese



would dare intrude.”

“Oh, like Cerisa's office,” Nolan said with agrin.

Pakt smiled back. “Even more so. But that’s the right idea.”
“Well, you keep it pretty clean. If | had a—a hoker—"
“Hoechter.”

“It would be a mess.”

“Don’t you clean your own apartment?’

“l have a service,” Nolan answered. “Why-—do you do dl your own cleaning
here?’

“Not me. My wife.”

Ah, the slent woman in the kitchen who acted so much like a ser-vant in fact was
treated like one. Nolan thought he kept his expression neutral, but Pakt was regarding
him with a gently ironic smile.

“l can see it troubles you, the way this household is run,” he said softly. “But you
are judging by your own standards, and not mine. And not my wife's.”

“l didn't mean—that is, you are mistaken—I| don’t—" Nolan tripped over the
words, unable to frame a coherent disclaimer.

Pakt waved him to silence. “Mine is a world where everything runs most smoothly if
everyone's position is—not only defined, but hon-ored. Running a household
efficiently, raisng hedthy children, and seeing to the needs of the people under her
care are considered great and grave tasks. A woman who performs them wdl feels a
judtifiable pride and has an envied place in her community.”

“I"'m sure that’s true,” Nolan said in alow voice.
“But you see the life as circumscribed. Vaueess.”

“Not valudless,” Nolan said hastily. “Restricted, yes. There are so many other things
awoman can do in this world—"

“More important things? Than bearing and raising children? | know the indigo think
so, but how can that be? The femae body has been designed with a capability the
mae body cannot possibly dupli-cate. You're a scientist, Nolan. Why would nature
create a being with specific, unique abilities and then expect that being to function as
If those ahilities were not a part of its makeup? Why would nature create wings for a
bird if the bird was not meant to fly? Or slk for the spider if it were not meant to
spin aweb? We are dl, to some extent, defined by our biology. Why would we try
to reverse or deny it?’

“Y es—true—only women can actualy bear children, but that is not dl their bodies
can do,” Nolan said, floundering a little. He could not believe he was having this
debate, at close to midnight, in the house of a guldman who was his host. He had
never attempted to think it through; he had never expected to have to defend what
seemed to him such basic tenets. “You may as well say that since humans have



mouths and digestive tracts, dl they were designed to do is eat. We're dl com-plex
organisms, designed to perform a multitude of tasks. We shouldn’'t be defined by
one aspect of our bodies or one function of our brains.”

“Very wdl, then, culture reinforces biology,” Pakt said. “And an organism must
learn how to function within its society. A wild dog and a tame dog are both created
with the same physical makeup and basic instincts, but the behavior of the two will
differ radically depending on what is expected of them by the other animas in their
pack or the hu-mans who have adopted them.”

“But that’s my point,” Nolan said. “You say a gulden woman is happy in a life
where dl she does is care for others, and that may be so. But not because she was
created that way. Because she was conditioned that way. And if she had the chance
to make a choice based on free will and not the dictates of her society, would she
make that choice? Would she be happy with such alimited life?’

“But who among us ever makes a choice based wholly on free will? Pakt
demanded. “Did you? Are you going to stand there and tell me that, abandoned in
some cave from the day you were born and raised dl on your own, with no input
from other human creatures who could teach you their system of vaues, that you
would be the same per-son | see before me today? Pregjudices intact, dl knowledge
gained through persona observation? | doubt it! You may think you have come to
many of your conclusions and deeply held beliefs dl on your own—and perhaps
you have—but my guess is that the very pattern of your thoughts has been outlined
by the information you learned from your mother and your grandmother and dl ther
ancestors before them. Heritage is just as hard to escape as biology—though you
can throw off the effects of ether one with varying degrees of success. But both of
them go deeper than | think you redize.”

Nolan put out a hand as if to ask for silence, and Pakt obligingly paused. But he
could not think of another way to phrase his argument, and he could not be sure
Pakt was not entirdy right. “I have a headache,” he said a last, and the guldman
laughed.

“You are not used to thinking,” Pakt said. “In your household, that little chore is left
to women.”

“That’s not true,” Nolan said with a smdl smile. “I think, but not about questions
like these.”

“1 think about them dl the time. And | concluded a long time ago that we are mostly
what we have been made. It takes a cataclysmic event, | think, or great strength of
will, to overcome our early training. And most of us are not burdened with ether.”

“Well,” Nolan said, handing Pakt the box of choifer soldiers, “it's certainly been
instructive talking with you, anyway.”

Pakt smiled and took the box. “Go to sleep. The morning will come sooner than you
expect.”

And it did.



The next four days passed in much the same manner, days at the Biolab, evenings at
Pakt’s house. Hiram and Sochin, Nolan saw, began to enjoy themselves more and
more a the guldman’s residence. They showed in subtle ways how much they liked
the idea of a submissive woman catering to their basic needs, one who was far more
dlent and sweet-tempered than most of the blueskin women of their acquain-tance.
They were never rude to Pakt’s wife—they had far too much breeding for that—but
it pleased and amused them to be lords over members of the gender they had, for
most of ther lives, been in awe of. Nolan saw them preening, amost expanding, in
Pakt's male-dominated household; he saw their gestures grow broader and thelr
opinions more decided. The changes were so minute that he thought Pakt might not
have noticed, but for himsdlf, he began to loathe both of them.

He had taken to staying at the lab later and later just to cut down the time he had to
spend with the other blueskins at Pakt’'s, and he hoped to be able to return to his
gpartment within a few days. Ariana Bayless had managed to stitch together a mass
trangt scheme that made the south gates accessible, but by adl accounts, the buses
and trol-leys were so overburdened with commuters that the system wasn't redly
working yet. But soon, he hoped. Soon.

Meanwhile, he tried to avoid Sochin and Hiram while he was at the lab, and put in
extra hours after closing time. Which he might have done anyway, since he was on a
new project that he was having a hard time solving. It involved trying to come up
with a drug for an infec-tious disease that had mutated to the point where it was no
longer completely treatable by three existing medicines. Nolan's first task was to
understand exactly how it had mutated, and then to figure out how to nullify it. He
knew he would spend the first few weeks of his re-search bent over his computer,
learning and understanding, and the next few weeks experimenting. At the moment,
he was ill learning.

“Are you gill here?” Méelind's voice demanded one evening five days after he had
moved into Pakt’s house. “Why don’t you go home? Do you redize everyone else
in the building is gone?’

He looked up a her with a amile, though for a moment her face was blurry with
Images transferred from his electronic screen. “That can't be true,” he said. “Aren’t
there politicians and security officers and even residents who are in the Complex
around the clock?’

“Wedll, you're the last one in this office. Go home. What are you working on so
hard, anyway?’

“The mode for the mutated ARS-B virus. What' s bugging meisthat I'm pretty sure
there was a mutation between this one and the model I've got. Isn’t that when Cerisa
concocted the Moro-1 drugs?’

“Mmm, yeah, | think you're right. Two ... three years ago. Wdll, she must have that
modd on her computer somewhere. Get it from her.”

“She won't be back till next week, Pakt said. | don’t know that | can wait that long. |
basicaly can’'t do athing till I have the intermedi-ate model.”



“S0 go into her computer and get it.”

“Oh. Yeah. Like | could do that,” he said with heavy sarcasm. He had not been
joking the other night with Pakt; Cerisa’'s office was con-sidered sacrosanct. No one
went in there uninvited—and even then, they rardy went willingly.

Meinawas laughing. “You could. No one eseis here and Tin not going to tell.”
“Evenif | waswilling to do that, you know she’s got a password on her system.”
Melina came afew steps closer. “Yes, but | know her password,” she whispered.
Nolan sat back in his chair. “You do not! Why would she giveit to you?’

Méeina was grinning like a manic child let loose from the dun-geon for the day.
“Because once she needed something from her com-puter when she was away for
the day. She cdled in from—I can’t even remember where she was—and had me go
to her office while | was on the linkline. Told me the password, what screen to call
up next, exactly what information she needed. | didn't have a chance to sneak
around in her other files—not that | would have, of course—because we were linked
the whole time. But somehow | never forgot the password.”

“l bet she's changed it.”
“1 bet not. She's careless about things like that. Besides, she trusts me.”
“With good reason, obviously,” Nolan said, sarcastic again.

“Oh, don’'t be ridiculous. What are you going to do, sted her pre-cious medical
secrets? All you want is one dumb mode!.”

He gill couldn’'t believe he was considering illegaly opening Cerisa's files. “Come
with me,” he said.

Melinawas scrawling something on a piece of paper. “Can’t. I'm late as it is. Here,
ThisIl get you in, thisll get you past the second security checkpoint. Then, it’'s just
amatter of scanning files until you find the ARS-B virus. Couldn’t be easier.”

“Alaybe you could stay late with me tomorrow night,” he sug-gested, but she was
dready halfway out the door.

“Nolan. | told you. It'll be fine,” she said in an irritable singsong. “You'll be in and
out in ten minutes. See you tomorrow.”

And she was gone.

Nolan sat stubbornly at his own computer for another twenty minutes, pretending he
was working, resisting the urge to break into Cerisa's files. If he was caught, he
would be fired; no question. He should wait till the next day, get Pakt’s permission,
open Cerisa’'s com-puter with the guldman standing by to oversee. Except Pakt
would refuse to do it. Pakt never deviated from strict protocol within the of-fice.
Widll, then, neither should Nolan. He knew it was wrong, and he didn't need any
guldman to tell him so.

But he honestly could not proceed a step farther without the pre-vious model. It was
a choice between a samal misdemeanor that would harm no one and a week of



wasted work. And Mdina had practicaly ordered him to do it, and he had a long
history of obeying the dictates of indigo women.

He came to his feet suddenly. All right. He'd do it. In and out in ten minutes.

Fedling a bit like a fool, he crept to Cerisa's office and turned on only the shaded
desk lamp, so no tdltde light would spill out the win-dows (should anyone from the
streets happen to be looking). In the semidark, he settled himsdf before her
computer and switched it on.

The amber graphics on the screen seemed much more baeful than the friendly ted
he mixed on his own monitor. It was hard to be in this room and not fed Cerisa’s
accusing presence dl around him. It was hard to be at this screen and not fed as
though her face was peering a him from insde the glass and circuitry. Hastily, he
typed in the code that Melina had given him, and, when the screen prompted him
with a new question, the second set of symbols she had written down.

And damned if he wasn’t in. Who would have expected Cerisa to be so dlipshod?

But that was not the only sign of negligence that he came across immediately. Her
fileswere in no discernible order, and the directory was amost useless. Some of her
projects bore recognizable names; others were coded with letters and numbers that
must mean something to Cerisa but held nothing but mystery to anyone browsing
through her data. Nothing bore the ARS-B designation, or even Moro-1. He would
have to open the files one by one and scan them.

Cerisa might be sloppy, but Nolan was methodical. He started with the first file
listed, opened it, closed it, and went to the next one in the directory. His plan was to
merely skim the opening words, look-ing for key phrases, and quickly put away
anything that was not meant for his eyes. But curiosity got the better of him a couple
of times when his searching led him to famous epidemics and well-known drugs that
he hadn’t even known Cerisa had helped formulate. He could not help himsdlf; he sat
and read the entire histories contained in two files, and began to pay more attention
to the details of every new case that he opened.

The designation “GGP” meant nothing to him but, by the time he had reached the
G’s in the adphabeticd ligtings, he had gotten into his rhythm. Open a file, scan the
headers; if it sounded interesting, read on. If not, close it back up and move down
the list. So he opened the file, ran his eyes over the reference line at the top of the
page, and nearly fdl out of his chair.

He read the reference line again, but it sill said the same thing.

He read the introductory abstract, the paragraph outlining the project, its goals, its
methodology, and its probable rate of success. He read the next twenty pages,
describing the experiment as it was theorized and then enacted on a few carefully
selected subjects. “One hun-dred percent success,” Cerisa had written. Based on
her limited con-trol group, she could not guarantee the same results on a larger case
study, but she thought the results of the test were so positive that they could risk
going ahead with the project without further experimenta-tion.

Which, in her addendum, she noted had been done.



Nolan read the whole thing a second time.

He felt his heartbeat dow to arate that would barely sustain life; he felt his body cool
to the degree of hypothermia. He fdt like an iceeman dtting before Cerisa's
computer, a body so traumatized by shock that adl its systems shut down. Not
possible. Not possible. None of this could be true.

He read the report a third time, but by now that was unnecessary. He had memorized
the whole thing, the analysis of the data, the cdlu-lar model arrayed in rotating 3-D
on the screen. He could shut down Cerisa’'s computer, go back to his own, and
reconstruct the entirefile,

He turned off the computer and sat for ten minutes in the shad-owy room, staring at
the blank screen, body motionless and the clat-tering activity of his brain a a
complete standstill.

Then, he suddenly legpt to his feet, ran down the hdl, skidded into his office and
punched keys to clear the images from his own mon-itor. He had aborted one file
and called up another before he had even toed over his chair to sit down. His fingers
scurried over the keyboard, desperately typing in data, cdling up formulas, trying
one speculative modd after another and then running smulated tests. No;
Impossible; never work; no; maybe .. . maybe.. . .

When he findly looked up from his screen, haggard and fero-cious, dawn was
coloring the windows of his office with a furtive spring gold. He had been here the
entire night. Within two hours, the others would arrive,

He could not possibly face them. He could not tdl any of them— Mdina, Vardla,
Pakt—what he knew. None of it might be true. He fdt lunatic and hallucinatory.
Perhaps he had created this fantastic despair in his own disordered mind.

But what if it was red? What if it was true? What was he to do?

Shakily, he pushed himsdlf to his feet and tried to straighten his crumpled shirt and
trousers. In the men’s necessary room, he scrubbed his face as if to soap away the
whiskers and the proof of a disastrous night. In the mirror, he was astonished to see
that his face looked ordi-nary as ever—blue, mild, unalarming. He looked tired, but
hardly hor-rific. It was hard to believe.

He left a note for Pakt, explaining that he would be gone for a day or two, then took
the back stairwell down. At street level was the cor-porate pharmacy where the
biologists took dl their experimental pre-scriptions. As he had hoped, the head
pharmacist was aready on duty.

“Have alittle project for you,” Nolan said in a casua voice. “Do you have time? I'd
like the test pills generated by this afternoon. Two different sets.”

“Let’s see the scrips,” the pharmacist said, and Nolan handed over his notes. “Sure,
| think we can put these together. How many of each?’

“Hundred, | guess. | haven't narrowed down my subject field. I'm not sure exactly
how many I'll need.”



“Hundred. You got it. Be done by two.”
“Thanks. I'll be back.”

Nolan stepped out into the weak sunlight and stood stupidly on the sidewalk, trying
to think. Sleep. He needed deep. He needed fresh clothes. He needed a med. He
needed ... he needed to turn the clock back a day and unknow what he had learned.
But that took more magic than he could muster. Sleep first. Then he would figure it
dl out.

Haf a mile from the Complex was a row of hotels that served politicians and other
city visitors who had business with the mayor. Nolan stumbled to the nearest one
and requested a room for the day. Five minutes after being shown across the
threshold, he was lying face-down on the white bed, fully dressed, completely
unconscious. He dept unmoving for the next seven hours.

When he woke, before he remembered anything of the previous night, before he
even remembered where he was, he was conscious of a numbing sense of doom.
Dread had riddled his heart and made it mafunction; his breathing was labored and
unsatisfactory. And then memory legpt in him like a blaze through withered grass,
and he scrambled to his feet, dl his senses seared and jagged. What would he do,
what would he do, what would he do?

He would tdl Pakt. He had no other choice. The guldman would be able to advise
him. The guldman would have the answer.

There was no answer. Pakt would be of no use whatsoever.
He didn’t know what to do.

He showered, wished he could shave, donned his dirty clothes, and amost could
not stand their texture against his skin. They felt contaminated by the knowledge he
had absorbed last night, sticky with outrage and disease. He didn’'t have time to
return to his own apart-ment or even Pakt’s house to retrieve clean clothes if he was
going to make it to the Biolab before it closed for the day. So, as soon as he had
paid his bill at the front desk, he headed to the nearest men’s clothing store and
bought three complete new outfits, retaining only his shoes and Leesa' s medallion.
One outfit he wore out of the store, and as he passed a trash receptacle on the street,
he tossed away his bundle of old clothes. The gesture—meaningless as it
was—made him fed fraction-ally cleaner.

There was nothing else to do. He would return to the Complex and tell Pakt. First he
would stop at the pharmacy and pick up his ex-perimental drugs, and then he would
tdl Pakt. And together they would solve this insoluble puzzle.

At the pharmacy, his drugs were ready, big bulky pills stored in tough plastic
containers. “That one'll pounce on the lining of the stomach,” the druggist told him.
“Tdl your subjects to take it with food or maybe an antiacidic medication.”

“That’s what | thought,” Nolan replied, though it had not oc-curred to him. He
hadn’t actually envisioned who might be taking these pills. “The other, though—"

The pharmacist shrugged. “Like a vitamin. If you're the type who gets a



stomachache with drugs, take it with food. If not, don’t worry about it.”
“All right. Thanks.”

Nolan tossed the containers into his shopping bag and stepped from the pharmacy
into the Complex proper. This was the far end of the building, a city block from his
usua entrance. He would wak very, very dowly to his accustomed sairwel and
decide on the way what, ex-actly, he would say to Pakt.

And then he spotted her, leaning against the wal as she had been that first time he
had seen her, in dmost exactly the same place, though this time she looked a little
less despairing. And on the instant, he knew what he must do. The plan blossomed
in his head and crowded out every other thought and question. Before he could
change his mind, before he could critique his theory, he crossed the wide hdl at a
near-run and grabbed her arm so she could not dip away. She looked first frightened
and then qudling, but he did not care. She would do exactly as he said; she had to.
He had no choice and neither did she.

“Kitrini Candachi,” he said, and she gasped out an affirmative. “If you don’t come
with me now, I'll see to it that your gulden boyfriend dies. We have to leave
instantly—you and |—for Gold Mountain.”



CHAPTER 11

He was certainly a madman. Despite the expensive clothes, despite the cobalt skin
that marked him a high-caste purebred, he was clearly deranged. They were in a
public place; she was rdatively safe. She had merely to scream and someone would
come to her rescue.

But she did not scream. She said, “How could you hurt Jex?’

His hand tightened on her arm, and he gave her a little shake. “Never mind how |
could hurt him,” he growled. “Just know that it's in my power. And | will, unless
you take me to Gold Mountain to see Chay Zanlan.”

Kit felt an odd squirt of panic shoot through dl the junctures of her bones. “Why
would you need to see Chay?’

“Why are you asking questions? Don’'t you care what happens to your boyfriend?
Don’'t you care that | have the power of life and death in my hands? Do what | say,
and everything will be fine.”

His speech had a bizarre, melodramatic qudlity to it; he delivered his lines as if they
came uneadly to his tongue. As if he was not used to threatening people, as if his
ability to dedl in death was not one he rel-ished. Of course, he was crazy. He had no
such power.

But.

“Tdl me why it's so important for you to see Chay,” she said in what she hoped
was a cam, sane voice. “Then I'll decide.”

For a minute, his fierceness wavered. A look of utter desolation crossed his face and
set ghosts to dancing in his eyes. Then his expres-sion hardened, and he tossed her
am aside. He took one long stride away from her.

“Fine,” he said over his shoulder. “I’m going to Ariana Bayless. And Jex Zanlan will
be dead by morning.”

“No, wait!” she cried, before she had even thought about it, be-fore she had
reminded hersdlf that he was crazy. He stopped. “How can | possibly believe you?’
she demanded.

“l don't care if you believe me,” he said, and now he sounded weary beyond
imagining, as exhausted as an old man who had viewed the random crudties of the
world for a century or more. “All 1 want from you is passage into Geldricht and an
entree into the presence of Chay Zanlan. | won't harm you. | won’'t harm him. But |
can promise you, on my life, on your life, on any talisman you care to name, that if |
don’t get to Chay Zanlan, hewill die.”

Another squeeze of acid into her veins. “Chay will die? | thought you said Jex
would.”

“Both of them.”



“You don’'t have that kind of power,” she whispered. “No one does.”

“l do,” he said, and he sounded so certain that, against her will and her rationa
judgment, she beieved him. He could have them killed, one or both of them, and
then what would the world hold for her? Her foot throbbed with a stabbing, insistent
ache; her head was beginning its own rhythmic pounding; and she was afraid that, if
she moved her hand away from the wal, she would lose her balance and tumble to
the ground. But those were minor annoyances, nothing to be concerned about. Fear
had ignited the rich oil of her blood so that every estuary of her body was on fire.
She felt flames sparkle up through her pores. Not Jex, not now, now that she was
sure he loved her again.

“What do you want me to do?’ she asked.
“Take me to Gold Mountain. Leaving tonight.”
“l have to get—clothes and money.”

“I'll have money.”

“And I'll have to write a note to someone and say I'm leaving. Otherwise—people
will worry. | don’t think you want that.”

“I'll have to read the note.”

“All right.”

“Where are your clothes?’ he asked.

“At my cousin’s house. In the indigo residential district off of South One.”

He shook his head. “No good. Too far away and too many people might see us.
WEell buy you some clothes here in the city.”

“How long will we be gone?’
“How long does it take to get to Gold Mountain?’

Kit spread her hands. “It depends on the rains. If the weather’s been dry, the train
will go straight through, but it will till take nearly two days. If there's been flooding
and the tracks are washed out, it could be days longer.”

“And that’s the most direct way? The tran?’
“It’s the only way. Haven't you ever been out of the city?’
“Not in that direction.”

“This will be quite a journey for you then,” she said, and despite everything, she
could not keep the edge from her voice.

He responded with a hollow laugh. “The journey of alifetime,” he replied.

They spent the next two hours shopping. Everything about this en-counter was so
strange that Kit knew she should not be unnerved by the peculiarity of this, but she



was. Such a friendly, casua, intimate activity—shopping for clothes with a
friend—and here she was with a madman, picking out shirts and comfortable
trousers and undergar-ments while he stood grimly by. She only had a bare minimum
of cash on her, which she had told him, but he had waved that concern aside so she
assumed he planned to pay for everything. Which made the whole event even more
bizarre,

He had his own purchases to make, which included a couple of inexpensive
suitcases so that they didn’t have to carry their new clothes in paper bags. He also
surprised her by stopping a a nondescript little drug store and buying a handful of
medica supplies.

“You're limping,” he said gruffly once they were back on the street. He led her to a
bench on the sidewalk, and they both sat down. “Y ou can wrap your ankle with that.
And here’s a couple of pain pills. | think you should take them.”

Kit was not one to dose herself with remedies, and this was not a compound she
was familiar with. “I"'m—I don’t like to take drugs. And I’ve never heard of this.
What if it makes me loopy?”’

He gave her a wintry smile. “This will make you fed a lot better. Trust me.” He
reached into one of his other bags and pulled out a big plastic bottle, rattling with
capsules. “And here. Have one of these while you're at it.”

He shook apill into her hand, and she eyed it dubioudly “And what is this supposed
to do for me?’

“Kind of like a vaccine. It'll protect you against any infectious gulden diseases that
the indigo body isn't used to fighting off.”

She tried to hand it back to him. “My body knows dl about gulden diseases,” she
said. “I've lived in Geldricht haf my life”

He closed her fingers around the pill. “Take it. You' ve been in the city how long
now? A few months?’

“Six or seven months,” she admitted.

“Long enough for you to lose your immunity. Take it. | don’t want you getting sick
on me just when | need you most.”

She gazed at him resentfully. “Then why don’t you take one?’
“I"ve dready had mine. I'm protected.”

She made him buy her a can of juice from a street vendor because the “vaccine” pill
was too hig to swalow unaided, and then she downed both tablets. What could she
do? Maybe he was trying to poison her; maybe she would end up just as insane and
hallucinatory as he was. But she felt she had no choice. She had committed herself
to his fantasy. She had to exist by hisrules.

“What’ s your name?’ she said, when she had swallowed the sec-ond one.
“Nolan.”



And she thought it sounded familiar, but she could not for the life of her decide why.
“Wedl, Nolan,” she said, “I’m ready when you are.”

They boarded the night train from the city. Twice a day, big deek en-gines departed
from the trangdit station at the southwest edge of the city, just insde the loop of the
Centrifuge. Nolan paid for two round-trip tickets, business class. Kit wasn't sure
how he picked the fare—if he didn't know about the semiprivate cars or couldn’t
afford the rates, and if money was a problem, why he hadn’t elected to take them
tourist class. When she asked him, he said merdly, “We're on business,” which left
her no more certain than before.

She had ridden this train more times than she could count, alone or with her father,
so she knew dl the tricks to making the journey bearable. “The back three cars are
tourist-class,” she explaned to Nolan as they passed through one dim
lozenge-shaped car after an-other. Nearly every seat was rilled with tired gulden
women, restless children, white-haired old men who pretended to be anywhere else
in the world. The noise level was remarkable, somewhat like a midsized auditorium
with badly designed acoustics. “The next three cars are business class, and past
them are the private cars. We want to get dl the way to the sixth car.”

“Why?" he asked. He was taking quick, surreptitious glances at the passengers dl
around them, as if dying of curiosity but afraid to ap-pear too rude by staring. She
wondered what seemed so odd to him about these accommodations. She had
traveled in the tourist coaches a good hdf of the time she had made this trip.

“Because most people are too lazy to wak through dl the cars. They just take the
first empty seats. So the cars farther up are emptier.”

He nodded absently. “Good. Why do dl these people have food?’

She glanced back a him as she negotiated a narrow aide partidly blocked by a
protruding foot. “Because the journey takes two days or more. As| told you.”

“But aren’'t there—I| mean, | didn’t bring any food.”

“There are food salls in a car between business and private. But the food's
expensive. We'll make a few long stops tomorrow at stations where there will be
vendors. We can stock up then.”

He nodded, but for the first time he looked a little nonplussed. Overwhelmed,
actualy, by the sheer volume of details he did not know. Kit felt a smal smug burst
of satisfaction. Good.

The cars were linked by smdll, rubbery accordion-style chambers in which sound
was peculiarly deadened and electrica smells had an darming concentration. Kit
adways tried to pass through these as quickly as possible, particularly once the train
was in motion. The next two cars had progressively fewer people in them, but the
first car in business class was quite crowded. Here, most passengers were



prosper-ous gulden men, business owners with operations in the city and homes fifty
or sixty miles out in the one of the smdl towns that clustered around the train tracks.
A handful of abino men were also traveling business class, and most of them sat
bunched together in a few rows toward the middle of the car. A few of the gulden
men were accompa-nied by their wives, well-dressed, well-groomed women who
kept their eyes focused on their handiwork or novels. There were no children in
business class; any rich man who chose to travel with his family booked one of the
rooms in the semiprivate coaches.

The next car was not quite as packed, and the third one was more than haf empty.
Kit led them to the very back of the car, to two sets of high-backed green velvet
seats that faced each other and created a small, imperfect cubicle of privacy.

“You gt here. I'll Sit across from you. Put your suitcase in the empty seats. Now no
one else will sit with us unless every last sedt is taken.”

He did as she bid but gave her afant smile. “I would have thought you might want a
leaven for my presence,” he said.

She flicked him a look of scorn, though inwardly, she was puz-zled. “It’s not that |
want to be done with you,” she said. “I just don't like to be thrown together with
strangers.”

“So what happens now?’

“Train leaves in about fifteen minutes. Stops about every hour for the first five
hours. Then, it's every couple of hours, as we pass through the rockland where
towns are scarcer. Then, we're in the vadley, and towns are closer together again.
Then, we go across the Katlin Divide, so it's very slow, but the train never stops.
Then, another twelve hours, and we're at the foot of Gold Mountain.”

“And how do you entertain yoursalf for atrip like this?’

Kit couldn’t help alittle smile. “Well, people who plan ahead bring books or work or
perhaps some sewing project. Mothers with their children, of course, don’'t have to
worry about entertaining them-selves. Every once in a while, especidly if you're
back in tourist, you find some londly soul who just wants to tak dl night and al day.
That's one of the reasons | try to find an empty car and pile up my seat with my
luggage. | don’t want to be stuck taking to a stranger for two days.”

“I'll try not to annoy you with too much conversation,” he said stiffly.

Kit felt a smdl shock of surprise run through her. For an instant, she had forgotten
he too was a stranger, and a hostile one a that. How could she possibly have
dipped into such an error? Perhaps because, aside from hers, his was the only blue
face she had seen on the train.

Uncannily, he seemed to catch her thought. “I haven't seen any other indigo,” he
said. “Do they never go into Geldricht?’

“Sometimes. Not often,” she said. “There are a few entrepre-neurs who have
business with the gulden, but they’re more likey to want their partners to come into
the city. If there are any on board, they’re probably dl in private rooms.”



He nodded and looked out the window. They were il in the sta-tion, and there was
little to see except a few passengers making the last-minute run for the train. But
maybe this was an unfamiliar sight to him and therefore interesting. He was silent
long enough that Kit finaly asked a question.

“Why didn’t you ask for a private room? Didn't the clerk tdl you they were
available?

He nodded, ill gazing out the window. “I thought you might be afraid,” he said,
“cooped up for two days in asmal room with a crazy man.

Which astonished her so much that she couldn’t think of another thing to say.

A few minutes later, the train lurched into motion. Kit, who sat with her back to the
wall, facing dl the other riders, saw every head bob in unison, side to side and front
to back. Some of the riders, as if stubbornly awaiting this signal, leaned their heads
againgt the chair backs and drifted to sleep. Others appeared oblivious to ther
sur-roundings and kept their attention on their books and papers.

“How long are we underground?’ Nolan asked.
“Not long. But it will be dark soon. Y ou won't be able to see much.”
“What' s the countryside like, then?’

“For the first hundred or so miles, rocky but you wouldn’t know it. | mean, there's
enough topsoil to grow houseplants and afew scrubby trees, but there's solid stone
not far under the surface, and you can't redly farm. Actualy, nothing in Geldricht is
redly arable except the valey. They graze sheep in the mountains—and they also
mine about a dozen products—and then once you get to the coast, it's mostly
fish-ing and harvesting sea kelp. If you were asking about mgor industries.”

“Just—I don’t know much about Geldricht. Just asking questions. So that's what
they live on? Sheep and fish and afew grains from the valey?’

“Wdll,” she said dryly, “there’s trade.”
“With the blueskins?’
“More than there used to be, but about three-quarters of the trade is foreign.”

That jerked his head around so he was staring at her. “Geldricht trades with foreign
nations? Trades what?’

His surprise made her irritable. Hadn’t he ever read a history book? “Gold, slver,
copper, diamonds, coal. Those are the big ones. In return, they buy spices, some
foods, some textiles. Almost dl the slk you'll find in the city was imported by
Geldricht. You didn't know that?’

“I never had a reason to ask about it.”
“Well, what kind of industry did you think they had in Geldricht?’
“1 didn’t—I don’t know. | guess | assumed they were dl farmers or something.”

“They’'re dl farmers in Inrhio. That's where the fertile land is,” Kit said tartly.
“Remember? The indigo usurped the gulden cropland during their great march



westward.”
“That was hundreds of years ago.”

“The races immigrated here hundreds of years ago,” she cor-rected. “In roughly
equa numbers. And both races first settled on the eastern edge of the continent. But
gradualy the indigo appropriated more and more of the land, until the Kadlian War
and the resulting treaty which split the continent—"

“I"'m familiar with the history,” he said.

“Well, you don’'t seem to know too much about anything else, so | wasn’t sure this
was one of the things they taught you in your obvi-ously inadequate school
courses.”

“We did focus more on indigo heritage” he admitted, “and the glorious
achievements of the First Mothers of the Higher Hundred.”

She could not help it; he made her smile again. “So anyway. Pushed to the western
coast, the gulden adapted. They found metal, so they began to experiment with
electronics. They found an ocean, so they sailed it. They found friendly nations on
the other side of the sea, so they began trading. Actualy, these days they don’'t trade
in products so much as technology. Chay’s cousin has set up an overseas operation
in the country of Dournier where he's helping construct some incred-ibly complex
trangt system. It's going to make him the head of one of the richest families in
Geldricht.”

“Redlly?” Nolan said, and he sounded as if he was working very hard to grasp a
concept so dien to him that he almost couldn’t be sure it was possible. “I can’t
imagine that anyone would be that interested in new machinery. | can’t imagine that
anyone would be proficient enough at technology to be able to export it.”

“You mean, that a gulden would be smart enough to be profi-cient,” she said in a
glacid voice.

He seemed surprised at her tone. “No, I—" He tossed his hands in the air. “I’m the
first one to admit | don't know a thing about ma-chines. Electronics. | couldn’t
begin to tdl you how the Centrifuge works. And my computer back at the lab. | can
turnit on. | can useit. | have no idea what went into it.”

She relaxed again. “ Gulden technology, most of it,” she said. “But from what | hear,
dl computers are dill pretty primitive. Compared to what the engineers hope to
produce some day. But some of the exist-ing technology truly is amazing. | mean,
the Centrifuge. The cars are actudly airborne. Do you think about that as you go
diving through the lanes? How can you possibly be flying} But it’s not true flight, or
so I've been told. There's something about magnetic dissonance and an antigravity
field that can only be used in a confined space. I've been told the red trick will be
true flight in airborne vehicles that can cover hundreds of milesin afew hours.”

Nolan nodded. “I’ ve heard that, too. | used to work with a guld-man who would go
on and on about marvels like that. We dl used to ignore him.” He paused and
seemed to brood a moment—remem-bering, perhaps, past conversations with that



mocked visionary, and wishing he had been more receptive. “Well, he doesn’t work
there anymore, so | guess | can’'t ask him about any of this stuff.”

“Where do you work?” Kit asked curioudly. “When it comes to that, who are you?’
“1 told you. My name is Nolan. Nolan Adelpho.”

“Higher Hundred,” she said instantly. Which made this little kid-napping escapade dl
the more unbelievable.

He nodded. “ Spent my whole lifein Inrhio till five years ago when | came to the city.
I'll spend the rest of my life in-country once I'm married. You're making fun of me
for what | don’'t know but—I know everything | was taught. Everything | needed to
know for the life | was supposed to live”

“And aren’t you living it?’

He glanced behind him at the earful of quiet guldmen. “I was,” he said. “Until
today.”

He said nothing more so she prompted him agan. “And you work where?
Somewhere in the city.”

He nodded. “Biolab. In the Complex.”

That arched her brows. For dl his tak of techno-ignorance, he was a scientist at
heart. “That’s where they make the new drugs, isn't it? | read an article about the
Biolab just the other day, and it sounded pretty impressive.”

“Yes, we produce the experimental medications. Some work a lit-tle better than
others, but we've had some rousing successes.”

She inspected him with a new eye, this man who had, amost with his opening
sentence, offered death to the man she loved. “So, Nolan Adelpho,” she said. “In
fact, what you are is a saver of lives.”

But something in that sentence made him turn his face away. He stared stonily out
the window. “I used to be,” he said, and had nothing more to add.

They rode for the next hour in silence. The blueskin man continued staring out the
window at what had become the deep blackness of true night. Kit, who had not had
time to pick up any diversions while they were shopping for clothes, had nothing to
occupy her but her thoughts. Was it possible that, a few short hours ago, she had
been ly-ing in Jex’s arms, content and at peace? How had she been wrenched from
that idyll to this nightmare? What had possessed her to listen to this man? Why
hadn’'t she caled out for the nearest guard (the Com-plex was dive with security)
and had this Nolan creature hauled away?

But he had threatened Jex. She had believed him. Oddly gentle though he seemed
now, she ill sensed truth and purpose behind his words. And how could she let
anyone destroy Jex? Now that she knew he loved her again?



She resettled herself more comfortably in her seat and let hersdlf rdive that sweet
hour in her lover’s arms. He had been so worried, so affectionate, so solicitous. Of
course, it was strange that he had, before she even accused him, denied any
complicity in the Centrifuge bomb-ing. But then, their last few conversations had
been arguments about his violent activities, particularly the explosions a the
Carbonnier Ex-tension.

It was hard to believe there were two terrorist groups operating in the city, when until
Jex’s arrival there had been none.

However, Kit had not yet heard anyone say definitively that the explosions in the
Centrifuge had been bombs—had been in any way deliberate. Perhaps they had been
merely structural deficiencies, trig-gered by some combination of temperature, land
shift, and electronic decay. Like Nolan, she had no understanding of the principles
behind the Centrifuge; she had no idea what factors might contribute to a sud-den
combustion.

Though if the explosions had been due to naturd disaster or hu-man negligence, why
had Jex been so eager to disclaim any involve-ment? If they had not been caused by
bombs at dl?

Her memory played back his words from this afternoon. “I did not plan the
explosions in the Centrifuge six days ago. .. And had | known such a thing had been
planned for that day | would have found some way to ensure your safety. The
second | heard the blasts—when | redlized where you must be—I cannot tell you the
agony | endured ...”

But if he had not had knowledge that a bombing had been planned for the
Centrifuge, why had he even bothered to worry about her? He knew that’ s where she
was likdy to be, yes, but how had he guessed where the explosives had been
planted? Sound was an unreliable vis-tor—it wandered in from dl directions. How
had he sat in his cdl in the Complex, heard the fearsome detonation, and instantly
known the site of the devastation?

He had not known the explosions were planned for that day. He had known that his
dlies and fellow revolutionaries were laying the wire and setting up the blasting
powder for some future strike againgt the city. And if he had known about it, he had
no doubt been involved in the planning, because Jex was not the man to st by and
let his disci-ples decide a course of action without his inpui.

The timing had been wrong, somehow. But the action had been Jex’s. So not only
had he been responsible for the deaths of nearly three hundred people, he had lied to
her; and he had lied so wdl that he had convinced her.

She should have let this Nolan Adelpho do his worst, then. She should have et him
kill Jex Zanlan.

But maybe she was wrong. Maybe her reasoning was faulty. This was the man she
loved beyond dl sense of decorum or reason. How could she so easly condemn
him, how could she so quickly believe such heinous things about him? She must
return to the city, she must go back to Jex, ask him to his face very clearly what he



knew about the bombing, how innocent he truly was. He would tdl her. He might
misstate the truth, he might speak in those indirections for which the gulden were
famous, but a heart, Jex was not a liar. He scorned the need for subterfuge; he had
never been afraid to take full blame for any of his words or actions. He would tell
her, and then she could breathe again. As for now, her very ribs hurt with the
soreness of her heart.

So hitter were her thoughts, and so completely lost in them was she, that she was
sharply startled when Nolan spoke to her again. She jerked around to face him; she
knew she must have appeared to jump in terror. “What? I'm sorry, | didn’t catch
what you said,” she stammered.

“l said, do you want another pain pill? You look a little haggard. Is your foot
bothering you again?’

It was, but she had not noticed that dull ache amid dl her other, more fatal wounds.
“A little. | don’t think | want another pill now. Maybe before | try to fal asleep.”

He nodded. “Are you hungry? | am.”

Earlier, there had been a steady of stream of passengers past them on their way to
the food stalls, but now the activity had slowed. Which meant the food car would
not be too crowded. “Not very,” she said, “but I'll go with you and show you how
everything's set up. And maybe you could buy me a piece of fruit or something
light.”

He gave her a somber smile. “Y ou're that broke?’ he asked.

“No, it's just that a woman can’'t make a monetary transaction in Geldricht.”
He stared. “Y ou can't be serious.”

“Quite serious. Unless she has a kurkalo, which | don’t.”

“ Akurk—awhat?’

“Kurkalo. It's a—wadll, basicaly an article of permission from her husband or
brother or clan chief. It looks like a wooden stick attached to a bracelet. She just
shows it to the vendors, and then they treat her as if she is an emissary for her clan
chief. Which, bascdly, sheis”

“1 never heard of anything so ridiculous.”

Her quick anger sparked again. “Oh? And what do you know about the structure of
wedth and family in Geldricht? How do you think money should be apportioned? A
man is responsible for the fi-nancid well-being of his household, which includes
feeding and cloth-ing his wife, his children, any brothers or nephews who are
dependent on him, his servants if he has any, the unmarried daughters of the
rel-atives who do not have connections of their own—everyone. Some-times as
many as a hundred people. If that money is spent frivolously by his wife or his
daughter—or anyone else in the family—how will he have enough to buy dl the
necessary items to keep the household run-ning? Someone must watch over the
money. His wife and his daugh-ters respect this. They only ask for a kurkalo when



they have a need for something, or when they will be traveling somewhere without
his pro-tection. And then he is only too happy to provide for them. A man who does
not provide for his women is a worthless creature, someone due no honor. Any
woman engaged on legitimate business will have a kurkalo. The system works very
well.”

He leaned forward, alittle riled up himsdf. “If it works so wdll, then why do we have
an entire smal town of gulden women who have run away from their fathers and their
husbands, living in poverty on the fringes of the city? | must assume no one gave
them any kurkalo to make that journey, wouldn’t you agree? Or do you think they
should have stayed in Geldricht, living in whatever conditions were so intol-erable
they forced the poor women to run in the first place? | don’t clam to know much
about the gulden lifestyle, or gulden men, but | know afair amount about indigo men
and women, and let me tell you, there are a few of them that | wouldn’'t want to be
tied to for life with no recourse and no hope of escape. | would have to imagine
there are plenty of guldmen who make lousy husbands and fathers, and that there are
plenty of gulden women who would rather die than spend an-other day in ther
company. And you're telling me that that’s a system that works well?’

He had hit on it exactly; he had put into words much of what she hated about the
feuda, patriarcha gulden society. He could not know how she spent her days, trying
to empower those escaped gulden women. He could not know how dowly and
carefully she had worked, when she last lived on Gold Mountain, to institute change
and press for laws that would give gulden women some legd rights.

“You'reright. The system is not perfect,” she said stiffly. “And for just the reasons
you state. But you should not so smugly discredit it when you do not know why it
was set up in the first place and how wdl it works much of the time.”

“I'm just amazed,” he said, “that any woman would agree to such a situation. The
women | know would poison a man in his sleep before they would agree to be
chattels. Or—no—nothing so passive. They would demolish him in some much
more public way. But they would not become dependents.”

“The women you know grew up in much different environment,” Kit said quietly.

“There are some truths that seem so intrinsic—so ingtinctual, even—that | cannot
believe they can be overcome by environment,” Nolan said.

“Then you have alot to learn,” she said. “What you teach a man in the cradle he will
carry with him to the grave. He may fight it—he may learn new truths that contradict
and supersede the old ones—but he will not ever be able to entirdly convince himself
that what he learned first is wrong.”

“That’s terrible,” he sad, “if true.”

She gave a mirthless laugh. “I’m sure it is true even in your own case! You appear to
be a somewhat sophisticated man. You've lived in the city for five years—you've
mentioned knowing a least one gulden man, and you taked of him as if he was a
friend. But if you were brought up in-country on a Higher Hundred estate, I'll wager
you were taught that guldmen were completely inferior, and even now you can't



quite bring yourself to beieve they’re your equals.”

He was slent for so long that she thought he might not answer. His face looked
troubled, and he folded his hands tightly together be-fore him.

“To alarge extent,” he findly said, in a slow, considering voice, “you're right. |
was—my mother considered hersdlf a liberd woman, and always taught us that we
should treat people who were not of our own socia levd with—with dignity and
respect. But firmness. We should not let them encroach. We should not let them get
too familiar. This applied mostly to the mid-caste and low-caste servants who
worked in the house. We were adways taught that the world runs best when everyone
knows his place—and staysinit.

“But that rule applied even more to the gulden. We didn't see many, of course—a
few, probably brought into the towns specifically to do some of that electronic work
you talked about. My mother was very clear on our behavior to them. Treat them
with great gentleness but reserve, as you would treat some kind of afflicted child.
The worst sin in her eyes was to be rude, but stepping out of your place in the social
order was a pretty close second.

“Actualy, my mother believed that gulden were about on a par with animals—fairly
intelligent and occasionally useful animals, but no higher. | don’t know that she ever
used the word. | do know that that is how | viewed them mysef. As primitive
creatures. Without thought processes. Without refined emotions. Without—without
any of the characteristics that distinguish men from beasts.”

He paused a moment, squeezing his hands together even more painfully. “When |
came to the city,” he said, “| was—it’s impossible to convey how profoundly | was
shocked. Not only because there were so many guldmen, but because they waked
around on the streets of their own free will, choosing which doors to open and
which trolleys to catch. You understand, | had never seen a guldman—never seen a
guldman—unattended before. The few | saw in-country were always being directed
by some blueskin in some task. It didn’t occur to me they could have independent
motives and schemes. It hadn’t crossed my mind.

“And then. The Biolab. | walked in that first day and discovered that haf of my
coworkers were guldmen, and my immediate supervi-sor was a gulden man. |
couldn’t credit it. That a guldman could be ca-pable of the fine deductive reasoning
and scientific research that had taken me so much study to achieve—well, it would
be as if you told me a fruit tree could compute higher mathematics. | would not
believe you. Not until | saw it work its own multiplication tables, writing in the dirt
with its lower branches.

“Well. It took me the better part of a year to overcome my amazement. Pakt—he's
my supervisor—he was very good with me. | think he must have known how | was
feding, and he alowed me to learn on my own how skilled and efficient a guldman
could be. And | admire Pakt more than any man I’ve ever met—qgold or blue. | truly
do. But | have to admit—"

He paused again and looked down at his hands as if unsure of where they came from



or to whom they belonged. The train clattered across an uneven section of track,
making both of them sway in their chairs, but sill he did not look up from his folded
hands.

“You have to admit what?’ Kit demanded, when it seemed he might not complete his
sentence.

“That every once in awhile, | dip. | see a guldman on the street, doing something,
and | think, ‘How can he manage that? A guldman brushes up against me
accidentally, and | recoil. The ones | know— Pakt and Colt and Dade—the ones |
work with every day, seem intel-ligent and individua to me. The ones | don’t know...
| cannot entirely accept. It's not just that | don’t consider them my equals. It’s that,
for aminute, | forget they’ re even human.”

Kit smiled, though she fet completely humorless. “See, then? You have proved my
point.”

But Nolan hitched himsdf forward in his chair, leaning toward her with a frowning
intensity. “But | think the fault is in me, don't you see? | don’'t blame my
mother—her mother—all the blueskin women who over the centuries taught us that
they had bred some master in-digo race. | have abrain and awill. I should be able to
overcome that training.”

She was unexpectedly moved. “Well, give yoursdlf time. Perhaps someday you will
achieve unthinking parity.”

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. Parity would be not notic-ing—the very first
thing | notice about a manl—if heisindigo or gold. It would be looking at a woman
and thinking ‘Isn’t she attractive? even if she was gulden. Some indigo men are able
to do it. You see them, now and then, with the gilt girls on the city streets. | can
imagine no situation in which | would alow myself to become involved with a gulden
girl. But if | were able to achieve parity in my heart, would that be so unthinkable? |
cannot help myself—I consider the mere thought a degradation. | don’t believe | will
ever overcome that bone-deep dis-taste. And | am lax by indigo standards. | see no
hope for the races to ever come together in harmony.”

This time, his words left her colder and colder. Kit had actualy wrapped her arms
around herself to ward off the chill of his confession. It shouldn’'t matter what he
said. He was a lunatic, and he had practi-cally abducted her; she should be glad to
think they could not share an emotion in common. But she hugged herself tighter and
thought, blindly, What a terrible day.

Suddenly, his voice changed, became less intense and more con-cerned. “Look,
you're shivering. | have a sweater in my bag here, would you like it?’

“No—no, I’'m fine,” she said.

“Maybe you'll fed better if you get something to eat,” he said. “Do they serve hot
drinks? Something to warm you up.”

Of course; moments ago they had been planning to fetch food. Kit rose shakily to
her feed. “Good idea. Let’s eat.”



The food car, adjacent to theirs, was practically empty. There were four stands set
up along one wall, each staffed by two or three family members, mostly men. One
vendor sold meat, one sold fruit, one sold cheese and eggs, one sold beverages. The
contracts for these stands were lucrative and jeadloudy guarded; some gulden families
had owned franchises for years.

“What do you recommend?’ Nolan asked.
“Are you familiar with gulden food?’

“A little. I've eaten a some of the fashionable restaurants. And I’ve been to Pakt’'s
house, though he was careful what he served.”

“Then I'd stick with the things you know. Now is not the time to get sick
experimenting with native cuisine.”

“All right, then. I'll get a meat pie and some fruit. What do you want? Do | have to
order for you, too, or just pay?’

“Order, too, though | suppose I'll have to trandate.”
“Will that be acceptable?’
“Oh, yes, aslong as you appear to be making the decisions.”

Ultimately, they chose an assortment from each of the stals and carried ther
purchases to one of the round tables lining the other wall of the car. The train rocked
steadily back and forth, a hypnotic, sooth-ing rhythm that lulled dl the senses into a
state of serenity. Or maybe she was just tired, Kit thought. She had been through
such a broad spectrum of emotions this day that it was no wonder she fdt blank,
purposeless, passive. She did into a chair and set down the food, cradling the more
dippery items to keep them from diding off the table with the motion of the train.

They ate in sllence except when Nolan made a few brief com-ments about the quality
of the food (“This is better than | thought it would be ... What's this? | like the
spices’). Kit's foot was beginning to ache with a serious throbbing, and the interior
of her head fdt as though it were expanding and contracting in time with the iron
whedls below her. If she didn’t sleep soon, she would die. Either dternative sounded
equaly peaceful and attractive.

An adbino man had entered after them and was now carrying on a low-voiced
transaction with the meat vendor. Nolan appeared to lisen for a moment, though it
was obvious he did not understand the gold-tongue conversation. Indeed, as Kit
watched him because she could not muster the effort to turn her eyes away, he
shook his head in quiet admiration.

“| sometimes think the albinos must be the smartest ones of dl of us,” he observed.
“Oh?’ Kit said, surprised she had the energy to speak.

“They learn one whitetongue when they’re brought up, and then they learn
bluetongue when they come to the city, and then some of them learn the gulden
language as wedll. Think of dl the trandating that must go on in their heads for them
to be able to tak to a guld-man.”



Kit felt hersdf staring in dackjawed stupefaction. “ What?” she managed to scrape
up the indignation to reply. “Do you honestly be-lieve—hasn't it ever occurred to
you that a man could just trandate di-rectly from whitetongue to gold tongue? That
he wouldn’t have to know the indigo language as wdl?’

He gaped at her—no, the thought had obviously never crossed his mind—and then
he flushed so deeply that his cobalt skin turned purple. She wanted to ral a him
(“You stupid, sdf-referentid, un-thinking fool!”), but she could not force herself to
fed ether enough anger or scorn. Instead, she put her hand over her face and leaned
on her elbow, willing the world around her to smply dissolve.

The night passed, as it dways did on the train, in a choppy blur of mo-tion, color,
and disorientation. The train’s infrequent halts would jar Kit into a sudden moment
of panic, as she woke from some fragmentary dream to wonder frantically where she
was. The stations outside her window were a jumble of flashing lights, shadowed
bodies and muffled cries of question and farewell. Ah. On the way to Gold
Mountain. Then the train would ease forward again into its rhythmic, pacifying
motion, and she would close her eyes and try to recapture her dreams.

Whatever drugs Nolan had given her had instantly mitigated the pain in her foot, but
they had caused her brain to go loose and hazy. For she could not concentrate at
any of the stops they made, could not marsha her thoughts and plan her strategy.
How was it possible she was guiding this man to Gold Mountain, taking him straight
to Chay’s door, with no more information than he had given her? She must think
what to say to the gulden leader. He would find her gullible and ridicu-lous; he would
be incredulous to learn how quickly she had agreed to Nolan’s proposition. She
must find words to explain her terror and her subsequent actions, but she could not
concentrate. Her mind fogged over. She was adeep again.

In the morning, she woke groggy and irritable, having slept poorly and feding a dull
pain start to chisel away a her ankle bone. Nolan, apparently, had visited the market
stalls while she drowsed, for he had brought an assortment of breakfast foods back
to their seats and was already munching on a pastry.

“Are you hungry?’ he asked when she was awake. “Does any of this appea to you?
| could go back for more.”

“Give me a moment,” she said and struggled to her feet. In the women’s necessary
room, she cleaned herself up as best she could and tried not to be too horrified at
the dull, daty color of her skin. She could stand to go a day without washing her
hair, but only if she braided it tightly back from her face, and she had nothing to tie it
with. A murmured request to a gulden woman who eyed her with frank cu-riosity
netted her agaly striped ribbon that in no way matched her mood, but it would have
to do.

“Thanks would | gladly give to someone who offers me such charity,” she said
formaly, and the woman smiled and ducked her head.



When she returned to her seat she fet marginally more cheerful and quite hungry.
She ate everything Nolan had bought her, but was less eager to swallow the pills he
handed her to take with her medl.

“I think I’'ll skip the pain medication for now,” she said. “It makes me too drowsy.”
“Fine, your choice, but take the vaccine anyway.”

“1 thought | took one yesterday.”

“You have to haveit every day for ten days.”

“Oh, that’s ridiculous. | told you I’'m immune.”

“Take it anyway. Please. | don’'t think it will do my cause any good to have you
ariving at Chay Zanlan's doorstep ill and fainting.”

She took the tablet from his hand and gulped it down. “Don’t think you'll do your
cause any good to arive with me tdling tales of your threats of violence,” she said
as soon as she had swallowed. “Don’t think | won't tell him everything you said to
me.”

He nodded soberly. “Oh, no. | know you aren't my dly. But it won't matter what
you have to say once I've told him—" And he stopped, looked down at his hands,
and then out the window, and clearly had no intention of adding another word.

They passed much of the morning in slence, though at least this day the view
offered some distraction. They were approaching the low' violet foothills that edged
the valey with amethyst and provided a spiky, colorful, and ever-changing vista out
the windows of the train. It was Kit's favorite part of the journey out, though mostly
because she knew what was ahead: a two-hour layover a one of the massive
refud-ing stations that was actudly the largest city in this part of Geldricht.

At Krekt Station, you could buy an elegant meal, a change of clothes, fine jewdry, or
amost any other amenity. You could also, for a smal fee, use the public showers
and clean yourself from head to toe.

It was aritud Kit never failed to observe on the journey. Wash away Inrhio, present
hersdlf fresh-scrubbed to Geldricht.

Of course, the fact that she couldn't stand the grimy, clammy fed of going
unwashed for more than a day had much to do with her ap-preciation of the public
cleansng rooms.

As they pulled into the station, Kit arranged their luggage on their chairs to give the
Impression that dl four seats were taken. Nolan watched her in surprise.

“Y ou mean, we can just leave our things here? No one will steal them?”’

Kit shook her head. “Very low crime rate in Geldricht. First, of course, the clan
system ensures that almost everyone is taken care of, so no one needs to stedl.
Second, there are incredibly brutal punish-ments for theft, depending on the
monetary vaue of the item being stolen. And third—" She laughed softly. “You
can't get on the train without a ticket. Our things will be safe enough.”



They climbed from the train and followed the crowd into the sta-tion. As aways, Kit
found it momentarily disconcerting to be on steady ground. Her body missed the
constant, almost materna swaying of the coach car. Her heels hit the pavement with
an unexpected jar. The world seemed rocky and unforgiving.

She pointed out the various points of interest to her flow trav-der. “Men’s
showers—restaurants—clothiers, if you decide you didn’t bring enough shirts and
trousers with you—deeping benches. But we only have two hours. Don’'t forget to
watch the clock.”

“Meet me back here as soon as you've washed up,” he said. “We' Il go together to
get something to eat.”

She was annoyed that he didn’t trust her and irritated with herself for caring. “I’ve
come this far with you,” she said sharply. “I’m hardly likdy to turn around now and
run back for the city.”

“Even s0,” he said, so she shrugged and acquiesced. They parted at the door to the
women'’s necessary room.

Five minutes later, Kit was naked under the communa shower, reveing in the fed of
hot water on her body and in her hair. If she had to pick one pleasure from the
canon of human sensudlity, it would be the act of getting hersdf completely,
luxurioudy clean. She would forgo food, she would forgo love, she would forgo the
fed of dlk against her bare skin dl for the satisfying satin of shampoo rinsing away
past her fingers. She kept her eyes closed and splashed water over her face again
and again and again.

But it was a public place, and she had forgotten how very much she stood out in this
environment. When she opened her eyes, she found hersdlf the focus of sideways
glances from the five or six other women also standing under the gushing sprays of
water. She was the only blueskin here, of course. There must be no more than a
dozen in-digo women a year who passed through Krekt Station, and most of them
would die before stripping naked in front of their gulden coun-terparts in such a
careless fashion. Kit was not so well-known outside Gold Mountain that sheltered
clan women this far from the coast would instantly suspect her identity. And so they
stared at her, and wondered, and looked away when she tried to meet their eyes.

She didn't belong here. She knew she didn’'t belong in the city, e-ther, a her
grandmother’s table and in the ballrooms of the Higher Hundred. There was no
place that she truly fit in.

Even Chay would not be happy to see her. And Jex was a refuge so dangerous she
could not dlow hersdf to consider him. There was not a place on this entire
continent that she could cal home.

It was in this bleak mood that she rgoined Nolan a few minutes later. He too had
taken the opportunity to shower. His black hair formed wet curls a the collar of his



fresh shirt, and he smelled like disinfec-tant. No doubt she did, too. The soap in the
necessary rooms was ef-fective but hardly elegant.

“Well, | fed better,” he said, sounding more cheerful than he had since she'd met
him. “How about you?’

Clean but outcast; she couldn’t say that was an improvement. “Yes,” she replied
anyway. “Are you hungry? Did you want to shop?’

“1 thought maybe we could stock up on snacks so we wouldn't have to keep going
back to the stalls,” he said. “And then—maybe a book or two? If we Hill have a
whole day of travel left.”

“Or more,” she said. “But I’'m not sure you'll be able to find any-thing to read.”

| le pointed. “There's a newsstand over there. Surely they have magazines even if
they don’t carry books—"

She was giving him an ironic smile; she could fed it on her face. “Ah. | didn’'t know
you' d troubled to learn goldtongue while you were in the shower.”

“No, I—" he began before he redlized her point. He looked both angry and
embarrassed. “| see. Nothing here in alanguage | can un-derstand. Of course. Well,
then, let's just go look for food.”

There were maybe twenty-five different food stalls set up in one section of the
station, in addition to two restaurants where passengers could go in, be seated and
order a full med. Nearly hdf the vendors sold fish in some form or another—raw,
dried, fried, baked, lad be-tween dices of bread—whereas there weren't many
varieties of meat available. Of course, fish was not a common commodity in the
land-locked city, and only a few of the in-country towns boasted river trout big
enough to bother catching. Kit wondered if this sheltered blueskin boy would be
brave enough to try food so foreign, but in fact he seemed drawn to the
fishmongers wares.

“So you like fish?’ she asked him as he seemed to be considering the merits of fried
and baked varieties.

“Yes. I've had it afew times at the city restaurants, and Pakt’s wife served it twice. |
found it very tasty.”

“Do you know exactly what kind you ate?’

So she guided him through a few selections, recommending dried strips for travel,
and then they headed to the fruit-sellers stalls. It was a strange buying experience,
Kit found, because naturdly none of the vendors would sdll to her directly, but she
had to do dl the trandating for both parties. Nolan never made any pretense of
speaking to anyone except her, but the vendors dl stubbornly addressed themselves
to the blueskin, despite the fact that he obviously didn't understand a word they
were saying.

When they had bought enough to see them through the next couple of days, they sat
a one of the broad, featureless tables set up near the stalls and had a quick medl.



They had been done with their food for five or ten minutes when Kit's attention was
caught by a pa-thetic drama enacted before one of the fish stadls.

A gulden woman perhaps a few years older than Kit was grovel-ing on the floor
before the stdl, caling out in a piteous voice to the trio of men who were buying
dried patties and laughing with the vendor. She was dressed in a ragged assortment
of ill-fitting clothes, dl of them filthy, and the hands she held up in supplication were
covered with sores. She looked as though she might have crawled here dl the way
from Gold Mountain. Kit could think of any number of scenarios to account for her
presence here, and they dl turned her skin clammy-cold.

This was the kind of woman who showed up every day in the Lost City—destitute,
half-starved, brutalized. This one a least had no chil-dren clinging to her skirts,
though perhaps she had hidden them in a corner somewhere, admonishing them to
be slent, to draw no eyes, to run if they saw their father or their brothers coming . ..

Kit looked away. She could give this woman the address of the charity bank, but it
seemed unlikely she would ever make it that far. Most of the refugees who arrived at
De’s shelter had planned their es-capes carefully for months. They had saved
money, they had packed provisions. This one appeared to have left on a moment’s
whim, the one minute her husband’'s back was turned, and she might indeed have
made this whole journey on her hands and knees.

Nolan’'s voice surprised her. She hadn’'t thought he had even no-ticed the desperate
traveler. “That woman—what's wrong? She doesn't have a—a kurakura
—whatever?’

“I"'m guessing she's run away from her husband's or her father’s protection,” Kit
said in an expressionless tone. “And she doesn’t have food or money.”

“Where can she go?’

“Not many places,” Kit said. “The city. The ghetto. She'll find shelter there if she
makes it that far.”

“But if she doesn’t have any food or moneys-”
“She might not make it,” Kit said quietly.

He sat there dlently another moment or two, watching the woman. Now she was
begging before atal, well-groomed businessman and his galy dressed wife, both of
whom looked past her as through an inoffensive ghost. “Will anybody help her?’ he
asked at last.

“Maybe. You seeit in the younger men more than the older ones. One of them might
buy her a med or give her a few coins. If she doesn’t get on a train before her
husband arrives, though, she’s essen-tidly dead.”

“Dead? Y ou mean, literdly? She'll be killed?’

Kit shrugged. “Brought back to the manor and locked in aroom. Most likdy starved
to death. That's the typical punishment for disobe-dience. Sometimes, a husband
takes pity on an errant wife or a father on awillful daughter. But it makes him look



week in the eyes of his neighbors.”

Now Nolan looked at her, wrathful and amazed. “How can you tak like that?’ he
demanded.

“I"'m only tdling you the truth.”

He was on his feet, and he was actudly furious. “Asif it doesn’t matter” he flung at
her, and stalked away. She was left Sitting there, Staring after him.

In a few quick steps, he had reached the side of the runaway. In his hands, he
carried the bags of fruit and fish that they had just pur-chased, and now he bent over
her, offering them to her with slent gestures of encouragement. The woman had
reared back at his approach—alien, blueskin, danger! —»but he dropped to a crouch
beside her, possibly to look less intimidating. Kit continued to stare. This passed dl
her experience, dl her wildest expectations. Now, he was reaching into his pocket,
pulling out his walet, thumbing out a few bills, though there would be precious few
merchants who would accept money from a woman’s hands. The gulden woman fell
on her face be-fore him, sobbing wildly, choking out thanks that he could not
trans-late. Nolan rose to his feet and came swiftly back to the table where Kit sat.

“1 think we'd better go,” he said stiffly. He would not look her directly in the face,
and Kit realized, with profound shock, that he was still angry with her. “Our train will
pull out in about fifteen minutes.”

She came dowly to her feet, trying to think of words. “Don’t you want to get more
food?’ wasdl she could come up with.

He turned away from her and started waking toward the track. “I guess we'll just
have to make do with what’s on the train,” he said. “Come on. W€ ll be late.”

And she followed him, dizzier than she’d been since she first had her concussion,
and wondered if she might, after dl, be halucinating now.



CHAPTER 12

They traveled perhaps two hours in total silence. Afternoon tilted imperceptibly
toward dusk. The white daylight hazed into apricot, individua particles of gold
hanging suspended in the ar. Nolan had, dl this time, gazed out the window,
unseeing, unmoving. Now he turned to Kit and began the inquisition.

“All right. Tl me about her.”
“Apparently anything | tdl you will just upset you.”
“1 want to know.”

Kit shrugged. “Most likely she's married. Most likely her husband is violent, and she
reached the breaking point. She’s run away. Almost no one will take in a run-away
wife. Sometimes, if her father is very powerful and loves her very much, he'll take
her back and dlow her to live in obscurity in his home for the rest of her life. Every
once in awhile, a brother will do the same thing. Rarely, though. You see, any man
who takes a woman'’s side againgt another man is undermining the system that makes
the whole society work. It often makes him an out-cast in his own community. He
becomes suspect. He loses honor.”

“But that’ s—then, she has no recourse? A woman who has been abused or married
into a violent household?’

“Very little. Except to run away. And her chances of making it to the city are dim.
Maybe onein four. Less.”

“And once she's there—she's not safe there, is she? | mean, you read those stories
dl the time, about some woman found daughtered in the Lost City. A woman and dl
her children. And that’s because she's run away from some cruel husband? He has
the right to do that?’

“Ah. The daughter of children isredly a completely separate matter.”
“You say it so casualy!”

“I"'m not casua” was her sharp reply. “I’m just trying to explain it to you.”
“Then explainit.”

“In Geldricht, paternity is everything. For a man, there is amost no point to life
unless he has a son to whom he can pass on dl his wedth, his possessions, his
profession. A daughter is a bargaining chip for making advantageous dedls that
include marriage, but a son is the future.

“But a son is not ared person until he is twelve years old. Try hard to understand
that, or none of the rest of this will make sense to you. Until he is twelve, he may as
wdl not exist. He is cloistered with the women and the other children, and even his
father rarely sees him. At least, in the more traditional households. There are some
fathers who spend time with their children, but they are rare. When a boy turns
twelve, there is a ceremony that marks his—wadll, actually marks the occasion of his
coming into existence. He has legd rights. He can hold a position on his father's



estate, he can inherit if his father dies. He is officialy a man.

“It is those years before manhood that are dicey ones for a boy. If his father does
not approve of the way he is growing up—if his father didikes his looks, for
instance, or considers that he is not intdligent enough, not manly enough, to follow
in his footsteps, he can have the boy put to death. If he—"

“Put to death! Murdered! You can’t possibly mean that!”

“Try to remember. Until he is twelve, the boy isn't a person. He has no rights. He's
like—a dog, or atoy or—"

“You can’t be saying this. No one could believe this.”

Kit spread her hands. “In Inrhio, as | understand it, it's fairly common for a woman
to abort a child before it comes to full term.”

Nolan stared at her. “So? What does that have to do with any-thing?’

“lsn’t it the same thing? Aborting a life before it becomes what-ever you have
determined is redly an individua?’

“It’s not the same thing a dl! One is a—a collection of cells so smdl you can't see
them unless you're in a lab with specia equip-ment, and the other is walking around
talking, breathing, laughing, playing—"

“Frankly, | think both practices are equaly abominable.”

“Then how can you tak so camly? How can you defend some-thing that you don’t
believe in?’

“How can you attack something that you don’t understand?’ she shot back.

He threw his hands in the air. “Fine! Finish your explanation! Nothing you say will
make me view this as anything less than primitive and barbaric.”

“And both of those elements exist in the gulden lifestyle. But un-less you know why
those elements are in place, and how deeply they are woven into the collective
gulden psyche, you will have no hope of changing the fabric of that society.”

“Asif change were possible.”
“It's possible. It’s happening. But dowly.”
“You can tell me about that later. Finish about the children.”

“All right. So until a boy is twelve, his father can do with him what he wills. But if his
father dies before he's twelve, his life becomes even chancier. When a man dies,
care of his wife and family passes to his next of kin—father, brother, uncle,
cousin—no matter how distant the connection. Most often, this kinsman does not
want the responsi-bility of another family in his household, so his first priority is to
marry off the widow. Though he only has a hope of doing that if she's 4ill of
childbearing age, because no man wants to marry if he won't be able to produce
sons. Does thisdl make sense so far?’

“Initsway,” Nolan said grimly.



“A man who wants to have his own children has no interest in raisng another man’'s
son. So, most often, a man who marries a widow with young children will have dl
the children killed. He may keep the daughters, if they are pretty enough to attract
good husbands—"

“He kills them? Just like that?”’

Kit nodded. “It is as if he—as If he were to drown kittens because there were too
many in the litter. It happens dl the time on in-country farms.”

“l never drowned akitten. | never killed anything in my life.”
“You offered to see Jex Zanlan killed.”

“l admit that's what | said. The truth is, | would not have been able to stop his death
if you had not helped me.”

She watched him with narrowed eyes. “If you do not have power over Jex’s life”
she said dowly, “then what am | doing with you here on this train?’

“You're taking me to see Chay Zanlan,” he said in a set, stubborn voice. “Finish
your story.”

Kit resumed speaking in a subdued voice asif her mind, at first, was elsewhere. “So
a widow with young children knows that her chil-dren have very little chance of
surviva if she is forced to remarry. And that is why so many gulden women
immigrate to the city, looking for shelter. They know if they can dl manage to stay
dive until the oldest boys turn twelve, they are safe. To daughter a twelve-year-old is
to commit murder and be subject to atria—and, very likdy, severe pun-ishment.”

“So that’s why there are dl those stories of children killed in the ghetto,” Nolan said.
“It’ s dl about inheritance and—and property val-ues.”

“You're less brutal about it in-country,” she said softly. “But your laws are just as
strict. For instance, you'll never be able to inherit prop-erty, will you?’

He shook his head dowly, dumbly. “Only through Leesa. | mean, there is property
my mother will settle on me, but only when | marry. If | were to never marry, it
would go to my sister or a cousin or one of their daughters.”

“And what would happen to you?’

“My mother’s estate would care for me the rest of my life. Or it would if | didn’t
have an income from my job, which is probably what | would choose to live on. So
if | were, for some reason, cast out of my family, | could ill live, though not as
comfortably as | do now. But | wouldn't be on the street. | wouldn't starve. |
wouldn’t be hunted down and murdered by some avenging heiress.”

“That must make you fed very secure.”
“Don’t mock me.”

“I"'m not mocking you! | just think you shouldn’t alow the privi-leges and luxuries
of your own situation to blind you to the redities that others live with—and live by.”

“I"'m not blinded by them. But they make me think—why can’t these same options



be available to others? A guldman doesn’t want the responsibility for his brother’s
widow. Fine. Teach her sKkills, let her earn her own money, let her be an independent
woman.”

“Just because you—" she began, but he cut her off.

“Very few high-caste blueskin men have chosen to follow a ca-reer, as | have. And
you' re quite correct—if a blueskin man does not marry, he becomes a burden to his
family. In the noble families, of course, it's easy to support half a dozen extraneous
mouths. In the mid-caste families, so | understand, there's some tension when a man
won't marry as he's bid. But more and more men are taking their educations
serioudly, so that they can choose to go to the city and work if they elect not to
marry—so they aren’t dependent on their families. | have to admit, the first time |
heard a blueskin man tdl me he was never go-ing to return in-country, | was
shocked. It had not crossed my mind that my sojourn in the city was anything more
than—than an interval, a smdl recess in the planned course of my life. But the longer
| am there, and the more | grow to love my job, the more | begin to think— why
not? Why not stay here the rest of my life? | am productive and happy. Why should
| have to give this up?’

“And why should you?’

He shrugged. “Because | am too deeply steeped in tradition to withstand the uproar
that would create. Because | respect my mother and | do not want to hurt her.
Because | love my fiancée.”

“Interesting,” Kit said dryly, “that you put the most important reason last.”

Hot color flooded his cheeks; he looked away. “ So | will live as my father lived,” he
continued, ignoring her interjection, “but perhaps my son will not. And if change can
come to the indigo traditions, why can’t it come to the gulden ones?’

“It is coming. | told you it was. The very fact that the Lost City exists is a sign of
change. Fifty years ago, no guldwoman would have made it to the city. Smply no
one would have aided her. And if she did make it that far, there would have been no
one in the city to help her. And even if someone had helped her, her father or her
brother or her prospective husband would have tracked her down. She would not
have been able to live. And now ... The Lost City isn't much, but it's a start. The
children raised there will not be subject to the strict rules and rituals that have
governed their ancestors. Like you, they will say, why not? And they will learn skills,
and take jobs, and marry city girls who will not permit themselves to be dominated ..
. But dl that takes so much time. Generations, usualy. And it is amazing the change
has even been allowed to begin.”

“Then why was it?’

“Chay’s doing, mostly. He traveled a great deal when he was a young man, visiting
some of the foreign ports where his father had es-tablished business contacts. He
saw societies so grand he could scarcely describe them. He had never had much
respect for the indigo, you know—none of the gulden do—but in the foreign cities
he en-countered women of great elegance and power who seemed to awe him



greatly. And | think he began asking himsdf some of the questions you are asking.
‘“Why is my society this way? Who is benefiting and who is hurting? But he has to
proceed very dowly, of course. Chay is ruler only so long as those he rules respect
him.”

“l don’'t understand you,” Nolan said. “Sometimes you seem to embrace this savage
gulden lifestyle. Other times you seem to hate it. Which isit? How do you fed?”’

Kit put her hands in the air and twisted her pams indecisively back and forth. “I love
it, and | hate it. | love the structure, the sym-metry, the definition. Everyone knows
his role and does his best to ful-fill it with grace and honor. When it works, it's
beautiful. When you have akind patriarch, a loving mother, children who strive to do
wel and please their parents and learn dl the skills they need—then it is a peaceful
and harmonious place. | love to wak into a house and know where the women will
sit, what the children will be wearing, what the ritua greeting will be. | know | will be
treated according to my station—which, since my father was a great friend of
Chay’s, is high. | know what is expected of me. There is great comfort in that.”

She paused, took a deep breath, seemed to consider, and exhaled dowly. “But. So
often the machine does not work quite so smoothly. A husband is abusive or merdly
stupid. A daughter rebels against her chosen husband and is dismissed onto the
streets. A man dies, and his children cease to exist. These things appal me. As you
say, if we could give them options, they could find a different way to function within
the society. But the gulden have never been keen on options before this.”

“l dill don’t understand you,” Nolan said. “I don’t know how you can have such
patience with the gulden lifestyle and show such scorn for the indigo—which
certainly is no worse!”

A smadl amile flickered across her face. “It’s that obvious, is it? | do despise so
much about the indigo. Maybe because my father did. Maybe because | think—with
dl ther advantages—they redly should be better than they are. You're right that
they’re no worse than the gulden. But they’'re amost as restrictive. They're not as
violent to their own people, but they’ ve been ruthless with the gulden. | expect them
to be more enlightened, | suppose, and I’'m furious that they’re not. They’re greedy
and small-minded and obsessed with prestige, and | don’t see how that makes them
superior to the gulden in any way. And the fact that they think they are gdls me no
end.”

“Then if you're so interested in change,” he said, “why don’t you work to change
your own race?’

Now it was her turn to look out the window, letting the shadows of the passing
landscape mask the thoughts behind her eyes. “Maybe | will,” she said. “How do
you know? Maybe I’ ve been doing it dl along.”

They did not speak for another two hours, by which time it was amost full dark.
They were in more densely populated territory now, and every thirty minutes or so



they passed through ancther town. Here the streets were extremely wide and the
houses were gigantic—huge, ram-bling structures in which additiona stories
appeared to have been grafted on a random, with no attention paid to previous
materids or styles. They were built of a motley but somehow pleasing assortment of
red brick, pastel granite, painted wood, dark marble, and white stone, with accents
of copper, ceramic, and plaster. Every house, even the smallest, blazed with color
againgt the twilight, and even the mean-est lawn was freshly mowed and nestly
trimmed.

Nolan pointed as ther tran eased through one such town. “Those houses are
enormous,” he said. “Who lives there? Rich people? How can there be that many
wedthy people in one place?’

Kit shook her head. “Those are clan homes. Multigenerational. You might have as
many as ten families living under one roof. Typi-cally, that would be a man and his
wife and his unmarried children—as wel as his married children, with their spouses
and children—and sometimes their children. Occasionally, two brothers will share a
house, and dl their offspring. Occasionally, a widowed woman will re-turn to her
clan home, if there has been no husband found for her else-where.”

“And why are they built so oddly? Asif they were just thrown to-gether?”

Kit laughed. “Wéll, in a sense they were. Most of them were built over the course of
acentury or so. Even now, if a clan keeps expanding, new levels will be built above
the old ones—or sometimes new addi-tions will be built onto the back. A man likes
to have alarge, complex home. It shows that his family has many branches—that he
and his menfolk have been virile—and that he is able to care wel for dl those who
are his respongibility.”

“Gulden houses aren’t this big in the city.”

Kit closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the seat. “No, they aren’t. Just
one of the many things lost to the city dwellers.”

“What else?’ Nolan asked, but she pretended to be asleep and did not answer.

At Klevert Station, there was another hourlong layover. They took the opportunity to
buy more food, for they were both getting tired of train fare. Kit bought some
magazines, Nolan browsed at the newsstand, pretending he could read the headlines.
A pretty gulden girl waked in, saw him, and seemed to lesp backward a pace,
though in redity her feet did not move. Then she stepped forward again and
bestowed a charming smile on him. When she addressed him in a quick,
Interrog-ative sentence, he spread his hands and shook his head.

“I"'m sorry. | don’t know your language,” he said in bluetongue very dowly, as if by
emphasizing each word, he could make her under-stand it. She repeated her
question, disappointment clear on her face. “I'm sorry,” he said again. The girl
pouted, turned away, smiled at him again over her shoulder, and ambled from the



shop.

Kit was a Nolan's side in seconds. Nolan turned to her with a be-mused expression.
“If 1 didn’t know better,” he said, “1’d say I’d just been flirted with.”

“Oh, you were.” She was laughing. “Take it as a compliment. It means she thinks
you have money. Of course, amost any blueskin who comes this far into Geldricht
does have money, but the tikitiras won't approach just anybody, you know. They
have their standards.”

“Tikitiras? Let me guess. In the city they're called gilt girls.”

“Not exactly the same,” she said. But before she could explain, the bell sounded,
derting them that it was time to board their train. They headed for the gate a a
half-run, and it took them another fifteen minutes to dispose themselves comfortably
intheir seats and arrange dl their new purchases.

“S0,” Nolan said findly. “The gilt girls. Or whatever.”

“In the city, the gilt girls are mostly runaways, girls who elected not to stay and
marry the husband of their father’s choice, but who have no other skills through
which to make aliving. And some of them are the daughters of runaway wives, who
choose this way to augment the family income. They don't consider it especialy
demeaning, be-cause in Geldricht, being a prostitute is a reputable occupation.”

Nolan snorted. Kit continued, “It’s true. It's part of the system | told you about.
Everyone has his or her place. A tikitira isusualy agirl who has lost her parents and
siblings and is taken under the protection of a clan leader. She has no connections,
so he can't profitably marry her off, but he will provide her with a home and clothes
and the basic neces-sities of life. In return she provides a—a service to the men of
his clan.

“You see, marriageable women are very, very srictly guarded. | won't say none of
them ever manage to have sex before they’re mar-ried, but it's pretty rare. If they're
discovered to have lost ther virgin-ity, they lose dl hope of making a marriage, and
they’'re generdly summarily evicted. Occasiondly killed, though that’'s rarer these
days, though their lives once they’re out of the clan home can be pretty grim. So
young women must be virgins, yet gulden men are encour-aged to have experience
before they wed. Obvioudy, that equation won't work unless somewhere in the
formula there are some willing women. Thus, the tikitiras. They'll never marry or
have much status, but they do have ther place, and they’'re treated well. It's not a
bad life, dl in al.”

“If they're just for providing—services—to clan members, why did that one
approach me?’

Kit grinned. “They’re dlowed to earn a little extra money on the side if they so
choose. Indeed, tikitiras often have the nicest jewes and the most expensive clothes
because they’ re able to splurge more than the other women in the clan. Every oncein
awhile, it makes for alittle hogtility, as you might imagine.”

“1 don’t think this is something | would ever, on my own, imagine.”



“You have prostitutes among the indigo.”

“Yes, but they're not something we're proud of! They're not something
we ve—we' ve set up as an inditution so that other women can keep their place!”

Kit shrugged. “Oh, in away they are. In Inrhio, only low-caste girls are prostitutes.
They’re the ones with no prospects, no hope of marrying for money, so they use
their bodies like any other attribute to earn cash and get ahead.

“The mid-caste girls, now, they never deep with aman till they’re married, because it
ruins their opportunities. They have a chance to better themselves through marriage,
and they aren’t going to lose that chance if it means losing their last hope of love. A
man infatuated with a mid-caste girl marries her or wonders for the rest of hislife.

“The high-caste girls do whatever they want. They’ll have sex with their teenage
sweethearts, they'll deep with jahla girls, they’ll marry, they’ll take lovers. They
don't care. It doesn't matter. They’re the ones with the money and the land, and
they know they’ll be able to marry no matter what. And even if they don’t marry,
they dill have the land and the power, so they can have the sex, too, if they want it.”

Nolan gave a sigh of exasperation. “Why does everything have to go back to sex?’
“It doesn’t. It goes back to power.”

“So is that why you've been able to flout convention? Because you're a high-caste
indigo?’

“I have never in my life traded on my mother’s lineage,” she said coldly. “I have
flouted convention, as you say, because | have been brought up in the most
unconventional manner possible. | was taught that the individua has the obligation to
understand his society but the right to live outside it. But the only reason | was able
to live by those convictions is that my father had a great ded of money, and he left it
dl to me.”

“How’ s that? Blueskin men don't inherit weath.”

She gave awintry smile. “He earned it himself. And then, under Chay’s guidance, he
invested it in gulden markets overseas. And the returns were quite impressive. He
was careless with money, and he spent a lot of it before he died, but he left me
enough to live on without wor-rying.” She paused, laughed shortly, and continued.
“It's much easier to be a rebel when you don’t have to worry about where you're
going to seep and what you're going to eat. | often wonder exactly how pas-sionate
| would be about some of my issues if | was dependent wholly on my
grandmother—or, in Geldricht, on Chay’s good nature. | think | wouldn’t be nearly
so outspoken. Which infuriates me, but there you go. Wedth is freedom. And
anyone who doesn’t believe that is unimaginably naive.”

He was quiet a few minutes, as if mulling that over. Then: “You never said. What
exactly are you doing in the city? If you have money, | guess you don’'t need to
work. How do you fill your days, then?’

“l do charity work in the Lost City.”



“What kind of charity work?’

“There are places women can go. Gulden women. Where they can get food, and
have shelter for a few nights, and find help getting settled into their new lives in the
city. | work at a place like that. Mostly, | do fund-raising—I go into the city and ask
wedthy mer-chants to help fund the charity bank.”

“Gulden or indigo?’

“Both, but | generdly have more luck with the indigo.”

“That’s odd.”

“Not if you’' ve been paying attention. The gulden don’t approve of the Lost City.”
“Well, blueskins aren’t known for their kindness to the gulden.”

“Ah, but blueskin women have a certain sense of—sisterhood, a-most—with
guldwomen. They like to think their meager contribu-tions will lead to an overthrow
of the patriarchy. And maybe they will. So some of them have been generous. But
they don’t like to deal di-rectly with the gulden women—especialy the poor ones in
the Lost City—so I'm usudly the emissary who approaches them. It makes them
more comfortable, because they think I’'m one of them. They don’t redize how
wrong they are.”

He gave her a long, serious look. She became immobile under his scrutiny, neither
looking away nor scowling to turn his gaze aside. He did not seem to be staring at
her features so much as peering behind the worthless mask of skin and skull to pore
over the brain below. Then he gave his head a small, helpless shake and shrugged.

“l don’t understand you,” he said again. And she made no answer. It was not
something she knew how to explain.



CHAPTER 13

True dark again. Nothing to see out the train’s smudged window. Nolan stared out
anyway, since it was dl he fdt safe doing. He was sick of this strange food, sick of
the endless lazy rocking of the train, sick of his own thoughts of outrage and
betrayal .

And dectrified by this woman who traveled beside him, instructing him and mocking
him by turns, reved-ing hersdf more with every word, confusing him more with
every syllable. She looked every inch the indigo heiress, with that flawless blue skin,
those aristocratic features, that turn of expression that could make a man fed like
contaminated mud beneath the most expen-sively shod feet.

And yet she had rgjected that pampered lifestyle wholesale. She had chosen to live
among foreigners, adopting many of their beliefs—but chalenging that lifestyle as
much as she challenged the one that was hers by birthright. There did not seem to be
aplace for her either in the ordered scheme of the gulden world or the rigid caste
system of the indigo. She was like no one he had ever encoun-tered before. He
could not get his mind to track with hers; he could not comprehend her motives or
her values.

Why had she come with him? Why—since he had been the most lax of
kidnappers—had she not fled from him a one of the stations they had passed
through? Why had she not asked one of their felow travelers for aid? Of course,
given what she had told him about the gulden world, she may have had a hard time
finding a champion. Trav-eling with him, she must appear to be under his protection,
and in Geldricht, that relationship seemed sacrosanct. But she was a demon-strably
resourceful girl. She could have escaped him if she would.

She must have her own reasons for returning to Geldricht, and to Chay Zanlan.
There was no other explanation.

She was nothing to him—just a means, a key to a door that might be locked to him
despite her—and yet he found himsdf, as the hours passed, growing more and more
obsessed with her. What a passionate creature! So dive, so furious, so
contradictory. For her, nothing came on faith. Nothing was immutable. Nothing
could not be changed or overturned. Leesa would not have three words to say to
her, and yet her heritage was every bit as rich, as impressive as Leesa’s. Colt would
hate her, instantly, comprehensively, and yet she knew as much about Colt and his
upbringing as she knew about her own family. She was re-served and civilized, both
in speech and manner, and yet her very exis-tence was iconoclastic. She was a living
dare to both of those insulated worlds, indigo and gulden. Her life said to them,
“*You may be well enough as you are, but you could be so much better.”

He wanted her to tak forever; he wanted to ask her increasingly more intimate
questions. She had not mentioned her imprisoned gulden lover, though he was the
reason she had come with Nolan this lar. She had not clarified her relationship with
Chay. She had not asked Nolan to explain what possible reason he could have for



dragging her so abruptly from her home, usng her to gan entry into an dien
soci-ety, offering violence to her loved ones.

(But did she love them? Did she truly love Jex Zanlan? She had scarcely mentioned
him. But then, Nolan had mentioned Leesa only once. He had not felt much like
talking about his betrothed.)

To love this girl would be to embrace fire and whirlwind and im-molation. At least,
that would be true for Nolan. Perhaps Jex Zanlan was flame and cyclone himsdlf,
and he would not notice how this woman churned through him, redigning his
molecules, resurfacing his skin. For Nolan, she would be catastrophic, she would be
upheava on the grandest scale.

But he needn’t worry. She was not intended for him, either by the fates or the
dictates of his own society. Calmer things were in store for him, once this trip was
over. He would never lay eyes on Kitrini Can-dachi again.

Kitrini. He had not even said her name aoud this whole time.

“Kitrini,” he said now, almost without volition. He was ill star-ing out the window,
his face turned away from her, but she heard him anyway. She stirred, as if shaking
hersdf awake, and looked his way.

“Yes? she said.

He shook his head. “1 was just wondering if you were awake. How’s your foot? Still
hurt?’

“A little. It’s getting better, though.”
“You want another painkiller?’
“Before we slegp for the night, maybe.”

He turned to look at her, dowly, knowing (from his experiences the past day and a
haf) what a fresh shock it would be to see her face. Two eyes, a smdl nose, high
cheeks, that familiar indigo skin—what was there about this collection of features to
make his heart pause, ac-tudly shut down for three beats, and then gallop forward
agan a a clumsy, frantic pace? “You never told me” he said in a casua voice,
“how you injured yourself.”

An indescribable expression crossed her face. Nolan tried to cat-alog the swift
emotions. pain, embarrassment, a lingering anxiety. “1 was caught in the blast that
shut down the Centrifuge,” she said shortly.

Nolan’'s eyes widened. “You were} | thought nobody survived that.”

“A handful of us only. No reason to it—the survivors were scat-tered over the whole
area, our cars interspersed with the cars of the dead ones. Luck—fate—who knows?
But it makes me fed very strange to have lived through something almost no one ese
survived.”

“And most of them were indigo, weren’t they? The ones who died?’
“Why would you say that?’ she shot at him angrily, taking him completely by



surprise. “Gulden ride the Centrifuge!”
“l know—I just—since the explosion happened at South Zero—"

“They haven't discovered what caused it yet. Or at least, they hadn’t by the time we
|eft the city. There' s no reason to think it was a bomb.”

“I didn’t think—did | say—"

“You implied that someone had set a bomb a South Zero to kill a bunch of
blueskins,” she said furioudly.

Ah. Of course. The terrorist lover injal. No wonder she was touchy on this subject.
“l didn’t mean to imply that,” he said gently. “Frankly, | don't have a clue what
started the explosion, and | haven't given it much thought. | do know that it
disrupted my life most incon-veniently.”

“Well, Jex had nothing to do with it.”
“I"'m sure he didn’t.”

Now she gave him a look of renewed hostility. “And why are you so sure of that?’
she demanded illogicaly. “He set off ablast in the medical center, after dl.”

Nolan spread his hands. She baffled him. “I just assumed he wouldn’t be capable of
something so—so horrifying.”

“And why would you assume that?’

“Because you love him,” he said softly. “And you don't seem likely to love a
murderer.”

Now she was the one to turn her face away. Her arms were wrapped tightly across
her chest, and she had drawn her feet up to the edge of the seat, so that she sat in a
smdl, folded position, looking as though she would prefer to disappear. “He told me
himsdf,” she said in alost voice. “He swore to me that he did not plan for any bomb
to go off in the Centrifuge. Why wouldn’t | believe him?’

“Wadll, it might not even have been a bomb,” Nolan said sooth-ingly. “It may have
been some dectricd problem, | heard. Or a spark setting off some underground
gases. They’re looking into it.”

“It was a bomb,” she said, 4ill in that frall voice. “You know some of the gulden
have sworn they’ll do anything to stop the Carbonnier Extension. This is one of the
things they’ll do.”

“But even if that's so—Jex is 4ill in prison, isn't he? How could he have had
anything to do with it?’

“He does have visitors,” she said in a strangled voice.

Nolan had a sudden vision of Colt, caught by Cerisa as he at-tempted to meet with
Jex Zanlan in stealth. But surely Colt was not one of that band of terrorists. Colt had
afine disdain for dl things in-digo, but he was not a destructive man. He had chosen
a career as a sci-entist, a preserver of life, he would not wantonly and randomly
destroy it. And certainly he would not have risked the lives of his coworkers at the



Biolab, many of whom rode the Centrifuge home at night, many of whom would
have been at risk that fateful evening if Pakt had not kept them after hours with a
meseting ...

Nolan’s mind came to a sudden dead halt. Such an evening meet-ing was rare. Not
unprecedented, but far from common. Why had Pakt chosen that night of al others
to discuss items even he had agreed could have waited till morning? Had Colt
warned him about the bomb? Surely not, that could never be—Pakt would
unquestionably have reported such information to Cerisa, to Ariana Bayless. But
per-haps Colt had spoken more enigmaticaly—"There will be trouble tonight.
Everyone will be safe if they stay in the Biolab until dark.” That would not have given
Pakt enough information to report, but enough to make him keep the others at his
side. Perhaps Colt had not even said that much—perhaps he had merely told Pakt,
“You'd better stay late at the lab tonight,” and Pakt had taken it upon himsdf to
keep them dl safe. That seemed redlistic. That seemed possible.

But then that would make Colt a terrorist. That would make Colt a murderer. That
would make the man Nolan knew a monster that he could not recognize.

He shook his head, trying to shake away the vison. Mdina would be able to clear it
dl up for him, if he ever got back to the city, if he ever had a chance to speak to his
friends again. His whole life seemed so far away, unrea, something he had dreamed
of in afevered sleep. He shook his head again, more forcefully.

“What? You think he isn't alowed to have visitors? He is. I've seen him mysdlf in
his cdl at the Complex.”

Her words made no sense until he was able to recall what she had said just before
his brain descended into dark speculation. “No—I was thinking about something
else—sorry, | wasn't paying attention,” he stammered.

“Well, let’s not tak about it anymore,” she said.

“Tel me one thing,” he said. “How does Chay fed about Jex? And some of his
more—violent activities?’

“He hasn't told me,” she said in repressive tones. “Why would he discuss his son
with me? A man of honor would do no such thing.”

“You must have formed an opinion,” he persisted.

“l think—I think Chay has a very mixed reaction to Jex’s strong opposition to
Ariana Bayless,” she said rdluctantly. “On the one hand, he's proud of Jex for being
so forceful, for following his convictions to the blind, bitter end. The gulden have
adways loved a man who was willing to die for a belief. And, in his heart, Chay
agrees with Jex—he does not want to see the Carbonnier Extension. He does not
want the indigo to take another inch of land from the gulden. On the other hand,
Chay has rgected violence his whole life. He has preached ne-gotiation and
strategy—still forceful, but much less brutal. So he would not endorse Jex’'s
methods even if they were successful. And | believe the parent in him fears
desperately that Jex’s methods will not be successful, and that Jex will lose his life in
this endeavor. And Jex is Chay’s only son. So you can imagine how deep such a



grief would go.”

“And you?’ he said, before he could stop himsdf. “How deep would such a grief
go with you?’

She gestured; a morion of helplessness. “He is my life,” she said smply. “He has
been since | can remember. How do you give up some-thing like that? But | do not
know that Jex will survive the course he has set for himsdf. And then—" She
gestured again. Nolan made no answer. There were no words.

They were slent for another hour or two. Nolan was surprised when Kitrini was the
one to speak next.

“Have you considered,” she said, “exactly what you will say to Chay when you
approach him?’

He looked a her dumbly. He could scarcely credit what he had to tel Chay Zanlan;
he had not thought how to word it. “No,” he said. “Is there some way | should
address him? Some title he goes by?’

“There are no titles among the gulden, but if you do not know a man, it is
considered polite to refer to him by his full name every time you speak to him. As he
will address you by yours. And do not come di-rectly to the point. Make civil
inquiries first. Ask about his health. Comment on the beauty of the landscape in
Geldricht. These show you have an interest in the man, not just the issue.”

“All right. But what | have to tdl him isfarly urgent.”

“He will have guessed that,” she said dryly, “by your very appear-ance at his door.”
“Does he speak bluetongue?’

“FHuently.”

“Once we get to—to the issue—can | speak straight out? Or must | talk in that
roundabout way that | have heard the gulden use?’

“No. If you are speaking in bluetongue, be plainspoken. If you were conducting the
conversation in goldtongue, you would have to be more careful about how you
phrased things, but in your own language, speak as you aways would.”

“Why isit,” Nolan asked with a certain exasperation, “that the gulden aways speak
so obliquely? Do they do it just to be annoying? Because that’s what it seems like.”

Kitrini smiled fantly. “Well, sometimes they do. When they’re deding with
blueskins. But their own speech is very circuitous—and that's because ther
language is mined with pitfals. There is a certain case you use when you're
addressing an inferior, a different one when you're addressing a superior, a neutral
case if you're addressing some-one to whom your reationship is not yet
established... Very tricky. Thus, the syntax is designed to be indirect, so that no one
Is offended by the accidental misuse of aword. There are so many different ways to
say ‘you’ in goldtongue that sometimes even | get confused, and | acquired the
language as a child. It's so complicated it's almost impos-sible for nonnatives to
learn it. Even if you know goldtongue, and you're conducting delicate business,



you're better off usng some other language, because it's so easy to make a mistake
that will have you evicted from the room.”

“Maybe you can stay and make sure | don’t make any grave mis-takes.”

“I"m surprised you would ask for my help. You don’'t even know me. How do you
know | wouldn’'t mistrandate on purpose?”

He looked a her along time. “Because | trust you,” he said at last.
“You have no reason to.”
He spread his hands; a gesture of resignation. “But will you?’

“I will if Chay dlows it. But you must have redlized by now that women usudly are
not invited to conferences such as this. And be-sides—" She hesitated, then plunged
on. “It may not do you as much good as you' re hoping to be seen in my company.”

“And why would that be?’

“Chay and | quarreled the last time | was in Geldricht. He may be far from happy to
see me again. | spoke to him briefly when he was in the city, and he no longer
seemed to be angry, but he will not have for-gotten the quarrel.”

“What did you argue about?’
“Things that don’t concern you,” she said frigidly.

He accepted the rebuke by bowing his head and appearing to think everything over.
“l must say I’m getting a little nervous,” he said at last. “What will Chay Zanlan do
to meif he doesn’t like what | have to say?’

She gave him a considering look. “And what are the chances that he will like what
you have to say?’

“Not very good,” he admitted.

“But you fedd compelled to tel him something anyway.”
“1 have no choice.”

“Then perhaps he will take that into account.”

“But what will he do? How will he treat me?”’

Kitrini shook her head. “I have no idea. | don't know how he will react to your
arival. | don’t know what you plan to tell him. | don’t know what else he will be in
the middle of when we wak in. He has alot to worry him right now, you redize. His
sonisinjal, possibly to be accused of murder. The easternmost edge of hisland is
under assault from greedy indigo imperidists. | happen to know that one of his most
lucrative trading contracts is up for renegotiation and that he ailmost cannot afford to
seeit fall. How will he view your arrival? Not kindly, unless what you have to say is
as important as the questions vexing him aready.”

“Oh, itis,” Nolan said. “It makes everything ese insgnificant.”

She looked a him wonderingly, but still she did not ask. Nolan ailmost thought he
might tel her, if she asked. She said, “Then I’'m sure he will deal with you with the



respect and consideration you deserve.”

Silence again, then deep. Nolan woke several times in the night as the train came to a
ragged hdt, panted for a few minutes outside some gar-ish station, then strained
forward again till it hit its usual steady pace. Now his mind, which had been split into
three equaly desperate parts, subdivided again. Up till this point, his attention had
legpt fitfully from horror a what he had learned, to panic at the thought of
confronting Chay Zanlan, to infatuation with the girl beside him (a compartment of
his brain that seemed to grow with each passing hour, despite the fact that the other
two sections did not in any way diminish). Now, he had opened a fourth door and
found another equally awful vista: the image of Colt as terrorist and killer. Like the
others, it was too terrible to look upon for long—but anywhere he turned was a view
equaly as disturbing.

It was no surprise he could not sleep. No surprise that his skin fdt asif it had been
Injected with acid, one single, liquid layer between the muscle and the flesh. It would
be more of a surprise if he survived this adventure with any of his sanity intact.

And what then—"?

| le watched dawn idle over the landscape, spilling forward from behind them as they
headed west. Now, they seemed to pass through nothing but city, one row of
gpectacular houses after another, a little more thoughtfully constructed than the
country homes but ill built with a pleasing motley and an arr of self-satisfaction.
They were in the heart of Geldricht, in the gentle foothills before Gold Mountain.
In-deed, the sublime and jagged silhouette of the great peak dominated the land from
every viewpoint, and they appeared to be headed straight toward it.

Chay Zanlan did not live on Gold Alountain, of course, though that was what
everyone said. He lived in a palace a the base of the mountain—or at least Nolan
had aways assumed it w'as a palace. He' d seen pictures in the news monitors, and it
looked almost as big as the Complex. Now, having traveled through the gulden
countryside, he thought it might just be a larger version of the sort of building dl the
gulden called home.

Plenty of room there to incarcerate a visitor who came bearing strange news. No one
in the world knew where Nolan had gone. No one would be able to find him if he
suddenly disappeared.

He shook his head vigoroudly. Last night, Kitrini had told him that they should arrive
a Zakto Station sometime after noon. A public conveyance would take them to
Chay Zanlan's palace—and then who knew how long before the great leader would
agree to see them? Nolan had thought Kitrini’s company would buy him an instant
en-tree, but she said no. Wdll, then. He would wait till he was invited in. All day, if
necessary; dl week.

And what then—?



Kitrini stirred, opened her eyes, and gave him one unthinking smile of recognition.
Then—it was obvious from her face—she re-membered where she was and who she
was with, and she frowned quickly to mitigate the effects of the smile. ““Where are
we?’ she said.

He pointed. “Within sight of Gold Mountain. | think we'll be a the station in a
couple of hours.”

“Are you ready?’ she asked.
He shook his head. “Not even.”

She rose to her feet, off to the women’s necessary room. “Hold on to that thought,”
she advised.

When she returned, he had cut up some fruit and dliced bread from a loaf, and they
ate for afew momentsin silence. Then Nolan shook out the day’s ration of pills for
her.

“Oh, not again,” she said impatiently. “I’ ve told you—"

“And I’ve told you” he said. “You don’t want to be sick.”

“But | won't be sick. | have immunities.”

Nolan looked at her serioudly, willing her to bdieve. “Two months ago,” he said,
“three blueskin businessmen returned from a vigt to Geldricht. All three of them
were sick with a fever the doctors couldn’t identify. Two of them died. A week later,
another blueskin died two days after he’'d returned from Gold Mountain. Same
symp-toms. No one’s been able to identify the illness.”

“1 haven’t heard anything about this,” she said, frowning.

“It hasn’'t been in the news. Ariana Bayless is afraid to create a panic. But if you
worked at a firm that traded with the gulden, you would have recelved a detailed
memo that outlined your hedth risks. And a prescription for pills just like these.”

“If they don’t know what caused the fever—" she began, but Nolan interrupted her.

“Wide-spectrum antibiotic,” he said, shaking the capsules in their case. He was
getting in deeper with every lie he told, but he did not think she knew enough about
drugs to be able to contradict him. “Pre-ventative. It's possible it won't protect you
fully, but your chances be-come awhole lot better.”

“Oh, dl right,” she said ungracioudy and held out her hand for a pill. He watched to
make sure she didn't just pretend to swalow it. That would be even more
disastrous.

“How’s your foot?’ he asked.
“Feels pretty bearable this morning.”
“Probably dl this stting the past couple days has done you good.”

“Oh, I'm sure,” she said, and there was a sarcastic edge to her voice. “This whole
trip has done me no end of good.”



So of course he had no response to that.

The train pulled into Zakto Station a little after noon. Zakto was huge, echoing,
crammed with people waiting, running, shouting, eat-ing, buying, staring. Nolan
counted ten other gates leading into the station and asked Kitrini to have it
confirmed: Yes, trains left from Zakto to points dl over Geldricht. In fact, the line
into the city had been the last one built. Nolan knew he should not be surprised, but
he was. He had aways thought the train tracks had been laid primarily to link Gold
Mountain with the city. Now he learned the indigo had been merdly an afterthought.

“I'm sure,” Kitrini said, “that you would like to shower and make yourself
presentable before you approach Chay Zanlan.”

“Yes,” Nolan said. “I don’t have much in the way of clothing choices with me, but
IS there something | shouldn’t wear? Some color or style?’

“No, but be sure and wear your fiancée's meddlion so he can seeiit.”
“All right, but why?’

“Because it's a symbol he'll recognize, and the gulden respect symbols. And it will
do you no harm for Chay to ingtantly recognize you as a member of the Higher
Hundred.”

“Very well. Thank you.”

They separated and headed for the showers. Nolan was getting used to the frank
gppraisal by the other men in the public rooms, though he ill didn’'t like it. It was
not just his blue skin that attracted ther attention, he had redized that amost
immediately. They ap-praised each other just as openly, noting body size, muscle
definition, probable strength, and possible sexua prowess. This was not some-thing
Kitrini had warned him about—but then, perhaps women did not eye each other with
quite the same agenda. He didn’t know if it helped him or hurt him that he was dim,
lean, and loose-limbed, whereas the naked gulden men in the showers beside him al
seemed to be built of corded muscle wrapped around boxy bones. Would they be
pleased that he offered them no physica threat, and thus leave him in peace, or
would his vulnerability incite them to easy violence?

He made no conversation, no eye contact, and everyone left him alone. Oh, how he
longed to be in the private, civilized world of Inrhio again.

He toweled himsdf off and dressed in the last clean clothes Ieft in his luggage,
wrinkled though they were. His hair had a tendency to spira into wild curls if it
wasn't rigoroudly dried, and so he spent ten minutes aternately combing it and
rubbing his scalp briskly with another towel. He shaved carefully—this was not the
day to be sporting a diver of dried blood—and brushed his teeth twice. He slipped
Leesa s medallion over his neck and took a moment to survey himself in the mirror.

Even to himsdf, in this place, he looked dien. How would Chay Zanlan receive him?

Kitrini was waiting for him when he emerged. She too had taken some effort with her
appearance. She was wearing the most colorful of her clothes and a ribbon through
her dark hair. Unless he missed his guess, she had aso taken the trouble to apply



rouge and mascara.

“Do you have enough money left to buy me something?’ she greeted him. “There’'s
a scarf in that little shop. Chay appreciates frills and bright colors, and | fed a little
drab.”

“You don't look drab,” Nolan said, digging out his wallet.

“That’s because you' ve grown to love the true radiance of my in-ner soul,” she said
with a quick flash of humor. “But Chay will like me better if I'm dressed in flame
and scarlet.”

“Then buy as many scarves as you like,” Nolan said. “Because we certainly want
Chay to like you.”

Ten minutes later, they were seated in a narrow trolley smilar to the vehicles that
serviced the city. Kitrini sat in the back with the gulden women; Nolan sat as near to
the back as he dared, so he could keep an eye on her and depart when she did. But
most of his attention was on the sights around him. The streets were crowded with
dl man-ner of public and private vehicles—many more varieties than could be found
in the city—and the trolley was constantly jerking to a hdt or lurching forward in
response to some break in traffic. The buildings lining the street were a gay
mishmash of hues and styles, each be-decked with flags and ribbons and flowers. It
dl had a circus fed to Nolan, enhanced by the giddy sunshine and the bright clothes
of the natives walking by. It seemed a happy, festive carnival.

This was not at dl what he had expected.

They had ridden perhaps three miles when Kitrini swung to her feet and headed for
the exit. Nolan was ingtantly behind her, hopping down the trolley steps with his
luggage in his hand. They were stand-ing before a huge, multilayered building built
entirdy of awarm, sandy granite. Its narrow grounds were flooded with flowers and
edged with hedges. The white flagged wakway leading to the massive door-way was
lined with pennants of every shape and color.

“Clan standards,” Kitrini said, before Nolan had a chance to ask.
“Impressive,” Nolan said.

“The flags or the building?’

“The whole presentation.”

There were no guards outside, but once they had crossed the lawn and entered, they
had to pass a number of checkpoints. There was an electronic search at the door
(Kitrini had to explain to Nolan what it was; he didn't much care for the invasive
tingle along his spine and groin). Then they were shown to a smal anteroom, where a
burly blond guard interviewed them briefly to ask their names and business. Kitrini
trandated, but she had made it clear Nolan must participate, so he spoke in a firm
voice in bluetongue, and she said whatever she pleased to the guard. They were
shown to another waiting room where perhaps thirty people were seated.

“Get comfortable,” Kitrini advised, and settled hersdlf in.



Nolan sat beside her. “Do you usualy have to go through such an ordea when you
come to vist Chay?’

“I’ve never come before without an invitation or a kurkalo,” she said. “l cannot
come and go as | please. | did give them my name, and the secretary should
recognize it, and that may get us in sooner than otherwise, but | don't know. Be
patient.”

Nolan nodded (he had never fet less patient) and looked around him. They were not,
he was surprised to see, the only indigo in the room. There were two others, both
male, dtting together hunched over what looked like blueprints. There was aso an
abino dtting on the opposite end of the room, as far as possible from both
blueskins and guldmen. He was hafway through afat book, and Nolan had a vi-sion
of him ditting here for days, weeks, months, dowly turning page after page until he
had finished it. He wished he had a book of his own to distract him. Here, there was
not even landscape to watch, nothing but the thoughts in his head to keep him glum
company.

Kitrini had leaned her head against the back of her chair and ap-peared to be asleep,
though Nolan suspected she was dissembling.

More likely, she was reviewing what she would say to Chay Zanlan, be-fore whom
she was appearing so unexpectedly under such strange cir-cumstances. Nolan
wished she would share with him the contents of her introduction, but he was not
used to demanding information from any woman, and he felt he had aready used
this one hard enough.

But no matter what Kitrini said, Chay would listen to him. He had to. This was news
that could not be strangled.

Three hours passed. At long intervals, a guard appeared at the doorway, caling out a
name, and that lucky petitioner rose to his feet and disappeared. But those hopeful
moments were few and far be-tween. Despite his anxiety, Nolan felt exhaustion, and
the strain of the past few days begin to work ther will. Like Kitrini, he closed his
eyes and sagged back in his chair. Images flickered againgt his eydids-gulden faces,
gulden homes, gulden landscapes—in an exotic kaleido-scope. When he findly
returned to Inrhio, would it look odd to him, stark and severe? It was hard now to
cdl dl its classic lines to mind, the clean blacks and whites he had lived with dl his
life, the lush in-country greens, the ordered homes and fields. Surely, once he
stepped back insde those boundaries, they would become reassuringly famil-iar. He
would not be in Geldricht that long.

“Nolan Adelpho and Kitrini Solvano,” the low, gravely voice an-nounced, in accents
so distorted that Nolan did not even recognize his name. Not until Kitrini came to her
feet did Nolan redize they had been caled. Suddenly panicked, he legpt from his
chair, started toward the door, turned back for his suitcase and hurried after Kitrini
out the door.

The guard stopped them both in the halway, gesturing at their luggage. “We can’'t
bring our bags into Chay’s presence,” Kitrini told Nolan. “In case we have



weapons.”
“Understandable. Will he watch them for us?’
“I"'m sure he will.”

There was another brief exchange of words, a young boy was culled over to take
charge of the baggage, and they were on their way. The insde of Chay’s residence
was airy and light, built of high arching ceilings, long halways with many windows,
and unexpected nooks featuring smal gardens and fountains. Despite his worries,
Nolan found himsdf responding to the architecture, rdaxing a little, believing that
nothing too awful could happen in such a pretty place.

Hut he snapped back to dread the instant they were ushered into a wide, formal
room, and Chay Zanlan turned to gaze at them. The guldman was just as Nolan
remembered him from those brief glimpses from Mdina s window, only up close he
was even more intimidating. He was more than six feet tdl, broad-chested, stockily
built, so leonine and so powerful that he appeared to radiate strength and energy.
Even the faint sweep of white in the red hair, even the weathered lines around the
intense gray eyes, did nothing to age or diminish him. He appeared to be aman in the
prime of life, a the height of his physical and intelectual abilities, and for the first
time Nolan wondered if he might be wrong.

If so, utter disaster. He was a fool beyond calculation. And he would deserve any
scorn or punishment that could be meted out to him, either by this race or his own.

He stood stock-still, waiting. Kitrini had said he should alow Chay to speak firgt,
though she had been uncertain whether the guld-man would recognize her or treat her
like a woman as invishle as any other. “Which would be a good sgn?’ he had
asked, and she had given a hollow laugh. “1 don’t know,” she had replied.

It seemed like a full minute that Chay Zanlan assessed them, his eyes flicking from
one face to the other, but everything else about him immobile. Then he took three
majestic steps across the room and en-folded Kitrini in a massive hug.

“Kit,” the guldman said, and then a spate of other words that Nolan could not
recognize. Kit? That was how she was called here? With so many other things to
think about, Nolan’s mind fastened on to that fact. Kit. He liked it. It suited her.

Chay Zanlan released her and addressed another comment to her in goldtongue. She
answered in the same language, seeming entirely a ease, though Nolan sensed she
was not. He continued to stand very quietly. Patience was the key here. That oblique
speech. That indirect approach. He must remember to proceed as Kitrini had told
him.

AsKit had told him.

Findly, after an interminable conversation in which Nolan had no part, Chay Zanlan
gestured at his other guest and switched to blue-tongue. He had a perfect command
of the language, Nolan noted; someone had taught him well.

“So, Kit, | see you have traveled here in the company of a blue-skin man,” the
gulden leader said casudly.



“Yes, he was most interested in making your acquaintance.”
“1 am aways curious to meet friends of my friend's daughter.”

“1 explained to him that you are a very busy man and do not have much time for idle
tak.”

“That is true.”
“And he assured me he would not waste your time with insignifi-cant matters.”

“That is good to hear. In your journey here, did he explain to you what weighty
topics he wished to discuss with me?’

“No, he did not,” Kitrini said flatly.

Chay inclined his head. “That is wdl. A man should not debate such issues lightly
with a woman.”

Kit was silent. Chay appeared to consider. Nolan thought his ten-sion must send him
dhrieking across the room. He clenched his hands till the nails scarred the pams.
“And yet, some women have vauable insights into the hearts of men. My wife, for
instance, can often tell mewhat it is| am thinking even when | have not resolved my
thoughts.”

Kit smiled faintly. “ The lady Rdl is wise in many ways.”

“And you yoursdlf are a woman of uncommon intelligence. Your opinion at times
has been most welcome to me.”

“1 thank you for your respect.”

“Then let me ask you. Do you bdlieve this man, this indigo stranger, has any matters
of true import to discuss with me? For | am in fact a busy man, and | will turn him
away without a hearing if you advise me to do so.”

Now Nolan's body was strung tight with astonishment. Nothing Kitrini had told him,
nothing that he knew about the gulden hierarchy, hud led him to expect such a turn
of events, that his chance to speak to the gulden ruler would rest in the hands of a
woman he had coerced into this venture. She had shown him a surprising tolerance,
despite her moments of bitter scorn, but he had given her no reason to trust him, no
reason to think him anything but a lunatic. A word from her now, and his
opportunity would be thrown away; even if Nolan was dragged shouting and
struggling from the room, Chay would not listen to him, would not acknowledge a
sngle syllable. And Nolan could not believe her word would be a good one.

She seemed to hesitate a long time, weighing her response, but Chay showed no
impatience. Nolan, on the other hand, fdt his veins stretch and coil around his
bones; he fdt his feet drift dizzily above the floor. He dug his nails more deeply into
his skin and said nothing.

“l believe,” Kitrini said dowly, “that he had a compelling reason to make this
journey. It is not athing lightly undertaken, to leave your familiar home to trave to a
place where you have no friends. He is not a man to do such a thing on a whim.
Whatever news he brings you must be momentous indeed.”



“And should | believe him? For blueskins have lied before to guldmen. He may have
agreat cause, but it may be great only to his na-tion. Will he speak to me in honest
words?’

Again, she seemed to struggle with her reply, searching her soul before she formed
the words. “I will not lie to you,” she said, and Nolan went limp with fear. “I did not
come here of my own free will. This man induced me to accompany him through
threats and offers of violence. But | would have found a way to divert him, or a way
to warn you, if 1 had not come to believe he had a message that you must hear. |
would not put you at risk. | would have led him to the edge of Gold Moun-tain and
pushed him into the sea rather than bring him to your door.”

“And yet my door is precisely w'here you have brought him,” Chay said. “So tdl me
plainly—does this mean that you trust him?’

“I trust him,” she said in alow voice, and Nolan had to stop breathing to hear her. “I
cannot tel you why. | can only judge him by my heart, and my heart has been wrong
before. But | believe he is a good man. | beieve he has been steeped in kindness. |
would be will-ing to see my life forfeit if he were able to do you a harm.”

Nolan stared at her, everything else washed away by stupefaction. When had she
developed this opinion, or could she possibly be lying? She was gazing unwinking at
Chay Zanlan, her face set and serious, her expression amost fierce. She looked like
atrue believer. Chay, who had never once glanced at Nolan since this conversation
began, gazed back.

“Asit would be,” Chay said softly. “Which you knew when you walked in here.”
“Asit may yet be,” she whispered. “I know.”

Chay watched her a moment in silence, and then nodded once, sharply. “So. Tel me
his name.”

Nolan’s limbs had dl turned to yarn and rubber. He felt himsdf bobbing like a
puppet as both of them turned to look a him. “Nolan Adelpho,” Kit said. “A
respected member of his race’s nobility.”

Now Nolan looked into those fierce gray eyes, and it was like stepping off a cliff. He
fdt very much as if Kit had actually shoved him off a precipice on Gold Alountain.
“Nolan Adelpho,” Chay repeated. “| understand thisis your first vidt to Geldricht.”

Smdl tak, idle conversation. Even now they must spar and estab-lish rituas. “Yes,
Chay Zanlan, it is,” Nolan replied.

“And what do you think of it?’

“What | have seen from the train windows is fascinating and complex,” he replied. “I
had many questions to ask of Kitrini Can-dachi. She was an excdlent source of
information.”

Chay nodded regdly. “It is a good sign when a man is interested in learning,” he
said.
“l think | have a great deal more to learn, even so,” Nolan said. “I found your land



rich with color and ritud and beauty, just from my window. | am sure it would be dl
that and more if | had time to study it.”

Chay permitted himsdlf a amile. “A gracious comment,” the guld-man said. “Your
land, | know, has its own riches and beauties.”

“Yes, and | love it with most of my heart,” Nolan said. “But | see now that a man
must reserve a portion of his heart with which to ap-preciate things outside his
immediate experience.”

“l confess,” Chay said, “my heart was not much won over by your metropolis.
Perhaps | did not stay there long enough.”

“The city is not the true measure of Inrhio’s beauty,” Nolan said, wondering when dl
this pointless tak would end. “It is the country-side, so unbelievably green and
fertile, which holds the affection of most indigo.”

“WEéll, then, perhaps one day | will be fortunate enough to travel there. But since |
have returned from the city, | have found myself weary and disinclined to travel again
anywhere, at least anytime soon.”

Nolan infused a faint note of concern into his voice. “I hope your hedth has not
been troubling you?”

“A dight cough merely. | so rarely suffer any illness that even the smallest one takes
me completely by surprise.”

“A cough?’ Nolan said casualy. “Did you fdl ill while you were in the city? A place
so crowded with people breeds disease, you know.”

“Perhaps | contracted something while | was away from home,” Chay conceded. “It
Is not a matter | am concerned with. What | would rather talk about is your reason
for traveling dl this distance to see me.”

“In fact,” Nolan began, but Chay held up one large hand to sus-pend him.

“But is this an issue that can be discussed fredy before a woman? You are the one
who traveled here in secrecy. Do you desire Kitrini to overhear your words?’

“She may hear them,” Nolan said bleakly. “I did not tel her be-cause | thought this
was news you should hear before any other.”

“Then she may remain,” Chay said. “Speak. Tel me.”

Nolan took a deep breath. He had rehearsed it a hundred times, a thousand times,
and it aways sounded horrific. “In fact, my reason for seeking you out directly
concerns your hedth,” he said. “| believe that on your vidt to the city you were, at
the behest of Ariana Bayless, deliberately exposed to a dangerous virus that is fatd
to gulden unless treated. Not only is it fatal, it is highly contagious, and you and
everyone w'ho has come in contact with you since you returned from the city could
be dead before the year is out.”



CHAPTER 14

The slence in the room was complete. Nolan could fed Kit's eyes on him,
marveling, disbelieving, but Chay Zanlan's serious expression did not change while
he considered the pronouncement.

Findly, the gulden leader said gravely, “Do you have more information? How was
the virus administered? For | was very careful about the foods | ate and rarely took
anything from the hand of a blueskin.”

“There was a banquet one night. At a gulden restau-rant. A place where you would
not be suspicious.”

“And | was exposed then? In my food?’

Nolan shook his head. “It wasn’'t mixed in your food. You were seated a a table
with a number of high-ranking indigo. Including a woman named Cerisa Daylen. Y ou
might not remember her. She’s about the same age as Ariana Bayless—"

“1 remember her. She is the head of a scientific laboratory.”

Nolan nodded. “That’s her. She brought the virusin avia of some sort—a perfume
bottle, perhaps. Something she could open at the table and seem to accidentaly spill
so it splashed on you. | wasn't there. | don’t know how she accomplished it.”

“She said it was medicine” Chay said. He spoke very camly, pre-cisdly, as if
recaling an episode that held no particular significance for him. “She poured it into
her dinner drink. But she miscalculated, and some of it dripped on me. She was very
embarrassed.”

“That would be it, then,” Nolan said.

Chay spread his massive hands. “But | saw her sip from the drink. Surely, even to
kill me, she would not be so reckless?’

“You don’t understand. It's a selective virus. It strikes only the gulden. The indigo
can edt it, drink it, rub it dl over their faces, and it will have no effect on them. It was
tailored.”

Chay nodded. “Ah. How did she know that such a brief contact with the virus
would infect me? For of course | soaked up the spill im-mediately.”

“But I'll wager your deeve was wet. Or your trousers.” Chay nod-ded. Nolan went
on, “And this particular germ thrives in a damp, warm place. You were probably at
the restaurant another hour or so, while the sample festered against your skin.”

“Yes, as | recdl, you're correct. But | did not begin feding ill for another two or
three days.”

“And you probably won't start feding redly bad for another few days. The virus has
aslow gestation period, but it's replicating and set-tling in throughout your body. In
your lungs. In your liver. In your blood. Once you start to get very sick, you have a
very short time to live”



“| take it that this disease has been observed in other gulden, then?’

“Yes. At the prison. There have been severd deaths among gulden men, dl
attributable to this virus. The disease followed a virtudly identical course with each
man. Between inoculation and demise was a matter of three to four weeks.”

“And were these men, too, ddiberatdy infected?’
“From what |’ ve been able to determine,” Nolan said, “yes.”

There was another profound silence in the room. Kit ill had not said a word. She
might as well have been turned to ice or stone; Nolan could not even fed the weight
of her stare upon him any more. He dared not do more than risk a sideways glance
a her, for dl his atten-tion was focused on Chay Zanlan.

Who at last spoke again. “If this is true,” said the gulden leader, “it is a crime so
heinous as to be almost incomprehensible.”

“1 know,” Nolan said. “It took me along time to comprehend it mysalf.”

“For what it appears has been attempted—if the disease is as vir-ulent as you
say—is nothing less than the complete eimination of the gulden race.”

“Yes,” Nolan said. “That is how it appears to me as well.”

“I am interested in learning severa more things,” Chay said, ill with that
preternatural calm. “One is how you discovered this abomi-nation. Or were you part
of the team that created the pestilence?’

“No.” The sngle word broke from Kit's mouth as if uncontain-able by will or
muscle. But she said nothing else, and Chay did not so much as glance her way.

“No,” Nolan echoed. “My guess is that no one in the world ex-cept Ariana Bayless
and Cerisa Daylen knew of the scheme.”

“Then how did you come across it?’

“By accident and by stedlth. Alonein the lab one night, | needed information | could
only find in Cerisa's files. The results of the prison test were there. The basic
molecular formula for the disease was there. Y our name wasn’t mentioned, but there
were detailed notes about in-troducing the infection to a ‘new subject’ and how that
could be ac-complished at a venue where Cerisa would aso be present. | pieced the
rest of it together. | admit | did alot of guessing.”

“And isit possible that | have not been infected?’

“It's possible. You'd need to be tested. But if you're raredly sick and have
developed a persistent cough—which is the first symptom of the disease—I would
say you've contracted it.”

“And everyone who has come in contact with me has also con-tracted it? Everyone?
The list numbers in the thousands.”

“It's possible they have not dl gotten sick. In some cases, it takes multiple
exposures. But many of the people who work with you or live with you will have
caught the disease. And many of them will have passed it along to their own family



members. There is no telling how many people may now be infected.”

“You said,” Chay said, “that it was fatad if not treated. Does that mean there is a
treatment available?’

Nolan swallowed hard. “Again, | am only guessing,” he said. “But | think so.”
“That requires more explanation.”

Nolan nodded. “In my work at the Biolab, | have become some-thing of a speciaist
in diseases that affect the gulden. | have personadly formulated two antidotes that
reined in epidemics. This virus has much in common with those two diseases, and
so | could use parts of my old drugs to create a new one. It has not been tested. |
have not used it on any live subjects. Based on scientific theory, it should work. But
theory has been ineffective in the past.”

“And have you brought with you copies of this hypothetical for-mula?’
“1 have brought actual samples that | had made up at the phar-macy before | |eft.”
Chay arched histhick eyebrows. “That was foresighted.”

“1 was thinking overtime. | was trying to account for everything.” Nolan reached into
his pocket and pulled out the second bottle of pills, the untouched container, and he
laid this and a sheaf of folded papers on Chay’s desk. “There. That's everything.
My notes, my models, my drugs.”

“So if | take these—samples—of yours, | will be cured? Assuming | do in fact have
this dread disease?”’

“l don’t know,” Nolan said, and he heard the strain scraping through his voice. But
he could not continue like this, carrying on this dispassionate cool debate. His blood
was shrieking in his veins, his body was dancing with adrenaine. “They may have no
effect. They may have a miraculous effect. You may not be as sick as | think. Y our
con-stitution may be stronger than that of the men in prison. | have given you the
information as | know it. | have brought you the only tools | could fashion. It is your
choice to believe me or not. | am finished.”

Again, Chay watched him with that unwavering regard, weighing him, dissecting him.
Nolan wondered wildly what this stranger could possibly discover behind his mild
eyes and innocuous face that dl his friends and family had never been able to
discern, for not one of them would have pictured him in this place, on this mission,
with these com-panions.

“Not quite finished,” Chay said. “I have one more question. Why are you here? Why
did you bring me this information?’

“How could | not?” Nolan cried, no longer able to maintan his cam demeanour.
“To know that genocide was being committed and | had the key to preventing it?
How could | st quietly in my chair and let it happen? But who else could | tell?
Cerisa Daylen had designed the disease—could | run to her for hep? The very
woman who con-trols the city devised the plan—should | have gone to her? | didn’t
know what to do! Until | saw Kitrini.” Nolan’s voice came to a dead stop as he



fought to regain control. He watched Kitrini a moment, but she was ill slent, ill
immobile. When he spoke again, his tone was quieter. “And | remembered that she
knew you. And | thought her company would find me a way into your presence.
And | thought you were the one who needed to know.”

“You have done a great act of bravery,” Chay said, “or a great act of betrayal. For
your own people will look at this as such.”

“Some of them, maybe,” Nolan said in a voice barely greater than a whisper. “Not
dl. Not dl of them are so unenlightened and afraid that they would wish to see an
entire nation dead.”

“You redize, of course,” Chay said, and his voice had become brisk, amost
businesdike, “that | cannot take any of what you say on faith. Despite what appears
to be an act of heroism, | must consider that every word you say could be alie”

“And that the pills | have brought you are in fact poison,” Nolan said. He nodded. “I
did redlize that. But your own doctors and scientists should be able to duplicate my
experiments. There is nothing here so abstract they will not be able to follow it.”

“And | must be tested, and my associates must be tested, and the results must be
analyzed. Thisdl takes time.”

“Yes. | an prepared to wait.”

Chay stepped backward and touched a dia on his desk. Nolan heard nothing, but
presumed it was a sgna to cal a guard. “You must be prepared to walt under
arrest,” he said. “I will make your quarters as comfortable as | can, but | must treat
you as highly dangerous.”

“| understand.”

“You will not be dlowed to leave your quarters without an escort and my
permission. Y ou will not be permitted to see anyone except the guard.”

This time Nolan risked a full glance at Kitrini. “May | be alowed to speak to Kit
from time to time? If she will see me?’

“Oh, yes,” Chay said, “for she will share your quarters.”

Nolan was il looking at Kit, so he saw her start forward, sud-denly wakened from
her frozen state. “Share exile with him,” she said. “But | had nothing—I did not
know—"

The door opened, and two guards walked in. They were both at least six and a haf
feet tal, burly and uncompromising. Chay ad-dressed Kit as if they were the only
two in the room. “If thisisawar,” he said, “you must choose your side.”

“1 choose yours,” she said instantly.

Chay shook his head. “Your blood chooses for you,” he said. “Your face. Your
heritage.”

“But | love you,” she whispered.
“Thereisno loveinawar,” Chay said, and turned away from her.



The guards were between Chay and the visitors. Nolan did not resist as one of the
men took him none too gently by the arm and marched him from the room. Behind
him, he heard no more protests from Kit. It was a struggle to keep up with the rapid
pace down the sunny granite hdl, past dozens of doorways, through a maze of
corri-dors. Nolan just concentrated on not fdling flat on his face and having to be
dragged by his heels down the endless hallways.

In perhaps ten minutes, they arrived at their destination, and they were forcefully
pulled through the doorway into what appeared to be a suite of rooms. The guard
holding Kit snapped out afew sentences, to which she replied with one numb word,
and then both of the gulden men tramped out. Nolan heard the lock turn in the door
and footsteps fal away down the halway.

It took almost dl his strength to briefly take stock of his new residence. They werein
what appeared to be a dtting room, gaily furnished with bright tapestries, rugs, low
chairs, cushions, and short-legged tables. One large grilled window let in light and
ar, though it clearly would not permit a chance to escape. Doorways led off of ether
end of the main room, most likely to separate bedrooms. Somewhere, Nolan could
hear water playing. It did not look much like a prison.

But to Kit, clearly, it was a dungeon in the base of hdl. Her face had a smudged,
stricken look to it; she appeared to be on her feet only because she was too rigid
with shock to crumple to the floor. Her eyes darted from one corner of the room to
another, as if seeking the hid-den exit, as if looking for the clue, the key, the
retraction. Her lips trembled as if she was on the brink of speech, but the audience
she re-quired had not yet made its appearance. Nolan had never seen anyone so
wretched in hislife.

“I"'m sorry,” he said to her in his gentlest voice. “I did not redize he would bracket
you with me. | did not redlize he would consider you guilty of my crimes.”

She looked at him blankly, as if she heard the sound of his voice but could not
trandate his words. Nolan tried again. “I thought he might throw me into a jal of
some sort. He'd be afool not to! | thought he’d want to test the information and the
drugs | gave him. | knew it would take time. But | didn’t think he’'d make you suffer
with me” He glanced around. “Though | have to say these ae better
ac-commodations than | had hoped for. He must think there’'s a chance I'm tdling
him the truth.”

“He believed you,” Kit breathed. “Or you would be dead.”
“Inany case,” he said, “I’m sorry you're guilty by association.”

“Isit true?’ she said, dill in that small, admost soundless voice. “Is it true he's going
to die?’

“1 believe he's been inoculated,” Nolan said gently. “I beieve my drugs can save
him. But dl of it is out of my hands.”

“Because,” she said, and now she seemed to dartle into life, now she wrung her
shaking hands and began to pace through the room. Nolan turned to follow her
motion. “Because a world without Chay is a world impossible to contemplate. He



loves me more than he loves his own daughters, you know. He has told me that
many times. And when | was a child at night, | used to lie awake asking myself,
“Who do you love more? Your father or Chay Zanlan? And sometimes | answered
the question one way and sometimes | answered it another. When my father died, |
remembered dl those midnight conversations, and | hated mysdaf for having
doubted, even for a moment, even as a child, that my father was the most important
person in creation. But now when | think of Chay dying | think—I think—if | had the
choice of bringing my father back or alowing Chay to live, | would keep my fa-ther
in his grave. And Chay will die anyway.”

“Wedl die,” Nolan said. “What matters is not having that life taken away from us a
second sooner than absolutely necessary.”

“What matters is that we do not lose the love of those we cher-ish,” Kit said, ill
kneading her hands. “That we remind them every day that we love them. That we do
not quarrel, and part in anger, and never have a chance to reconcile.”

“Are you thinking of Jex?’ Nolan asked stupidly, and she rounded on him in a
weeping fury.

“No! | am thinking of Chay! Who loved me once, but sent me from his home more
than six months ago, and has not told me again to my face that he loves me! And
now he may be dying, and he does not trust me, and how can | go forward in the
world with that burden on my heart? That Chay Zanlan did not forgive me? How can
| survive?’

There were no words to assuage such a heartache. Without con-scious valition,
Nolan crossed the room and took her in his arms. She shook so dreadfully that he
tightened his embrace, trying to placate the traumatized nerves, trying to squeeze the
flaling muscles into submis-sion. She did not resist him, but she could not be
comforted. She rested her face against the front of his shirt and sobbed with dl the
abandon of a child.

After that outburst, Kit slept for ten solid hours. Nolan had guided her a random to
one of the bedrooms and laid her on the bed, and she had followed the promptings
of his hands as if she had no will of her own. He wished he had a sedative with him,
but stress was its own tranquil-lizer. She closed her eyes and dept, and did not
emerge for the rest of the night.

Nolan used the last of his energy to inspect their quarters. As he had guessed, it was
composed of the dtting room, a shared necessary room, and two bedrooms. The
fountain was playing off a smal balcony that looked from the window of his room.
Here, the bars that kept him from the outside world were a decorative verdigris that
did not block the sun at al, but they were thick, sturdy and sunk in stone a both
their top and bottom edges. There was no escape here.

He didn’t want to escape. He had put himsdf willingly and unre-servedly in Chay
Zanlan's hands. He would not have tried to leave the compound if he had been given



free run of the place.

And anyway, he would never have been able to leave Kit behind. Not tonight,
certainly; not ever, perhaps.

But this was impossible. How could he have fdlen in love with this blueskin girl, this
fierce, strange creature who cared nothing for the life Nolan prized, who had rejected
every doctrine and canon he had grown up believing as absolute truth? Putting aside
the fact that she could never care for him—a man who had abducted her from her
home!—putting aside the fact that he was not free to love anyone, how could he
have fdlen for her? He had only known her two days. And she was nothing like his
picture of an ideal woman. And she was in love with another man.

And yet he knew it was true. And he did not know how to change it. He had no
serum for this particular disease. He might have vacci-nated himsdf in advance, if he
had known the maady was lurking, but he had no cures for it now. And he would
suffer with it until he died.

Two hours later, guards brought food and the luggage Nolan and Kit
hacrsurrendered when they entered the palace. There was, in addition, a pile of silks
and cottons thrown onto one of the tables. The guard pointed and explained, but
Nolan merdly shrugged. Kit would have to trandate in the morning.

However, sfting through the pile once the guards had left, he learned that Chay had
sent them clean clothes, which seemed a favor-able sign. At first, Nolan was unsure
of which items might be intended for a man and which for a woman, for in Inrhio,
only women wore color; men dressed exclusvely in black and white. Yet here was a
tunic much like the one Chay had worn that afternoon, and these were the sorts of
leggings Nolan had seen on the commuters at the various train stations. Surely, they
had been intended for him.

S0 he showered and changed, and took a moment to study himself in the full-length
mirror. The royal purple of the tunic turned his face a sultry midnight blue; the bones
of his cheeks looked longer and heav-ier. His hair shone with azure highlights. He did
not look at dl familiar.

He ate the food—now cold—then wandered back and forth be-tween the stting
room and his own chamber, not sure how to pass the time. Perhaps, if Kit was
awake when the guards returned, she could ask if the palace boasted any reading
materid in bluetongue. If not, and she would not speak to him, he would be reduced
to doing math-ematical equations in his head. It was how he had convinced himsdlf
to fdl adeep when he was a boy; sometimes it ill worked. Only he was not quite
ready yet to seek his bed.

But. The thought of running formulas through his mind gave him an idea. He had
paper and ink in his suitcase. He could find away to profitably use histime.

Accordingly, he dug out a notebook and a pen and made himself comfortable on
one of the low chairs. The hours passed, and he barely noticed. He did get up twice
to check on Kit and make sure she was ill breathing. Other than that, he did not
gir. He merdy experi-mented with numbers, X'd out impossible combinations,



refigured models, and tried again.

When he findly went to bed, numbers and symbols danced be-fore his eyes, and it
was a long time before he could quiet his questing brain. But he had time. It would
be days, maybe weeks, before Chay’s physicians and pharmacists verified Nolan's
data. He could play with these new numbers as long as he wanted.

In the morning, Kit was awake before him, looking pale but cam. (Juards had
brought breakfast while they were both ill deeping, and she was edting a pastry
when Nolan emerged from his room. He was delighted to see her, but kept his
gresting grave.

“How are you fedling?’ he asked.
“Somewhat savaged,” she admitted. “I’m sorry | made such a scene last night.”

“Don’'t gpologize,” he said swiftly, seating himsdaf on a sofa across from her. “Not
to me. I’'m the one who brought you to this.”

She gave him one lengthy, unfathomable look. “ Yoy re the one who may have saved
Chay’slife)” she said. “If it can be saved.”

He longed to ask her one simple, direct question: Did you really mean what you
said to Chay, about my goodness and my kind heart? But he could not bring
himself to voice the words. “I hope it can,” he said. “So! What did they bring us to
ed?’

They munched in silence for a few minutes, Nolan casting about for something else
to say. “I’'m not sure what we'll do to entertain our-selves,” was the best he could
come up with. “Maybe Chay could be persuaded to bring us books. Do you think
he's got anything in blue-tongue in his library?’

She rose to her feet and began opening doors to cabinets and shelving units. “There
should be a monitor here somewhere. Chay has every eectronic toy invented ... Ah,”
she said in satisfaction, as the door of a smdl bureau did back to reved a square
green screen. “Let’s see what kind of programming we have today.”

She turned it on and began flipping through channels. Most of them appeared to be
showing news events, much like the ones broad-cast in the city, though Nolan saw
no hard copy attachment. A few of the stations she came across offered music, and
one of them sounded as if it might be a theatrical production.

“Any of that interest you?’ she asked, her back ill to him.

“Well,” he said, smiling, “1 can’t understand a word.”

She turned to face him. “Of course. Perhaps | should teach you goldtongue.”
“Actudly, if you have the patience, | would like that very well.

Then perhaps | would at least be able to greet my host in his own lan-guage.”

“Your jalor,” she said.



Nolan shrugged. “I am in his hands. Either way.”

She watched him a moment, looking as if she wanted to say some-thing dangerously
important, but then she shrugged and forced hersdf to smile. “I like your new
outfit,” she said lightly. “Y ou should dress in colors more often.”

“| fed very dashing,” he said. “ They’ ve brought clothes for you, too. In that pile.”

“Good. | guess I'll bathe and change.” She crossed the room and picked through
the blouses and trousers. “Meanwhile, why don’t you look through the rest of these
cabinets? Y ou may find afew more di-versions.”

So he searched while she showered, and he turned up a few prizes. a pack of
unfamiliar playing cards, two board games he'd never seen before, and a box of
choisin pieces. He laughed slently. Enough days in a prison cel with no other
diversions, and he might yet become a champion at the game.

Kit, it turned out when she rgoined him, enjoyed choisin. “Though | can’'t say I'm
very good,” she added. “Jex is a ferocious player, and he would aways beat me
unless | had someone on my team. And not many guldmen will play a game like this
with a woman.”

“How did you learn, then?’ Nolan said, setting out the pieces.

She was slent a moment. “My father taught me,” she said. “And Chay would aways
let me play beside him.”

“Well, I'm lousy at it,” Nolan said cheerfully. “So I'm sure you'll do a splendid
job.”

As it happened, they were about evenly matched, which meant the game was fairly
dull. Then again, there wasllittle else to do, so they continued playing in a hafhearted
fashion. When she corrected him once (“No, you can’'t move your choifer there’) he
picked up the of-fending piece.

“How isthis called in goldtongue?’ he asked.

“Choifer. Same w'ord. It's a gulden game.”

“Then teach me something else.”

“Do you redly want to learn the language?’

“It seems more productive than anything else | could be doing.”

“All right. Let’s see. I’ ve never taught anyone words before . .. Kokta, Braeta. Man,
woman. Can you say that?’

He repeated the words back to her, then the words for dl the other objects in the
room. Then she tried colors, but he began to get confused. There were ten
synonyms for red, and nearly as many words for dl the other hues. And who needed
to know those things?

“Teach me verbs,” he said. “And then important sentences. Like ‘How are you this
morning, Chay Zanlan? and ‘Have your scientists analyzed my reports? “

“Those seem alittle complicated,” she said.



“How about ‘Thank you for the purple tunic'?’ he said, growing facetious. “Or
teach me to say, ‘| am so pleased with my guest quarters. | am learning choisin so
well.”*

“‘] am an honest man, “ she said quietly.
He paused, dl the silliness leaving him, and shrugged faintly. “That, too,” he said.

“I will teach you only true things,” she said. “That way you can never lie in
goldtongue.”

“l rarely bother to lie anyway,” he said.

“1 know,” she said, and he wondered how she knew. “Buit this time you will have no
choice.”



Chapter 15

Kit had never tried to teach anyone anything before, not language, not math, not
manners. She couldn’t tdl if Nolan was a quick study or not. He seemed to be. He
seemed genuinely interested in learning. He listened closaly to her syllables and her
inflections, then parroted back whatever she said.

“l am,” she taught him. “He is. We are.”
“l am. Heis. We are,” Nolan said gravely.

Her brain wildly completed the sentences, in both of the languages she knew. | am
completely intrigued by him. He is like no blueskin | have ever met. We are
strangers, and yet, and yet. . .

Why had he come here, burdened with a murderous knowledge, risking his own
safety to tell an unfriendly stranger the most explosive secret? She could not imagine
Jex doing the same for Ariana Bayless, had the situation been reversed. No, Jex
would have been more likdy to commission the virus that would de-stroy the
blueskins, he surely would not have tried to save them.

But that was a terrible thing to believe about the man she loved. Jex would never
conceive of such an awful thing.

But he had been involved in plans that caused the deaths of any number of
blueskins. What was the difference here, except in scale?

A huge difference, of course.
Enough of a difference—?
“l see,” she said to Nolan in goldtongue. “Y ou see. He sees. We see.”

She saw, but she tried not to see. She had been shocked, upon first returning to the
city, to learn that Jex had set a bomb in the medicd building. “No one was hurt,” he
had said impatiently, when she tried to question him, but she could not see that that
made a great ded of dif-ference. Someone could have been hurt. Even if he had
scouted his location thoroughly (which she knew he had not; Jex could be
un-believably careless)—even if he knew that on most days the building emptied out
by nightfdl, this one evening could have been different. This one night, someone
could have worked late, stayed in his office to write a letter, had a fight with his wife
so he did not bother to go home . .. and that one person could have died in the
colorful blast that brought down the whole pile of stone and mortar. It was luck that
no one was killed in that first explosion, not intent; and if you could not trust a
man'’s intent, what could you trust?

“I know. You know. He knows. We know.”

Jex was not a good man. She had not judged him by such criteria before; it hadn’t
occurred to her. He was brilliant, gifted, charismatic, a man of light and motion. He
had alowed her insde his vortex, and she was shocked into new life. She had not
guestioned his goals and de-sires. She had even believed in them. But she had not



redized he would kill to achieve his ambitions, and once she had redized it, she had
con-tinued to love him. What did that say about her? What did she know about her
own heart that she was afraid to examine?

“l want. He wants. Y ou want. We want.”

He was Jex. She loved him. She desired him with a physical ad-diction that went
beyond thinking, beyond valition. She could not change him. Was she dlowed to
judge him? If she judged him, and he failed her criteria, must she leave him?

Of course she could judge him. Of course he had failed. Of course she must leave
him.
“1 think. I thought. | have been thinking.”

She could think of a dozen guldmen who would have done what Jex had done, if
they had had the nerve and the skills. More—she could think of twenty, of fifty. But
she knew other guldmen who would never condone the terrorist acts Jex had
engineered. Jex was a product not only of a violent society, but a reckless
personality. He had learned courage and discipline from Chay, but he had also been
much in-dulged; he knew that anything he wanted, he would eventualy be able to get.
He had not been above much scheming, as a child, to get his way. He was il
scheming, but the stakes were so much higher.

She could not forgive him just because she loved him. She could not forgive him just
because she understood him. She could not for-give him just because he was a
guldman, and his race had been abused by the indigo, and he had some reason for
his anger and his attitudes. There was Hill no justification for his actions.

“1 hope. | hoped. | have been hoping.”

But was he any worse than the indigo, when it came to that? What had Ariana
Bayless done—conspired to destroy the entire gulden race? Jex’s random dayings
seemed indggnificant in comparison. Could Kit, after dl, judge Jex and abandon him
when there was so much greater evil in the world—and in power?

But how many blueskins would condone Ariana Bayless's actions? Not Sereva or
Granmama, certainly. They would rise up in horror and denounce her, they and dl
the Higher Hundred. They had no love for the gulden, but they would never endure
such inhumanity. For so long, Kit had been used to thinking of the blueskins as
violent and the gulden as victimized, but she could see now that it was not aways
so. The races each had their own crimes and their own criminals, but it was not their
skin that made them behave so. It was the individua brain that made the individua
choice; it was the heart that outlined its own dictates. She could not just embrace the
one race and reject the other. It was going to be more difficult than that.

“I fdl. | fdl. | amfaling. | have fallen.”

And then to judge a man on his own merits, you must consider everything about
him. What he believed, what he was taught to be-lieve, and whether he examined
those teachings with the cold search-light of adult reason. How he behaved when it
was easy, how he behaved when it was hard. When he was cruel. When he was



thought-ful. Whom he vaued more than himsdlf.

She could not even catalog dl the criteria. She had not even real-ized how many
items were on the ligt, that she herself had put there, when she was not aware of it.
But she knew that the man before her would meet dl her requirements, would
embody them, would be her standard for the next time she would love.

Because she didn’t count this time. He had risked his life to save the gulden, but he
had made it clear he had a distaste for the race. He could be kind to them, but he
could not love them. And she had been brought up in their houses, consorting with
ther sons. That was not something he would be able to overlook. She would not
expect him to. But he had taught her that the ideadl man existed, and she had not even
known she had been searching.

“l understand. | understood.”
Oh, if only it were true.

A guard came for her in the afternoon. She had not allowed hersdlf to hope for this
favor, but of course it had crossed her mind that Chay might send for her. She had
chosen, from the pile of clothing he had provided, the prettiest blouse and the most
nattering skirt. She had taken some care with her hair, brushed color on her eyelids.
Just in case.

Nolan had come to his feet when the guard entered, and he watched her with
shadowed eyes. “Will he send you back here, do you think?’ he asked, and she had
no way of knowing if that was something the blueskin would welcome or despise.

“l imagine so,” she said coolly. “He’'s made it pretty clear that he is not treating me
like a daughter this time. He may just want to ques-tion me further. This may not be a
good sign at al.”

“WEéll, | hope it means he has forgiven you,” he said.

Not | hope it means he will listen to me. Not | hope it means | am safe. Just a hope
that her own life would be eased. Did this man ever think of himsdf at al?

“Anything you want me to tell him?’ she asked casually.

Nolan shrugged. “I have told him what | came here for. You could ask him if he has
anything | could read to pass the time. Otherwise, | can't think of anything.”

Again, amazing. She shook her head dightly. “I’'m sure I'll be back later,” she said,
and left.

The guard did not hold her by the arm; that was promising. Kit followed him through
the bright corridors, trying to compose her thoughts. This might mean a
rapprochement. It might mean an inter-rogation. She had no choice. She would
follow Chay’s lead.

The guard took her to Chay’s boechter, a sybariticaly well-appointed room near the



main living quarters. That was a podsitive sign, and an even better one was when he
left her there unattended. A small table was set for a light afternoon snack, and there
were only two places laid.

Chay entered a few moments later. As aways, she was momen-tarily overwhelmed
by his bulk and radiance. He filled any room like a small sun that had tumbled in,
throwing off heat and light. He was speaking to someone behind him, but no one
followed him through the door, and w'hen it shut behind him, they were aone
together.

“Kit,” he said, and crossed the room to hug her. She closed her eyes and leaned into
that embrace. It was like fadling into safe deep, coming to rest after long and troubled
passage. They had been a odds six months and more, and she had not been sure he
would ever forgive her. She was not sure he had forgiven her now. She rested
againgt him until his arms loosened, and then she pulled away.

“Chay Zanlan,” she said formally, speaking in goldtongue. “How can | help you?’

He gestured at the table. “Sit for a while and tak to me. I'm famished. | haven't
eaten since dawn. How about you? Have they been feeding you well?’

“Very well, thank you. And thank you for the clothes.”
“They look very nice on you.”
She permitted herself asmile. “The lady Rell must have selected them for me.”

He laughed out loud. “Wéll, she did. But | was busy. And has Nolan Adelpho seen
fit to don gulden attire?’

“Yes, and he seemed most grateful for the gift.”
“An unusua man.”
“Ve‘y_”

She would not say more without a cue; she did not know why she was here. Chay
had cut himsalf bread and meat and was eating heartily, but Kit had no appetite. She
poured hersdlf alittle tea and sipped it.

“It has been a long time since we have talked, you and 1,” the guldman said
presently, when the edge of his hunger had been blunted.

“1 saw you afew weeks ago, when you were in the city,” she re-minded him.

He waved a hand. “A few words exchanged in the street. Merely greetings. It is a
long time since we have talked as friend to friend. And that last time, we were not
pleased with each other.”

“You were not pleased with me,” she said tranquilly. “1 am aways happy to be in
your company.”

He smiled dightly at the mannered compliment. “And yet | do not believe you
followed the advice | gave you at the time” he said. “Which was to avoid the
company of my son.”

“No,” she sad. “I did not.”



“1 cannot change my mind on that, you know,” he said in a seri-ous voice. “There is
much | have been able to do that runs counter to traditional gulden thinking, but |
could not countenance a marriage between my son and an indigo woman. It would
not be acceptable to any of the clan leaders—and it is not acceptable to me.”

Kit took a deep breath. “I do not desire to marry your son,” she said. “And | am
willing to renounce dl ties to him except those caused by the affection | fed for
you.”

Chay’s gray eyes narrowed; he watched her with a close attention.

“Then | must suppose it is true,” he said quietly a last. “That my son was
responsible for the explosions in the Centrifuge.”

“As far as | know,” Kit said, “they have not yet determined the cause of those
explosions.”

“They have now,” Chay said. “Two bombs. A third one was sup-posed to go off
but somehow it malfunctioned. They found the whole of it in the rubble.”

“That is terrible news indeed,” she said. “But how can you think they will look to
Jex? Heis ill in an indigo prison.”

“Do not be coy with me, Kit,” he said, switching to the more forceful indigo
language. “Jex has friends, and many of them are in the city. They dl would carry
out any request he cared to make. If he asked them to, they would destroy the
world.”

“He swore to me that he did not plan any bombing for that day. And Jex does not
lie”

“But Jex knows how to carefully select his words. He is only as honest as it suits
him to be.”

“A fine opinion to have of your own son.”

“l have loved him even longer than you have,” Chay said, and his voice sounded
tired. “And | know him far better. Tell me truly, Kitrini Solvano. Do you believe he
caused those bombs to be set that killed dl those blueskins in the Centrifuge?’

She was dlent along time. She had never heard Chay ask his wife's opinion, or his
daughters’; she had never heard any gulden man consult with a woman on any
important topic. She was different—be-cause of her blue face, because of her father,
because Chay loved her— but she was ill a woman. He must be powerfully
uncertain and disturbed to ask her such a question, and to wait with such strained
in-tengity for her reply.

“1 do bdieveit,” she said quietly. “And it has broken my heart.”

Chay nodded dowly and turned his hands palm outward, asif ab-sorbing the poison
of her words through the porous membrane of his skin. She did not know how he
would react to this lethd dosage, the second one he had been administered in a few
weeks. She did not know which one might kill him the quickest.

“Will they execute him, do you think?’ he asked next.



“It’s possible, though | think it's more likdy they will keep him imprisoned, as long
as Ariana Bayless believes she can ill use him to bargain with you.”

Chay smiled thinly. “It is my guess,” he said coolly, “that she does not expect to
have to bargain with me for very much longer.”

Kit digested that a moment in silence. “So your physicians have completed their
tests.”

Chay nodded. “And | am well and truly infected with the virus.”

She felt a stab of fear plunge from her stomach up through her throat. “Can it be
treated? Arrested?’

“They aren’'t sure.”

The ar was unbreathable; the sunlight had failed. “You mean— they think you
are—it’s possible you could be dying?’

Chay nodded again. “They are experimenting with the prescrip-tions your friend
brought. | am aready on a regime of drugs. But we might not have caught the
disease in time. It will be aweek or more be-fore we know.”

“But Chay,” she said, and could not find any words to complete the sentence.
He gave her afaint smile. “I know,” he said gently. “And there is worse news.”
“How isthat possible?’ she breathed.

“For Nolan Adelpho was right. The infection is highly conta-gious, and many of
those | have spoken to in the past weeks have be-gun to develop its symptoms
aso.”

Now her body was dive with panic; her veins jumped with adren-aine. “And those
they have spoken to—and those—?"

“Yes. It is a chain without an end, and its links spread in dl direc-tions. There is
some hope that the drugs your friend brought us will arrest the disease in its early
stages. We cannot know yet. And there is also a dim chance of good news.”

“What news?’ she whispered.

“ Among the papers he brought us was the formula for a vaccine. A preventative pill.
My doctors are preparing quantities of that even now to duplicate and distribute
throughout the nation. If we can inoculate everyone against this disease, we will have
thwarted Ariana Bay-less's main ambition.”

“But if you die,” she said, ill in that whisper, “the world may as wdl come to an
end.”

“Not true,” he said briskly. “I can think of five men | would trust to take my place. |
have no fears for Geldricht, but | have some con-cerns for my family. With me dead
and Jex in prison, my nephew Girt would become head of the Zanlan clan, and he is
not always the wise patriarch | would wish.”

Kit thought of the family daughtered in the Lost City a few weeks ago. “He is not a
thoughtful man,” she said. “And he is steeped in the oldest and most violent of



Geldricht traditions.”

“And heis even now in the city, doing the bidding of my son,” Chay added. “Which
means his own life may be forfeit before long. In which case care for my family will
fdl into other hands.”

He was so cam, as he had been yesterday when Nolan had told him the dread news.
He had adways been a man able to meet trouble with an unmoved demeanor, but Kit
marveled at his control now. Catastrophes beset him from every side; it was hard to
choose the most wretched circumstance.

“What will you do?’ she asked, because she could not help it, be-cause she herself
could see no way out of the mess. Any of the messes.

“1 will wait,” he said, “for the pronouncement of the doctors.”

“And then? How will you confront Ariana Bayless, how will you revenge yourself
upon her?’

“The surviva of the gulden nation would be revenge enough, | think,” he said. “But |
will consider my other options.”

She stared at him, struck by an unexpected insight. “Y ou aren’t going to tell anyone,
are you?’' she asked. “About the virus. About its creation. You're just going to
say—you got sick in the city. You aren’'t going to say how.”

“To spread that information,” he said serioudly, “would be to light a match to tinder
that will burn to ashes. There would be no way | could stop the clans from arming
and storming into the city for murder. There would be a civil war that would destroy
dl of us. Not a gulden man or woman would be left standing. | have spent my life
avoiding that. | have yielded land that | could have defended. | have suffered in-sults
that no one has overheard. | have preached concession when every man around me
wanted aggression. And why? Because Geldricht would lose that battle. We have
technology that the indigo do not have, and we could make bloody inroads on their
people and their land. But they have the numbers, and they have the geography, and
they have the land. They cannot be starved out—they cannot be attacked on any
front but one, and that one can be guarded till the world ends—and there are twice
as many of them as there are of us. Civil war would an-nihilate the Geldricht nation
as surely as this disease could. And my en-tire goal, my entire life, has been the
aurvival of the race.

“No, | am not going to inform the gulden of Ariana Bayless's treachery. If | could, |
would tell the indigo, for | think they would rise up in fury and oust her from power.
But they would not believe me, guldman that | am.”

“Then I'll tdl them,” she said swiftly.

“They would not believe you, either. Your very name makes you suspect. Possibly
there is no one they would bdieve. | must find some other way to punish
her—perhaps by managing to live. After that, | will see.”

This meek retreat ran counter to everything she knew of Chay, everything she knew
of the gulden, so fierce and quick to defend their honor. Y et she was wise enough to



see that it took more strength to re-sist the reprisal, more courage to stay slent and
endure. He was even stronger than she had aways believed—and he might be dying.

“You are a great man, Chay Zanlan,” she said in a low voice. “The world was
enriched the day you were born, and it will be a much poorer place the day you die.”

“That is good to know,” he said. “But do not eulogize me yet. | have a great deal of
energy in me ill, and a great dedl left to do.”

He rose to his feet, and she followed suit. “When will they know if the drugs will
help you?’ she asked.

“In three days, | believe they said.”
“Will | be alowed to see you agan?’

“If my schedule permits. It isarare pleasure for me to talk with you, daughter of my
dearest friend.”

“And yet, yesterday you consigned me to my own race,” she said, somewhat daring.

He smiled briefly. “And there | will return you. What | said then is il true. You can
flirt with another culture, but you will always re-turn to your own.”

“It has been more than flirting,” she said with some indignation.

He took her hand in his huge one; it was like being enveloped in friendly flame. “It
has been true love,” he said. “But that changes noth-ing. You belong with your
own.”

“That is not the way to change the world,” she whispered.

“You're right,” he said, and kissed her fingertips, then released her. “But this is not
the day the world will be changed.”

When the guard showed her back insde her quarters, Nolan looked up quickly. He
was seated on the sofa facing the door, poring over note-books which appeared to
be filled with mathematical equations.

“Wdl?’ he asked hopefully. “What did he say?’

But she could not speak. There was too much to say. She headed straight for her
room, closed the door, and sobbed away the rest of the afternoon. And then,
because she could think of no other escape, she closed her eyes and dept.

It was dark outside when she woke, feding sodden and generdly achy. What had
shaken her from slegp was a knock on her door, and a minute later it was repeated.

“Kit? Kitrini? Are you awake? Kit?’

She sat up in bed and reached for the light. “What is it?’
“Can | comein?

“What’ s wrong?’



“1 just want to seeif you'redl right. Can | come in?’

She must ook frightful. Her cheeks were tight with dried tears, and her hair fdl in
knots around her face. “I’ll be out in aminute.”

But he opened the door and peered in anyway. “Are you dl right? Y ou’ ve been quiet
for so long. And you missed dinner.”

“I'll be fine.” She sat up straighter in bed, smoothing her hair down with her fingers.

He came dl the way in, carrying a tray of food. “I saved you the best pieces,” he
said in an encouraging voice. “Some fruit, and some dried fish, and some redly
wonderful bread. You must be hungry.”

“| ate with Chay,” she said.

“That was hours ago,” he said firmly, and set the tray on a night-stand beside her
bed. Then he pulled up a chair and sat beside her. “You'll fed better if you eat. |
promise you.”

“Oh, dl right,” she said ungracioudly, and picked up a fork. The food was dl cold,
of course, but it had come from Chay’s kitchens, and so it was marvelous. She did
actudly fed a little more cheerful as she ate the last bite. Impossible that mere food
could make any difference against such a sea of troubles.

“ And your vitamins,” he said, handing her one of the pills he had been dosing her
with for the past three days. She didn't even bother to argue this time, just
swallowed it with a sip of tea.

“And your foot?’ he asked. “Does it hurt? Do you want a pain pill?’
“Actualy, it feels pretty good today. | think I’'m fine.”
“Good. Now tell me what Chay Zanlan said.”

“All bad news,” she said quietly. “He is in fact infected. He's tak-ing the antidote
you brought, but his doctors aren’'t sure they’ve caught the disease in time. And
they’ve dready found it in many people that he's dedlt with in the past few weeks.
It's as contagious as you said.”

Nolan nodded gravely. “But they can spread the word about it, can’'t they? Convince
the whole race to get inoculated? He found the papers | gave him, didn’'t he, with the
formulas for the vaccine?’

“Yes. And the gulden have a marvelous information network— and a fanatic loyalty
to their leader. If Chay says everyone should take the vaccine, everyone will take it.
They should be able to contain the virus.”

Nolan sat back in his chair, smiling and pleased. “That's it, then. That’s success.
That' s the best news you could hope for.”

“No,” she said. “The best news would be that there was no fear of Cliay dying. The
best news would be that such a virus did not exist.”

“1 meant the best newsin the red world,” he said.
She shook her head because she had nothing to say to that. “So, how did you



entertain yourself dl day while | was gone—or deeping?’ she asked.

“l watched the monitor a little. | picked up a word here and there, but | couldn’t
redly tell what they were saying. And | worked on a pro-ject of my own. Something
| should be doing at the lab, but | thought | could get a start on it here.”

He fel dlent a moment, thinking about something, and then he looked over at her
with asmile. “Though it’s hard for me to imagine going back to a job at the lab,” he
said. “Working with Cerisa as if nothing had happened. Living an ordinary life. It's
asif the door has closed on the past and there’ s no way back to it.”

“You might fed differently once you're in the city.”
“Maybe.”

“Or maybe not,” she said, with assumed energy. “Maybe now’s the time to marry
your fiancée—what’s her name?”’

[1] Lw”

“And move back in-country. Forget the city. Forget Cerisa. For-get that you were
ever in Geldricht.”

He gave her a smal amile that seemed full of pain. “That seems even harder to
Imagine,” he said.

“Forgetting Geldricht?’
“Marrying Leesa.”

She was slent because her heart ballooned up, squeezed aside her lungs, choked off
the passages to her throat. She merely looked at him, arching her brows as if to ask
the casua question.

Nolan shrugged, smiled, glanced away, glanced back. “For so long,” he said, “she
was the epitome of everything | wanted. We were betrothed when | was fourteen. |
had known her my whole life. She is exactly what any high-caste boy would dream
of. She's beautiful. She's charming. She's sweet-tempered—which is a rare thing
among indigo women, as you may have noticed. And she loves me. She's the only
woman I’ ve ever been with. She’s the only woman | wanted to be with. Until—"

“Until?” Kit managed to ask.

“Until recently. The past few months. She wants to be married later this year and go
live on her grandmother’s estate. That means | would leave the city forever. Be just
like any other blueskin man, happy and anonymous. Raise our children, scheme to
see our daughters marry well. Once that was the only life | could dream of. Now it
frightens me.”

“So what life would you prefer,” she asked, “in a perfect world?’

He shrugged. “1 haven't thought about it. | didn’t redize there were other options. |
guess |I'd want to do something worthwhile with my life. Continue my work at the
lab. Study to become a doctor. Do something that mattered.”

“Marrying and having children matters,” she said.



“Having children matters, if you do it right,” he agreed. “If you raise them to be
honest citizens with kind hearts and uncompromising ethics. Otherwise, you've
made the world a worse place, not a better one. But marrying? | don’t know that in
and of itsdlf it's something that improves the world.”

“But love always improves the world,” Kit said. “It—it loads the scale on the side
of good. It's a counterweight to dl the sadness and de-ceit and just plain evil that
make the world so wretched.”

“If you marry for love,” Nolan said quietly.

She had no easy reply to that. “So what will you tel Leesa,” she asked at last,
“about your adventures in Geldricht? What will she think?’

“l don’'t know that I'll tel her any of it,” he said. “I don’'t think— | redly don’t
think—she would condone the genocide of the entire gulden race. But | don’t think
she would serioudly consider it a bad thing if the whole nation died out through some
mysterious, innocent infection. And she wouldn’'t understand why | found it
important to save Chay if | could. She would not have harmed him hersalf, you
un-derstand, but she would not have considered it her responsibility to warn him,
ether. It would not seem important enough to her.”

“That will be a very big secret to keep from her the rest of your life” Kit said
gravely.

He shrugged and smiled. “From everyone, | imagine. At least if | want to attempt to
try to live any kind of normal life.”

Kit shook her head. “How strange. Here | am, wanting to shout of Ariana Bayless's
treachery to the whole city, and you and Chay are thinking of how to conced it. Is
she to be alowed to get away with this, then? Perhaps to try something worse
another time? Is no one going to bring her to justice?’

“1 thought Chay would do dl that.”
“He says not. He wants to avoid civil war.”

Nolan closed his eyes and passed a hand over his eyes. Kit took the opportunity to
study the lines of his jaw and cheekbone. He was such a common-looking man,
atractive enough but undistinguished. How had his features come to seem so
extraordinary to her? How was it she could close her own eyes and cdl up the exact
shade of his skin, delineate the double scallop of his brows? When had he become
so familiar, when had he become so exceptional ?

“Wél, I'll have to think about that some more,” he said, and he sounded tired. He
dropped his hands to his knees.

She wanted to reach over and comfort him. She wanted to say, You have done
enough. Let someone else take up the banner. But she sat where she was, clasping
her hands in her lap, and said nothing.

He seemed to brood a moment, studying his own curled fists, then looked up at her
with a amile. “So, are you bored?’ he asked hopefully. “Would you be willing to



play around or two of choisin? Or teach me some more vocabulary words?’
She smiled and rose from the bed. “1’'d be glad to,” she said. “Take your choice.”

The next two days were essentidly a repeat of the first, except that Chay did not
agan cal for Kit. She tried to persuade hersdf it only meant that he was busy, not
that he had grown suspicious of her again, not that he was fedling too ill to see her.
He had not forgotten them, that was certain. Déelicious food was ddivered to ther
door on aregu-lar basis, as wdl as fresh clothing and, occasionally, flowers and
other gifts. She had neglected to ask Chay about reading materia for Nolan, so the
next morning she asked a guard, and that night, a stack of nov-es arrived with the
evening med.

“I'm astonished,” Nolan said, browsing through the choices. “I redly wasn't
expecting him to have anything, but these are classics.”

“Gifts from my father, | would guess,” Kit said, for she recog-nized titles that she
had been encouraged to read. “My father dways said culturd literacy is essentid if
you want to interact with another nation, and he would spend hours—days—telling
Chay some arcane point of indigo history. But Chay may have read these on his own
with-out my father’s encouragement. Chay knows five or six languages be-sides
goldtongue, and he probably has sampled major literature in dl of those languages.
Heis nothing if not informed.”

“Any of these you particularly like?” Nolan asked. “lI haven't read these
since—since my schooldays back in-country.”

“A Wanderer’'s Tale, by Lorela Tibet,” Kit said, smiling. “That was one of my
favorites when | was growing up.”

“l don't think I've read it. Heard of it, of course. Leesa and my sister each read it
about a dozen times.”

“Well, it is sort of a young girl’s adventure book,” Kit conceded. “You might not
likeit.”

“But | might,” Nolan said. He settled onto the couch and ges-tured for Kit to st
across from him. She did, wondering what he planned now. He opened A
Wanderer’'s Tale, glanced down at the first page, and began reading aoud.

“Prologue. ‘Hetta stood at the garden gate, one hand on the latch, and wondered if
this was the day she would findly dip through the ornamental fence, leave behind the
manicured lawn, and escape into the rough country just visble beyond the borders
of her mother’s house. Behind her, she could hear her sister caling her name, but
though her sister came nearer with every step, somehow her voice seemed to grow
fainter and farther away. The trees on the other side of the fence, however, appeared
to move closer the longer Hetta watched. They squirmed and wriggled where they
stood, shaking their long tralling branches at the young girl watching, inviting her
over to par-take of whatever mystery and excitement they had discovered on the



other side of the gate. “Hettal” her sister cdled again, but Hetta ailmost could not
hear the voice, so faraway had it become. She lifted the latch and stepped outside
the fence, and into another world .. .”*

He read for about an hour. When he stopped to fetch himsdf a glass of water, Kit
took the book and read the next few chapters. Hetta had been her idol, back when
she had first encountered this book. That had been during one dreary, interminable
summer she had spent with Granmama, when her father had not come to visit her
once for sx end-less weeks. Like Hetta, Kit had longed to escape the neat lawns, the
forma houses, the regimented days. Of course, she had known that a completely
different world existed, and she was determined to make her way back to Geldricht,
not the mythical kingdom that Hetta even-tualy stumbled upon. And she would not
make Hetta' s mistake, oh no. She would not, at the end of her own tale, forsake the
bright kingdom in favor of the familiar green lawns of Inrhio.

Or would she? Chay had made it clear that her position here was precarious,
certainly not permanent. She did not know how long she would be permitted to
wander within the brilliant, dangerous bound-aries of the aien kingdom. That was a
bitter lesson Hetta had not been forced to learn, that sometimes you are not welcome
where you most desire to be.

“I like this,” Nolan said, when Kit laid the book aside once she got tired of speaking.
“But if dl the girls of Inrhio read this when they’re children, why are they dl so
conservative and traditiona once they grow up?’

Kit laughed. “And | suppose, after you read Corbin Heather, Trewillin Soldier, you
joined the crew of a merchant ship and sailed off to fight in foreign wars? Because |
read dl the boys' adventure books, too, and they’re just as full of intrigue and daring
as the girls books. And yet | never did meet an indigo man who confessed to
having been a pirate.”

“No, | suppose | should have been reading Corbin Heather, Lab Scientist, but |
never came across any book like that,” Nolan said with a smile. “Maybe that’s why
children are dways so disappointed with red life when they grow up, because dl the
adventures only exist in fiction.”

“Were you disappointed?’ Kit asked curioudly.

“A little. When | began to redize how my options were narrow-ing down. Or
worse—how | didn’t redly have any at dl. The course of my life was set when | was
fourteen, and at that time it dl sounded pretty exciting. At twenty, it seemed a little
dull. But then | got accepted into the state university and invited to work a the
Biolab, and some of the excitement returned. A different kind of excitement, though.
Tempered. That's when | redlized that this was as good as it was ever going to get.
No piracy on the high seas. No sword fights with evil barbarians. No adventures.”

“This isan adventure, in its way.”
He nodded, serious again. “But this one | would have forfeited,” he said.

The third day, Chay sent for Kit again. She was elated as she hur-ried down the hdl
after the guard—but as soon as she saw Chay, she was adarmed. Three days ago, he



had looked as hedthy and energetic as ever. This day, he looked weary and pale,
and he coughed inces-santly. He had again invited her in for an afternoon snack, but
this time they were not left done. One of his personal assistants stayed in the room
the whole time, coming forward every time Chay’s cough grew more insistent to
offer a soothing drink or a cloth to spit in.

She tried to hide her concern, for it was not acceptable for a woman to show that
she thought a man was weak, but she was so wor-ried that it was impossible to
conceal that completely. “How long have you been thisill?’ she asked him, when he
had recovered from a par-ticularly severe fit.

“Yesterday and today,” he said, breathing heavily. “1 had been bet-ter this afternoon,
or | would not have sent for you.”

“What can | do? How can | help you?’

He shook his head. “I just wanted to have the pleasure of your company another
hour. To assure mysdlf that you are well and being treated with courtesy.”

“Yes, every courtesy,” she said impatiently. “What have the doc-tors said? Your
cough is so wretched—surely this is not a good sign. Have the drugs helped you at
dl? What do they know?’

“They know very little” he said, then paused to cough again. “Time is the only
physician who can give us the answer.”

“1 thought you said you would know something in afew days.”
“Now it appears to be afew days more.”

“And the others? Who have caught your infection?’

“All of them seem to be responding well to the treatments.”
“Thenitisonly you,” she said dowly.

“Then it is only me. Which is good news indeed.”

She gave him a look of slent protest, but he only smiled. “Do not despair yet,” he
said. “I am a strong man, and a determined one. | will liveif | possibly can.”

“I'll ask Nolan,” she said suddenly. “He may have a new formula. He may redlize he
left something out of his old drugs. He'll come up with a fresh cure for you.”

“You have gredat faith in this unconventiona blueskin.”

“I think he is the most amazing man | have ever met,” she said honestly. “I think he
IS—s0 pure of heart that he makes other, ordinary men seem wicked by comparison.
| think he is so generous that my own thoughts shame me by their selfishness. He is
so kind that he makes me search my soul to find new ways to be compassionate to
oth-ers. And brave. Not one man in ten thousand would do what he has done.”

“You must wish your father could have met him,” Chay said.
“You have met him,” she said. “That is amost as good.”



The guard practically had to drag her from Chay’s presence. The guld-man had
broken down severa times into an uncontrollable asthmatic wheeze, and the last
time, Kit had flung hersalf across the room to kned at his feet, begging him to stop
coughing. He had waved to the attendant, who pulled her none too gently to her fest,
but she couldn’t stop pleading with Chay to take a drink, breathe deeply, fed better,
be dl right. When the bout had passed, he lay back weakly in his chair for a moment.
His face was so pale that the gold sheen of his skin seemed to lay across his features
in a layer so distinct that she could ped it back to revea the blood and muscle
underneath. His hair was dark with sweat, and the breath shuddered into his lungs.
He did not look strong enough to stand.

“Chay—" she said desperately.

He opened his eyes, looked at her, and summoned a smile. “If this should be the last
time you see me,” he said, “remember me any way but this.”

“Chay, don’'t say such things!” she cried.

He heaved himsdlf to his feet, wavered, but seemed to gather strength. “But | do not
think it will be the last time,” he said more cheerfully. “If | dlow you to hug me, will
you promise to release me?’

“l promise,” she whispered, and he signdlled to the guard to free her. But it was a lie,
because she couldn’t let go, and Chay had to de-tach himself with some force.

“Now go,” he told her, putting her into the hands of the guard, who held her with a
grip there was no gainsaying. “I will see you again in afew days if | am able. Study
patience. For there is nothing worth-while bought with any other coin.”

“Chay—" she begged, but he turned for the private door, taking his assistant’s arm.
“Chay!” she caled, but she was being pulled out the other exit, guided down the
hdl, and there was nothing she could say, nothing she could do, nothing that would
change anything.

But when she was deposited insde her own quarters, she turned on Nolan in a
frenzy. To his casual query of “How’s Chay?’ she re-sponded with a frantic, “He's
dying' Y ou must do something.”

“Dying! But two days ago—"

“He's so sick—he can't stop coughing—and he looks so ex-hausted. Nolan, you
have to fix him. You have to come up with some better drugs. Something more
concentrated, maybe. You know, Chay is very strong. He can withstand dosages
that might kill other men. Y ou can mix up a medicine just for him.”

“Kit, | can’t. | only know one formula, and it—"

“But you have to!” she exclaimed. “There must be something else you could try,
something you left out because it was too dangerous. Tak to Chay’s doctors!
They'll tdl you what he can endure. They’'ll help you come up with a new
prescription.”



He put his hands on her shoulders and tried to cam her with the persuasion of his
touch. “Kit. | have done what | can. There is no magic in me to fix Chay. | have no
other cures.”

She wrenched away from him and began pacing the room. “If it was an indigo lying
in there dying, you'd be working at your lab books hard enough, trying to come up
with answers... If it was Ariana Bay-less, you'd try new formulas.”

“l doubt it,” he said dryly.

“If it was your Leesa—oh, the sun wouldn’t set on any day that you hadn’t come up
with at least three new drugs to try and save her—"

“l would do for Leesawhat | have done for Chay—try my best.”

“It’s because he's gulden!” she said furioudy. “You won’'t help him because of his
gold skin—"

He looked thunderstruck. “How can you possibly say that to me?’

“You told me! On the train! You said how you despised the gulden, you thought of
them as less than human—"

“It is true that | have had to work to overcome my pregjudices,” he said, seeming to
fight for cam. “And | consider it agreat personal flaw diat | have at times looked on
gulden as—as not quite equal to me. But mat doesn’t mean—"

“You can’t stand them,” she accused. “You don’'t care if Chay dies. If any of them
die”

“1 have spent most of my time, these past few years, coming up with medicines to
cure the gulden,” he sad in a low, steady voice. “l personally—me, Nolan
Adelpho—I found the drugs that stopped two epidemics before they had time to
become disasters. | worked overnight at the lab more times than | can count, putting
together those formulas. | didn’t rest until | found the cure, the combination. It is not
because Chay is gulden that | cannot help him. It is because thisis dl | know. | have
done my best. If it is not good enough, then | am not good enough. You cannot
change that by cursing.”

“You could try,” she whispered, suddenly turned supplicant, clasping her hands
together to plead for the favor. “You could look a your old formulas and try to
come up with something new—"

He gestured at the notebook even now lying open on the sofa. “What do you think
I’ve been doing the past three days? I’ve been go-ing over my math. I’ve been
reviewing my chemistry. Without a com-puter and a fully equipped lab, | can’t do
any actud tests, but | haven't been able to devise any new patterns that I'd like to
try, anyway. Do you understand me, Kit? | have done what | can.”

“But you're killing him!” she wailed.

“He may die, but | didn’t kill him,” Nolan said in a grim voice. “I have done
everything | can to save him.”

“l hate you,” she said.



He said nothing for a moment, then nodded and shrugged his shoulders. His face
had grown unbelievably tired. “Your privilege,” he said, and turned away.

She crossed the room in four swift strides and caught his arm. “No—no, | didn’t
mean that,” she said, turning him back to face her. She was swamped with a whole
new set of unbearable emotions—re-morse, fear, self-loathing. “You of dl people |
could never hate.”

He stood passive in her grip but would not meet her eyes. “Y ou have no reason not
to,” he said hitterly. “After | threatened Jex’s life and practically abducted you. Why
wouldn’'t you hate me? | expect nothing else.”

She gave his arm a little shake. “Nolan, don’'t say such things. You're the kindest,
the best man | know. | would trust you with my life—with Jex’s life—Chay’s. You
are such agood man! It makes me ashamed of mysalf.”

He looked at her now, sideways, tentative. “That day we first ar-rived,” he said
shyly. “When Chay asked you your opinion of me. Did you mean it? All that about
trust and your heart.”

She nodded, her eyes fixed on him, willing him to beieve her. “Don’t ask me when it
happened,” she said. “Maybe when you fed the runaway wife at Krekt Station.
Maybe when you said you had not taken a private car on the train because you
didn’t want me to be afraid of you. Maybe before that—maybe in the city, when you
made me take the pills. You seem so concerned about everyone. Willing to care for
everyone. That's atrait | haven’t seen in anyone before, man or woman, blueskin or
gold. It’s not in me, certainly.”

He shook his head. “I don’'t. | don’t care for everyone. Sometimes | wonder if |
love anyone as much as | should. | want to be a good son—a good husband—a
good father, if the time ever comes. | try to be a good friend. But most of the time
that just consists of being agree-able on the surface and keeping my thoughts to
mysalf. That does not make me a kind man. It just means | manage to stay pleasant
to most people most of the time.”

“Oh, Nolan,” she said, and she could not stop herself. She lifted one hand to trace
the wide curve of his cheekbone. The color of his skin was so intense that she could
amost fed its sultry heat, distinct from the pulse and fever of his body. The nubbed
texture of his whiskers fdt like spiky linen under her fingertips, his lips were an inset
panel of satin. “1 hope Leesa deserves to marry aman as wonderful as you.”

He had not moved since she touched him; he had transmogrified to granite. His
eyelids had half-closed, asif the spell that had changed him to stone had caught him
mid-blink, mid-swoon. When he spoke, his lips brushed against the pam of her
hand, dill laid across his mouth. Not another muscle in his body changed position.
“1 will not be marrying Leesa,” he said.

She pressed her fingers harder against his mouth as if to push the words back in.
“Don’t say such things,” she said. “Of course you will. She will never learn of your
vigt here—and if she did, she would love you anyway.”

“No matter what happens here—no matter what she learns, or does not learn—I



cannot marry her. This trip has changed me too much.”

Kit dropped her hand. “If it has made you a better man, that is no reason not to
marry.”

“It has made me an inconstant man. And | cannot marry her if | do not love her.”

He had not moved; but now Kit took a step backward. “What makes you think you
have stopped loving her?’

“Because | have started loving you.”

It was as if buildings crashed, bells clamored, sirens rose like de-monic voices, and
yet the room was absolutely slent. Kit could hear water playing from the other
chamber. She could hear Nolan breath-ing. She could hear her own heartbeat.

“What?' she said faintly.

His feet were till nailed to the floor but he made one cautious movement, spreading
his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “You. How can you think | am so wonderful
when you ae—you ae—this in-credible,  complex, passionate,
loya—ideal—woman? | can’t think when you're in the room. When you're not in
the room, | can’t think of any-thing but you. | marve that you could exist, that such
aworld as ours could produce you. You have changed me in ways | can't even
describe.”

She backed away with every phrase he uttered, shaking her head, holding her hands
before her in a protective, warning gesture. “Don’t say things like that,” she said.
“You'll regret them. You'll be sorry.”

“How could | be sorry? For you to know how | fed? Oh, | know you can’t love me
back. | know your heart is given elsewhere. I’'m not asking for anything from you.
But | wanted you to know. | love you, and | can’t unlove you, and when the world
ends, | will love you till.”

Now she stood hdf aroom away, dill shaking her head, but she had folded her arms
high across her chest so that her hands clung to their opposite shoulders. “You
wouldn’'t love me if you knew,” she whispered. “There are things about me that
would turn you away—"

“Nothing,” he said.

“Everything!” she cried. “Do you forget? You hate the gulden so much, and yet haf
my life has been among them. They have been my lovers, they have been my closest
friends—"

“l don't cae” he said. “Do you think I'm afrad that you have been
tainted—corrupted? You? One look a your face and anyone could see how pure
your heart is.”

“One look a my face, and you would think | was a high-caste in-digo heiress,” she
said tensely. “But that is exactly what | am not.”

“1 have known my share of the Higher Hundred,” he said quietly. “And what | love
about you is that you are nothing like them at dl. You're unique.”



“I'm dien,” she sad.
“Exotic,” he amended.

“But I’'m not for the likes of you,” she said. She made her voice hard, though it took
dl her strength. Inside she was shaking like wine held in an unsteady hand. “You are
on foreign soil and stirred by unfamiliar sensations. When you're home again, this
madness will pass— you'll ook back on this entire episode as some kind of crazy
dream. You'll want your usua friends and playthings around you then. You'll be
shocked to think you could ever say you loved me.”

“If 1 thought that was true,” he said, “I would stay on Gold Mountain the rest of my
life”

“You would not be welcome here. You are an outsider, you do not belong. You
belong with your own people, your own family, and the girl you have loved your
whole life. Go back to them and forget me.”

“1 may go back. | won’'t forget you.”

“Once we leave this place, you' |l have no reason to see me again.”
“Every reason,” he said. “l love you.”

“Not in Inrhio,” she whispered.

Now he findly moved, three paces toward her, bending forward alittle as if to peer
a her face from afar height. “And if, once | return to the city, | find you are ill in
my blood like some kind of shadow heart-beat?’ he demanded. “What then? Would
you believe meif | came to you then and said | ill loved you? Would you trust me,
and be willing to try and love mein return?’

“It will not happen,” she said.

One step nearer. She was against the wall, she could retreat no farther, but the stern
look in her eyes stopped him where he stood. “And if it does? Can | seek you out?
Convince you?’

She had once more folded her arms across her chest, this time to try to control her
fevered shaking. “lI don’'t know—I don't know—it would be wrong,” she
stammered, losng the ability to put her argu-ment in words without tdling him
everything, without saying the worst—what he would perceive as the worst, anyway.
“You will not want to see me, let it go at that. When we're in the city—"

“When we're in the city,” he said firmly, “everything will be differ-ent. But you'll see
how much things are the same. | have changed for the last time—this is the man |
will betill | die. And that man loves you.”

And because she 4ill had no answer for that, she turned and ran from the room. One
more time to fling herself on this bed and cry as if the world was ending. She used to
think she was a woman who seldom cried. Strange how one trip had changed that,
changed her perceptions of herself, of the people around her. Changed everything.



CHAPTER 16

The next three days passed in fragile silence. Their quarters were too smdl to alow
Nolan and Kit to avoid each other completely, and Nolan made no attempt to. He
had no wish to stop seeing her; for him, nothing had changed. Speaking the words
adoud had not made him any more sendtive to her presence, or any less, or atered
what he fet or what he wanted. His bones ill crumbled the first time he saw her
every day; his brain momentar-ily shut down with the shock. But that had been true
for days now and was not actually unpleasant. The en-forced intimacy was no
hardship on him.

Kit kept to her room as long as she could in the morn-ings, but hunger eventualy
drove her out. She managed to be civil to Nolan, though hardly warm, and he kept a
respectful distance. He didn’'t badger her with questions or repeated assurances of
his love. He merely repeated to her whatever news he'd been able to guess at on the
monitor, told her if the guards had left any message with the breakfast tray, and went
back to work on his formulas.

But he felt sorry for her. She clearly fdt trapped, desperate, anx-ious for Chay and
wary of her fellow prisoner, and there was nothing she could do about any part of
her situation. Midway through the sec-ond day, just to offer her a distraction, Nolan
suggested they continue reading A Wanderer’s Tale, and she gratefully acquiesced.
She didn’t seem up to reciting the text herself, but she sat slumped in the chair, hand
supporting her chin, and listened as Nolan read. It pleased him that he could do
something for her, even something so small.

When the book palled on both of them, they took up choisin again, Kit playing with
far more concentration this time. Two hours passed without either of them saying a
word except to request a card or aturn at the dice. Nolan tried to remember some of
the strategies Pakt had used, just to make the game a little more exciting, but he 4ill
could not get his mind around the tactics, and so Kit won handily.

“Another game?’ he asked, but she had risen to her feet.
“1 don't think | could bear it,” she said. “I’m going to bed.”

It was barely past sunset; she couldn’t possibly be tired. But maybe she was one of
those people who possessed the knack of re-treating into sleep when the world
became too much to cope with. He had never had that skill and, until now, had not
envied it.

“Tomorrow, then.”

“Oh, | imagine so.”

They finished A Wanderer’'s Tale the next morning and moved on to Corridor of
Fire, astately and tragic story of one man’s dow dissipa-tion. This one had never
come Nolan's way, ether, and he found the subject both depressing and distasteful,
but the language was so beau-tiful that he kept pausing at the end of sentences just to
recover from the intoxication of the words. It was strange to him that he would be



reading one of his culture’s literary masterpieces while being held un-der guard in the
paace of a foreign dignitary. But no less strange than anything ese that had
happened to him in the past few weeks.

On the morning of the fourth day, Chay sent for them.

When the guards appeared at the door, Kit was unprepared. She had dressed in
some of the laundered indigo clothes she had purchased in the city, and she had not
troubled to style her hair. “How do | look? Am | dl right?” she asked nervoudy,
though Nolan could not tell if she directed the questions at him or the guards.

“You'refing” he said.
“Maybeif | put a scarf on—"
“He's not caling us in to inspect your clothes.”

They followed the guards down the sunny corridors, Nolan happy to be out of his
quarters for the first time since their arriva. Kit seemed so tense that he wanted to
take her hand just for reassurance, but he had no illusons that she would find this a
comfort. The guards had said they were taking the prisoners to see Chay, but Nolan
won-dered. They could be heading straight for execution. He tried to sum-mon
dread but could not. On this trip, he had become a fatalist. What had been set in
motion, even by his own hand, could not be altered now by his words or desires. He
strolled through the passageways and felt remarkably cam.

Once they entered Chay’s living quarters, they had to pass through a series of
anterooms and gitting rooms, dl of them empty. The last chamber they came to was
ary, colorfully decorated with tapestries, rugs, and flowers, and clearly set up as a
sickroom. For there was Chay, haf-reclined on alounge chair, bundled in robes and
blan-kets against the dight chill of the outside air, and pale unto death. De-spite the
open window, the room smelled of potions and sickness. Even Chay’s gray eyes
seemed siphoned of color, amost transparent. His golden skin seemed diluted,
mixed with opague white. His gestures were those of a man whose bones had grown
frail.

“Kitrini. Nolan Adelpho,” he greeted them, waving toward a set of chairs. “Sit
down.”

Kit sat, but she looked as if she would have preferred to fling her-sdlf to the floor
before him. “Chay,” she said in apitiful voice. “Y ou do not look well.”

The guldman smiled faintly. “No, and | have very little strength. But the doctors tell
me | have stabilized for the moment. They do not know if | will next become much
better or much worse, but they expect no change a dl for aday or two.”

Nolan sank more dowly into the chair assigned to him. “I would think it is a good
sgn to have arrested the development of the disease,” he said. “ Are they hopeful 7’

“They do not want me to die,” Chay said, turning that smile on i Nolan. “ Therefore,
they seem very hopeful indeed. They were inter-ested in your information about the
possible length of the recovery pe-riod.”



Nolan shook his head. “As far as | know, no one has recovered from the infection
before. So | don’'t have any idea.”

“Yes, that’s what | thought you had said before.”
“What about the others? Who else has fdlen ill, and who e se is taking the drugs?’

“As far as we know, about forty others have caught the infection. None became as
sick as | did, and most of them seem to have recovered aready.”

“Excdlent!” Nolan exclamed. “And the vaccine? It has been dis-tributed?’

Chay nodded. “Here and in the city. | am alittle concerned about the population in
the city, in fact. So many of the gulden there have di-vorced themselves from utter
fedty to me. They will listen to the news, but perhaps not act upon it quickly. And
our system of disseminating information among the city gulden is not as good asit is
on Gold Mountain.”

Nolan’s hands tightened on the arms of his chair. “Possible epi-demic,” he said.

Chay nodded. “We have derted the gulden news media. The hos-pitals. The
health-care workers. But we are worried.”

“Surely, if someone fdls ill and seeks out a doctor, the doctor will recognize the
symptoms—" Kit said.

Chay nodded. “We hope so. If the person seeks a doctor in time. He might not
redize heis at risk.”

“Every gulden in the city is at risk!” she protested.

Chay nodded again, but his eyes were on Nolan. “Tell me, Nolan Adelpho,” he said.
“Does an individua have to be a full-blooded gulden to be affected by this disease?
If a child is haf-indigo, for instance, or even one-quarter, might that keep him safe
from infection?’

Nolan frowned. Beside him, Kit grew very ill. “I’'m not sure,” he said cautioudly. “I
wouldn’t think it would be amgjor problem. There are so few interracial couples that
mixed-breed children are dmost nonexistent.”

“But there are some,” Chay said. “And if they can catch the dis-ease, or spread
it—"

Nolan nodded. “Wdll, the infection attacks a specific combina-tion of molecules in
the gulden bloodstream,” he said. “There's cer-tainly a one-in-two chance that a
mixed-breed child would carry those molecules. So then | would say, yes, those
individuals are at risk. But the same antidotes and the same vaccines would keep
them safe.”

“Then we need to make sure the media and the hospitals have that information,”
Chay said. “I will seeto it.”

“Once news of the epidemic becomes public knowledge,” Nolan said, “Cerisa will
have to react in some way. She will at least have to pretend to be looking for a cure.”

“We have informed the doctors and the news media that our own pharmacists have



come up with medicines. | hope this does not disap-point you.”

Nolan laughed. “Certainly not! |I'd rather not be given credit for this particular
breakthrough.”

“Though if you are willing,” Chay added, “| would be interested in hearing from you
about Cerisa Daylen’s reaction. What she says and how she behaves.”

“In hearing from—~but |—am | to be sent back to the city, then?’ Nolan stammered.
“l thought—you seem to be so dangeroudly ill— and you said before—"

Chay nodded. “I have reconsidered. If | die while you are ill here, your life will be
ingtantly forfeit. No matter what orders | leave to the contrary, | am afraid you will
fdl under suspicion and mysteri-ously disappear. Even if your drugs do not save me,
it is clear that they will have saved countless others—a whole nation—and | do not
want to repay your generosity in such a dishonorable way. Therefore, | am sending
you back to the city on tonight’s train.”

Nolan came to hisfeet. “But | don’t want to go back,” he said ur-gently. “I want to
stay here—and do what | can for you—and for any of the gulden. | want—"

“There is nothing else you can do for any of us,” Chay said. “And now | want you
safely away.”

Nolan turned to look at Kit, sitting carved and immobile in her chair. Her gaze was
fixed on Chay; she had not moved or spoken for the past severa minutes. “Does Kit
come with me? If you die, | don’t want the wrath of the gulden to fal on her.”

“l want to stay,” she said instantly.

“Kit, | believe, is safe,” Chay said, as if she hadn’'t spoken. “She is too familiar to
my family and my people to be at risk.”

“Well, | am not so certain of that,” Nolan said stubbornly. “I would fed much better
if she was dlowed to return to the city with me.”

Chay smiled, and this smile was both stronger and edged with malice. “I redize
that,” he said, “and that is why | want her with me. | ill do not entirely trust you.
Forgive me for that.”

The words made little sense. Nolan glanced at Kit, then back at Chay. “What?’ he
said.

Chay spread his hands. “Y ou have brought us timey warnings. Y ou have brought us
miraculous cures. Even | may live. For that we are profoundly grateful. And yet, this
disease may turn on us ill. Your cures may not be effective. Y our vaccines may be
useless. All the gulden may ill be at risk. | think we can trust you more if we know
you have left behind with us something you vaue greatly.”

“He does not value me,” Kit said quickly.

“Oh, yes, he does,” Chay answered. “It is obvious the man is in love with you. It
was clear to me the day you arrived on my doorstep. | will keep you a my side—not
because | adore you as | do not adore my own daughters—but because he will not
do anything foolish while you are in my power and at risk.”



“You just told me,” Nolan said in a low voice, “that she was safe here. That your
family and your friends would guard her. Do you tell me now that you lied? A man
of honor such as yourself?’

Chay smiled; he seemed to appreciate Nolan's inept attempt to use the gulden’'s
chief weapon against him. “Not at al,” he replied camly. “She is safe from physical
assault. But is she safe from your manufactured disease?’

“Chay!” Kit cried, and leapt to her feet, her hands baled into fists, and her whole
body strained with protest.

Chay ignored her and continued speaking. “Because you said, did you not, that
anyone with the smallest percentage of gulden blood was susceptible to this illness?’

Nolan nodded, not even breathing. Kit, though she had once more turned to stone,
seemed to writhe in acid agony within her mar-ble shell.

Chay’s smile widened. “Anton Solvano’s father took a gulden woman to wife,” the
guldman said. “That he was dlowed to do so was a high mark of favor from my
father. But Anton himself appeared to be a pureblood indigo, a fact which amused
him and which he learned, a a very early age, to use to his advantage. Very few
people, | was told, knew of his mixed ancestry. Or am | wrong?’

“No,” Nolan breathed.

“So you see,” Chay said, reaching out a hand to Kit, who moved forward like a
deepwaker to take it, “if your drugs are not as effective as we hoped, the woman
you have fdlen in love with will die. You go. She stays. Only you know how
confident you can be.”

Kit was staring down at Chay as if she had never seen him before. “Y ou used me,”
she whispered. “You called me to your side these past few days merely to expose
me to the virus. Knowing | was unprotected. Knowing | could die. How could you
do such athing to me?’

“Because it is a war,” Chay said in a very gentle voice, “and | have amost no
weapons to hand.”

Kit turned to Nolan, who had not moved, not even to yank her hand away from
Chay’s, as he so desperately wanted to do. He had traveled dl this way, gambled his
entire life, to save this man; and now dl he wanted was to claw out the guldman’s
heart with his fingernails.

“I"'m sorry,” she whispered to Nolan. “I’'m sorry for everything. | didn’t want to hurt
you thisway. | didn’t even want you to know.”

“I knew,” he said, his voice no louder than hers.

There was a moment’s complete silence. Chay, startled, had dropped Kit's hand.
She stared at Nolan with disbelieving eyes. The room seemed to have been sucked
clean of air.

“l knew,” Nolan said with renewed energy. “| heard the story of Casen Solvano’'s
life among the gulden. | wondered who he had found to bear his only son. There are



not many indigo who would follow such aman to Gold Mountain—Roetta Candachi
might be the only one in sixteen generations. So who was Anton Solvano’'s mother if
not a gulden woman?’ He pointed an accusing finger a Kit, who stood with one
hand pressed against her mouth, gazing at him. “1 knew dl aong you were gulden, if
that’s the secret you were afraid to tdl me. It made no difference to me. | fdl in love
with you anyway.”

“Nolan,” Kit said through her fingers, and shook her head.

Chay recaptured her hand and did not look likdly to let it go any-time soon. The look
on his face was part anger, part determination. “ Then we have no secrets between us
anymore, which is best among civil men,” he said in a voice far less gented than his
words. “She is ill my hostage to your medications.”

Nolan laughed, surprising even himsdf. “Kit won't fdl ill, Chay Zanlan,” he said
scornfully. “How stupid do you think | am? She’'s had a full course of vaccines in
the past nine days. | started dosing her be-fore we left the city.”

Kit's hand spasmed in Chay’s hold, asif she would jerk herself free. The guldman’s
grip tightened; the hogtility in his gray eyes was impossible to miss. “Then she is
only as safe as the rest of us,” Chay said. “And you, Nolan Adelpho, must be the
judge of just how' safe that is.”

“As safe as | could make her. As safe as | could make any of you,” Nolan said. “I
have no fears for her on that score. But | w'orry about her safety in the hands of a
man who could use her as a choifer in such amortal game.”

“You have been playing choisin,” Chay said.

“It is not a pastime | care for, frankly,” Nolan said. “I have no heart for attack and
counterattack. | have no taste for betraying my longtime dlies. | am a straightforward
man, and asmple one. | have done what | can for you and your people. Now let Kit
go. Let her re-turn to the city with me.”

“No,” Chaysaid.
“Then | will stay and wait out your illness with her.”

Chay gestured, and two guards entered the room. “No,” Chay said again. “Your
luggage isin the hdl. Y ou will be escorted to Zakto Station within the hour. Y ou will
be accompanied on your journey back to the city, and for that trip you will be quite
protected. But enter Geldricht again without an invitation, and | do not bdieve you
will go unmolested. My people have been told that the indigo grow treacher-ous, and
they will look with suspicion upon any of your race.”

The guards had hold of Nolan by both arms. He would not let them drag him from
the room. He would walk out with what dignity he could manage. But he backed out
dowly, his eyes never leaving Kit's face. Chay he ignored; Nolan had spoken his last
words, given his last aid to the guldman.

“Kit,” he said, coming to a hdt at the threshold. “I love you. Come to me when you
return to the city.”



“She may choose not to return,” Chay said.
Nolan ignored him. “I love you,” he said again. “Come to me.”

“Nolan,” she said, and not another w'ord. The guards pulled him from the room, and
the door shut between them. The march down to the front gates took nearly twenty
minutes. In the grand hallway, his guards collected his suitcase, and they were on
their way to the train station. Back to the city. Back to Inrhio.

Back to aworld that no longer existed.



CHAPTER 17

As far as traffic was concerned, life in the city was amost back to norma. The
Centrifuge was dill un-der reconstruction, but a fleet of buses and trolleys had been
ingtalled to carry traffic to every possible destina-tion, and so the daily commute was
agan possible. Nolan assumed he would find this very handy if he gill had a job.

He had been gone from the city nearly two weeks, and away from his apartment for
even longer. Entering it now, midafternoon on an uncomfortably hot day, he found
that it smelled dusty, stale, and unfamiliar, but not as bad as he had thought it might.
No rotting trash, no unfortunate plumbing leaks left unattended too long. Stll, there
was something peculiar about it, stranger than the smells of emptiness and neglect,
and he moved from room to room trying to identify what.

Color.

He had been too long among the gulden, first a Pakt’'s merry house, then in Chay
Zanlan's glorious palace. His eyes had become ac-customed to riots of blues and
purples and passionate pinks. He ex-pected tapestries, rugs, stenciled walls, painted
mouldings. Here everything was neutral, subdued, elegant, and sterile.

And sound.

Pakt’s house had been dive with children laughing, voices caling, furniture being
shoved from one side of the room to the other. And in Geldricht he had only been
adone for those brief times when Kit had been called away to Chay Zanlan's
presence. Of course, there had been many times during those days when she did not
speak to him, but sill, she had been a presence there, moving about in the other
room, her personality so compelling it had seemed to shout to him even through her
determined silence.

But here there was nothing. No commotion, no signs of life. Nothing to remind him
that he was not alone in the world.

He went out at dark to forage for food. He bought prepared meat and dried fruit at
the corner grocer; he didn’t think he could remem-ber how to cook a meal. There
were haf a dozen other young men about his age picking out menu items in the other
aildes. He recog-nized dl of them by sight, even knew some of their names. A great
loneliness washed over him, and he felt an almost irresistible desire to go up to one
and say, “Hey, come back to my place for dinner. You wouldn't beieve the
adventure | have just had.”

But with whom among his friends or acquaintances could he share this story? Not
even those closest to him would understand or approve. He left the store by himsdlf,
having exchanged only three words with the clerk. He wondered if he would live in
unbroken si-lence for the rest of hislife,

Back in his apartment, he consumed his med while standing over (lie counter,
flipping through his mail. Bills, magazines, letters from his mother and Leesa, notices
about neighborhood sales and citywide events. He would have expected something



more drastic, after such a long absence, but none of these missives stirred him to
frantic action. He did sit down and write quick notes to Leesa and his family,
blaming the Centrifuge and the disrupted city life for his failure to respond more
quickly.

There would be more, a some point, to tdl Leesa. But he could not envison how

that conversation would go. He could not, a any rate, put what he had to say into a
|etter.

That night he lay in his own bed for the first time in weeks, star-ing at the well-known
patterns on the wals and ceiling. Nothing could have fdt less familiar. It was as if his
body, not his heart, had undergone the radica change, so that shadows fel with
unaccustomed harshness on his foreign eyes, and the fibers of personal items
rubbed on a bor-rowed skin. He did not belong here. This was not his place. These
were not his things. He was the imposter.

In the morning, he rose, dressed and headed for the lab as if he had been doing just
that without interruption for the past two weeks. He had no idea what he would say
to Pakt. He had no idea if there was 4ill a job awaiting him. He could not imagine
how he would ex-plain his absence or return. He just could think of nothing else to
do instead.

He arrived early, the first one there except for Pakt himsdf. Tak-ing a deep breath,
Nolan traversed the hal, knocked on the guldman’s door, and entered.

Pakt, who was seated a his desk poring over papers, looked up and then grew
motionless. Nolan waited a moment for a greeting and then said, “ Good morning.”

“1’d been wondering if you were ill alive,” Pakt said in aneutra voice.
“I left you a note.”

“Not avery helpful one. Not too specific about dates and causes.”

“l wasn't too sure about dates myself.”

“And causes?’

Nolan raised his hands as if they would help him shape the words, then dropped
them and gave his shoulders an infinitesmal shrug. “I don’t know if I'll ever be able
to talk about the causes.”

Pakt leaned back in his chair and gestured Nolan to a seat. “Prob-lems with Leesa?’
he asked gently.

Nolan sat on the edge of the chair, arms on his knees, hands clasped before him.
“Well,” he said dowly, “ultimately | guess it will come down to that.”

“1 went by your apartment a week ago,” Pakt said. “But no one was there. No one
had seen you.”

“I"ve been gone,” Nolan said.



“Let me know when you can tak about it,” the guldman said.

Nolan looked over a him. “You’'re the only one | think | could tak to about it,” he
said. “But I’'m not sure—even you—" He let the words trall off.

“So. Are you back?’

“I"'m back,” Nolan said. “If you sill want me here.”
“We' ve dl missed you.”

“What did you tdl them? Cerisa and the others?’

“That you were having family problems. | pretended | knew something. | don’t think
anyone will ask too many questions.”

Nolan rose to his feet because he couldn’t think of anything else to say. “Wall.
Thanks for that.”

Pakt stood, too, concern crossing his face. “Are you dl right?’ he asked with some
urgency. “You look like you're sick.”

Nolan felt a hollow laugh whuffle through his cheeks. “That would be ironic,” he
said. “No, I'm fine. Is there something on my desk for me to do? Or should | go
back to old projects?’

Pakt was frowning, looking even less reassured as the conversa-tion progressed.
“Old projects for now, | guess,” he said. “I'll let you know if something new comes
in.”

Nolan nodded and Ieft his office.

It was midmorning before anyone came in to check on him, a-though he knew the
others were dl aware of his return. He could catch their voices in the hdlway:
“Nolan’s back!” “Did you see? Nolan’s in his office.” “Where's he been?’ “What
did Pakt say?’ “Hey, was that Nolan?’ It was standard lab procedure to try to
determine what was happening through indirect methods (gossip) before proceeding
to more direct approaches (interrogation), so Nolan was not surprised a the
whispering. In fact, it comforted him alittle. Made him fed a home.

When he had been working at his computer for a little more than two hours, there
was a knock on his door, and Mdina entered. “Hey, Nolan, good to see you,” she
said with studied breeziness.

He swiveled in his chair to smile at her. She had been letting her hair grow, and now
it stood up in tufted spikes dl over head. There was nothing she could do to make
hersdlf ook unattractive; in fact, the coiffure gave her a waifish charm that was quite

appealing.

“Good to see you, too,” he replied, and meant it. “What’ s been going on here?’
She leaned against the doorway. “Well, let's see. Vardlla's be-trothed.”

“Sheid To Roven?

“No, it's such a shock. Someone she met in the city. He's a high-caste man, so no
problem there, but not someone her mother approves of. It's kind of been a scandal,



and | think her grandmother’ s threaten-ing to divert her inheritance.”
“That would be pretty severe.”

“She says she doesn’t care. Says she’s going to live in the city the rest of her life,
anyway. And her fiancée is a doctor over at the East Side hospital, so between them
they ought to be fine in terms of income. But what a surprise, huh? Varella never
seemed like much of arebd to me.”

“You're just jealous because you didn't think of it first,” Nolan scoffed. “Refusing
the man your family had picked out for you.”

She smiled and squirmed against the hard doorframe to achieve better comfort. “I
did do it, but | was seventeen, and they’ve been afraid to matchmake for me ever
since,” she retorted. “Now they’re waiting for me to get over my infatuation with
Julitta before they in-troduce me to digible men.”

“1 think you should follow Vardlla's lead and find your own man.”
“Maybe | would,” she said softly, “if | could figure men out.”

Nolan assumed that was a veiled reference to his own behavior and decided to
change the subject. “Any other news? How’s Cerisa?’

“Like you care.”
“Just curious.”

“She’s been gone a lot. Speculation is that Ariana Bayless is con-sidering
reconfiguring the Biolab and Cerisa’s been there a lot advising her. That, or they're
involved in some torrid affair, because they are to-gether all the time.”

“1 could see that. Cerisa Daylen and Ariana Bayless.”

“Anyway, she hasn’'t been around much, which of course has made the rest of us
just as happy as bugs in the springtime. Hiram thinks maybe she’'s considering
resigning, but Pakt says that won't hap-pen till the world ends. But we talk about it a
lot.”

“That would make her happy.”

“So what about you?’ she asked. “Y ou okay?’

“Okay.”

“Don’'t want to tak about it, | guess.”

“Not redly.”

“Would you want to have lunch, though? Y ou cannot talk about it while we eat.”
“That sounds good. I’'m hungry already.”

Over the medl, she filled him in on other small events that had transpired in his
absence. As she spoke, the world began to resume some of its norma shades and
contours; it was as if, with her words and details, she applied color and depth onto
his flat, gray perspective. Now and then she would mention the name of someone
whose exis-tence he had literdly forgotten, and he would reinsert that person into his



interior landscape, until graduadly it became populated and lively again. Sometimes he
became so engrossed in remembering these new-found friends that he missed a few
of her next sentences.

“I’m supposed to go to my mother’s this summer, in fact, for at least a month,” she
was saying once when he ragued back in to the con-versation. “Coleta
Templeton—you remember the Templetons?—is introducing her youngest daughter
a a birthday bal, and my mother is just adamant that | return for it. And of course
the summer is the high social season a my mother’s house, because that’s when we
cele-brate her birthday, and my grandmother’s birthday, and my birthday, and so |
know if | once set foot in-country, | won't get away for weeks.”

“Will dulitta go with you?” Nolan asked.

Méeina sipped her drink and looked quizzica. They had been gone from the lab for
nearly ninety minutes, and she showed no signs of wanting to return. Nolan assumed
she had cleared this dl with Pakt (“I'll take him out to lunch and see how he's
doing”), so he had not bothered to glance at his watch since they sat down.

“Julitta wants to go, and my mother has invited her, but | don’'t think I'm redly
supposed to bring her,” Mdina said at last with the ar of one making a confession.
“1 think I’'m supposed to be meeting Stef-fel Templeton and Ronan Baner. | think
my mother wants to parade the candidates before me, and that would be a little
harder to do with ajahlaat my side.”

“S0,” said Nolan, toying with his slverware, “in fact the infatuation has aready
waned.”

“No,” Mdinasaid serioudy. “No. Every time | think to mysdlf, ‘1’'m going to have to
give this woman up sometime,” | fed my heart stop. | find mysef bargaining for
more time. | tdl mysdf, ‘Another year. | won't even think about it until next spring.
Next summer. Next fall.” | don’t know what I'll do when it actualy comes down to
it. When | have to marry and move on.”

“Then don't do it,” Nolan said.

Méelina spread her hands. On her face was a hurt smile. “I’'m the oldest daughter. |
owe my family something—I owe them everything. What else can | do?’

Nolan rose to his feet, too filled with a sudden rush of restless en-ergy to st quietly
for another moment. “Let the land pass to a younger Sister or a cousin or a niece.
Let it fdl into fallow ruin. What will it matter? Don’t let them marry you off to some
stupid clod just to get yourself a daughter. How can you turn your back on love? If
you had ever had it once and let it go, you wouldn’t even be able to tak about it
now.”

She gaped up a him, seeming too stunned to move. “You've bro-ken your
engagement with Leesa,” she said.

He had turned to go, so he answered her over his shoulder. “Leesa,” he said, “is the
least of my heartaches right now.” And he walked out of the restaurant without even
glancing back to see if she would follow.



The next two weeks passed at an almost languorous pace. Nolan was aware of the
unfolding of each minute, second by second. He watched time array itself before
him as he would have watched the blooming of a flower through stop-motion
photography. Smal events jogged his memory, reminded him how it felt to be
human, and indigo: This was the exact scent of summer asphalt in the city; this was
the precise taste of homemade holiday bread. It was as if dl these details had been
wiped away by the invasion of the gulden lifestyle, and now his brain and his body
had to relearn their most basic components.

But none of the recovered knowledge erased what he had ac-quired on Gold
Mountain. The two sets of memories coexisted, side by side and antithetical; he
could not make them meet insde his head. He was like a planet circling a single sun,
so that only hdf of his sur-faces were illuminated a any one time. But nightfal did
not obliterate one nor daylight make the other paramount. He watched the revolving
scenery in his mind and wondered when he would succumb to mad-ness.

He tried over and over to plan a trip to Inrhio, but he could not bring himsdf to
make the travel reservations. It was not that he was afraid to see Leesa, wracked with
worry over the pain he would inflict on a kind and innocent soul—he should have
been, but he was not. What held him back was this surrea lassitude, this ingbility to
fully function, this strange detachment that, despite his best efforts, dlowed him to
dip weightlessly through his own life. And yet it was unfair to Leesa to fal to tel her
how signaly her life had changed. Even in his dreamy state, he recognized that.

She forced the issue by ariving in the city one evening only twelve hours after she
had aerted him that she was coming. “I’ve taken a hotel for the first two nights,
because | have no ideawhat you' ve planned these days,” her note informed him. “If
you're free, come to me this evening. If not, send me a note. Can’t wait to see you.”

So he dutifully presented himsdlf at her room as soon as he fin-ished work for the
day. She seemed pleased to see him, but preoccu-pied. She had come to the city on
business, and not dl her transactions hud proceeded smoothly.

“I'll have to run these figures by mother, because she’s much bet-ter at numbers
than | am, but | don’t think thisis the yield we were ex-pecting,” she told Nolan, ill
frowning down at some papers. She was dressed in a flowing summer frock of froth
and agua, and she looked like some sea goddess who had drifted in on the evening
tide. Nolan could not help thinking how beautiful she looked, but the thought was
distant; it chimed in his head like some faraway bell.

Eventualy she laid the papers aside and smiled a him across the room. She was
seated behind the massive, impersona desk. He had draped himsef across a
flowered sofa. “I'm sorry,” she said. “I haven’'t seen you in so long, and here | am
going on about unimportant things. How have you been? I've heard practicaly
nothing from you this past month or so.”

“Busy,” he said. “Odd things have been happening.”



She crossed the room to come st in the chair beside him. She took his hand and
held it on her lap. “What odd things?’

He shook his head. He had never, with adl his mentd preparation, come up with a
good lieto tdl Leesa. “Among other things, I’ ve been thinking over what’s going to
happen in my future.”

She smiled again and squeezed his fingers. “Silly. Your future is marrying me and
living in a beautiful house and having marvelous daughters. They’ll have my face and
your brains, and everyone will adore them.”

“1 wish that were so,” he said serioudly.

“Why wouldn't it be? | know we've waited a while to marry, but we're ill young
enough to have children. As many children as we want.”

Nolan sat up in his chair, and his strange detachment took this moment to fal away.
Suddenly, everything seemed hyperreal—every distinct color in the room, every
individua bone in the hand that held onto his, every breath he painfully drew into his
lungs. “I don’t think so,” he said in alow, firm voice. “I don’t think that is the future
| want after al.”

Leesa's dark eyes grew darker, shadowed from within by sudden doubts.
“Then—what is it you do want? You've never mentioned any other plans. And
we ve talked about this often enough.”

“Sometimes, | think you don’t redlize how important my work is to me,” he said.
“Sometimes | haven't redlized it mysalf. | can’t move back in-country with you to
live on your grandmother’s estate. | can’t turn my back on the life | have so carefully
fashioned for mysalf here. | can’'t give up everything I've worked for to become
your husband and the father of your children.”

“But—you never said—if it matters that much—well, we could find a way,” she
said. Her face was both frightened and hopeful. She looked like a child trying to
reason her way out of a nightmare. “Lots of families have homes in the city and
homes in the country, and they move between them—if you only had to work four
or six months a year—"

“It’s not just the work,” he said as gently as he could. “It’s the life. Nothing about it
matters to me. All that talk of who marries whom— what heiress has received what
property—it’s central to your existence, but | don’t care about it. | don’t like those
people. | don’t want to be with those people.”

“You don’'t want to be with me,” she whispered.

“Up until a month or so ago,” he said, “I was the right man for you, and you were
the only woman who had ever mattered to me. It had not occurred to me those
things could change. It's not just that we want different things. It's that | have
become a different man. To marry you—to live with you—would be false. To both
of us. You deserve someone who comes to you with awhole heart.”

“You've fdlen in love with someone e se.”



“That’s only part of it,” he said.

“That’s the only part | need to know".” All this time, she had kept his hand in hers,
but now she released him, in a gesture both stately and find. She came to her fest,
and he followed suit, feding as if there had not been enough sentences between them
for him to explain what he truly meant.

“There's so much to tdl you,” he began, “but so much | don’t know how to put
into words.”

She held up one hand as if to enjoin silence and moved back from Him n pace or
two. Her face was so stony he was sure she was holding back tears, but she moved
with dl her usual grace and dignity. “At times like this,” she said, “words are the
most harmful thingsin the world. The less you say, the less I’ll have to remember.”

He stood il a moment, trying to think of a response to that, but it was clear dl she
wanted from him was an exit. He made a smdl bow, a quaint acknowledgement of
her unexpressed desire, and moved toward the door. On the threshold he paused,
and turned back toward her.

“Yours is the spirit that formed me more than any other,” he told her. “When | think
of the last fifteen years of my life, everything will be colored by you. You taught me
only the sweeter aspects of love. | never knew, till others told me, that love also can
be careless and cruel. What | have become is something you would not want, but |
did not become that because of anything you have done. Had | been given a choice
about it, | would have remained who | was, and faithful to you. And | will dways
love you for the beauty you brought to my life”

She listened, but nothing about her softened. “None of that helps,” she said in a
forlorn voice, and turned her back on him. He waited a moment longer in silence,
then left the room. That would be, he thought, the last time in his life he would ever
see her.

He told no one about his farewell with Leesa, but somehow everyone knew. He
received a letter from his mother, filled with baffled recrim-ination, and one from his
sister, filled with some of the harshest lan-guage anyone had ever addressed to him.
At work, he caught a few sideong glances of pity or rebuke from his indigo
coworkers, depend-ing on their own leve of happiness in ther relationships, and
Méeinatook him out to lunch again.

“I won't pry,” she said, “but you could at least tell me how you're feding.”
“Like I've been pummeled and battered, every day, every night.”

“Wdll, then!” she exclamed. “Go back in-country—make up with her—I'm sure
she'll listen to your excuses.”

Nolan shook his head. “Can’t,” he said. “It feds like the wrong thing to have done,
but | know it was the right one.”



“Maybe in afew weeks you'll fed differently,” she suggested.

He shook his head again and declined to answer, merely taking another bite of his
casserole. Mdina sighed loudly and turned her attention to the hard copy she'd
purchased on their way in. She had said she was looking for news about the grain
export levels, but she ap-peared to be reading even the most obscure items with
equal interest.

Suddenly, she let loose an indistinct exclamation of surprise. “lI can’'t believe it!
They’ve released Jex Zanlan!”

Nolan's food turned to rubble in his mouth. He swalowed care-fully and said,
“What did you say?’

She pointed at the paper. “Jex Zanlan. They’'ve let him out of prison. Y esterday
morning, apparently.”

“I don't beieveit,” he sad.

“Well, it says so right here. But isn't that strange? | mean, everybody assumes he's
the one behind the bombing of the Centrifuge, not to mention the troubles at the
Carbonnier Extension and the med-ical building, so why would they—Nolan? Where
are you going? Nolan?’

For he had jumped to his feet, flung money on the table, and headed toward the
door. If Ariana Bayless had released Jex Zanlan, that could only mean one thing.

He waited till nightfal, and then he took the cross-town trolley to West One. This
time, the colorful houses aong Elmtree looked less strange to him, more inviting. He
Imagined the daily routines inside, the fathers and sons going off to work every day,
the mothers and the daughters preparing the food and working in the gardens, each
mem-ber of the household knowing his place, ailing one component of the domestic
machine. Not the life Nolan wanted, no, but with its own symmetry and peace.
Sometimes, lately, he knew he would be happier living a life in which his role was
defined, his every movement forecast and expected.

Wi, he had had such alife, and he had given it up. Now, till the end of his days, he
would be guessing.

The men on the bus glanced at him and glanced away, but Nolan didn’'t care. They
would not chalenge him without a reason, as long as he did not disrupt their ancient
patterns. He remembered the street much better than he had thought. He rose for his
stop the block before it arrived and swung easily off the bus. Yes, this little cluster
of galy decorated shops was exactly as he had recalled. And here was Cloverton,
and he would wak until he arrived at 1811.

At the striped house with the danted copper roof, he paused a moment before
summoning the courage to knock. It was certainly pos-sible Colt was not here, or
would disbelieve him. Nolan had no idea what he would do next if that were so.



The door was answered by the same gorgeous, terrified young woman who had
opened it to Nolan when he was here with Mdina “Colt,” Nolan said, firmly and
dowly, and then remembered a few of the words Kit had taught him. “See Coalt. |
see Colt.”

The woman responded with a rapid flood of interrogative phrases, but Nolan just
shook his head. “1 see Colt,” he repeated. It crossed his mind, a wild thought, that
Colt was dead and the woman thought Nolan must be halucinating, but he had no
other language with which to make his request known. Kit had not even taught him
the word “please.” He had asked for it, and she had laughed. “Guldmen never use it,
S0 you have no need to learn it,” she had replied.

The guldwoman before him answered again in a spate of unintel-ligible words, then
suddenly ducked behind the door and disappeared. Nolan just waited. Perhaps she
would fetch the young interpreter; per-haps he would be standing here the rest of his
life. But no. Those were footsteps, and then the door was flung open, and Nolan
was suddenly confronting the large blond man he had not seen in more than a month.

There was a moment's dead silence. Nolan found himsaf wishing he had
remembered how big Colt was, how deadly looking. Weeks of outlawvry had
intensified the underlying ferocity of his features, honed his reckless edge. He had
adways appeared dangerous, at least to Nolan; now he appeared lethdl.

Colt spoke first. “You,” he said in that familiar mocking voice, “are the very last
person in the city | expected to find at my door.”

“1 was here once before,” Nolan said. “We left you messages.”

“Anyone could have guessed that that particular vist was Melina's idea, and not
yours,” Colt said. “But here you are, dl on your own. | guess | have to ask you
why.”

There were considerations of honor here, and Nolan did not want to make fase
accusations. But he had not mastered the indirect complexities of the gulden tongue,
and so he plunged right in. “Cerisafired you,” he said bluntly, “because she thought
you had associations with Jex Zanlan. And I’m here because | hope you do.”

Colt did not look angry; he looked incredibly amused. “And if | do? You expect me
to admit this to you and tdl you dl about our rebel meetings?’

Nolan shook his head. “I want to tel you something, and give you something, and |
want you to pass them both aong to Jex.”

“And I’'m sure the son of the chief of Geldricht would be inter-ested in any message
you have for him,” Colt said in aslky voice.

“Jex isdying,” Nolan said flatly.

Colt raised his eyebrows and leaned againgt the doorframe. “And how would you
know this? Have you even laid eyes on the man?’

“First he had a cough, nothing too bad. Then a severe cough. Now he's exhausted,
and growing weaker every day, but the cough is gone. Have you read the papers?



Have you heard about the new gulden virus that’s spreading in from Geldricht? The
hospitals are aware of it. Has he seen a doctor?”’

“The doctor said his symptoms were not those of this mysterious virus.”

Nolan nodded impatiently. “That’s because he's gone through the first three or four
phases. He's in the find phase now—it doesn’t look anything like the first few. It
doesn’'t matter. It's a disease that can only be treated up to a certain point, and he's
crossed it. They wouldn’'t have released him unless they were sure he was beyond
the power of the drugs to cure.”

“How do you know this?’ Colt demanded.
“Because | have studied the disease and the drug.”
“It’s new—a few weeks old. Y ou cannot have learned much.”

Nolan smiled grimly. “I learned it dl in a day. There's not much to know about it,
except it isfatal to gulden, if untreated, and it was created by Cerisa Daylen.”

Now shock made dl Colt’s features go dack. “Created by—"
Nolan nodded. “Manufactured. Specifically. To kill. The gulden.”

In the space of seconds, Colt had assmilated the information, re-covered from
stupefaction, and grown calculating and cold. “You can't prove this,” he said.

Nolan shook his head. “I can’t. But you know Cerisa, and you know me, and | think
you will believe me.”

“Oh, | do. | am determining now how to kill her.”

Nolan shook his head. “Let her live until |1 see her,” he said. “For, trust me, her life is
about to become worthless.”

Now Colt looked amazed and stared down a Nolan as if he had never seen this
particular indigo before. “Y ou? What would you do to her?’

Nolan handed Colt a sheaf of papers he had fished from his pocket. “I’m giving you
the tools to strike back. You're the only guld-man | know who will be able to read
them, understand them, and use them. And | will tdl her what | have done, and
why.”

Colt opened the folded papers and scanned them, then gazed back at Nolan with a
marveling eye. But dl he said was, “ Tested?’

Nolan shook his head. “Lab work.”

“Antidote?’

“Stll working on it.”

Calt laughed suddenly, a harsh, brutal sound. “Shal | let Jex make the decison?’
“That iswhat | assumed.”

A moment more of silence, and then Colt suddenly thrust his hand out to shake
hands with Nolan. It was the first time Colt had made such a gesture in the five years



they had known each other. Nolan fdt his bones protest under Colt’s hard grip.

“You're aman of honor, Nolan Adelpho,” Colt said. “And so | will tdl anyone who
asks.”

The long trip back into the city by bus and trolley, by starlight and streetlight. Nolan
was dill numb, both physically and mentaly. He moved as if propelled by unseen
and insstent hands, surprised a him-saf but not surprised enough to resist. He had
not even taken a mo-ment to plot his strategy. He had known, apparently for weeks,
what he must do. And now he was merdly doing it.

It was a couple of hours before midnight when he walked into the offices of the
gulden news media. There were about fifteen people working there, most of them
men, but one or two, unexpectedly, were women. The place appeared to be one hig,
stark, brightly lit room filled with ajumble of desks, people, monitors, and eectronic
equip-ment. Nolan stood there for a moment, getting his bearings. He was not sure
whom to approach or how to get anyone's attention.

However, within three minutes, one of the workers came up and civilly asked what
he needed. The reporter was a gulden mae about Nolan’s age, with long curly hair
and intelligent eyes. His bluetongue was perfectly unaccented.

“1 want to get a story into the gulden press,” Nolan said.

The reporter nodded, his eyes fixed on Nolan’s face. “And why?’

“Because it's a story that affects the gulden. And the indigo media wouldn’t carry
it.”

“What makes you think we will?’

“If you believe me, you will.”

“Do you have anything that will make us believe you?’

“1 think so,” Nolan said. “Y ou have to. Because it’s true.”

He spent three hours at the media office, going over facts, dates, chemica formulas,
and medica information. He waited while the reporter—now augmented by haf a
dozen coworkers, editors, and lawyers—called two of the gulden hospitals to
confirm facts. Chay had dedliberately kept news of the virus a a very low-key leve,
so that the medica community knew of the disease but not its origin and not its
ramifications. As the magnitude of the event began to sink in, the members of the
gulden press grew more and more grim.

“This will dissolve the city,” said one of the lawyers who had been called in for
consultation. “Thisis civil war.”

“Then should we rethink?’ asked a reporter. “Not run it?’



“Have to run it,” was the brief response of the man Nolan as-sumed was the
managing editor. He seemed to be in charge of the whole group. “We would be just
as guilty as Cerisa Daylen if we didn’t. People will live or die because of this story.”

“The city will go up in flames,” the lawyer said, shaking his head.
“There’s more,” Nolan said. “Maybe worse.”

“That’s hard to believe,” the managing editor said.

“Jex Zanlan has found a weapon with which to fight back.”

“What kind of weapon?’ the lawyer asked. In a ow, clear mono-logue, Nolan told
them. There was a long blank silence once he had finished speaking.

“You're right, it's worse,” the managing editor said faintly. “It's not a war, it's a
complete meltdown. We could have a ghost city in three days.”

“That’'s why | thought somebody ought to know,” Nolan said.

The lawyer was staring a Nolan strangely. He was dight of build, for a gulden, with
pasty skin that bespoke too much time spent in-doors, snatching food at random.
“But why tdl us?’ he demanded. “Why tel anyone?’

Nolan rose to his feet. He was weary beyond tdling, and he sill had one more stop
to make this night. “Because it was the right thing to do,” he said.

“l don’t know that | would have done it in your place,” the lawyer said.
Nolan turned to go. “Then Cerisa Daylen and Ariana Bayless have dready won.”

Out into the cool dark of the deserted city. He was in the centra district, not six
blocks from the Complex, and limos for hire were cruising the streets, looking for
passengers. It would be a tidy sum to ride from here into the residential
neighborhoods on the southern edge of town, but Nolan flagged one down anyway.
All he could think about was deeping, going to bed and forgetting everything about
this evening, everything about his life. He would dream, indgnificant and
anonymous, and if he was lucky, he would wake without remembering who he was.

He had never been that lucky.

The limo moved quickly through the empty streets and was so comfortable that
Nolan almost did fdl asleep. He jolted to full alert-ness as the driver stopped before
alarge, shuttered house that showed no gleam of light at any door or window.

“Looks like they're dl adeep in there,” the driver remarked.

Nolan counted out a few bills and handed them over. “Not for long,” he said with
dry humor. “Be the last time anyone in that house sleeps for a good long while.”

On the porch, he sounded the door gong repeatedly to send the sense of urgency
through the house. Even so, the limo had disappeared before lights came on in the
front rooms, and a tousled mae servant opened the door.

“The hela is deeping,” the servant said. “What message may | convey to her in the
morning?’



“No message,” Nolan said, brushing by him to step into the hal-way. He had never
been insde this house, but its opulence for a mo-ment stopped
him—Dblack-and-white marble in the foyer, a curved stairway sweeping up to the
second floor, glimpses of rooms off to e-ther side filled with massive antique
furniture. “Tell her | must see her tonight.”

“1 do not wish to disturb the hela,” the servant said alittle more forcefully.

A voice spoke from the top of the stairs. “It’'s dl right, Coto, |I've aready been
disturbed.” It was Cerisa, speaking with her usua acerbic aplomb. “Well, Nolan,
your behavior has been increasingly erratic of late, but this may be your most
outrageous episode yet. Coming to my house in the middle of the night.”

Nolan gazed up at her. She had never been a beautiful woman, but her patrician
features and haughty bearing dways made her arrest-ing. Even now, startled from
deep and in no good humor, the colors and contours of her face spoke a strength of
will that was amost unop-posable. He had been afraid of her since he had met
her—they dl were, even Pakt. But tonight, she inspired in Nolan not the dightest
tendril of panic or darm. Her hold on him had been broken irrevocably.

“It's the last time I'll trouble you,” he said. “But | think you'll want to hear what |
have to say.”

“If it'sto tdl me you’ re resigning, you could have left me anote,” she said. “I prefer
my histrionics at one remove.”

“I"'m resigning,” he said, “but you are, too.”

The dark brows arched over the black eyes. “You are mad,” she said camly. “Shall
| call the servants?’

“Cdll them if you want,” he said. “But | think you’ d prefer to hear me out first.”

“There is nothing you could say to me at this hour that | would be interested in
hearing.”

“Nothing?’ he said softly, dill staring up a her. “Can you think of nothing you might
have done that | could have discovered and would be willing to tell the world?’

“Coto,” she snapped. “Show this man to the study and bring a tray of refreshments.
No one is to disturb us. I'll be down in five min-utes,” she added to Nolan, and
disappeared.

It was more like fifteen minutes before Cerisa joined Nolan in the small, plush stting
room whose walls were filled, floor to ceiling, with shelves of medica texts and
journas. Nolan had aready helped himsdlf to the food and wine Coto had brought
in. He was starving. A stress re-action, he supposed, the body using up dl its
reserves as it launched it-self into combat. The food was delicious. He took another
bite and watched Cerisa shut the door behind her.

“Now, Nolan,” she said in a smooth, dangerous voice. “Why don’'t you tel me what
you think you know?’

No need for games and subterfuge. Nolan swallowed his last mouthful. “On Ariana



Bayless's orders, you developed a virus fatd to the gulden. You exposed Chay
Zanlan to it when he was in the city visiting his son. Apparently, you aso
administered it to Jex Zanlan, be-cause he's been released from prison to die in the
arms of his cohorts and infect the lot of them. And your purpose was to destroy the
gulden completely. Plague. Genocide.”

She didn’'t deny it; she didn't even look concerned. It occurred to Nolan that she
was planning to have him kidnapped from her home, taken away somewhere and
quietly disposed of. It was probably within her means and definitely in character.
“Evenif that were true,” she said, “1 don’t see what you could do about it.”

Nolan actudly laughed. “I can do alot!” he exclaimed. “In fact, I’ ve done it.”
“Redly? And what exactly have you done?’

He counted off the items on his fingers. “I worked late to modify some of my
generd gulden formulas to counteract the virus. Same with existing vaccines. |
traveled into Geldricht to share the drugs with Chay Zanlan. Who was pretty sick
when | |eft, by the way, but stabi-lized. He may recover. At any rate, we' ve heard no
news of his death, which | consider a good sign.”

Cerisa preserved her cam, but her eyes had taken on an icy in-tendity. “You're right,
that is quite a lot,” she said. “I’'m impressed by your industriousness, but—may |
say it?—disappointed a the direc-tion your conscience has taken you. Has it
occurred to you that Ariana Bayless and | may have had perfectly legitimate reasons
for construct-ing such avirus?’

“No, not redly,” Nolan said. “What would those reasons be?’

Cerisa rose to her feet. “The preservation of the indigo race! It is an assault on us
from dl sides by the gulden! They attack our buildings and our institutions, so that
the city is not safe for innocent people to live in. They thwart our attempt toward
progress, denying us the right to expand and grow. But worst—and don't tel me
you haven't seen thisl—they have begun to intermingle with our people. Twelve
years ago, when my own daughter was approached by a gulden man, our
government knew what to do to stop such outrage. But now? What do you see on
the streets every day? Gilt girls waking hand in hand with well brought up blueskin
boys—it makes me sick to my stomach to see it. There were fifteen interracial
marriages in the city last year, did you know that? Fifteen! The year before that there
were only three, and the year before that, one. Before that, none! It wasn't to be
thought of! But now, they grow bold and fearless. They think they can be just like
us. They think they are as good as we are. They think they can make us jus like
them. But they’ re wrong. And they must be stopped.”

“You're the one who has to be stopped, Cerisa,” Nolan said. “You and Ariana
Bayless and however many dried-up old fanatic hags there are like you in the city. If
there’s two of you, there must be more. | hadn’t thought about that before. | guess
I'll figure out how to dedl with the rest of them later, when | know who they are.”

She gave alaugh of pure disbelief. “Ded with theml” she ex-claimed. “How do you
think you're going to dea with us?’



He took a moment to study her face. He had aways thought she was the
quintessential Higher Hundred matriarch, with the bone structure that had been
copied over and over again onto the faces of dl the women he knew. But now, he
was relieved to see, he could note subtle differences. There were angles and secrets
in her face that he had never seen in Leesa’s, never seen in his mother’s. She was
not the prototype. She was the aberration.

“I"ve dready dedlt with you,” he said softly. “I’ ve told my story to the gulden press.
Y our name and Ariana Bayless' s name will be on every monitor in the city tomorrow
morning.”

For the first time, he had shocked her. She reared back in horror, and her blue face
turned dark with anger. “You didn’t,” she said.

“Oh, | did. Names, dates, places. And a hard copy printout from your computer for
proof. The GGP file. Gulden genocide plan.”

“You'relying,” she said. Her hands had clutched, clawlike, on the arms of her chair.
He took a brief moment to reflect that a mortal threat brought out the animd
characteristics of even the most sophis-ticated woman.

“No, I’'m not,” he said, dill in that easy, unconcerned voice. “l ex-pect tomorrow
will be an interesting day for both of you.”

Now he had silenced her; she stared a him as if he were the face of evil itsdf. He
waited a few minutes for her to speak, then shrugged and climbed to his feet. “So,
that’s what | thought you'd be interested in hearing,” he said, ambling for the door.
“Aren’t you glad | came by?’

“Get out of here,” she whispered. She was 4ill clinging to the chair which looked,
by some amazing achemy, to have swelled around her to twice its origind size. Or
perhaps she was shrinking, her bones contracting and her flesh drawing itsef close
for protection. “Y ou— you—"

He paused at the doorway. “Oh, and one more thing,” he said casualy. “I gave Colt
the formula for a new virus. But this one attacks indigo only. And so far | don’t have
an antidote.”

Her mouth opened but no words came out; she had been robbed of the ability to
Speak.

“They might ask you to stay on at the lab until the cure is found,” Nolan continued
conversationally. “Or they might like the irony of asking Pakt to find the antibiotic
that will save the indigo. Although he might not be too keen on the task. He might be
one of those who hopes we dl succumb to infection and die wretched deaths. To
save the gulden, you know, from our dreadful indigo taint.”

“Y ou have betrayed your race,” Cerisa breathed.

Nolan opened the door. “No, Cerisa,” he said. “You have.” And he walked out the
door, down the elegant stairway, and out into the spangled night.



CHAPTER 18

Kit stayed in Geldricht for ten days after Nolan left, no longer as prisoner but as
favored guest. She was not deceived, of course. She knew that Chay’s guards
followed her anytime she left the mansion grounds, but she took every opportunity
to leave anyway. Chay, who had adways spoiled her, had given her a substantia gift
of money. So she browsed the markets for a few days, mostly buying clothes,
because she was heartily sick of the few outfits she had been revolving for the past
weeks. She also bought gifts for Rel and Chay’s daughters, and spent many
enjoyable evenings with the women who had loved her even better than her own
family had. Rell was wise, and the girls were loving, and Kit felt at ease with them as
she felt with few people in the world.

Not that she told them anything of her recent adventures. Not that she told them of
Jex, or Nolan, or Chay. What Rell knew, Chay had told her, and the guldwoman
would want to learn nothing important from any other source. So they talked of
clothing, and the girls prospects for marriage, and the changes that new
construction had brought to Gold Mountain, and the hours passed peacefully.

Kit had no desire to see Chay, and he did not send for her.

She knew he was recovering, because Rell told her so, tears of happiness running
down her fair cheeks. Once Kit would have cried like that, too, so joyous she could
not express her emotion any other way, but not now. Not for Chay Zanlan. Not for
the man who would have sacrificed someone he loved deeply merdly to gain an edge
with his enemy.

Or perhaps he had never loved her. How was it ever possible to tdl when emotion
was genuine, when it was fase, and when it was summoned for a convenient
purpose? It wasn't just Chay whose fed-ings she doubted. Her own had been in
such severe flux for so many weeks that she questioned the authenticity of any surge
of passion.

Her love for Jex Zanlan, which had consumed her for so many years, had burned
itself out in the inferno of horror. She could remem-ber every contour of his body,
every timbre of his voice. She could call up with an almost sensual detail the way her
heart had reacted the first time he kissed her mouth. She had forgotten nothing, she
would deny nothing; this was a man she had adored. But no more. That white-hot
fever had charred itsdlf to ashes. There was nothing left to rekindle.

Her love for Chay, dways such a powerful, comforting thing, had chilled overnight
to frost and shadows. He had deliberately risked her, and not to save himsdlf, not to
save anyone, merdy to hurt someone ese. He had aways been a superb
tactician—that had been his great strength as a leader—but she had not realized until
recently how ruth-less that had made him. She guessed now that, when he had been
in the city making deals with Ariana Bayless, he had been willing to sacrifice his son
to the communa goals, and that redization froze her soul even more. She could not
live like that; she could not love like that; she could not forgive such calculated



betrayals.

And yet these were two of the people she had loved most in the world. How then
was she to trust her heart? It fluttered now like a shy, rapturous bird, caged with
uncertainty but breathless with hope, and she could not help but believe she would
be a fool to follow it. This same heart had taken her down grand, giddy paths
before, leading her straight to devastation and despair. Why was she to think it was
any wiser now? She was not one who could differentiate the noble character from
the base; she could not discern the black lie threaded through the gaudy truth. She
could not love again; there was no safety in her judgment. She would not seek out
Nolan Adelpho once she returned to the city.

Nolan had been gone for ten days when Chay findly called for Kit again. The guard
escorted her to one of the staterooms, so she knew before she saw him that he must
be much improved. And indeed, once she stepped into his presence, she saw that he
had begun a dow recov-ery. He was ill unwontedly pale, and he seemed to have
lost a good ded of weight, but the vibrancy was back in his eyes, his voice, his skin.

“Kit. You're looking well,” he greeted her, gesturing for his guard to leave and for
her to seat hersdlf at a table laden with food. They both complied. Chay took a chair
across from her. She thought that he had chosen this room for the audience because
of its rich amber walls, which reflected extra color onto his cheeks and brow. He
was gill far from completely well.

“As are you, Chay Zanlan,” she said formally. He had spoken in goldtongue and she
followed suit.

“And you have been wdl entertained in your vist here? My lady wife and my
daughters have helped you amuse yourself?’

“They are, as dways, charming and delightful.”

Tdk continued for a while in this vein, the careful socia indirec-tions for which the
gulden were famous. They each served themselves platefuls of food, and took small
bites, and continued chatting, and nothing of importance was said for at least twenty
minutes.

Findly, laying his ngpkin aside, Chay leaned forward a little in his chair. “We must
talk, you and I, Kitrini Solvano,” he said.

She raised her eyebrows. “I thought we were taking,” she said serenely.

He smiled. “We can converse in bluetongue, if you prefer,” he said, switching to that
language.

“Only if, in such words, you can tdl me outright what you want me to hear,” she
said, matching him again.

“It is alanguage made for plain speaking,” he said. “At times | envy it.”
“Then speak plainly,” she said.



“It istime for you to leave Gold Mountain,” Chay said.
She nodded. “1 am glad to hear it.”
“And | would wish you to leave not hating me.”

Agan she raised her eyebrows; this time she was truly surprised. “lI would have
thought that a man who could behave as you did would not care who hated him and
who did not,” she said bluntly.

“It is one thing to behave a certain way. It is another to disregard the consequences.”

“At firg,” she said, “when you bargained with Nolan Adelpho for my life, | was hurt
to the core of my being. | thought, ‘He would never have betrayed his own son and
daughters this way’ And then | redlized that—had it been expedient—you would
have treated them just as badly, or even worse. What bargain did you make with
Ariana Bayless when you sojourned in the city? Once | redlized that any of us—all of
us—are choifer soldiers on your game board, | stopped being hurt. | redlized it was
not that you loved me any less. It was that | had always been wrong in believing you
were someone who deserved my affection to begin with.”

“l understand that you are angry, but | am surprised as wdl,” he replied smoothly.
“Did you learn nothing from your father? He aban-doned a family, a history, an
entire culture, on principle. To prove a point. He made you a misfit in your natural
environment as a socio-logical experiment. To see what the result would be. How is
that any different from what | did, which was to use you as a shield to protect my
own life?’

Kit came to her feet, not caring if he was ready to dismiss her or not. “My father
believed indigo society was truly evil and that the only wny to protect me was to
raise me outside its boundaries. The difference is, he was trying to save me, and you
were trying to kill me.”

“Not trying to kill you, Kit,” Chay murmured.
“Willing to,” she amended. “Just as bad.”

“1 aways thought you had alarge and generous heart, Kit,” Chay said, now returning
to the delicate, nuanced goldtongue. “But today it seems to have grown hard and
knotty.”

“Perhaps | do have asmall heart, Chay. It is too full of other things to have room for
forgiveness.”

“Perhaps, when you eradicate the anger, there will be a space yet for such a sweet
thing.”

“When | dig up the anger and toss it from my heart, | will plant other flowers in that
garden,” she said. “And they will blossom, and they will be beautiful, but they will
not be for you.”

He had not risen when she did, and now he seemed to dump backward in his chair.
But he raised his hand in a ceremonia benedic-tion and spoke ill in that same calm,
affectionate voice.



“Then take your smdl heart, and leave me,” he said. “Travel in safety, live in hedlth,
rgjoice in happiness. If | do not see you again, re-member these as my last words to
you.”

She wanted to, but she could not leave with a bitter farewell. She did not want to
have to return someday merely to quiet her conscience with an apology. “The mirror
catches dl those wishes and returns them to you in silver,” she said, giving him the
traditiona gulden reply. “Be well, Chay Zanlan. | will not forget you.”

And she left him. And she found, not a dl to her surprise, that the guards had
dready packed her clothes for her and purchased her a ticket for the evening train.
There was time to say goodbye to Rell and the girls, but Kit did not attempt it. She
wanted to leave Gold Mountain without crying.

Thistime.

But in the city, there was cause enough for tears. While Kit had been gone, her
grandmother had died, and the whole family was in disarray. It was the first thing Kit
learned when, weary and travel-stained, she showed up on Sereva's doorstep two
days later. The butler merely gaped when he saw her on the porch, but Kit heard
Sereva's voice from the upstairs hall.

“Is that the lawyer?’ Sereva called.

The servant did not answer, so after a pause Kit raised her voice. “No,” she said.
“I's me.”

“What? Kit? Is that you?’ Sereva demanded, and came hurrying around the corner
of the bannister to stare down from the upper land-ing. She was dressed in a gown
of severe burgundy, the indigo color of mourning. Kit felt her stomach lurch with
warning. “Where have you been? Are you dl right? Why have you been gone so
long?’

“It's a complicated story,” Kit said, brushing that aside and run-ning lightly up the
stairs. Seen at a close range, Sereva looked as ex-hausted as Kit felt, though infinitely
camer. “What’ s happened?’ Kit asked. “Why are you dressed like that?’

Sereva stared at her. “Y ou mean you don’t know? It’'s been in dl the media.”
“Granmama,” Kit guessed. “No, | hadn’t heard ... What hap-pened?’

“Her heart. She was fine one day. The next morning, she was dead. The servants
have been hysterical. It only happened two days ago, so dl of us are ill in shock. |
thought you must have seen—I thought that’s what brought you back.”

Kit shook her head, her throat too tight to dlow words to pass. Two days ago, she
had been leaving Chay Zanlan's bright mansion. One week sooner, and she would
have had another chance, afind con-versation, a word of farewdl for her mother’s
mother. Y et one more charge to level against Chay, another reason to despise him.

But Sereva was mustering up some anger herself. “What am | saying? Of course that



wouldn’'t have brought you back. You didn’'t care about Granmama, anyway. You
hated her and everything that mattered to her. So why would you care if she died?’

“Sereval” Kit choked out in protest.

Sereva turned away, pacing down the hdl. Kit followed her to Sereva's private
study. “Wdll, it's true,” her cousin said. “I can't count the times you complained
about her obsessions with bloodlines and family connections—"

“Yes—I| know—there was a great deal we disagreed about, but— Sereva, could you
stand 4ill for a minute? She was my grandmother. | loved her. She irritated me. |
made her frantic. We were not aways on the best of terms. But—but—if she's
dead—"

And suddenly it dl caught up with her, the trip, the dreadful rev-elations, the sense of
loss piled high upon loss, and she started sobbing. She put her hands over her face
to muffle the sound, to soak up the tears, but nothing could stanch this terrible
weeping. Sereva turned to stare at her in astonishment, but only for a moment; only
for that long did her coldness last. She ran the few paces back to Kit and pulled her
into her arms, hugging her and murmuring endearments. There was no safety in this
world—Kit had learned that over the past few weeks— but this felt like comfort.
This felt like home, and a place to rest. Kit turned within the circle of Sereva's arms,
and cried till her body held no more tears.

But it was hard, Kit discovered, to try to recount the events of the past few weeks.
Sereva caled to postpone the lawyer’s vidit, and the two of them locked themselves
away to tak for the next three hours.

“What | tdl you,” Kit said, “you’ re going to find hard to believe.”
“Your adventures always are.”

“And you can't tak about it with anybody.”

“Agaln, your escapades are rarely things | want to repeat.”

“Oh, my part in the story is the smalest part of dl.” At first she could not think how
to begin (“Ariana Bayless has tried to destroy the gulden!”), but findly she started
with her vidit to Jex and Nolan's first wild approach. Sereva gasped in fear, but Kit
laughed.

“Save your outrage,” she advised. “Nolan’s actions are the least frightening thing
that happened.”

It was not hard to draw a compassionate picture of Nolan; it was harder to make him
sound merely human. Kit could scarcely conjure up now that first wave of fear and
desperation she had fdt, when she had actually believed he had the will—and the
ability—to destroy Jex. Now he seemed omniscient, virtuous, brave, magnificent.
Those opin-ions were harder to conceal.

At first. Sereva did not beieve the story. Could not bdieve it. “Not Ariana



Bayless—Cerisa Daylen—I| know those women. Such a thing is not possible,”
Sereva said more than once. But she looked a lit-tle less certain each time she said it.
Kit guessed that she was remem-bering casual conversations, offhand remarks,
maybe even whispered comments that she had heard over the years, smal details
that dove-tailed with the accusations Kit was making now.

“And haven't there been stories,” Kit pressed gently, “derting the gulden to a virus
spreading through the city? Nothing too alarming, just awarning to seek out a doctor
If certain symptoms appear?”’

Sereva nodded, deeply troubled. “1 heard something about it, but | didn’t pay much
atention. There are no gulden in my office, so news like that rarely trickles in. |
didn’t think—" She shrugged. “It wouldn’t have occurred to me—"

“It wouldn't have occurred to anyone,” Kit said. “Not even Nolan. Even when he
came across proof, he didn’t believe it at first.”

But she had pronounced that name once too often. For a mo-ment, Sereva was able
to shake off her profound unease and concen-trate on matters closer to hand.

“This Nolan,” she said, watching Kit closaly. “You seem to have grown fond of
him. During this trip. | admit, if he did whatyou say, he must be an amazing man,
though it’s dill hard to believe— So tdl me about him. What's he like? What's his
family?’

Kit couldn’t help laughing. “ Adelpho,” she said. “Fine enough even for you, | would
think.”

Sereva's eyes widened. “That’s Higher Hundred,” she said.
HY%H

“Not only that—" Sereva searched her memory. “If he's the branch of the family
I’m thinking of, one of them is betrothed to Analeesa Corova. They’re to be married
this winter.”

“That would be Nolan,” Kit said quietly.

Sereva’'s eyebrows rose. “As usua,” she said dryly, “you show your exquisite taste
in hopeless men.”

Anger seemed the safest response; Kit let hers fire up. “What’'s that supposed to
mean?’

“Wdll, if | didn’t know you were in love with the terrorist son of Chay Zanlan, I'd
say you'd fdlen hard for this quixotic young indigo man who has just done the most
incredible thing.”

Kit came to her feet, too agitated to sit camly. “Jex is—I'm not in love with Jex
anymore. | am—he is—there is too much about him that | cannot love, that |—that |
actudly abhor. | know he was responsible for the bombs in the Centrifuge, | know it.
And—there are other things. | never thought | would be able to cut him out of my
heart, but he has done the cutting for me.”

“Making room, then, for this Nolan.”



“Who loves someone esg,” Kit said. He had said he did not, but he could have been
mistaken; Leesa might be more a part of him than he realized.

“But if he did not? If Analeesa Corova discovered his crazy ad-venture and said she
wanted no part of him? What then? Would you marry him, if he asked you? Would
you love him?’

Kit spun around to face her. “How could | do that?’ she de-manded, amost in tears.
“1 have spent my whole life denying the im-portance of, the existence of, the Higher
Hundred. | have fought against prestige and family connections—I| have disdained
everything the high-caste indigo stood for. How could | suddenly say, ‘I’ ve changed
my mind. This is what matters to me after dl. | want to be safe within the society |
have mocked.” | don’t think my conscience would let me do that, no matter what my
heart desired. It would be like, after dl this time, letting Granmama win in the end.”

“Do you redly think,” Sereva exclaimed, “that Granmama would be pleased to see
you marry a man so outrageous that he would inves-tigate the leader of his own city,
collude with the ruler of the gulden, and threaten your life—dl before breaking his
engagement with a wonderful girl merely to take your hand in marriage? Do you think
she would consider a man like this an improvement} She wanted you to marry some
boring, brainless high-caste second son who fit her no-tions of propriety and
decorum. This Nolan person would not have pleased her a dl. Don't let the fear of
Granmama's approval keep you agpart from a man you love.”

The sarcasm made Kit blush; she was not used to such a tone from her cousin. “He
dill represents everything | have consciously rejected in my life” Kit sad
defensively. “It is not Granmama's approva | have to worry about, but my own
opinion. | swore | would never marry an indigo man, and my reasons were good.
How can | break that promise? How can | dlow mysdlf to change so much?’

“Wéll, if you plan to marry—or not marry—for political reasons, then you are just as
bad as any blueskin heiress who plots with her grandmother, looking for a mate,”
Sereva said flatly. “I thought your high ideals would save you from that mistake, at
least. No one who marries for love marries for her principles a the same time.”

Kit turned away, feding suddenly exhausted and shrunken. “Y ou don’t understand,”
she said inasmall voice.

“l understand, dl right,” Sereva said. “You're afraid.”

Kit laughed shortly. “Of everything you can think to name” she said over her
shoulder. “That at least shouldn’t make me unique.”

Sereva came up behind her and gave her another hug. “And you're tired. And your
way has been very strange. Go to bed. We'll talk some more in the morning.”

But the morning brought its fresh shocks. Or the afternoon, redly, since Kit could
not manage to drag herself from her room till wdl past noon. She had dept and
woken, slept and woken, so many times that she lost dl sense of time and could not



tdl if she had been in this bed for days or merely hours. When she findly rose, she
was starving, but she felt so grimy that she had to take a long, thorough bath before
she would let herself go downstairs in search of food.

One of the servants met her in the dining room, inquired what she wanted for a med,
and added that hela Candachi wanted to see her as soon as she was ready. So Kit
ate quickly and joined Sereva and an unfamiliar woman in Sereva' s Sitting room.

“Good morning, Kitrini. | was beginning to think you wouldn’t be among us again
until tomorrow,” Sereva greeted her. “Angdine, thisis my cousin, Kitrini Candachi.
Kitrini, thisis Angdine Marcosa, Ciranmama’s lawyer.”

Angdine Marcosa nodded and assessed Kit with one quick glance. She was a
middle-aged, self-possessed woman who looked effi-cient and professiondl;
mid-caste, Kit guessed, but intelligent and hardworking enough to make herself both
powerful and dangerous.

“We were just going over the terms of your grandmother’s will,” the lawyer said in a
cool voice. “She was, as you probably know, quite fanatica about the upkeep and
disposal of her property, and she rarely let a month go by without consulting me on
some smdl change or be-quest she wanted to make.”

Kit nodded tranquilly. None of this mattered to her since not an acre of her
grandmother’s property would go to her. A personal be-quest, that would be nice,
maybe even a smal legacy, but the bulk of the property would to Sereva and the rest
to afew other relatives.

“Granmama liked to keep her hand in,” Kit said equably.

Angeline Marcosa consulted her notes. “About three months ago, when she called
me in, she made a few substantial changes in regards to two of her smdler
properties. The last time | saw her—which was only two weeks ago—she went over
every item in her will agan and approved them each individudly. So it is my
professional opinion that this find will stands as the last record of her intentions.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Kit said.

“Kitrini, she left you Munetrun,” Sereva broke in.
“She what?’ Kit said faintly.

“And the city house,” the lawyer added.

“She left me Munetrun? But that’s her—I mean, | know it's small, but that was her
favorite property. She told Bascom. | heard her.”

“Munetrun, the city house, and enough annua income to keep them both up in
handsome style,” Angdine Marcosa said. “Appear-ances dways were important to
her, you know.”

“Yes .. .” Kit sad absently. She was staring a Sereva. “But why would she do
that?’ she asked wonderingly. “We never had five words together without getting
into an argument. There was nothing about me—nothing!—that made her proud or
happy. | wasn't even good to her. | never thought—Munetrun!”



“There’'s more,” Sereva said gently. “A bequest. An annuity to your charity bank in
the Lost City. A pretty good sum, too.”

Angeline Marcosa examined her papers again. “Well, the exact annud figure can’'t be
known until we' ve calculated the death taxes and the city taxes and—"

“But alot,” Sereva interrupted. “I think that answers the question of whether or not
you ever made her proud.”

“But I—" Kit said, and then shut her mouth hard. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t think
about it, or she would start crying again. These days, it seemed that the unlikeliest
people loved her and the obvious ones did not care for her at al. How would she
ever sort it out, how would she ever learn whom to trust and whom to love?

“Yes, well, the disposition of Munetrun and the city house are redly the smallest
details of the will,” said Angeline Marcosa briskly. “ There's Govedere and Fairenen
and Glosadel, as well as the farm-lands, and | think it would be just as wel if we
went over those now.”

“Of course,” Sereva said, and Kit nodded, but she didn’'t pay any attention to the
rest of the lawyer’s words. In fact, she might as wdl not have been in the room at al.
She was remembering the wild green tan-gle of woods that formed the southern
border of Munetrun, the dense interwoven branches that built a mysterious, inviting
cadtle of living forest. She had spent one whole summer there, when her father |eft
her without explanation with his dead wife's relatives. She had been miserable when
he left, inconsolable, actualy, until Granmama took her to Munetrun. But she had
loved that verdant estate, overrun with wildiife and impossible to tame into any
semblance of lawn or garden. She had loved it, and so had Granmama, and now it
was hers. She shook her head and tried to listen to the conversation again, but her
thoughts would not stay on the spoken words. Another strange twist to her life; this
was not a map she would have sketched in no matter how wild her imagination.
Quietly, so they would not notice, she began cry-ing again anyway.

Sereva wanted Kit to journey in-country, to look over her new prop-erty as soon as
possible. “I'll go with you,” Sereva said. “I can help you make an inventory. | don’t
even know how many servants there are on the place, though I'm pretty sure the
steward is reliable. Well, he must be, or Granmama would not have left himin charge
for so many years.”

“I'll go,” Kit said. “But in aweek or so. I'm so tired of traveling. | need some time
to rest.”

“Munetrun is the most restful place | know,” Sereva said with asmile.
“Yes,” said Kit, but she gill made no plans to travel.

She made no attempt to return to the charity bank, to take up the threads of that life.
She refused to go with Sereva to the various social engagements her cousin attended
during the next few days—"ban-quets, bals, and breakfasts,” as Kit scornfully



termed them—even though Sereva assured her she'd be welcome.

“You're now awoman of property,” Sereva said with a laugh. “Think how well you
were received a Corzehia's party when you had nothing to recommend you but
your bloodline. You would be so pop-ular now!”

“Maybe next time” Kit said, knowing that nothing would induce her to attend
another such event. She did not care for parties;, she did not care for the trivid
interactions of these wedthy and vacuous in-digo. Truth to tell, she did not care if
she saw another gulden again as long as she lived, either, so what was the point in
seeking out any soci-ety at dl? She would be better off immuring hersdf in
Munetrun, hid-ing there the rest of her life, seeing no one, speaking to no one,
beating down her memories with ruthless fists until they could trouble her no longer.

She should leave the city, but she could not, and she could not have said what
tethered her there. AlImost as if she was waiting.

The letter came a week after Angdine Marcosa brought news of Kit's inheritance.
She ingtantly recognized Jex’ s handwriting, though his let-ters were usudly terse and
this envelope fdt thick and heavy. The gulden boy who delivered it stayed only to
put it in her hand. When she tried to ask him a question, he shook his head and
darted off the porch.

Jex did not expect areply, then.

She retreated to her room to read the letter, closing the door so no one would
disturb her. The goldtongue words seemed to have been written with care—not
Jex’s usua hasty scrawl—and she read them as dowly as she imagined they had
been committed to the page.

Kit:

Since your last visit, | have not had an opportunity to send for you again.
My jailors have been whispering amongst themselves, and for a while |
suspected they were plotting to find some inge-nious way to dispose of
me and then clam an accident had re-sulted in my death. | have been very
careful of stray knives and unfamiliar foods, you can be certain! But now
it appears that they had other gossip to convey to each other.

| had a vidt this morning from Ariana Bayless hersdlf, telling me she has
decided to set me free. I'm afraid | was very cool and insolent with her,
which probably made her want to change her mind, but |1 cannot be
otherwise with such a smug and self-satisfied blueshi. So | said, “I see
your sense of judstice has findly triumphed over your desire for
vengeance.” But she is very cool herself. She said, “You are a choifer in a
game much more com-plex than you know, and it suits me to release
you.” Arrogant, yes? So | said in my turn, “We learn that no mere mortals



know the position of every player on the board, and last time | checked,
you were dill one of them.” She actualy laughed. | cannot recal anyone |
have ever hated as deeply and unwaveringly as | hate her, but | have to
confess | laughed as well.

So—amazing news, is it not? | had begun to lose some of my usua
optimism, for | have been here so long and heard no news. And | do
know that much of the recent violence in the city has been lad a my door.
Perhaps Ariana Bayless thinks | will be camer once | am free again and
that | will direct my efforts to more peaceful negotiations. What | know is
that | will be more careful once | am released.

And being more careful means redtricting myself to the small-est possible
group of confederates. | must not let anyone know where | am
staying—not even my rather. | have thought and thought, and | have been
unable to devise a safe way to have you brought to me. | think it is
possible that we may never see each other again.

So the great love that has sustained me for so long comes to an end in this
fugitive way. | tdl mysdf that the times may change— governments may
change—the world itsadf may change—and you and | will one day be
together again. But my future looks blurred and uncertain, and | do not
believe any of my own words. What can | say except that | will always
remember you and always love you? You cannot reply, but | tdl mysalf
that you would say exactly the same words to me.

Jex Zanlan, of the clan Zanlan

For an instant, Kit could not breathe for the pain in her chest. She had told Sereva
just the other day that she no longer loved Jex Zanlan, and yet this letter pierced her
with arrows of longing, regret, and memory. She had tried to imagine what she
would say to him the next time he sent for her—how she would tdl him she could
not accept his careless brutdity and ruthless zea—but in those mentd
conversa-tions he had been the bloody revolutionary and not the tender lover. How
had she believed she could so easly put asde those sweet memo-ries, those
desperate passions, the hurt and delight and confusion that were her relationship with
Jex?

And to never see him again? To not have a chance to say good-bye? To receive only
this letter and then, for the rest of her life, to wonder where he was and how he
fared? Who would know of him? Who would speak of him to her? Even if Jex
communicated with his father, there was no guarantee that Chay would relay any
information to Kit, if Chay himsdf lived, though it seemed he might—

And then Kit had a thought that stopped her heart completely.

She read the letter again. | had a visit this morning from Ariana Bayless hersdlf,
telling me she has decided to set me free. Why would Ariana Bayless make such a
vigt? Why would she come to such a decision? What master plan could she hope to



accomplish by freeing Jex Zanlan?

What other odd visitors had gone to Jex Zanlan's prison cell in the past few weeks?
What other strangers had come bearing remark-able gifts and seemingly joyful news?
He laughed about being careful of weapons and meals, but Nolan had explained how
easy it was to in-oculate someone with this dreadful virus. Who had come cdling at
the Complex prison, and what had they used to infect the inmate?

For Ariana Bayless would never release Jex Zanlan, hedthy and vengeful, to wreak
mayhem on her orderly city. But a dying Jex Zanlan, polluted with a disease he did
not know about—now, that man she would be happy to set free among the city
gulden. And he would surely be dying; the mayor had learned her lesson with the
prisoner’s father. She would have kept him in his cdl until the disease was
uncontain-able, beyond the reach of any fabulous antidotes. And then, for a few
brief days, she would give him back his life.

Kit sank to the floor, the letter il clutched in her hands. He was dying, and he did
not know. He was dying, and she could not go to him. He was dying, and she could
not save him. He was dying. Jex Zanlan was dying.

No matter how often she said the words, she Hill could not bring herself to believe
them.

For the next three days, Kit watched the news media with an obsessive attention. She
rose early every morning to journey into the city and find one of the gulden monitors
(there were none to be found any-where near Sereva's neighborhood). The indigo
media, she was sure, would not cover the news she was interested in, the news she
was most afraid of hearing: that Jex Zanlan was dead.

The gulden monitors did carry the first piece of information she watched for, the fact
that Jex had been released. The item was the lead story on dl the monitors, though
she noticed it did not make it into the indigo media until the following day. She
expected the streets to be filled with outraged citizens, blueskins storming the
Complex to protest, but she appeared to be the only one in the city who had noted
that particular paragraph, who cared at dl about the fate of Jex Zanlan.

He must be well and truly on the path to death, or Ariana Bayless would not have
risked releasing him. Kit knew she must scan the mon-itors every day to glean what
information she could.

But the next morning, what she read on the gulden news screens was an article about
the other man she loved. And it was even more shocking.

“Kitrini, what's wrong? Are you sick?’ Sereva demanded as Kit stag-gered into her
cousin’s office, clutching a hard copy of the story. “Sit down. What happened?



Claressa, go get me some water,” she directed at her secretary before flying back to
Kit's side. “What’s wrong?’

Kit held out the hard copy, but Sereva merely glanced at it im-patiently. “What is
that? | can’t read it.”

“Article” Kit whispered. “Nolan’s gone to the gulden media with the story of the
virus.”

“What?” Sereva demanded and snatched the paper from Kit's hand as if she had
miraculousy summoned up the ability to read gold-tongue. “What does it say?’

“Everything. Ariana Bayless. Cerisa Daylen. Chay Zanlan. Every-body is named.
And—" Kit shook her head. She couldn’'t swalow. The words were caught in her
throat, hurting her, cutting off her air. “ And—"

Sereva was studying the paper again. “Is this him? This picture? This is Nolan?’ Kit
nodded. “ So it names him, too. The stupid man, he's just mined his life. He's ruined
their lives. | can’t imagine—what in the world can come of this—?’

“It's worse,” Kit said, ill in that hoarse, constricted voice. “He's made up another
virus. For blueskins.”

“A virus for the indigo? A—you mean, a disease} He's created a disease for his
own people? Why would he do that? Why would—and how would the gulden
papers know about that?’

“He told them. And he told them that he—he gave the virus—he gave it to the
gulden—"

The papers fdl from Sereva's hand; her dark face grew darker with disbelief. “He
what?”

“To make everything fair. To give them power over us like we have over them. To
make sure no one else does what Cerisa has done. But he—but he—he gave the
virus to Jex Zanlan, or one of his friends—"

“But Jex Zanlan will instantly use such a weapon!” Sereva cried.

Kit nodded. She was exhausted, empty, dull with terror. And these were the two men
she had loved most in the world. “I know,” she whispered. “I know.”

The city was in a frenzy for the next seven days. Sirens split the air with warning;
loudspeakers broadcast unintelligible updates; quarantine made the streets ghostly
during what should have been the busiest hours. Schools were shut down, houses
were shuttered againgt air-borne germs, and only those who absolutely had to
venture out could be found hurrying fearfully down the deserted sidewalks.

But they had to have news. The media, both indigo and gulden, had expanded their
broadcasts and set up remote communal monitors in neighborhoods where the
residents could not afford to buy their own screens. The wedthy homeowners had



ther own screens and could watch the stories unfold from the safety of their
fortresses, but the poor and the transent collected in smal uneasy groups on the
sidewalks of their neighborhoods to follow the progress of the crisis.

Ariana Bayless and Cerisa Daylen had committed a double sui-cide in the mayor’s
home. Their bodies were discovered shortly after the indigo media trandated the
gulden news item and incorporated it into their noon coverage. They were dead; their
offices were in utter disarray; and Nolan Adelpho was nowhere to be found.

At the Biolab where he had worked, however, the activity was a a fever pitch. De
facto laboratory head Pakt Shoiklin gave terse inter-views that boiled down to: “We
are aware of the problem, and we are working on it.” Indigo journaists wanted to
know how they could trust a gulden to find a cure for a blueskin disease, and the
man smiled.

“A blueskin infected the gulden, and a blueskin found the anti-dote,” he said. “Why
shouldn’t a guldman find the cure for the blue-skin poison? Thus each race will have
cause to be grateful to the other.”

“You would save the indigo?’ a blueskin reporter asked with ob-vious skepticism.

The man named Pakt smiled somewhat menacingly. “Even if | would not,” he said,
“1 have biologists on my staff who would. Does that satisfy you?’

But he would not alow the journdists in to interview his workers, saying, “They’'re
too busy, and if | were you, | would not want to dis-tract them from work that might
save my life” Reporters camped out in front of the lab doors, waiting for workers to
come and go, but none ot the scientists left the building, a news item in itsalf, which
was duly reported. Not a day went by in the next week in which there was not some
broadcast from “the shadowed hdls of the city’s Complex, where brave and diligent
scientists are hard at work racing to solve the mys-tery of disease.”

Kit watched them al—the features about the individud scientists at the Biolab, the
bulletins about what form the disease might take, the updates of hysteria at the
hospitals, the speculations about the where-abouts of Nolan Adelpho, the broadcast
debates among city leaders about his ethics and his actions. “Hero or Traitor?’ one
of these pan-els was named, but there was very little actua question: hero to have
attempted to save the gulden, traitor to have developed the formula that could
destroy his own race.

“Unforgivable,” pronounced one of the panelists. “Evil,” said a second one, and two
of the others nodded.

“But don’t you think,” said another woman, a smal mousy blue-skin who looked to
be mid-caste and held some hard-won position in one of the governmental offices,
“don’t you think he did the only thing possible to dramatize the barbarity of Ariana
Bayless's action? Don’t you think that otherwise we might have been shocked, but
in a com-fortable sort of way, because we didn’t fed at risk? If you yoursdlf aren’'t
afraid to open the door and saunter down the street, how can you em-pathize with
someone else who is?’

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said an older, turquoise-skinned woman— a member of the



clergy, Kit thought, if she remembered the identifica-tions correctly. “I don’t have to
be on the point of death to comfort my parishioners who are dying.”

“Don't you?" was the mousy woman's unconvinced reply. “Don’t you have to
experience hunger to worry about whether the poor are fed?’

“I don’'t,” one of the other panelists said virtuoudly.

“And how much have you given to charities in the past two years?’ the mid-caste
woman asked him.

“Wdl, —my own family is my first concern, and | direct my money and my energy
to making sure they are not hungry,” he said stiffly.

“Not a penny, then. Is that what you' re saying?’

“How is this relevant?’ the moderator broke in impatiently. “We were discussing the
unspeakable actions of Nolan Adelpho—"

“He wanted to get your attention,” the woman replied softly.
“And he wouldn’t have gotten it otherwise. | think he did the right thing.”

But that opinion was vociferously voted down, and Kit never saw the woman on any
other news panels.

Sereva had to drag her away to eat medls and interact with the family, but Kit was
reluctant to be in any room that didn’t have a mon-itor. At what point would they
find Nolan, a what point would they discover Jex had died? She could not miss
those announcements, either one of which would rend her in two. Sometimes,
Sereva had meals brought to her in the study where Kit spent most of her time;
some-times, she sent Marcus and Bascom in to try to distract her. Kit played choisin
with her nephews and helped them with their lessons (Sereva had designed a study
plan for them during the quarantine), but she kept the monitors on. She couldn’t
miss anything.

Thus, she was watching late one evening when the reporters waiting outside the
Biolab were rewarded with a glimpse of one of the scientists. The exhausted woman
who stepped through the door looked vagudy familiar to Kit, though at first she
couldn’t say why. The reporters clamored about her so loudly that Kit missed any
men-tion of her name, though they did calm long enough to let her speak.

“We think we' ve made some progress,” she said in atired but calm voice. “It helped
that Nolan’s notes were so complete.”

“Nolan’s notes—Nolan Adelpho’s notes?” one of the reporters de-manded.

The woman nodded. “Yes. Two days after we learned of the in-digo virus, we
received a package from Nolan with a molecular break-down of the disease and his
theories on an antidote. We can't be sure it’'s effective, of course, until we have an
actua human subject. But his notes are pretty thorough.”

The reporters seemed unable to grasp this entire concept. “You mean, Nolan
Adelpho designed his own cure?’ one of them finaly usked. “And he told you how
to make it?’



“That's exactly what | mean.”
“But why would he do that?’

The woman searched the crowd for the speaker, her tired eyes suddenly gone dark
and angry. “Because he is not Cerisa Daylen! Because he does not want anybody to
die! Because Nolan concocted this virus to make you—al of usl—stop and think
about who we are, what we' re capable of —”

“Murder and betrayd, that’s what he's capable of!” one of the journalists shouted.

“Look,” the scientist snapped. “None of you understands what has happened here.
Cerisa Daylen was not the only biologist clever enough to create a lethd virus—but
until she did it, no one else thought to try it. We think we've stopped her
epidemic—and we think we can stop Nolan’s. But there are gulden biologists who
are fully skilled enough to design new germs, new diseases, that we'll know nothing
about until they begin to destroy the indigo race. That's what Nolan did. He
reminded the gulden that they have a weapon every hit as sophisticated as ours—and
he warned us that the weapon was al-ready in gulden hands.”

She began to push her way through the crowd, but the reporters kept shouting
questions at her. “Which gulden scientists can manufac-ture such a disease?’ “Do
you redly believe we' ve reached an age of bi-ological warfare?” “One more question
about Nolan Adelpho—" But she ignored them dl, answered no more questions and
findly made her escape. When she had findly disappeared from view, one of the
broad-casters turned to the screen and announced, “That was Mdina Lurio, a
scientist at the Biolab for amost four years. She first joined Cerisa Daylen’'s team the
summer the tiseese virus was sweeping through the albino community—"

Kit stopped ligening. Mdina. Now she remembered. She had met Mdina a
Corzehia's ill-fated party, and they had talked of point-less things, but the indigo
woman had been kind. And Nolan had men-tioned her name to Kit with great
affection; they must be close friends, she thought. She could not remember him
mentioning anyone else’'s name—except for Leesa’s—and the media had aready
established that Analeesa Corova had no clue as to Nolan's whereabouts and would
not willingly speak to him if she had. They had also discovered he was not at his city
apartment. His family, while maintaining a stony silence on his behavior, had proved
to the satisfaction of the authorities that Nolan was on none of the Adepho
properties.

But perhaps this Meina Lurio might know where Nolan was.

Kit fetched Sereva's copy of the city directory and looked up Melina's name. Yes,
just as one might expect from that skin color and that chic appearance: She lived in
one of the trendier indigo neighbor-hoods, deep in the city itsdf. It would be no
trouble at dl to find her.

Accordingly, the next morning, Kit left the house early and took the limo to the city.
A few of Sereva's servants had volunteered to run errands and pick up groceries
and, in genera, brave the infectious per-ils of the world, so Kit had begged a ride
from one of them. The streets were egrily deserted, only a few hardy souls waking



the lonely side-walks, cloths around their mouths to filter out germs and shoulders
hunched to ward off unspecified dangers. It took the driver almost no time to cross
the empty roads and deposit Kit on the doorstep she had requested.

Méelina Lurio lived in a modern three-story building with classi-cal lines but unusua
decoration in a neighborhood of houses that sm-ilarly mixed the traditiona with the
avant-garde. A hush hung over the whole street, and no one appeared to be stirring,
ether insde or out of the modish apartments, but that didn't stop Kit. She boldly
climbed the three steps to the front entrance hdl, located the interior door that
matched the number she had found in the directory, and knocked im-perioudly.

After along pause, during which Kit knocked twice more, the door was opened by a
dim blueskin woman who looked mid-caste, tired and irate. “Yes?’ she said shortly.

Kit stepped so close she was amost over the threshold, though this put her
practically face to face with the woman at the door. “My name is Kitrini Candachi. |
need to see MdinaLurio.”

“You can’t. She's deeping. She's been very busy this whole week working at—"

“Yes, | know, she's a Biolab scientist,” Kit said impatiently. “Do-ing important
work. | need to see her. | need to ask her about Nolan.”

“Nolan!” the woman repeated sharply. “Do you know him?’
“Yes. Do you?

The woman shrugged and shook her head in an indeterminate motion that was
supposed to convey “no” but looked unsure enough to be “yes.” She said, “Mdina
has talked of him. In the past.”

“Does she know where heis now?’

“Why would she?’ the woman asked with an attempt at belliger-ence. She didn't
have true animosity in her, though; it came off more as apprehension.

“Because somebody must. | need to find him.”
“I'll tell her you came looking. | can’t wake her up now. She needs her deep.”
“I'll wait hereftill she wakes.”

The woman tried to close the door, but Kit had rested her shoul-der against it and
did not budge. “You have to leave now,” the woman said with a somewhat pathetic
attempt to be severe. “It’s too important that Mdina be alowed to get her rest—"

But there was a smal commotion behind them and a weary voice from the other side
of the door. “What's the problem, Julitta? Is it the reporters again?’

Julitta turned her head to answer and Kit tried to push the door wider but succeeded
ingaining only an inch. “No, it's some woman who says she needs to find Nolan.”

“Nolan!” the voice exclaimed, and suddenly the door was flung open to reved the
Medina of the news monitor. She looked younger but scarcely more rested, dressed
in a nondescript bathrobe and rub-bing the exhaustion from her eyes. “How do you
know Nolan? What do you want from him?’



“1 want to know where heis. | want to know if he’sdl right. | reemembered that you
were afriend of his. | thought you might be able to help me find him.”

Meinawas studying her with those quick, expressive eyes that seemed so thoughtful
and, even a this hour, compassionate. “I know who you are” she said dowly.
“You're Kitrini Candachi.”

“We met at Corzehia Mallin’s party,” Kit said formaly.

Meina nodded. “But I'd heard of you before ... And we saw you once, in the
Complex. Nolan and |I. But he didn't know who you were then. Why should |
believe you're afriend of his now?’

Kit spread her hands. Was she redly a friend? What, exactly, was she to Nolan
Adelpho? “I took him to Gold Mountain to save Chay Zanlan's life” she said
quietly. “I didn't know him before that journey, it's true. But on the trip—we
became friends. | want to help him now if | can.”

But Mdina had heard something in Bat’'s explanation that was not in the words
themselves. “ So you're the one,” she breathed. “He didn’t tel me your name.”

Kit's spirits lifted with hope. “He told you about the trip?’

Méeina shook her head. “I don't think he told anyone—until he told the reporters.
But it was clear something had happened. It was ob-vious he had fdlen in love with
someone.”

Kit felt her face color with heat. “Do you know where he is?’ she persisted. “I'm
worried about him.”

Médina stepped back and motioned Kit insde. Julitta closed the door behind her as
Kit stepped into the spacious living room. She glanced around briefly at the colorful
wall hangings and imaginative scul pture, then turned dl her attention back to Mdina

“I"'m worried about him, too,” the scientist said frankly. “Haf the city wants to kill
him outright, and I’'m not sure he'd be safe if he was spotted on the streets. |'ve
tried to persuade him to go back to his mother’s but he says he isn’t welcome there,
and he's probably right. My grandmother wouldn't let me cross the threshold of her
house if | had done what he’s done.”

“It was the noblest thing in the whole world!” Kit cried.

Mdina nodded. “Oh, | agree. But stupid and dangerous and in-cendiary
nonetheless.”

“1 think he did the right thing,” Kit said in alow, stubborn voice. “And | want to find
him before somebody e se does—and lynches him on the spot.”

Médina shrugged. “How can you help him? Do you have some safe place where he
can hide out for ayear? Or however long it takes?’

Kit put her chin up. “As a matter of fact, | do. And I’'m willing to take him there
tonight if I can find him.”

Méelina met the challenging gaze with a cool, measuring one of her own. No fool, this



woman; she was used to grappling with contrary entities, puzzling out their secrets,
and rendering them powerless. But she could also tell which dien life-forms posed a
threat and which might exercise a beneficial effect.

“Jdulitta,” she said without taking her eyes from Kit, “I need the keys to your
apartment. Give me aminute,” she said to Kit, turning away, “I have to get dressed.
I'll be right back.”

It was a thirty-minute wak from Médlina's trendy neighborhood to the commonplace,
featureless high-rise complex where Julitta had her small lodgings. But there was only
sporadic public transportation run-ning, and Mdina didn’t want to hall a public limo
driver, “who might remember something if my face ever appeared on the news next
to Nolan's.” Kit thought that very unlikely, but did not bother to say so. She was in
an agony of excitement, uncertainty, and anticipation. She was on her way to see
Nolan.

“So he's a your friend' s apartment?’ she asked, just to have some-thing to say,
words to occupy her mouth, if not her mind. “How did that come about?’

“He came to my place in the middle of the night. The night he went to the media, |
guess. Told me what he had done. | knew—he knew—the ingtant his name was
released that there would be no safety for him anywhere in the city. | thought about
taking him out to my mother’s, but she watches the monitors, she knows what’'s
happening in the city. He wouldn’t have been safe there, ether. All | could think of
was Julitta's place. She hasn't lived there in more than a year, but she’'s kept the
lease. In case she ever gets mad and decides to leave me, | guess,” Mdina added
with asmall smile.

“Have you checked up on him? Made sure he has food—hasn’t gotten sick?’

“I haven't been out of the lab till yesterday,” Médina said gently. “I don’'t know if
he's even Hill there. But | don’t know where else he could possibly go.”

They entered Julitta’s apartment building and, in silence, took the éevator to the
fifteenth floor. Kit had lost the ability to speak; her lungs had shrunk to the size of
fists. Her veins ran with ground glass, spiky and fevered. She would see Nolan again

Méeina knocked on an unmarked door down a long halway of identical doors. Kit
moved to one side, out of direct line of sight, and tried to persuade hersdf to
breathe.

There was a muffled noise behind the door. “Yes?' sad a man’'s voice. Nolan's
voice.

Médina put her mouth to the door. “Nolan, it's me. Mdina. I’ve brought—" But
before she could complete her sentence, the door flew open. Nolan stood there,
ragged from deep but otherwise whole. He did not ook haggard or haunted or riven
with regret. He did not ap-pear to be suffering. Kit felt herself relax just the dightest



bit.
“Mdina What's wrong?’ he exclaimed. “Y ou shouldn’t be here.”

“You don’'t need to tdl me that,” she said with a quick smile. “But I’ ve been worried
about you. | wanted to seeif you were dl right. And | wanted to bring you—"

“I'm fine” he interrupted. “1’ve gone out a few times. | cover my face with one of
those masks, just like everyone else, and no one has recognized me. So far,

anyway.”
“Y ou should leave the city.”

He raised a hand as if in acknowledgement of an argument lost a long time ago.
“When | think of aplace to go.”

Meina took a deep breath. “There may be a place,” she said. “I’ve brought
someone to tell you about it.”

And before Mdina could turn to wave her forward, before Kit could take a step,
Nolan’'s eyes lifted and found her. He did not move a muscle, but his whole body
reacted; he appeared to legp forward, to glimmer with incandescence. His hand on
the doorframe tightened till Kit could actualy sense the protest of the wood.

In the silence, Mdlina s voice sounded strained and artificid. “ She came to my place
looking for you. | believed her when she said she knew you. But if you don't
want—if you—say something, Nolan. Let me know if you want me to take her away
agan.”

“No,” he said, and nothing else.

There was another moment of complete silence, while Kit and Nolan stared a each
other and Mdina waited for instructions. “Well, then,” Médina said findly, “I guess
I'll be going. If you leave the city, Nolan, please let me know where you go. I'm glad
you're dl right. I'm glad you—" Her voice trailed off. No one said anything.
Mdina s laugh came, soft as a whisper. “I’'ll be on my way, then. Goodbye, Nolan.
Goodbye, Kitrini.” And she edged away from them and down the hdl. And they
were |eft aone, face-to-face.



CHAPTER 19

“Nolan,” Kit said.

He nodded, the first time he had moved since he had glimpsed her. “Come in,” he
said. “No one's supposed to see me.”

She crossed the threshold and glanced around blindly before her eyes went back to
him. “Y ou’ ve been dl right? Y ou’ ve been safe here?’

“So far. But I’ ve watched the monitors. People are looking for me.”
Kit nodded. “Reporters.”

“And some government authorities. And angry indigo who would like to see me
murdered in the street.”

“Méelina sright. You should go away. Hide some-place.”

He shrugged, then smiled, making no direct answer. “How did you find me?’ he
asked. “How did you find Mdina?’

“Saw her on the news. | remembered that you’'d mentioned her name. | thought she
might know where you were.”

“And why did you want to know that?’
“Because | wanted to tell you—"
He waited while she searched for words. “Tell me what?’

She spread her hands; dl-inclusve. “Tell you everything,” she said at last. “Jex is
dying, | think.”

“1 know. They would not have released him otherwise.”
“And the whole world has changed.”
“l know,” he said again.

“And Chay is not the man | thought—and you are not the man | once thought—and
even my grandmother is different than | be-lieved—"

“Would you like to sit down?’ he interposed. “I could get you something to drink.”

She shook her head. She had crossed her wrists and drawn her fists up to her
collarbone; she was having difficulty’ with the very con-cepts she was trying to put
into words. “I don’t know how you ever know what to cling to,” she said at last.
“How you ever know what to believe in. How you ever know if what you're doing is
the right thing and if who you’re loving is a good person. How do you know that?’

“You make your best guess, and you act on it,” Nolan said. “And if you find out
you'’ re wrong, you try to make amends. I’'m not saying it’s easy. |’ ve just done it for
the firgt time myself. And amost everyone in the world will tel you | was wrong.”

“1 think you're the bravest person | know,” she said.
“Is that why you came here?’ he asked. “To tdl me that?’



“No,” she said. “I came to offer you sanctuary.”

He smiled, genuinely amused. “Last time | heard anything about it,” he said, “you
didn’t have much of a haven for yourself, let alone anyone else.”

“1’ve become awoman of property,” she said. “My grandmother died.”
“I"m sorry.”

“I’'m sorry, too. But she left me alegacy—a house in town, and an estate in-country
that is so isolated no one can find it without direc-tions. | think you should go stay
there. You'd be safe.”

Nolan looked at her for a moment, unmoving, then turned sharply away to pace the
room. “l can’'t run away from what I’ve done,” he said over his shoulder. “A great
thing—a monstrous thing—how-ever it's judged, | did it, and | would do it again,
and so | must stand by my actions. Leaving the city would not change that. | cannot
hide away for the rest of my life. | don’t want to.”

She watched him closedly. “Not the rest of your life A few months—a
year—however long it takes for the maelstrom here to die down. Soon enough,
you'll be needed back at the Biolab, haven't you redlized that? Do you know what
demons Cerisa Daylen has un-leashed? Y our friend Mdina said that to the reporters
yesterday. Now that we know how to kill each other with disease, what other
powerful viruses might we invent? What other kind of invisble wars might we learn
to wage on each other? On the albinos? On foreign nations? We have entered a new
era. And you are one of the few people who under-stands how to navigate through
its mazes. They’ll redize that soon enough. And then you'll have to return. But for
now—"

He stopped striding around the room and passed one hand over his face. He looked
suddenly exhausted. “For now,” he said quietly, “I would so much like a place to
rest. A place to sort out my thoughts. A place to recover.”

“Munetrun,” she said. “We can be there tomorrow night.”
“We?" he repeated. “Y ou would come with me?’

“You wouldn’t find it on your own.”

“And then? Would you leave, or would you stay with me there?’

Kit looked at the floor, a neutral collage of tilesin an uninspired pattern. “What does
Andeesathink of what you've done 7' she asked in alow voice.

“l have not spoken to her since shortly after | returned from Geldricht. When |
released her from our engagement and told her | was not the man for her.”

“That must have been hard for her.”

“It was hard for me, too. But | could not in good faith pretend to love her when |
love you instead.”

Kit looked up. “Is that dill true?’” she whispered.
“What could have changed me?’ he demanded.



“Why does anyone change?’ she countered. “Once you loved Leesa, t0o.”

“Leesawas part of away of lifel loved. The only way of life | knew until now. And
| have left that life behind. You are—you embody dl the things | have come to
admire and respect. Wondrous things and difficult things. Things | cannot put into
words. | don’t know that | could ever have loved you before, being who | was then.
Being who | am now, | don’t think | can ever stop. | don’t want to embarrass you or
frighten you or make you angry. But | don’t want you to doubt that | love you.”

“l have loved Jex Zanlan my whole life,” she said, in a dow, hat-ing voice. “Both
because of who he was and—and, | guess, because of what he represented. But |
learned there are no boundaries in Jex. | learned that we do not have the same view
of right and wrong—of good and evil. And | learned that | could not love a man who
did not value the things | prize most. But it is hard to let go of an old love. And it is
hard to trust yourself when you think you love again.”

“Those things are both true,” Nolan said gravely.

“Let me come with you to Munetrun,” she said at last. “I’'ll stay as long as you like.
I'll teach you goldtongue. We'll play choisin. We Il read. We' Il talk. W€ ll find out if
we have redly learned to read each others' souls.”

“All right,” he said.

“1 think | do love you, Nolan,” she said. “But | want to make dif-ferent mistakes this
time. Let's stay in Munetrun until the city has for-gotten about you—until we've
forgotten about our old lovers—until we're sure of everything.”

“The world will end before we're sure of everything,” he said with a dight smile.
“But | will agree to stay until you're sure of me.”

“When can you be ready to leave?’ she asked.
“Anytime. Now.”

“l have to tell Sereva where we're going and arrange for a car to take us in-country.
And it’s probably better if we leave at night.”

“1 can meet you somewhere. At the East Zero gate, maybe—that’s right on the road
to Inrhio.”

Kit thought it over a moment, then nodded decisively. “Good. Wait until full dark
before you leave here. I'll be there about an hour after nightfall.”

“I'll be waiting.”

She turned toward the door, hesitated, and turned back. He stayed where he was,
waiting. She took three quick steps to cross the room and kissed him lightly on the
mouth.

“Tonight,” she said, and not another word. But even as she left the room, he was
with her; waking the slent streets, she felt him be-side her. She saw the city, heard
her own footfalls, with his senses; and she knew that would be the way of it from
this day forward, no way to disentangle, no need to, no desire. The closer she came
to Sereva’'s house, the faster she went, till a the end she was amost running. It was



not the distance she was trying to shorten, but the time. Nightfal was hdf a day
away, and she could only endure the duggish drag of the minutes if she whirled into
frenzied activity. She must pack; she must arrange for transportation; she must
secure funds, close the city house, tak to Sereva. Much to do and little enough time.
She flung herself toward the appointed hour.



