
        
            
                
            
        


		
			
				“Alibi is a slice-of-life story with a significant romance subplot and then it’s also a murder mystery. The mystery itself does not drag out for all that long. The protagonist is a primary suspect (though really there are any number of suspects). Sharon Shinn is outstanding at powerful metaphorical imagery that captures emotional truth. That’s the case here as well. [Her] characters are vivid, distinctive, real people, all of whom are unique and appealing. It’s the characters that make this story sing.” 

				

				Rachel Neumeier
author of the Tuyo series
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PROLOGUE

				 

				 

				“Please tell me what’s going on.”

				“Someone teleported into this house around one a.m. this morning, went into Duncan Phillips’ study, and shot Mr. Phillips dead. From what we can tell, this individual came to the house with a single agenda—to commit murder.”

				 “Who are you considering suspects?”

				“People with access to the house. Specifically, those who live and work at the Phillips mansion, and those who had their own door codes.”

				“That includes me.”

				“It does. The last time you were here—the last time anyone knows that you were here—you had a nasty argument with Mr. Phillips. Which was witnessed by five other people and caught on security monitors. We have had an opportunity to view the recording. It looks like an unpleasant encounter. Is that the last time you saw Duncan Phillips?”

				“Yes, it was. No, I didn’t come back to the house in the middle of the night and kill him. I don’t even know how to use a gun.”

				“There are a lot of fingerprints and DNA traces on this particular weapon. Possibly some of those are yours. You’ll need to be printed and scanned before you leave today.”

				“But I—I didn’t kill him. I wasn’t even in Chicago last night. I was at a party in Atlanta. There must be fifty people who can give me an alibi.”

				“Atlanta’s not so far away by teleport.”








				 

				 

				
CHAPTER ONE

				 

				 

				Four months earlier

				 

				 

				The irony of an evolving civilization is that the more dependent it becomes on a certain form of technology, the more likely it is that the tech will break down.

				I was already late for dinner at my mother’s and I could tell, by the throngs of frustrated and angry commuters, that I was going to be later. Atlanta’s Olympic Terminal was always crowded, since it was the third-largest teleport facility in the world, but there were so many people here tonight that I had to suspect a complete breakdown in the system. 

				Nonetheless, hoping it might only be a local issue, I headed for the Chicago gate. There, several hundred commuters milled about, expressing outrage and disbelief and arguing with the attendant about the superiority of teleport terminals in New York, London, and Hong Kong.

				“So what’s the problem?” I asked a well-dressed woman about my mother’s age, who seemed resigned rather than furious. She looked up from her tablet and gave me a tired smile.

				“I’m not sure. But no one can teleport into or out of the city, and phone calls and texts aren’t going out either.”

				I tried to suppress a groan. “Any idea how long it will take to fix?”

				“Somebody said an hour. But who knows?”

				I nodded, thanked her, and moved away, looking for a semi-quiet corner. Not that I didn’t believe her, but I had to verify for myself that communication was truly impossible. EarFone technology basically meant you could connect with anybody, at any time, and the idea of complete silence in my head was almost inconceivable. Hunkering down by some storage lockers near the restrooms, I cupped a hand over my right ear, where the implant was, and spoke my mother’s code. Nothing. Same when I tried my brother Jason and my best friend, Marika. 

				Sighing, I came to my feet and looked around for entertainment. Though a teleport terminal is not the place to find that. The whole point of teleport, after all, is immediate transmission, so most people don’t expect to have to hang around too long. The Atlanta facility is a model of efficiency on most days. It’s laid out like one huge multi-pointed star, and each point represents one of the major cities of the world. The local system dumps travelers into gates at the middle of the star, and from these central pads they can walk the shortest distance to their next destination. 

				I’ve always been fascinated by, but too cheap to pay for, one of Atlanta’s so-called direct terminals. These allow you to make the leap to any other terminal anywhere in the world that’s equipped with a reception port, even a private residence. I mean, teleport itself is essentially instantaneous, but traveling between destinations can take forty-five minutes or so by the time you add up all the short walks between gates and portals. But given the state of my finances, I’d rather spend the time than the money.

				After pausing to buy a few snacks against the possibility of a long wait, I returned to the Chicago point of the teleport star. But my luck was in. Just as I was looking around for a place to sit, a collective sigh of relief went through the assembled crowd. The whole irritable mass of people seemed to surge to its feet in one convulsive movement and cram itself toward the gate. Looked like we were operational again. 

				It wasn’t all that long before it was my turn to step into the closet-sized booth and shut the door. To me, the long-distance jumps always feel smoother and faster than the local ones. Within seconds, my body seems to dissolve and my mind, for the briefest moment, goes absolutely blank. Then I suddenly come to, standing in an identical gate a few hundred miles away. 

				Today, that gate opened into the clean white lines of O’Hare. I stepped out and fought through the crowds toward a local portal, already calling my mother. She didn’t answer, so I tried Jason again, since I knew he had come in from Denver to join us for dinner.  

				“Hey, it’s me,” I said, a little breathlessly. “Sorry I’m late. Is Mom worried?” 

				“She would be,” he said, “but I was smart enough to check the news and learn that all of Atlanta was blanketed by some mysterious electrical storm.” 

				“I’m at O’Hare now. I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 

				“Better have your alibi ready,” he said and hung up. 

				I couldn’t help grinning as I fell in place behind a line of people waiting to use the gate to my mother’s neighborhood. Since we had been children, Jason and I had spent much of our time diverting our mother’s concern. She feared that we would be devoured by rabid dogs, kidnapped by malevolent strangers, vaporized by malfunctioning teleporters. Because Jason had an adventurous spirit and I chafed at confinement, we spent much of our time trying to slip her cautious leash—and then devising stories about the harmless pastimes that had kept us away for all hours. 

				More than once, when he was in high school and I was in college, I had encountered him entering the house in the morning just as I was leaving. At least as often, when I was dating Danny, Jason would find me sneaking home at midnight just as he was about to go off to bed. We would always issue the same challenge: What’s your alibi? and then offer ludicrous explanations. We never failed to find this routine hilarious. 

				After we moved out of the house, of course, we no longer had to soothe our mother’s fears. But it had become a joke with us, a habit. If I called him and he did not answer, he had better have a good excuse ready; and if he saw me in public with someone he did not recognize, he would want the full background story. The less likely it was to be true, the better. 

				It was finally my turn to step into the gate that would take me to a booth a few blocks from my mother’s house. Local portals are more complicated than dedicated long-distance ones, because they contain keypads where you have to punch in your destination. In most big cities, helpful lists are posted on the interior walls, displaying the codes for popular attractions. In Chicago, those include Wrigley Field and Watertower Place. In Houston, where I work, they include the Space Center and the museum district.

				I keyed in the code for my mother’s Northbrook neighborhood, and seconds later I was stepping out onto the street. It was cold in Chicago, of course—it’s always cold in Chicago, no reason to expect anything different on this early March night. I had worn a sweater in Houston, where it had been too hot, and now I wished I had brought something warmer. I’d have to borrow one of my mother’s coats before I left. 

				A very brisk walk and I was at her house, a cute two-story brick building with an indifferently kept lawn and a small garden, just now brown with leftover winter. Jason met me at the door, which otherwise would have been triple-locked against the possibility of intruders. 

				He was dressed as usual in pressed khakis and a white shirt. His best friend Domenic always said he looked like a “laker,” one of the rich kids from the moneyed suburbs that border the northern edge of Lake Michigan. He was also good-looking in the way rich kids often are, with even features, straight blonde-brown hair, and an easy, athletic carriage that bespoke complete self-assurance. He had inherited all of our mother’s Scandinavian genes, so his skin was fair and flawless, a shade or two lighter than my own. Except for the money part, what you saw with Jason was what you got—a handsome, happy, boyish, charming guy. 

				“Ninety minutes late. I’d call that a new record,” he greeted me, handing over a glass of wine. “What’s your alibi?”

				“Some kind of electronic interference. I thought you knew.” 

				He made a face. “Not very interesting.” 

				“Marika accidentally overdosed on that new designer drug—what are they calling it?—” 

				“Chelsea.” 

				“And it’s scary that you know that. And I had to rush her to the hospital.” 

				He considered, but rejected it. “Don’t think you can tell Mom.” 

				“I was consulting with a hit man about doing away with my brother—” 

				My mother’s voice called from the other room. “Tay-Tay? Is that you? Honey, you must be exhausted. I managed to save the meat, but the potatoes are so overdone, I hope you don’t mind. Jason’s already eaten his salad, but you come on in and get something in your stomach.” 

				Jason gave me a brief malicious smile. “And don’t forget to say hi to Dad on your way in.” 

				I grimaced and followed him out of the half-lit foyer, through the darkened living room and toward the big kitchen. And, though I would have preferred not to, I could not help but look over at my father as we passed him in the living room. 

				Well, not my father. A hologram of him—a fairly high-caliber one, too, because it incorporated some minimal movements and facial expressions. Most of the time it sat, glowing and stuporous, in the big wing chair he had loved so much, facing the oversize video monitor always turned to the news. Now and then, it would turn its head in response to some nearby motion, and its radiant face would break into a welcoming smile. Once the visitor had moved out of its sensor range, it would return its attention to the screen. 

				I suppose my mother found this comforting. She’d purchased and installed the hologram about ten years after my dad died, using a windfall she’d gotten when one of his stocks took off. They’re wildly expensive, holograms, particularly variable ones, and this one was both detailed and accurate. I mean, the artist had exactly caught the contours of my father’s face and the slightly ridiculous way he looked when he was truly happy. 

				Personally, I found the whole setup creepy in the extreme. For one thing, my dad hadn’t been around that much when he was alive, since he was a workaholic who spent fifteen hours a day at his office. For another—well, he was dead. This ghostly representation did not make him feel any more alive to me. Mostly it made me want to avoid the living room. 

				A few quick steps and I was past him, into the much more cheerful space of the kitchen. This was a large, gracious room of white tile, red curtains, bright copper pans, and fabulous aromas. Food always smells better at my mother’s house, probably because she insists on cooking everything in her antique stove and oven. Me, I flashfry everything or use the hotbox for baking, so I can put a meal on the table in five minutes, but my mom just doesn’t believe such rapid-heat methods cook a meal properly. Sometimes, eating at her house, I agree. 

				My mother set a generous portion of roast on my plate and directed Jason to pour me a glass of water, “or another glass of wine, I’m sure she needs it, poor thing.” To hear the concern in her voice, you’d have thought I was just home from firefighting or demolition work. 

				Despite her claim that the food was probably burned, everything was delicious, and we all ate with appreciation. My mother, a delicate frail-boned woman, took dainty bites that managed to conceal just how much food she could put away when she set her mind to it. I swear she could eat more food than her two children put together, even though she didn’t appear to have gained an ounce since she was thirteen. Combine her ethereal features with carefully styled white-blonde hair and you got the picture of a sweet older woman of textbook grace and elegance. An accurate picture, for the most part, though her constant fussing can make me want to scream with vexation. 

				Jason loves her close attentiveness. Cannot get enough of it. The man is thirty-one years old, and the first person he calls when he’s sick is his mother. Any time he gets a cold, he scoots himself over to her house so she can smother him in concern. I can hardly imagine what kind of woman his own age could compete with that kind of affection. 

				Tonight, her gentle fretting helped relax my frayed nerves, and I accepted the extra helpings of broccoli and the second piece of German chocolate cake that she had made especially for me. Still, I had arrived so late that the hour was pretty far advanced by the time dessert was served, and I was ready to go the minute I put down my fork. 

				“Now, Taylor, you call me when you get in,” my mother said, following Jason and me through the living room past my father’s glowing presence. 

				“I’m thirty-four years old, I don’t think I need to call my mother to let her know I’m safe.” 

				“Just so I don’t worry. Jason will call me from Denver when he gets in, too.” 

				“Sure thing.” 

				“Jason, why don’t you go all the way to Taylor’s apartment with her? Make sure she’s okay.” 

				My brother and I locked eyes. “Okay,” he said. He bent to kiss her on the cheek, and I gave her a quick hug. I buttoned up my borrowed coat, and a minute later we were out the door, walking as fast as we could through the icy night. 

				“What are you doing tomorrow?” I asked as we huffed along. 

				“Class at noon.” Jason’s a part-time student at the University of Colorado; I sometimes think he will never graduate. “And then Domenic and I might go out to California to see a ballgame.” 

				“Give him my love.”

				He fished in his pocket. “Here. New book.” 

				I wished I had on gloves, but I took it in my bare hand, squinting at the cover in the inadequate streetlights. It was a small, square volume, probably not much more than a hundred pages, though the type, when I flipped through it, looked very small. “Sociological Theory in Mid-Millennium Urban Centers. My God. Where did you pick this up?”

				“Class, of course. As far as I can tell, I’m the only one who read it.” 

				“So I’m supposed to throw away Pillars of the Earth?” 

				“Too limiting. Not enough modern references. This one even talks about EarFones and how they’ve revolutionized communication. Actually, it’s much better than it sounds. You might enjoy it if you sat down to read it.” 

				“I don’t think so. I’ll just scan it for pertinent words.”

				When we were kids, Jason and I read all the same books. Science fiction, boys’ adventure books, girls’ adventure books, horse books, whodunits. Everything. In one of the juvenile mysteries, the young detectives communicated with each other by designating a book and working out a numerical code that corresponded with the page numbers, the lines on a page, and the words in a line. So 57-5-3 would be the third word in the fifth line on page fifty-seven. Dinner, maybe. Or served. Eventually you could construct a sentence like “Dinner will be served in the dining room at seven.” 

				Well, Jason thought this was the most wonderful thing ever. He bought each of us identical copies of some realbook that he’d picked up in a used-book store—A Wrinkle in Time, I think, which comes in a zillion editions, so he had to make sure publication dates matched exactly. And then he proceeded to leave me folded scraps of paper, tucking them into my shoes or my coat pocket, with mysterious sets of numbers penciled on them. I can’t resist Jason’s particular brand of lunacy, so I would instantly grab my copy of Wrinkle in Time and decode whatever pointless message he had sent. It was more fun than I can convey. 

				At least once a year, he changed the source texts, just in case any spies were onto us and were carrying around the same tattered realbooks that we were. And, once we were into our teens, we found we had to modify the code, since some of the modern words we wanted to use were not readily available in old-fashioned novels. For instance, Pillars of the Earth did not have any references to “teleport,” so we had to assemble it from the skeletons of eight other words, adding a fourth digit to our string of numbers. Therefore, 57-5-3-6 would isolate the sixth letter in the highlighted word. You can imagine how complicated. 

				You would think that, as we entered our sober adult lives, this particular diversion would have palled, but I can’t say that it has. While I was married to Danny, Jason would often send me texts or emails that were nothing but a series of numbers and I would have to dig out my current book and track down words. Once his message was, “Your husband is a shithead.” Another time it was “Divorce is an option in modern-day America.” I learned to decode his messages when Danny wasn’t home. 

				Ancient history.  

				Anyway, I was happy to get the new book. “Hey, it’s small enough to fit in my dainty purse,” I said, tucking it in next to my comb. “I’ll carry it with me always.” 

				“I’ll be in touch,” he said in an ominous voice, and we laughed as we ducked into the little stone housing for the teleport gate. 

				No one else was there waiting; not much traffic in this part of town past eight in the evening. Jason stepped back to allow me first access to the gate. He had no intention of following me home.  

				“’Night, Tay-Tay,” he said.  

				“See you,” I replied, closing the door and punching in my code. Moments later I was in my own neighborhood. A few more minutes and I was home. Within an hour I had called my mother, checked my EarFone log for messages, mentally reviewed my wardrobe so I’d have a clue what to wear in the morning, and climbed into bed.








				 

				 

				
CHAPTER TWO

				 

				 

				Wednesday morning found me in Houston. I teach English at Sefton University, where students are required to attend classes in-person unless health problems or personal emergencies are keeping them off campus. Teleport makes it easy for them to attend from anywhere in the world, though the majority of our students come from Texas or the rest of the U.S.  

					On this, my last working day of the week, I was facing my Basic Lit and Composition class, which consisted of a rowdy group of freshmen who had little interest in the great literature of the past several centuries. Me, I loved the depth and detail of the 19th-century novelists and the changing poetic form of the 20th-century writers, but my students were frequently bored by some of the mandated texts. 

					So every year I let my classes vote on novelists they’d like to study in addition to the required ones. I can’t tell you how many Stephen King and Stephanie Meyer books this means I’ve been compelled to read, not to mention the stray science fiction author from the past thirty years. But we’ve worked our way through Misery and Twilight and All Systems Red, discussing character development, foreshadowing, denouement, and intertwining themes, and I haven’t minded one bit. There is no frigate like a book, as Emily Dickinson says, and my students and I have all enjoyed our eclectic travels. 

				The other thing I’ve done is make the students compose essays—about each other—in the style of the authors we’ve studied, then take turns reading these out loud. If they’re too shy to pick out a classmate to describe, I’ll let them turn their powers of observation on me. My favorite was written by a girl who went on to win all sorts of poetry awards and now works in publishing somewhere in New York. I kept it, of course; I keep all of them. She wrote: 

				“Taylor Kendall entered the drab room with her usual air of calm self-possession and cast one appraising look at the inhabitants clustered at its inhospitable desks. She had pulled her dark hair back from her face with a bright scarf that brought a wash of color to her olive cheeks. Her clothes, though serviceable, were far from the first height of fashion, and seemed to have been chosen to lend her an air of dignity rather than beauty.” 

				I mean, I did not think I would ever stop laughing. 

				No one in this particular semester was nearly as talented as she had been, but I loved the class. The students had been together a full year and developed that synergistic personality that you occasionally get with some great groups of kids. They laughed, they asked questions, they challenged me, and they read almost everything I assigned them, which was about the best I could hope for. 

				This Wednesday, we were discussing Break of Day, hailed by every critic of the ’00s as “the first true classic of the millennium.” It was probably my least favorite book on the syllabus, a dreary post-apocalyptic treatise of savagery in the face of failed civilization (haven’t we done that kind of book in every generation, and wasn’t it just as dreary then?), and the only thing to like about it was that it was just two hundred pages long. 

				“Man, what a piece of crap!” was the first admirable critique offered by Devante Ross, a tall, burly, Black athlete who could always be counted on to open any discussion. Other voices were soon raised in support. 

				“That was even more depressing than Lord of the Flies.” 

				“You know, maybe I’m naive, but I really think that if all the computers failed, we’d manage to live without turning into, whatever, beasts. Okay, I mean, first I think we’d be able to fix the computers, because why couldn’t we, but even if somehow all that knowledge evaporated, couldn’t we come up with other survival techniques?”

				“I don’t like the book, either,” I said when I got a chance. “So let’s examine it. Why is it considered a classic? Why does it appear on every ‘great book’ list of the century? What are its strong points? Plot, character, description?” 

				“Character,” said Devante. 

				“That woman—Georgina—the way she reacts when she comes across her daughter’s body—see, I started crying then. That seemed so genuine to me, like that’s how I would have felt,” said Nancy Ortega. 

				“So, descriptive writing?” I hazarded. 

				“No, I think Devante is right. Her character seemed so real that I believed this was what she felt. Because we’d seen her interact with her daughter just the chapter before. I mean, I hated it, but I believed it.” 

				We managed to get through an entire hour dissecting Break of Day, a feat I always believe is going to be impossible. As always, we were fueled by our overwhelming dislike of the story and the style of the novel. Then the inevitable questions: What would happen to humanity if technology broke down? How long before law and order failed, how long before chaos erupted? To those who said it couldn’t happen, I spoke of spectacular riots sparked by any number of events—miscarriages of justice, natural disasters, and political upheavals, both inside and outside of America. 

				“Yeah, but those were contained,” Dave Zirster argued. “A few days, a lot of looting, but the good citizens lock their doors, and the cops arrive on the scene, or the army—” 

				“That’s the point, heezling,” scoffed one of the other students. “If communications break down, no one knows what the problems are. If the teleport systems fail, the cops and the army can’t get to the problem spots anyway.”

				Devante’s smiling face had turned sober. “And sometimes the cops and the army are the ones causing the problems.”

				“And sometimes you don’t even need a systems breakdown to create a disaster,” I said. “What about Back Bay? What about Boulder? What about South Side?” 

				This quieted them a moment, and they all looked thoughtful. Most of the kids at Sefton came from families of at least moderate means; while we prided ourselves on welcoming first-generation college students and those from less privileged backgrounds, I’m not sure we’d ever admitted anyone directly from the Hot Zones. These lawless communities, which could be found at the edges of almost every major city in America, were essentially war zones overrun by violence and disconnected from the civilized grid. How to eliminate the Hot Zones was the urgent question facing every major regional and national politician, but no one had ever solved the problem.

				Every year, I posed the same questions to my class. Were the Hot Zones templates for the breakdown of society? Were they the beginning of a disease that would infect and destroy the society we knew today? If we could not reclaim this one fraction of the population, with all resources still functioning and at our command, how did we think we could halt the onslaught of savagery if all our systems suddenly and cataclysmically failed?

				“I see you have no easy answers,” I said, after everyone had sat a moment in silence. “So that’s today’s writing assignment. A five-page essay on what you think would happen if we had sudden catastrophic meltdown. What would we fix? What would we lose? And give it some thought—no easy answers like computer engineers come in and reprogram everything. And make it read like fiction.” 

				Devante raised his hand. “Can I use real people as characters in the story?”

				For the life of me, I couldn’t stop a grin. “Sure. For all I care, you can set it in this classroom on the day the meltdown occurs. In fact, extra points if you do.” 

				Everyone laughed a little nervously and looked around, envisioning their ordinary classmates turning into heroes and savages. I thought this might be the most fun paper I’d assigned all year. 

				“It might have to be longer than five pages,” said Nancy Ortega. 

				“So be it,” I said, as the bell rang to signal the end of the hour. “Essays due in two weeks.” 

				As always in this class, the students seemed loath to leave. Almost everyone lingered a few minutes to exchange stories with the others, joke about how they were going to portray their best friends in their post-apocalyptic stories, and discuss some new music release by a group I had not even heard of. Two of the girls came up to ask me about classes they were thinking of taking next year, and Evan Stodley loitered behind them, no doubt prepared to explain why he had missed both classes last week. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my department chair stick her head through the door, realize I was not alone, and then look over at me. I raised a hand to signal that I’d come to her office as soon as I could, and she nodded and withdrew. 

				It was another ten minutes before I could leave the classroom, and even then, Evan trailed behind me, still apologizing. Finally, I just gave him an extra assignment and told him if he turned it in by Monday I’d erase the absences. Maybe I should have been tougher on him, but, you know, the hell with it. Evan was a little frail, emotionally speaking, but brilliant, gifted, and sweet-tempered. Nancy had told me last week that his girlfriend had broken up with him and that he almost had not made it through the week alive. And I’m going to flunk him? I’d rather have him read Josie’s Dreams.

				I was finally free of my coterie of followers and entering Caroline Summers’ office, an airy and amazingly well-appointed space. This room looked nothing like my own office, which was an untidy jumble of papers, books, and sterile nondescript furniture. Her desk was graced with a delicate lamp of twisted silver branches tipped with glowing bulbs, her stark black filing cabinet was softened with a turquoise table runner. The place was completely free of clutter. 

				The elegant decor matched Caroline herself, a cool, beautiful woman in her early forties. I’d always thought she would have looked perfectly in place on a modeling runway. She had halo-blond hair, always pulled back in a braid or chignon. Her pale face was absolutely perfect in shape and symmetry, and her eyes were so blue they appeared unreal. She wore cold, vibrant colors—purple, magenta, metallic teal. Even her voice had an icily gorgeous quality, like bronze cathedral chimes. 

				Not surprisingly, she was one of the most poised people I’d ever met. Nothing—from the scandal of the dean’s affair with one of his students to the joint and bloody suicide of three English majors two years ago—had ever appeared to rock her off-balance. She dealt with everything calmly and efficiently, so I found it exceptionally easy to work with her, despite the fact that we clearly had stylistic differences. 

				“Hi, Caroline. Did you need me?” I asked, stepping inside. 

				She looked up from her monitor and smiled. The expression transformed her into a much warmer creature, though it still didn’t bring her to my level of shaggy-dog friendliness. “Good afternoon, Taylor. Your class looked like it was having fun.” 

				I laughed. “Well, I told them to write an end-of-civilization story starring their classmates, and the idea seemed to please them. I can’t even hazard a guess as to what kinds of wild ideas they’ll come up with, but at least they’ll get a little practice throwing a few sentences together, and that can’t hurt.” 

				“I think it sounds like an excellent idea,” she said, waving me to a seat. Her smile had already faded; she looked serious and stylish again. “I have an offer for you that you’re free to turn down, but I think it’s something you might be good at. It’s a tutoring job for a sick boy who would like to get his high school equivalency diploma next fall.” 

				I raised my eyebrows. “So he’s a high school kid? I’ve never really taught anyone younger than a freshman.” 

				She glanced at a printout—notes about the student, I presumed. “Actually, he’s nineteen. I gather he’s missed a fair amount of school over the past couple of years due to his medical condition. I was told he’s doing fine on his own in math and science, but his father was looking for an English teacher. I was asked if I could recommend someone from my staff, and you’re the first one I thought of.” 

				I guess I couldn’t keep the surprise from my face, because her smile came back, fainter and a bit ironic. “You have a reputation,” she said, “of being able to deal well even with the students who are not particularly interested in receiving an education.” 

				“So this kid is difficult?” 

				She spread her hands as if to indicate she had insufficient information. “I don’t know much about him except that he’s been sick for years, he’s had spotty success with his schooling in the past, and his father wants him to earn a high school diploma. I didn’t get many details about his personality except that he’s ‘inattentive’ sometimes. Maybe he’s got ADHD. Maybe he’s disorderly. Maybe he’s sullen and uncooperative because of his illness, whatever it is.” 

				“They didn’t tell you?” 

				She consulted her notes again. “Kyotenin degradation,” she read, then looked up at me. “I don’t have a clue what that is.” 

				I shook my head. “Never heard of it. What else do you know? Who talked to you about this?” 

				“The boy’s father came to the dean, who came to me. I admit I don’t know much more. Just that his father wants him to get tutoring twice a week for the next four to six months, until he can take his high school equivalency test. He did imply that, if his son decided to attend college in the future, he might need continued tutoring past that point. He said this,” she added, “because he seemed to think there might be some financial incentive to the teacher who accepted the job.” 

				I tilted my head to one side. Her voice was carefully impersonal, but I read a little disdain in it for the father, flinging about offers of money rather than concentrating on the well-being of his son. Or maybe I was coloring her voice with my own instant disapproval. 

				“So how much is he offering?” I asked. “Just out of curiosity.” 

				She read the figure from her paper. “Two thousand dollars for each two-hour session.” 

				I sat forward in my chair, manufacturing a cough of astonishment. Let me put this in perspective. Last year, I earned $130,000 teaching at Sefton. This part-time salary would multiply into damn near half of what I made in the full year.  

				“Are you sure this kid isn’t dreadful? Because that’s a lot of money to pay for some run-of-the-mill tutoring.” 

				“I told you. I don’t know anything about him except what his father said.” She watched me with those lake-blue eyes. “So are you interested?” 

				“Maybe. I’d have to meet the boy first. The money would be great, yeah, but it’s not worth it if the kid’s unteachable or violent or crazy. But otherwise—sure, I’d be glad to do it. I’ve got light days on Tuesdays and free days on Fridays, so it shouldn’t be a problem to find the time. Where does he live, by the way? Here in Houston?” 

				“No, actually, he’s in our part of the world,” she said. Caroline was the only other teacher in Sefton’s English department who commuted from the Chicago metropolitan area. “One of the wealthy northern suburbs.” 

				“That would make sense, if his dad’s throwing around that kind of money. But why come to Sefton? Why not look for someone at Northwestern?”

				“I believe his father is an alumnus of Sefton and possibly even on the board of trustees. At any rate, he’s been a longtime donor to the business college here.”

				“Really? Have I heard of him?”

				“Oh, I think so,” she said dryly. “We’re talking about Duncan Phillips.” 

				Now my eyes went wide and my breath evaporated from my throat. “Duncan Phillips? The defense guy? I read that he has tighter security at his house than they do at the White House.”

				“Possibly. I was told that our candidate would have to be willing to undergo a security review—which I think means something much more extensive than a few questions asked by an elderly house guard. Would a background check inconvenience you or your family?” 

				I smiled at the polite wording. “You mean, have I ever been arrested for drug-smuggling or larceny or sedition? No. Not sure I could vouch for Jason, though.” 

				“Who?” 

				“My brother. No, I’m sure any of his misdemeanors would be minor ones. And I can’t think my mom or dad would have any unexpected skeletons in their closets.” 

				“So I can go ahead and tell the dean I’ve found a candidate? And you’ll set up the interview with Duncan Phillips’ people?” 

				“Sure. Just tell me who to call.”

				She flipped through the printout, frowned, and flipped through it again. “You know, I think there’s another piece of this, and I left it at home. It’s the gate code and the phone number and the name of the person you’re supposed to ask for.” She shook her head, looking irritated at herself. Me, I leave behind important papers all the time, but Caroline had probably done something so inconvenient only once or twice in her life. “It’s in my briefcase on my desk at home. I know exactly where it is. Damn.” 

				I shrugged. “No big deal. I can come in tomorrow and get it from you.” 

				“No, they specifically asked that you get in touch by tomorrow morning. I’d text you the information but I’m not going home tonight.” She looked up. “Tell you what. I’ll just give you my door code, and you can get the paper from my condo.” 

				I felt instant misgivings. I don’t mind hanging out in Marika’s house by myself, and any time I’m alone at Jason’s, I feel perfectly free to ransack cabinets and cupboards, but Caroline was not someone with whom I felt an easy intimacy. “Oh—I don’t know—” I demurred, but she was shaking her head and jotting something on a slip of paper. 

				“It’ll be fine. I trust you to lock the door behind you and refrain from stealing my jewelry,” she said, handing over the note. 

				I laughed when I saw the numbers written above the address. “One-one-two-four,” I said. November 24. “That’s my mom’s birthday. I don’t even need to write this down.” 

				She smiled faintly. “Really? That’s the number of years between me and my siblings. And the combination is easy to remember, so I use it for everything. I guess I shouldn’t.” 

				I shrugged. “I use the same code for everything, too. Charlotte Brontë’s birthday. I figure it’s not immediately obvious, and if I ever forget it, I can look it up.”

				“Excellent idea. Next time I need a passcode, I’ll choose the first publication date for Old Curiosity Shop. Much more creative than family birthdates and ages.” 

				“But, Caroline, I feel strange about going into your place—” 

				“I told you, it’s fine. I don’t mind. But come in Monday and tell me how the interview went.” 

				“All right. Even if they decide I’m not the one they want, this ought to be a little adventure.”

				 

				*

				 

				After my second class of the day, much less fun than the first one, I headed to Houston’s Bezos Terminal and then out to O’Hare. It was early afternoon, and unexpectedly sunny in Chicago—but, of course, cold. I shivered as I stepped out of the local gate in Caroline’s neighborhood and hurried down the street. 

				Caroline lived in the gracious old suburb of Evanston, a university town that managed to have an old-world charm that superseded the boisterous energy of the college students. Its lovely tree-lined streets and attractive multistory houses anchored the residential districts, while the main commercial streets were lined with fashionable boutiques and pricey eateries that didn’t make much accommodation for students on a budget. Caroline lived in a spacious red brick condo, in a building no doubt converted from apartments a century ago. My mother’s birthday worked not only for the locked outer door, but for the keypad at her own threshold as well. It was dark inside, though a little light drifted in past the half-closed drapes. I glanced around.

				The main room was quite large, a living room-cum-dining room decorated in the same glass, chrome, and icy colors as her office. One marble-topped sideboard in the main room seemed to feature a collection of gifts, since none of the items on it looked like things Caroline would have picked for herself: a cross-stitched dragonfly, a carved wooden horse, a small crystal globe on a gold tripod.  

				When I caught myself looking around a little too long, I shook my head and administered a mental scold. “The briefcase, the briefcase, the briefcase,” I muttered, and headed toward the desk in the corner of the room. This held a laptop, a printer, a stack of neatly organized papers, a silver statue of some kind of Nordic goddess (not my time period), and a slim satchel of expensive leather. 

				Ugh. Even worse than walking unattended into someone’s house was opening her purse or briefcase. I felt extremely invasive and ill-at-ease, so I just slid out the loose papers without looking inside. To my relief, the very top sheet was neatly printed with contact information for the Phillips household.  

				Nothing else here I needed. I stuffed the paper in my bag and retreated, locking the door behind me. I didn’t know why I felt like such a guilty thief, but I was vastly relieved to be back on the street and heading to the gate. Another jump, another short walk, and I was home. 

				Of course, I still had to make my appointment. 

				I studied the notes I had received from Caroline’s hand and the paper I had taken from her desk. Not much information here. I found it strange that I had been told to contact Phillips’ household, not Phillips himself—but, I suppose, if you’re the single wealthiest man in the state, and you meet daily with the president of this country and others, and you own manufacturing rights to the most sophisticated and deadly military planes developed in the past twenty years, you don’t have much time to answer phone calls and emails yourself. Although it would seem to me that when the calls and messages concerned your son, you might find a few free minutes here and there. 

				I called and identified myself to the impersonal male voice on the other end of the line. 

				“Taylor Kendall? Very good. Be here at ten tomorrow morning. Do you have the gate code for the entry foyer?” 

				Gate code. Caroline had mentioned it, but my mind had sort of skimmed over it. I guess I had assumed she meant the nearest local teleport pad, but, no, Duncan Phillips had his own private teleport facility on the grounds of his own house. I reeled off the number I’d been given. 

				“Yes. Very good,” he said again. “We will expect you in the morning. Bring some identification.” 

				He disconnected. I was left standing with my eyes wide and my mouth open, wondering just exactly what I’d gotten myself into.








				 

				 

				
CHAPTER THREE

				 

				 

				 

				I spent all of Wednesday evening thinking about Thursday morning. First, I called Marika (“Guess where I’m going tomorrow?”), then I texted Jason, leafing through my new copy of Sociological Theory in Mid-Millennium Urban Centers so I could send the message in code. “Been offered a new job. You’re a security risk. Prepare for investigation.” 

				Finally, I texted Domenic, Jason’s best friend since childhood, to see what he knew about Kyotenin degradation. I’d tried an online search but apparently hadn’t figured out how to spell it right, since I couldn’t turn up any useful information. Anyway, Domenic—who is currently studying for a medical degree at the downtown campus of Northwestern—usually had an entertaining and informative perspective on any topic, so I was interested in getting his take.

				About an hour later, as I was in the bathroom brushing my teeth, I heard the subtle ding of a reply. My EarFone transcriber recited Domenic’s words in a light, unalarmed voice. “Kyotenin degradation. Gradual and fairly gruesome deterioration of the musculature system, usually starting at the lower extremities of the body and working its way higher. Most often begins with malfunction of the toes and feet, leads to failure of the leg muscles, travels upward to affect the bowels and lower organs, and eventually incapacitates the heart. Invariably fatal. No recorded cases of anyone living past the age of twenty-five. Hope you don’t have it . . . nope, you’re too old.” 

				I stood there for a long time, staring at my horrified reflection in the mirror. Caroline had just said Duncan Phillips’ son was sick. She hadn’t mentioned that he was under a death sentence. 

				Did he know he was dying? How did that shape his days? 

				Theoretically, all of us know we’re mortal, but secretly most of us don’t believe it. When I was a teenager, the thought of death only crossed my mind when I tried to figure out how to stop my mother from worrying. What would it be like to be nineteen years old and have that grim reality as a constant companion?

				What would I do if I knew I would be dead within the next five years? 

				I didn’t think I would be trying to earn a high school English degree. I couldn’t imagine Duncan Phillips’ son would be too interested, either. 

				I almost wished I was not going. 

				In the morning, I put on a calf-length amethyst-colored dress and black suede boots instead of my usual trousers-and-sweater combination. I figured, as I was going to visit a rich man’s house, I should put a little extra effort into my appearance. My most stylish coat, a short leather jacket, wasn’t quite heavy enough to keep me warm as I hustled through the cool Chicago morning and stepped into my local teleport gate.

				Even so, I stood there shivering for a moment before punching in the numbers for the Phillips house. Trying to nerve myself for what was awaiting me on the other side of the brief transmission. But I finally entered the code and pressed my thumb chip to the payment button, and I was on my way. 

				I materialized in a gatekeeper’s booth at the end of a long, sweeping driveway that led to a grand mansion of red brick and dark wood. I had quick, immediate impressions of lawn, trees, and fortress before a wiry young security guard opened the booth door and motioned me out. He was an African American who looked to be about twenty-five years old and lean as a racing dog.

				“Name and I.D.?” he asked, consulting a terminal. 

				“Taylor Kendall,” I said, flashing my Sefton card. 

				“Who are you supposed to meet with?”

				This had been in Caroline’s papers. “Someone named Bram Cortez.” 

				The guard nodded. “Get back in the booth,” he said. “I’ll send you up to the house.”

				I stepped inside the gate, shut my eyes, and opened them in another world. The interior teleport pad featured glass walls through which I could see much of the first story of the Phillips mansion. A long, open foyer unfolded for what seemed like acres of fabulously expensive carpeting and artlessly arranged occasional tables loaded up with statuary and silver. A huge, curving staircase spiraled up to some distant height; great archways admitted glimpses of larger, more elaborate rooms to my left and right. The scent of imported hyacinths permeated even through the teleport walls. 

				A man waited for me outside the glass door, standing so still that for a moment I almost believed he was part of the decor. Gathering my wits, I stepped outside and gave him a quick appraisal. He was tall, maybe an inch or so above six feet, with short-cropped dark hair starting to fleck with gray. He had strongly marked features wrapped in skin just a few shades darker than my own. A well-tended mustache drew attention to his stern mouth, and his dense brown eyes assessed me with a sort of inexorable politeness.  

				“Taylor Kendall?” he said, his voice completely dispassionate. 

				“Yes.” 

				“I’m Bram Cortez.” On the page, I’d read his first name as if it rhymed with tram, but he pronounced it Brom, much like the composer. “I’m director of security here. I need to ask you a few questions. Come with me.” 

				I nodded and half-expected to be motioned back inside the teleport compartment; in this house, I would not be surprised to learn the inhabitants beamed from room to room. But, no, he turned his back and led me down the length of the foyer and into a long hall that opened off the back corner. 

				We eventually came to rest in a small, well-lit office that displayed absolutely no personality. Beige curtains at the window, a plain wooden desk empty of any object except a closed manila folder, a couple of straight-backed chairs, no books, no art, not even a stray coffee cup. I hoped this was one of those odd seldom-used areas that sat empty until a stranger like me appeared; I would hate to think anyone spent the majority of his day in such a depressing place. 

				I watched Cortez, and when he sat, I followed suit. He opened the folder and began leafing through the papers. I could not believe he had not already memorized their contents. 

				I studied him while he reviewed my records. My mind has an odd habit of offering up poetry at random moments, and Bram Cortez was tripping all my William Ernest Henley switches.

				 

				Out of the night that covers me

				Black as the Pit from pole to pole

				I thank whatever gods may be

				For my unconquerable soul . . .

				 

				When he looked up, his face showed no expression, but his eyes held an unwavering intentness that made me want to squirm and manufacture confessions. “You came highly recommended by your dean and your department chair, as well as by your students, whose class evaluations were forwarded to us,” he said in a level voice. “However, you realize that this is a household of strategic importance to national and international security, and that you must undergo some scrutiny before you are allowed to work here.” 

				I nodded. “So I understood. I assume you’ve already checked out my nonexistent police record.” 

				Either my words or my insouciant tone surprised him, though he instantly erased the expression. “I have. I have a few more questions.”

				“Go.” 

				“Your father was a software developer and part-owner of an AI firm. To your knowledge, how much time did he spend in politically sensitive areas like China and Russia?” 

				“I know he went to both of them a couple of times when I was a kid, but that was at least twenty years ago.”

				“Did he ever discuss the details of those trips with you?”

				“Not that I can remember.”

				“Any reason you can think of for his failure to talk about those travels?” 

				“Maybe they weren’t very interesting. Knowing my dad, he never set foot outside of whatever hotel he stayed at.” 

				“Did your mother accompany him on these trips? Did she mention visits to China or Russia?” 

				“The topics of ‘China’ and ‘Russia’ simply did not arise when I was growing up,” I said in a flat, distinct voice. “Isn’t there anything else you want to ask me about?” 

				He gave me a quick lancet look that made me feel he might be able to slice my heart out simply by desiring it, so I subsided a bit. He glanced at his notes. “Your brother Jason,” he began. “He’s currently enrolled in the University of Colorado at Denver and spends about ten hours a week writing for an online media service. How long has he held that job or a similar one?” 

				The questions went on and on, stupid questions, senseless questions, bearing no relation to my ability to teach or, as far as I could tell, hold an intelligent conversation. 

				“Your ex-husband, Daniel Faberly. He’s a computer technician for a company that provides support to military contractors. Do you happen to know what level his security clearance is?”

				“It used to be pretty low-level, but he may have earned something higher by now. I haven’t asked.”

				“When is the last time you communicated with Daniel Faberly?” 

				“I don’t know. Maybe a year ago.” 

				“Phone records indicate that he called you on July 16th last year.” 

				It was with some effort that I controlled my rising temper. “That sounds about right.” 

				“That’s hardly a year ago, Ms. Kendall.” 

				“If I’d known the parameters of the investigation, Mr. Cortez, I might have brought my old calendar. As it is, I’m relying on memory, and I just can’t remember.” 

				“What did you and Daniel Faberly talk about on that occasion?” 

				“His mother had died and he wanted to tell me.” 

				“You’d been close to his mother?” 

				“We got along.” 

				“Did you attend the funeral?” 

				“It was in Maine.” 

				“You teleport every day, Ms. Kendall. A trip to Maine would not have seemed out of the way if you’d wanted to put in an appearance.” 

				I came to my feet, smiling tightly. Clearly, I had surprised him again, for he was a few seconds behind me and obviously annoyed that he had not anticipated my move. 

				“You know what?” I said. “I don’t want the job.” 

				“Excuse me?” 

				“I was told I might do some good, tutoring a dying boy, and I was willing to do it, but this is bullshit, and I’m not going to sit here and listen to it. So just show me to the nearest secure teleport gate and I’ll beam out of your life forever.” 

				I swear a faint flush spread over his face; if he hadn’t been so unemotional, I’d have thought he was embarrassed. “Ms. Kendall. I’m sorry if you don’t like the questions that have been asked, but this is a high-risk establishment—” 

				“Yeah, whatever. What exactly do you want to know? I’ve never been arrested for anything, I don’t know a single national security secret, and if by some chance I was able to stumble upon poorly guarded military plans hidden somewhere in this goddamn mausoleum, I first wouldn’t recognize them and second wouldn’t have a clue who to sell them to, either in America or outside of it. I’m a good teacher, I like kids, and the last person I intentionally hurt was my ex-husband, who deserved it. If that’s not enough for you, then I’m out of here. Let’s not waste any more of our time.” 

				Jason says it’s fatal to get me mad, not because anyone fears the consequences of my wrath, but because it’s impossible to shut me up. In the general run of things, I’m passably articulate, but when I’m furious, the sentences come singing out as if I’m channeling the phrases of a vengeful angel. 

				“Ms. Kendall. Please sit down,” Bram Cortez said. 

				I looked at his stern face and dropped back into my chair without another word. 

				He took his own seat and remained quiet for a moment, seeming to think something over. I watched his face, which, despite my antagonism, I rather liked. It looked like it had been a mask, a wall, an impregnable shield for most of his life; it was opaque, it let out no stray, bright thoughts or skipping laughter. Yet I did not read brutality or indifference in its hard lines. There was nothing to see except bone and dark pearlescent skin. 

				Finally, he looked up. “When I was told you would be coming here for an interview, and I began the background checks, I was astonished to realize you were a woman,” he said at last. 

				This caused my eyebrows to rise almost to my hairline. “I’m astonished in turn to learn of your amazement.”

				“We don’t hire women in this household,” he said bluntly.

				I stared for a moment. “There’s so many things wrong with that statement I don’t even know where to begin.”

				“Everyone who works here is male,” he said, his voice wintry. “Cooks, crew, security personnel, everyone. It hadn’t occurred to me that a woman would be offered as a candidate.” 

				He didn’t explain why Duncan Phillips would only hire men, and I figured the reason would only make me mad, so I didn’t ask. In any case, it didn’t matter since I obviously wasn’t going to get the job. “If I’m not a viable option, why am I even here?”

				“Because your name was put forward by the dean at Sefton, and Duncan Phillips made it clear that the Sefton candidate would be his first choice unless that person turned out to be a security risk.”

				“Thus the interrogation.” 

				“Yes, although two other candidates have also been recommended—both of them men—and they are being thoroughly vetted as well.”

				I took a deep breath and blew it out in this unattractive horsey manner that I immediately wished I could recall. “Well, I’m sure you’ve found something to disqualify me by now, so let’s just wrap this up—” 

				“No.”

				“No what?” 

				“No, I haven’t found anything. I’m guessing your brother is something of a hellion, but that’s not really a crime. You remain Duncan Phillips’ first choice, and I have no legitimate reason to eliminate you. I will share that conclusion with him when I meet with him later tonight.”

				I met his eyes, unable to keep the hostility out of my own. “And if he decides to offer me the job, do you think I’ll really take it? After all this?”

				“I don’t know,” he said. “But before you turn it down, I’d like to ask you two things.”

				I could hardly imagine what. “Sure.”

				“Would you be willing to meet Quentin? Duncan Phillips’ son.”

				By this point, I was pretty certain I’d never want to cross the threshold of this house again, but I was consumed with curiosity, so I said, “All right. What’s the second thing?” 

				He looked directly at me and this time the scalpel-sharp eyes seemed dull with a passing pain. “How did you know he was dying?”

				I took a quick sip of breath. I barely remembered making the comment while I was ranting in full spate. “My supervisor told me the name of his disease and I asked someone about it. Does he know?” 

				Cortez’s face turned even more impassive. “His father doesn’t discuss it with him, but he knows. I’m not sure that he lets himself think about it.” 

				I don’t know why I asked it. “Is he close to his father?” 

				I don’t know why he answered. “No.” 

				The word hung in the air between us for five or ten seconds. “What happened to his mother?” 

				“Died when Quentin was a boy.” 

				The lack of detail instantly made me surmise the worst—suicide, accidental drug overdose, mysterious circumstances. “Does he have other family members?” 

				“An aunt. His mother’s sister. Her son is about Quentin’s age, and they’re friends. But they moved to Australia a couple of years ago, and he’s hardly seen them since.” 

				His voice was cool and impersonal, but I thought, He likes this kid. Isn’t that funny? I would have gone to court and sworn it that very minute. “Does he enjoy school? Will he want me—or anyone—coming in to tutor him?” 

				He shrugged. “I don’t know that he enjoys school all that much. He likes having people around.” His eyes rested on me for a moment, assessing, calculating. “He’d really like you.” 

				Based on which particular set of my responses did Bram Cortez make that assumption? “Well, let’s go see him,” I said. 

				 

				*

				 

				I fell in love with Quentin Phillips at first sight. 

				Bram Cortez and I traversed football fields of well-decorated hallways on two different levels to come to the handsome wood door that guarded Quentin’s room. Cortez’s knock was followed by the invitation to enter, but I spent very little time looking around the room. All I could see was the frail, smiling boy sitting in his wheelchair, his silhouette backlit against the sunlight pouring in through triple windows. 

				“Bram! I’ve checkmated you. You weren’t paying attention.” 

				“There’s no way you’ve checkmated me,” Cortez retorted. 

				The chair skimmed closer with a smooth motorized hum, and Quentin came into clearer focus. His face was an aesthete’s, bony and lean; his arms and legs, all the parts of his body I could see, were painfully thin. He wore a T-shirt and sweatpants that seemed far too big, either chosen to disguise his skeletal frame or purchased at some earlier date when they were a better fit. His smile blazed out from his face in a way that stopped my heart. I almost could not keep from reaching out to pat the tangled honey-brown curls. 

				“I did, though! I did!” Quentin insisted. “Let me show you. I—” 

				“Hold on a minute, buddy, let me introduce you to someone,” Cortez interrupted. 

				Quentin swung his chair tentatively in my direction and gave me a sideways look. I realized he been watching me from the second I walked in, he just hadn’t known what to make of me. “Hi,” he said. 

				I waved at his T-shirt, sporting the dates of an ancient Fat Hippos concert tour. “No way you bought that shirt for yourself,” I said with mock seriousness. “You weren’t even alive during their reunion tour.” 

				He laughed. “No, I stole it from Dennis.” 

				“You stole it from Dennis?” Cortez exclaimed. “He doesn’t know you have it?”

				Quentin looked both guilty and extremely pleased with himself. “No.” 

				“He’ll drown you,” Cortez said with conviction. 

				Quentin laughed again. “No, he won’t. He’ll make me give it back, maybe.” 

				“He’ll make you give it back for sure, and then he’ll drown you.” 

				“Do you even know who the Fat Hippos are?” I demanded. 

				“Sure, I have all their XCDs,” he said. “Wanna hear one? Which
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