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No other site in this world could rival Sin City’s seductions. Along the Strip, evening disguised itself as a false dawn. Ribbons of colorful LED and neo-neon hellfire directed the eye this way and that, inviting ordinary tourists to indulge in extraordinary debauchery. Gambling? That was the merest tip of Perdition’s iceberg.

David Lumen couldn’t hide his delight in watching the city’s visitors hurry to their doom. Even in this new century, Vegas still advertised that what happened here stayed here. Whatever flashy personas tourists chose to adopt they could leave behind when they returned to their normal lives.

But David knew that was a lie.

He could pick out the ones who were ending their stay. With their inhibitions still loosed, they headed back to the ordered lives that society required. For many of them that reentry could turn into frustration or rebellion.

What a heaven-sent opportunity for healing breakthroughs!

“My card,” he offered one man. “I can help.” The man paused to read it and then nodded, offering his wrist and its info-band. David tapped it with his card, bowed his head in thanks, and moved on.

It was an unorthodox way of getting patients. David abhorred the unorthodox, but he had an unorthodox talent. In his life he allowed this one exception to conformity. The ends justified the means.

Dr. David Lumen, psychotherapist, his card read. Licensed telepath. Helping you fit comfortably into your world.

Out here in the crowd he could catch the ones who might otherwise slip off to wither away their lives, not knowing that another path was available to lead them to suitable contentment.

“I can help,” he told another, and another info-band registered his name.

Far beyond the fakery and razzle-dazzle, the gibbous disk of Luna hovered halfway above the horizon. In a time before West Coast smog had spread in earnest to this desert city, perhaps its glow had matched that of Vegas. Now it hung muted behind a thick, sour curtain of dusty red. Still, David found it comforting to see the familiar face in the sky.

He squinted to make sure it was unchanged. Someone was building one of those Lunar complexes up there, up on the Man in the Moon’s left cheek. Of course the law forbad marring the side of Luna that forever faced Earth. The might-have-been mole on the Man’s face was neatly camouflaged, hidden even from a low-power telescope.

Luna was David’s private joke. Humanity needed its heavens pristine and beautiful. To fulfill that purpose, Luna hid its true self like everyone else. Even the Man in the Moon had to conform to the Fashion Police’s rules.

A crowd of young rowdies with alcohol breaths hustled by him on the way to an inhibition-free night. David smiled at them. They were still so malleable. In his heart of hearts he fancied himself a sculptor. He could form well-adjusted adults out of them.

Two Fashion Police officers in full, sequined Vegas display patrolled on foot just ahead. The drunks paused to video the spectacular duo. Both women were top-make Oughts: willow-slender builds with faces (and other features) cosmetically enhanced. They looked alike enough to be twins. The air-filtered warmth of the walkways had the FeePs in minimal uniform – and Vegas “minimal” was very minimal indeed. They wore their identification pins as necklace pendants.

Having Oughts on fashion duty was a spark of city marketing genius. They contrasted so well to all the voluptuous Sixty-makes who were usually employed in the Strip’s entertainment venues. When more tourists gathered to admire, one of the FeePs wrote up a drooling teenager for having an untreated zit. The kid didn’t seem to mind his ticket. He continued to grin stupidly at the pastied officer even as she turned away.

David couldn’t blame him. The FeePs looked spectacular coming and going. Beauty might be only scalpel-deep, but they’d obviously benefited from some truly fine modern medicine.

One tipped her brimmed hat to David. “Evening, Dr. Lumen.”

“Evening, Officer Dora,” he returned, then nodded to the other. “Officer Elise. You’re both on top of your form tonight. Officer Dora, the surgery looks great.”

She pirouetted for him and he tried not to ogle. After all, he was a professional. He had an image to maintain, despite what his instincts told him to do.

“Doesn’t it? I’m a perfect Ought now. Applied for my perfection pin this morning. Thanks for the recommendation, Doc.”

“Dr. Haggerty’s method of shaving bones is legendary. Glad I could help. But that wouldn’t have gotten you perfection if you hadn’t–”

Dora grinned at him. “Focused on my goals,” she said, parroting her mantra. “Diet, exercise and resolve.”

“That’s the ticket.”

Dora wiggled her now-svelte butt at him. “I not only fit into my world, but into size double-zero über-fashion. I’m recommending you to all my friends.”

David laughed. “Then I’ll have to see about giving you a cut of my business, won’t I?” He shook his head at the FeePs. “You two should be on Vegas’s advertising. Magnificent!”

They beamed at the compliment and continued on their way, scanning the crowds to maintain beauty and conformity.

David had nothing to fear from their judgment. He might be an ordinary mid-make Thirty, neither burly nor skinny, but he was a conscientious one. He kept his outrageous red hair muted under brown dye and owned this season’s complete line of Jakob Gallindor superior-grade suits. Not the perfection-grade, of course. He purposefully positioned himself only in the upper-eightieth percentile of the population when it came to fashion.

Sure, he could have hit mid- or even upper nineties if he’d wanted. He could afford the surgeries to up his make as well, but being more impressive might intimidate his patients. He’d splurged on a top-line chin implant when he was sixteen. Before that he’d had only a trainer chin to disguise his weak real one. A few nips and tucks beside that were all he had needed to produce a pleasant but average appearance for his inborn body type: a mid-make.

David passed a woman whose shoulders hunched ever so slightly, which caused her chest to concave. The posture unflatteringly exaggerated her pear-shaped Eighty body make. She never looked up to meet another human being in the face. Body language told him she was protecting her core being, and her thoughts skittered scared in typical victim mode. David didn’t search deeper; people deserved their privacy. Instead he pressed a hard copy of his business card into her hand and then continued on his way.

Her thoughts broadcast her rebellion at the thought of therapy. Of course she’d react that way. Many did at first. But as David continued his brisk walk toward his office building, he felt confident that she’d be calling for an appointment within the next few days. Excellent!

The warm flush of success snapped cold as that something brushed him again. In the warm Vegas night it felt as if someone swept an arctic fan across him, just enough to bring every hair on his skin to shocked awareness. Then it was gone.

Twice this week he’d felt that icy darkness, a sharp taste in his mind. It was so quick he would normally have dismissed it as a wild thought from the crowd, but this third time was too often to be random.

Was this someone new to the neighborhood? Las Vegas still thrived on thrill-seeking tourists, but its permanent population grew faster than most cities in North America. The city drew all types. Baser personalities in particular seemed to target the area as they responded to the historic Vegas reputation.

He threw up a simple thought-deflection shield to protect himself from another intrusion. If it happened again, he’d try to pinpoint it so he could report the culprit. Rogue telepaths could be dangerous.
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WHEN DAVID ARRIVED at his office building he waited patiently for one for the public vanity stations in the lobby. Mustn’t run the chance of a client seeing him in slight disarray from the street. They must always know that David was in control of his world.

Everyone should fit into their role in society as well as he. How glad he was to have the skills and abilities to accomplish what he loved most: helping people. If he swaggered as he walked because of his accomplishments, it was only just enough to let people see his self-confidence so they might emulate it.

The work he did upstairs literally saved lives. He taught his clients how to live with society’s rules. As the cosmetic surgeons shaped them physically, he shaped them psychically, blunting their square pegs to fit into the round holes that the world demanded of them.

Unyielding egos clashing with conformity pressures were his specialty. David reached the mirror and adjusted his clothing. His tie was the tiniest bit wider than fashion norm this month, a hint to his clients that they could still push the envelope of life’s constrictions and not feel claustrophobic. Then again, that tie was ever so slightly longer than normal too. That was to remind his clients about who was in charge.

He adjusted with planned irony two small, color-coordinated, triangular snake bites to bring out the barest beginnings of friendly smile creases at the edges of his brown eyes. As usual, they stung for a half-second as they released a dose of tox over the newly-covered skin before that skin went pleasantly numb. They cemented his image as an average, friendly joe.

When he was alone at home he placed the snake bites correctly so they’d do their job and reduce the signs of aging. Out here in the world, though, he was ever conscious of the image he made.

Appearance was everything.

Now he was ready to smooth some more of the world’s rough edges and face the day... or night, as it were, as his office hours were Vegas ones. A final glance at the moon outside the lobby windows: Don’t ever change, Old Man, and he went upstairs.

––––––––
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DAVID’S “MORNING” PASSED quickly as he dealt by direct video with clients who were close to completing their therapy. The satisfaction of a job well done returned to him. Instead of futilely straining at society’s bindings, he’d shown them how they could reshape themselves, their goals and the things they thought important, to be what the world needed them to be.

Trenton Thomas was a shining example. He was more than halfway through his make, a Seventies as compared to David’s mid-Thirty, which meant he had the lean, angular features over a solid body that should signify the ideal aggressive executive. When he’d first come to David – the first cycle of sessions were conducted in person as much as possible – he’d kept twisting in his seat, and he’d had a habit of rapping his fingertips against any surface he could reach. He would screw his mouth around as if he’d just sucked on a lemon when he didn’t think he was giving the answer that David wanted to hear.

Now he sat up straight. His arms lay loose on his chair, and he even crossed his legs occasionally, as David had taught him, to include the person to whom he was speaking into a more direct connection.

His expression was calm, though David thought there was a blank look to his features as well as his mind. Well, that was a final step to work on at the next appointment. David made a note to that effect after Trenton signed off. Trenton had managed to snag a prime job at NaniTech in northern Bostington. It wouldn’t be long before the crisply-attired Seventy rose in their ranks.

If Trenton was a success story, Ragnar was another matter entirely.

“Good morning, Ragnar,” David greeted the last patient before midnight “lunch,” Ragnar Sveinsson. Because he was just beginning therapy, Ragnar came in person. He could afford the weekly trips from Reykjavik, and arranged his business so that he could accomplish other things while in the Vegas/San-San area.

It was a mark of distinction to David to have such a famous name on his list of clientele, even if the man were the capo of l’Ögre, the notorious international crime syndicate. David tried to repeat that accolade to himself every time he met with Ragnar, but the truth of the matter was that Ragnar bothered him.

Ragnar had been coming to him for a month now. He was a referral, and again David tried to keep in mind that this was a reflection on his own good name. Two very respected European therapists had thought enough of his work to send Ragnar to him.

Ragnar greeted David with a sullen nod. David returned it with a professional smile. Ragnar liked a businesslike demeanor. He required strict obedience in all his underlings, which his previous therapist hadn’t been able to provide.

Here was another Seventy, but Ragnar placed at the top of the make. Perhaps his surgeons had gone too far. Perhaps Ragnar had planned to create the unnerving effect. The same facial angles that had given Trenton executive appeal seemed feral and wolfish on this man.

His large hands clenched on his chair arms. As he crossed his legs, one impeccably-shined shoe bobbed up and down at a heartbeat pace. Obviously he had no time to be sitting idle for so long. His keen eyes switched this way and that, taking in everything – or keeping watch out for danger that could come from any direction.

Two hulking Ninety-make bodyguards waited in the lobby.

David knew precisely how far he could push Ragnar. He’d studied the man and his infamous career carefully. He’d consulted with Ragnar’s three former therapists.

That, and David considered himself a good telepath. Normally he allowed mental impressions to come to him without seeking them out, but Ragnar kept his mind clenched closed. David had had to delve into Ragnar’s mind to lead the therapy and ease Ragnar’s barriers.

But those barriers were thick. Ragnar had unconsciously kept them strong for years, over a century if the impressions David got were correct. L’Ögre’s history went back almost that far. It was likely that Ragnar started with the bloody business as it was born.

In David’s opinion Ragnar was one of those people – too many in the world – who had no conscience. He truly had no sense of right or wrong, but was only interested in what he could get away with. He distrusted the entire world and every living soul within it. David wondered just how much Ragnar distrusted himself.

David settled deeper in his chair and hoped that Ragnar hadn’t noticed that he’d angled his “Comfort in Conformity” motto plaque so that his client could see it more easily from his favorite position on the couch.

Ragnar was going to be a tough nut to crack. Already David dreaded the job ahead, and yet they had barely begun these sessions. Usually the beginnings of molding a new, acceptable personality excited David. This time he wasn’t sure he could accomplish the task.

Ragnar didn’t want to change. He wasn’t under any kind of pressure from the law (a situation David didn’t want to question closely), life was comfortable, and Ragnar saw no reason not to continue doing what he’d always done. It was only Ragnar’s wife of three years who had hounded him into therapy. She was a full-make Sixty and Ragnar worshipped her. Otherwise, Ragnar wasn’t ready to make the commitment.

They began as usual by discussing Ragnar’s week and the situations that had set him over the edge of rage. There was always something. Ragnar knew he had a problem with anger management. That plus guns, plus the ability to hire other unscrupulous men with guns, made for the occasional body popping up here and there.

David had to consciously unclench his jaw at the revelations. He knew that even with this much, Ragnar was holding back. He reminded Ragnar of the sanctity of patient-therapist conversations. After pausing to acknowledge that, Ragnar tried to excuse his anger over a cousin who’d botched bribing a pair of customs inspectors.

A sudden picture came very clear in Ragnar’s mind, his barriers cracking enough to let David see. Usually the most David sensed at such a basic level was emotions, perhaps a quick visual impression, but this time he got full color and complete sensory surround-sound. The blood was real enough to smell.

“Your punishment was excessive,” he commented in the flattest, most un-judgmental voice he could summon. “Your anger went off the scale. Can you tell me why?”

Ragnar talked his way around it. How typical of him to avoid responsibility. The cousin was a good-for-nothing, a pain to have around. Another wastrel eating up the organization’s money without good result. It was best that he not take up space in this world.

“Come on, Ragnar,” David urged. “Trust me.”

The man squirmed in his seat. Another might have sweated profusely in his position; his face was red enough. Instead he sat there smelling faintly of MaxCompoz body bar and not a sweat gland rose to the occasion.

“He was scum,” Ragnar finally confessed. “He said some very nasty things about my late father.” He clasped his hands tightly in his lap. First he stared at them, and then glanced quickly about the room, as if some invisible demon might be recording. “And my mother.” The hands became fists. He began to slam them against his thighs. “Nobody says anything about my mother! I’ll kill ‘em! Kill ‘em!”

David had triggered an undetectable dose of tranqui-spray when he sensed Ragnar about to erupt. By the time he got to his third “Kill ‘em!” Ragnar was winding down, sinking back into the couch.

“Insulting parents is a terrible thing,” David purred. “It hits us all hard, but you especially. You had such a difficult childhood.”

“My mother was a saint,” Ragnar whispered, a wild glaze on his eyes even as his pupils dilated.

“People know they can get you angry by disparaging your mother,” David said. “It’s predictable. Your reason stops and raw emotion takes over. They can slip things by you then. They think this gives them power over you.”

“Power? Over me.” Ragnar considered it. He shook his head almost as if trying to throw off the trank. “No one has power over me.”

“Exactly. Let’s see if we can lessen the negative emotional grip your childhood has on you,” David suggested. He swiveled to check his neuro-hypnotics. “I’d like to try acupuncture along with directed subliminals. I think you’ll find the rest of this session a relaxing one.”

“Can you feel it, David?” Ragnar asked. “You’re a teep. Can you feel what I’m feeling? See what I’ve seen?”

David looked up from his control board with its muted displays. “Sometimes I can,” he said. “It’s part of my job to pinpoint sessions by focusing your thoughts precisely where you’ll get the most benefit.”

“Do your patients’ problems ever bother you?” Ragnar asked. “Since you get–” He tapped on the side of his skull.

David smiled at the familiar question. “Of course they do,” he said. “Some of my patients are quite troubled. But telepathy is an invaluable tool in my work. I went through a lot of training to learn to use – as well as not to misuse – it.”

Ragnar grunted.

“The privacy of the mind is a sacred thing,” David said with a firmness he rarely used. For some reason Ragnar’s comfort level had plummeted. Suspicion rose to take its place. “So are doctor/patient confidences,” he repeated.

“Sometimes I think I tell you too much.”

“My notes are triple-secured behind logarithmic password encoding,” David reassured him. “Even if the police should seize my records, there’s no way that they could ever access these private conversations.”

Another grunt.

“I’m going to adjust your meds, Ragnar,” David said as he crosschecked his patient’s records. “The anxiocedin might be interacting with your omega-3 supplements.” A paper fed out of the slot in David’s desk. He glanced at it before handing it to Ragnar, who frowned as he read it.

“This will still keep me in clear mind?”

“Of course. I don’t believe in fuzzing up people’s heads,” David said. “You will still be able to think clearly. That’s what these sessions are all about, to help you recognize when and why you make poor decisions, and to give yourself the tools to make good ones.”

The left side of Ragnar’s mouth turned up. “And a little telepathic push always helps.”

David let him see his recoil. “That hurt. I’ve never used telepathy to manipulate anyone. It’s unethical. And just to set your mind at ease, I’d have no idea how to begin to do it.”

Ragnar nodded. “Good,” he said, and then more definitely, “Good.”

David rose to get his equipment. “Glad you agree. Let me explain the acupuncture procedure as I set up.”

––––––––
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DAVID WASN’T THE KIND of man to rely solely on flexochairs for good muscle tone. After midnight lunch he liked to power-walk the air-filtered streets of Vegas, taking in the dazzle that still made downtown a world landmark. Fresh air – well, as fresh as air ever got these days. He sucked it in and exhaled his troubles. No thoughts about work now. He tried to be one with the world and regain his control upon it at the same time as his power-walk controlled his body.

Sometimes when he got tired outside thoughts scratched at the boundaries of his mind. It had been a problem in his youth as his telepathic ability had sharpened, but now he could keep the thoughts at bay as long as he allowed himself to rest after tough telepathic sessions.

Tonight he couldn’t retrieve a calm meditative state. He pushed away his problems once more, but some nagging distress remained.

For a few moments it disappeared as he admired another set of Fashion Police patrolling the Strip, these two coed. Impeccable. Sexy. Stylish. Vegas had the best FeePs in the world. It was comforting to see people fitting into their niche and enjoying it.

Just as he was turning back to his meditation, the thought came: Somebody’s watching you.

Everyone had a little voice, sometimes a whole slew of voices, in their heads. David’s voices usually gave him good advice, but they rarely interrupted his meditations.

The realization shocked him out of his after-lunch haze. Who would be watching him? Not the Fashion Police. He was perfectly within bounds. But there. He could feel it now. That now-familiar icy darkness was nearby, for it had a Vegas feel to it. Strobing lights seemed to echo around it, just like the ones that surrounded him.

Maybe Ragnar’s paranoia was rubbing off?

No, there was a focus to this that pulled back as soon as David reached for it. A dark mind with violence rippling behind it.

A laughing couple passed him and made him realize he had frozen on the sidewalk. What to do? His mind seemed paralyzed as well, his control over the world shattered.

He fought himself into rationality. He couldn’t call the police. What would he tell them? He couldn’t pinpoint this when it deliberately hid. Maybe this was just a telepathic punk out for a joy ride.

Maybe it was something more.

He made sure he kept to the crowded sections of the Strip as he strode the midnight bustle. He knew where all the civil police call-points were, where the officers usually posted themselves, and he adjusted his return route from post to post.

Every time he searched, he could sense it. It fell back before his seeking mind, but still it focused on not just any mind, but him: Dr. David Lumen.

This wasn’t right. Life wasn’t supposed to be interrupted by the unexpected. David returned to his office, determined to reestablish his rhythm, but he merely half-listened to his first after-midnight patient. He would have apologized, but the presence – or was it merely the memory of that presence? – obsessed him.

The situation finally forced him to admit that tonight he was doing his patients no good. He canceled the rest of his appointments. He gave his auto-receptionist a hazy apology to transmit with a request to reschedule, and then on a whim used a public, anonymous phone in the lobby to call a taxi.

The familiarity of his condo should have reassured him, but he paced the spacious apartment. A wall of windows overlooked downtown and its never-ending festival. Somewhere out there someone was tracking him.

It had to concern Ragnar Sveinsson. Only he was still in the entry-level process of a major social rehab. Only he would have the motivation to send someone out to get David.

David mulled their session. Then he checked his previous notes. Yes, Ragnar had voiced consistent concern over David’s telepathy. David now possessed knowledge about ghastly crimes that Ragnar had never admitted out loud. But David would never betray the doctor-patient confidence.

Didn’t Ragnar realize that?

In the east, the sky lightened. Still David paced. How many murders could he himself trace to Ragnar? How many could he guess at? And how many more would he never know about, murders ordered through layers of l’Ögre’s organization and never directly touched by the capo himself?

He replayed memories of that icy mental touch. How much of it had he exaggerated through his own fear? Not much. It was real. The mind behind it was a cruel one, clearly capable of murder or worse.

Who would hire a rogue telepath? David kept coming up with one answer. That naturally led to the big question:

Had Ragnar ordered David’s murder because of what he knew?

Though such betrayal went against all codes of ethics, David finally admitted to himself that Ragnar would not trust him. Ragnar was riddled with trust issues that stemmed from his dysfunctional childhood.

And Ragnar had vast international criminal resources at his command: ordinary citizens kept on the payroll just in case. Politicians. Police. Hit men. Rogue telepaths.

With a start, David realized that he’d begun gathering clothing in a pile on his bed. He stared at it and then retrieved his suitcase from the closet. No, make it a gym duffel. Mustn’t look like he was doing anything odd. He could arrange – somehow – for his possessions to follow him later.

Carefully he arranged his clothing into the rounded pack so as to avoid wrinkling. Only minimal moisturizers, snake bites and toiletries made the cut. His passport card was the single thing he took from his small safe. The hard copy of his will he left inside.

As a final step, he checked his financial passcodes. Good, they hadn’t been tampered with. Yet. He triple-sealed them with new passwords, and on a whim added a retinal scan requirement with EEG. Letting out a vindictive chuckle as a thought came to him, he then sent a request to Identity Theft Central, indicating that he had suspicions that someone was tapping into his accounts, and could they keep an eye on them for–

How long? How long would he run from this? He needed to check into police protection on an international scale. He set his jaw, considered the worst scenario, and gave it a three-month window. If the situation turned out not to be what he suspected, or if Ragnar called off his telepathic dog, he could always rescind the request.

Then he placed an “In case of my untimely death” code over his notes, to be routed to authorities if and when. It was a bit unethical, but if Ragnar were the one to so grievously disregard the doctor-patient relationship, then by God he’d pay for it.

After David died.

David snatched up his bag, checked that his hair was presentable and his tie straight, and then slipped out of his apartment.
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It was a good thing David wasn’t used to seeing the sun during his “days,” for he stayed far out of its sight as he ran low through the transport tubes that crisscrossed the continent. If there was a shadow to be had, he found it. If there was a crowd to get lost in, he was there.

He told himself that he had his situation under control, but he knew he lied. David Lumen was no runner.

The most excitement he’d had in the past six months was purchasing that state-of-the-art vid system, the one that came with its own senso-lounge for two. Even the cosmetic dentist from four floors down had showed up to see that. Though he’d been coming on to her for weeks with little to show for it, the setup impressed her enough that she’d stayed the night. Or rather, day. They’d alternated sex with vids, right up to the time when he had to leave for his first appointment.

An excellent investment. He could see why men got caught up with full Sixties.

Two days later he’d watched the final boxes for her own vid system disappearing with a squad of delivery men behind the utility lift doors. That was the last he saw of her.

God, he missed that system.

It and everything else he owned now sat unappreciated back home. David learned to live in a world of filthy trans stations, watching vid through shop windows and in waiting rooms, on hard plastic chairs. He couldn’t use personal devices because those kept track of his location.

It was difficult to plan on hard plastic, but it did keep him focused. How could he find out which police could be trusted? Headlines wherever he went obsessed with investigations of big-city departmental corruption. Whom could he turn to for help and not put in similar danger?

More than once he paused outside a gun store to stare at the displays. Should he buy one? Guns were evil. They were an unhealthy non-solution to unreasoning fear. They were only used by people who could think of nothing besides violence as a means to control their world.

Still, this was an emergency. His fear was justified.

Oh hell, he had no idea how to use one. If it came down to it, he’d accidentally shoot himself. Or worse, he’d freeze and his stalker could then turn his own weapon against him. No, no gun.

At least while he was on the run he could still stay abreast of his favorite vid program, Stormy Heights. Even though its characters suffered through every trauma that humankind could imagine, its predictable daily problems were the stability David needed to remain recognizable to himself and not dissipate into shards of fear.

Its cast became his support group: The Gambino brothers, Bruce and Steele, demonstrated two entirely different flavors of ambition run amok and against each other. Helen’s life was strewn with disasters resulting from her classic enabler co-dependency. Talia was a pathological narcissist with a great ass. The program provided a spectrum of escapism that would never change as long as its ratings held. Even seedy bars streamed it in the back rooms, away from the sports stations up front.

David himself became seedy. He didn’t shave and his beard grew in uneven and reddish brown. Far from the filtered streets of Vegas, it didn’t take long for soot and smog to settle on him. He scratched the detestable stuff off as best he could and wore a used air mask he’d picked out of a trash can until he could buy a new one. He dodged a FeeP patrol so he could get the dye stripped from his hair, revealing the copper underneath. Yes, it made him stand out against the brown hair of other men, but it made him non-David Lumen odd.

Sometimes the whole situation seemed a dream and he thought he might float away from this body. He was a stranger even to himself. He wasn’t under his own control anymore, any more than the world was.

A few measures of Stormy Heights’s familiar theme brought him back to rights. There was Talia, plotting her revenge against the Gambinos. He could catch his breath as she did so. He tried to make reasonable plans and follow them as far as he could. But before long fear grabbed him again and beat him down with chaos.

He traded his fashionable clothes for worn items: plaids and polyesters. Sneakers that were far from new and had never been top-brand. He slunk through the lower-class neighborhoods where the FeePs rarely traveled, and when a patrol ventured in, he avoided them by sensing their presence first.

It was that other Presence that concerned him.

David crisscrossed the San-San network and then enlarged that to circle the entire western half of North America. Then the Presence neared in his mind, hinting of what must be physical proximity.

Should he venture into unknown territory? David checked that his passport was still valid. The picture on it no longer looked much like him now, but whose old ident photos did?

His stalker mustn’t yet know that he was trailing an A-1 level trained teep. David took advantage of that tiny bit of good fortune and stretched his psyche to target him, daring to creep close. That one? That one?

No. Him. The tall, dark-haired man in the black faux-leather jacket, gloves and mirrored sunglasses. A Fifties make, hard-built with a square chin and looking ready for anything. He was straight out of a crime vid: the hood who was too cool to get caught, the guy more likely to get the girl than was the cop who was after him.

Would the civil police believe David if he pointed him out? Would this guy have been careless enough to leave a record in his wake? David couldn’t turn to anyone who wasn’t affiliated with the cops. Civilized people believed in the mob every bit as much as they believed in fairies.

David ducked back into hiding within the trans crowd. He tended to panic in life-and-death situations. He needed calm. He needed control to think straight.

The man’s name was Kane. Ethan Kane.

Now David ran across to Europe and back, accepting the hard truth about himself that he was a coward. He’d had zero self-defense training. Why, he’d never encountered so much as a bully past elementary school to force him to stand his ground.

Now was not the time to confront an armed stalker. Kane was a professional, top of his trade. David would only wind up another name on a long list of the murdered... or the permanently missing.

So David hid. He slept in corners, able to dodge authorities only because he was a teep. Forever looking over his shoulder and wondering why others couldn’t hear his heart about to explode.

One day he exited a long-range trans tube, searched and could not feel the Presence. A momentary wave of security washed over him and then trickled away. He’d outrun Kane – for now. How to take advantage of the situation?

An ad on the near wall of the trans station caught his eye. VISIT LUNA, it said.

They might use his passport to track him. Perhaps they were already tracing his econocard use. Who could tell what kind of information people could get off the Nets these days? Sure, the UN Privacy Amendment protected people in most countries, but that only punished if you got caught.

Smart hackers didn’t get caught.

Where was he? David stood at the area map and scratched his unwashed head. London. The nearest spaceport was only twenty minutes away.

Forty minutes later David crouched in a corner of the spaceport terminal, prepared to experiment with his telepathy. He’d never had to rely on it as much as he had these past three weeks. He felt over-sensitized to the world. It prickled him unbearably as he found himself unbalanced and unable to tune out the rest of humanity.

Now he used his new range to get specific hard information. Always before he had merely tapped into the emotions of his patients to retrieve a memory that might lead them to a more direct confrontation with their problem. What he needed now was different:

When the guard would turn his back. What door would slip him past security checks. Which entrance would put him on board just after the last of the cleaning and supply crews had gone.

He slipped aboard the Lunar express and hid in a bathroom, checking his watch against terminal information. Almost time for liftoff. There had to be some spare sleep chambers on board. The spacelines were always complaining that they needed to adjust their prices because tourism had fallen off.

The tiny service pantry outside the bathroom was dark. Everyone had been sealed in already. He crept past coffin-like sleep chambers one by one. Their shiny acrylics were secured, their occupants prepped and asleep for the strenuous trip. Occupied. Occupied. Occupied.

The floor lurched underneath. David grabbed for support, but he heard no roar of engines, felt no gravity thrust. The vertigo was all in his mind. Fighting for control, he pulled himself upright.

Again the world distorted like pulled taffy. Its vortex sucked him in. David’s knees buckled as his brain tried to fold in two. He let out a gasp, and then couldn’t catch his breath as it happened again.

Someone was trying to take over his mind!

They wanted to kick him out of his own body. Leave him brain-dead. Kane! His smothering presence surrounded David, looming as if the teep were onboard and clearly able to see him.

A non-physical rush of wind howled at David’s mind. He felt himself torn apart, looking down at his own body for an unimaginable second before he fought his way back. He staggered as his mind crumpled.

No! No!

Clawing the smooth surface in front of him, he tried to center himself with its solidity. Instead, the capsule opened. He heaved himself into it, on top of the sleeping woman already there, and fumbled to pull the lid closed. Maybe if the teep couldn’t see him, he couldn’t–

His skull seemed to crack, his brain crumbling like ash inside it.

The weeks of hiding had spent all his fear. From reserves he’d never guessed he had, David steeled himself inside his mind. Out! He shoved at that cold power with power of his own. It hesitated in surprise at the response.

When it stepped back for precious moments, the world around David suddenly seemed clearer than he’d ever perceived it. He could feel the mind of the woman beneath him as she slumbered. A mind to either side of him, Kane’s mind somewhere near–

He gathered his injured mental faculties and rose up within his mind, bracing as strongly as he could against that foul Presence out there. This was David’s only chance. He was a tank. His skin was armor that would not be penetrated! He raised his mental arms in a defensive block.

Last stand, he told himself. Now or never!

He didn’t have to wait. The attack blasted in, pummeling his mind from every direction. Where to strike back? David punched in one direction, only to be blindsided from behind. He fought in an unlit cavern, flailing while trying to keep his balance. Don’t expose a weak side. Twice when he struck he knew he’d hurt Kane.

I am! he shouted when Kane attacked his essence. You can never have me!

Long moments he hung there, deep within his mind. That Other couldn’t drive it out of this body. His body. He clung to it.

He strained his senses into the lull, trying to discover from where the next attack would strike.

When it came, it rolled in from just one direction, a tsunami of horrific proportions. It bowled him over and over, sucking him down with its might until he sank beneath it.

His world went black.
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How odd. Pippin had expected to wake up brimming with unbounded zest, free from the crushing gravity that had been Earth for the past six weeks. She should be home: back on Luna.

This trip had left the rest of her life hanging and her nerves shattered. They had already been stretched thin as a plastic sheet. During the past six weeks that plastic had been pulled and distorted, finally snapping into shreds by a lack of time and more gravity than a human body was ever meant to bear.

What she needed was a long vacation. What she faced was the most important deadline of her life.

Now at last she could pick up where she’d left and get on with everything. She’d have to do so at a dead run; her schedule was squeezed unbearably tight. Instead, she found she literally couldn’t move. Was some fear of failure immobilizing her? Or worse: artist’s block?

I should have refused to go to Earth, she reminded herself as she put up faint struggle to open her eyes. She thought she’d left Earth behind four years ago. But poor Jonathan. He couldn’t have lasted much longer without Terran help. And of course, poor old Aunt Evie anxiously waited for him at home.

Evie certainly couldn’t have survived the trip, so Pippin had put her dream on hold for six weeks. Forty-two irreplaceable days. She’d accompanied Jonathan throughout his ordeal, and had now brought him back home. She hoped he appreciated her sacrifice. She knew Aunt Evie didn’t.

Her time was her own again, but time now ran oddly. It was dark. Oh yeah, she had her eyes closed, but there didn’t seem to be any light on the other side of her lids. Open, open, open, her mind commanded, but her mistreated body groaned, Five more minutes.

She still felt heavy, though maybe half or a third as bad as the horror Mama Terra had been. Not only heavy but a tad claustrophobic. She squeegeed the sleep-slime in her mouth with her teeth, trying to taste what the problem was as her senses slowly awoke. Ew, got some hair in her mouth. She spat it out.

It was really quiet in here. Funny odor; guess that was the plastic sleep suit they made her wear, with its plumbing and sensors and everything. It really smelled icky. More than ripe; kind of rotten, like when they brought in a big batch of manure from the Luna C waste facility to receive its final rounds of sterilization. That couldn’t be her, could it? Ew, ew. Never!

She must be still in the sleep pod. Cocooned to withstand the hard acceleration that powered the Express, it fed her enough drugs to keep her unaware of the day-and-a-half ride. The faint sounds she made as she squirmed echoed back to her, reminding her of how tiny it was.

People weren’t supposed to wake up in their pods, were they? Had something catastrophic happened? She started throwing off the drug effects at that thought. Was there something wrong with the ship, that the sleepers had been awakened prematurely so they could deal manually with the emergency – or at least say their final prayers?

Meteoroid collision? Crew decompression? Was no one left at the controls?

Maybe some glitch had cut off her nutrients or, God help her, her air, and some keen animal instinct had snapped herself alert so she could jump up and–

Not bloody likely, with this weight pinning her down.

Funny, it didn’t extend to her arms or hands. Her left foot also seemed to be free of it. Still, it was... well, something. An object of some kind, a smushing load, a–

“Wooo-AAAAHHH!” she shrieked. “Dead body! Dead body!”

She scrabbled her free fingers, searching for some kind of help button to alert the staff. There must be a help button. And a staff that was awake. Please, God, a– “HAAAAAALLP!” She ended it in a pure, unadulterated screech guaranteed to penetrate six inches of solid steel if need be.

Suddenly it occurred to her that her screams might use up all available oxygen.

Oxygen or zombie initiation? “YAAAAAAAAHHHHHH! EEEEEEEEE!”

Excited voices penetrated from the other side of the pod. She shrieked as loudly as she could: “Dead! BODIEEE! Lemme out! Lemme OUUUUT!!!”

For the first time in her life, Pippin Applegate fainted.

––––––––
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SLOWLY THE WORLD SWIRLED around David, as if he were still in his strange dream. A faraway scream echoed through the haze. He felt dislocated, out of touch with himself. Alien.

He clamped his eyes shut and smacked his lips, trying to make the funny taste go away. Furry. Must have been asleep for a month. Had he had a chance to brush his teeth this morning? What was that smell? His nose wouldn’t wrinkle as much as he wanted. Stiff. Instead he opened his mouth slightly and inhaled to let the odor rise to the top of his palate. Smelled like... like musk, with a touch of urine attached. Not entirely unpleasant.

He stretched only to find his hands and back were butting up against something solid. Oh right – he’d jumped into that capsule. A woman was already in it.

He’d been hiding from something. Someone. Someone had been chasing him.

His breath caught as full consciousness crashed upon him. Kane – that telepath – had tried to take over his mind!

The memories of battle returned to him. He hadn’t really expected to wake up, but here he was again. I think; therefore, I am.

I’m alive. I did it!

But something was wrong. He felt all wrong. Had he given himself a stroke? Surely someone would come along and take him to the hospital. Even with a major stroke he could be himself again in a week or two.

That faraway sound of screaming came again. His right ear swiveled to seek the source.

More movement, somewhere outside wherever he was. Now it was his left ear that twitched and rotated.

He dared open his eyes. This didn’t look like what he’d pictured the inside of a sleep chamber. He hadn’t noticed the rows of eye-big circles cut into it, revealing bright light and shadows in the room beyond.

Whatever it was, that terrible Kane presence wasn’t near. These people had different vibes.

“Hey,” he wanted to say, but his voice was a dry croak, a tenor “Eh.”

He tried clearing his throat. He gave his head a shake. There was something furry in here with him. When he reached out to touch it, it moved.

Wait a minute.

He stretched his hand out, flexing his fingers. In front of his eyes, an orangey-yellow paw fitted with a medical tube stretched and flexed. Claws extended slightly, then retracted back.

Oh.

My.

God.

“meeOOOWWWWW!” he cried. “Yoww! Yioww! Mioww! Yoww! Moww!”

“Looks like someone’s awake here too,” a female voice from outside said. A large eye peered in through one of the holes. “Hello there, boy. Welcome to Luna. Bet you’re hungry.”

“Moww! Moww! Moww!”

“A real talker. My granny has a talker. Siamese, I think. Is this a Siamese, Pete?”

“You don’t know nothing about cats. That’s a plain ginger cat in there.”

David might have heard the reply if he weren’t heaving against his restraints, shouting as loudly as he could.

“Whups. Kitty doesn’t like his cage. Why can’t they learn to trank these animals enough? What do we got on hand?”

“Oh, just let him have his fit. He’ll calm down eventu–”

“This is the Applegate cat, Pete. Even you’ve heard of Evie Applegate.”

“Whoa. Okay, lemme see what I can find.”

“I’m a man! I don’t belong in a cage!” David yelled, but all that came out was cat yowling.

Out out out! Something agreed with him. He glanced behind to see who else was in here with him. Lord, don’t let it be a female. They didn’t expect him to mate with a cat, did they?

But no one was there.

Out out out! it insisted. It wasn’t in his capsule; it was in his mind!

He wasn’t alone in this brain! Whoever it was pushed and shoved him, but he held his ground. He knew how, now.

Was that really a cat mind? It spat at him in black fury. He was trespassing on the cat’s most personal territory, but the cat was confused as well and didn’t know how to fight back. How much damage could a cat mind do to his own?

He’d never heard of anything like this happening. What to do? Could he hang on forever here?

Where was his own body?

A familiar sweetish smell wafted into the carrier. David recognized it: tranqui-mood. Fast-working. He toppled onto his side and could only blink. At least they hadn’t knocked him out. Breathe, he told himself.

Against his will the world began to ease into a peaceful place. Damn that tranqui-mood anyway.

Out! that other voice commanded, though less forcefully this time.

Calm down, cat. I don’t want to be here either, but I’m not going anywhere until I figure out what’s what.

In that floating daze he listened to the world outside. Two attendants bustled about, with a third one coming and going. First they dealt with an emergency passenger – lots of concern that she was an Applegate, whatever that was. Then they seemed to go into a familiar routine. Passengers were being revived on schedule to disembark.

He’d made it to Luna, David realized. He hadn’t noticed the gravity change. That was a minor afterthought to becoming a cat.

He heard gossip about the woman who was found with a man atop her. A couple of lewd jokes masked worry. Would they get sued? Applegate this and Applegate that. Who’d get the axe for letting it happen? Puter records would prove that the section had been completely secured; it would have been the man’s deliberate actions that had caused the mix-up. Applegate could sue him instead of the spaceline.

He strained as much as his tranqui-doze would allow to discover what had been done with his body. Swarms of police were already on the scene, invoked by the magical name of Applegate. Good. He could go to them, track himself down.

As a cat?

Ordinarily he’d pace, but the trank left him limp and despondent. Wait. That wasn’t just the trank; it was the cat.

He was temporarily roommates with a cat. Cats’ brains were too small to share, especially when something was wrong other than the obvious.

David asked, What’s the matter?

I want my maaama! Misery washed through the two of them. Utter hopelessness.

There, there. Poor little guy, Your mama is probably on this shuttle. You just wait a while and she’ll pick you up.

No... and the cat rambled off into images of loss, of terrible pain. Of gravity too heavy to bear and no Mama to soothe him. Mama was gone. Mama was never coming back.

Jesus, what had happened? David wondered if some rich biddy cat-lover had died, and her will had shipped the cat off to a relative on Luna. But why would the cat think Earth was “heavy” if that were the case?

Wait, David said. Who’s that? The cat remembered a friendly face amid the pain. Hands that rubbed him almost as well as Mama.

Pip.

Good, Pip. You focus on her. Tell me about Pip. David didn’t like the depth of misery this cat had faced so recently. Cats weren’t supposed to feel like that. This guy – if he was a guy – was wallowing as much in grief and loss as any human David had ever faced.

David didn’t have his drugs and equipment to snap this cat out of deep depression. Depression skewed rational thinking, and David needed to be thinking as rationally as possible so he could grab what control he could of the situation. Time for some old-fashioned psychology. Treat the cat as if it were a young child.

The cat’s images were confusing, but they seemed to make sense to the cat. Tactile and kinetic memories – touch and movement – and smells punctuated the cat’s recollection of his story.

Mama was gone. One day she was there, and then she wasn’t. Things went crushingly, confusingly heavy; nightmares held him in terror. He awoke in agony. It lasted for what felt like months or years... a lifetime. Only Pip’s hands and warm, familiar Mama-like voice could make the fear go away.

Pip wasn’t Mama, but Pip was familiar.

David asked him to recall Pip’s voice again. Her soothing touch. He sighed. Right now he could use a little of that. It was better than tranks.

Do you think Pip is here? he asked the cat.

It didn’t know. It wasn’t sure of anything anymore. All it knew for certain was that Mama was gone forever. It whined softly in grief.
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THIS TIME WHEN SHE awoke, Pippin did so carefully. Low grav – check. Fresh mouth – check. No corpse – check. She peeled open one eyelid, then the other.

Definitely no body on top. Whew.

“Ms. Applegate, Ms. Applegate!” A Spacelines Suit wrung his hands over her, looking every bit as distressed as he should.

They’d hauled her out of her capsule and into the Travelers’ First Aid Lounge area of Port Reception. It was just large enough for two reclining med couches with accompanying equipment, a couple of medics and maybe a visitor or two. Quiet music played to soothe her.

A soft crinkling sound when she moved told her they hadn’t taken her out of that yellow plastic SleepSuit. Pippin checked out the room by just rolling her eyes around before her nerves allowed her to sit up. She still trembled.

“Take it easy,” Suit said. He motioned to some doctor-types, who helped her up from either side.

“Your stats are fine,” the one assured her.

“Can we get you a drink?” the other asked. She pushed a paper cup at Pippin.

“Sign here, please.” The Suit-man directed her at a clipscreen.

Pippin didn’t take the proffered pen. The cup was only apple juice. At this point she’d have much preferred some hard cider. “What’s going on?” she asked. Dead bodies and now a Suit. “Are you people in the habit of–”

“We have no idea how it happened,” Suit-man told her quickly. “Never in the history of Selene SpaceLines has anything remotely like this–”

“A corpse gets stowed in my capsule and you don’t know how it happened?”

“Wasn’t a corpse,” Doc-One, the man, said. He checked the readings on screen next to Pippin’s couch, never looking Pippin’s way. “Now easy. You just got in from Earth. You’ve strained all your body systems.”

Doc-Two said, “He’s in a coma. We don’t know if he was like that before or got that way during. Sometimes the trip...” She shrugged her shoulders and looked Heavenward.

Pippin knew well enough that some people went a bit nuts during space travel. She’d always attributed it to the boredom of cramped traveling through nothing, with no view to speak of and rapid death waiting on the other side of a thin hull. That’s why ships had sleep capsules. Well, that and it saved air and having to hire extra human-service stewards. Plus it kept the passengers unaware of the high accelerations involved.

An atypical anger born of the aftermath of fear shook her. “I want half off my fare for sharing the space,” she commanded the Suit, “and the other half for the twenty years that corpsicle took off my life.” She wondered if she’d wet herself during the event, but she was still wearing her SleepSuit, so that wouldn’t have mattered. Still, she could remember the smell of urine.

“Ohmigod, he peed on me,” she whimpered.

“It never touched you,” Doc-Two said. “You were in your suit. All clean now.”

“Right. Good.”

Suit-man brandished that clip-screen at her. “Of course we will cheerfully refund your full fare,” he told her as he pushed the pen into her curled fingers, “plus we have arranged a day’s worth of free meals and one night’s stay in the Imperial Suite at the Hotel Celestial of Luna City. It’s the best in town. All I need you to do is sign right here.”

“Sleepers have to be awake an hour before their signatures are legal,” a familiar voice snapped from across the room.

Pippin sank back against her couch in relief. At last the dragon had arrived to save the innocent maiden.

Aunt Evie stood in the doorway, followed by an anxious crowd. She was still tall, though most people at 160-plus years began to neglect their height correction and give up the fight. Evie never surrendered to anything. She might have a few wrinkles showing around her snakebites, and her chin and eyelids had begun to sag a bit, but otherwise one would be hard-put to guess her age.

The only hint of disordered appearance was her usually crisp blonde pageboy, which now looked ever so slightly frazzled. That touched Pippin. Aunt Evie must be truly worried about her to let her appearance go – though her business suit as usual was the epitome of chic.

Still Suit-man waved the clipscreen in front of Pippin.

“One hour,” she said and pushed it away. She sat and considered her situation. Dead man – gone. Earth – forever gone. Finally she focused on Aunt Evie.

Before Pippin could say anything, Evie said, “Leave it to you to create a commotion.”

“I didn’t–”

“We heard that something had happened on the shuttle, and even before the comm rang, I said, ‘It’s got to be Pippin in trouble again.’” Evie turned to the man in the green Applegate Organics jumpsuit beside her. “Didn’t I say that, Sam?”

He squeezed by her at the door to take Pippin’s hand. “Don’t let her fool you, kid,” he said. Sam Greenwood always wore minimal snakebites, so she could clearly see the laugh lines at the corners of his eyes as well as a wrinkle of concern creasing the center of his forehead. “She’s been worried sick about you. How you holdin’ up?”

Pippin gave him a wan smile. “Okay, I suppose. Ask me tomorrow when my brain starts to function.”

“I will. I think there’s a party in honor of your return then. Wouldn’t want to miss ice cream and cake.” He winked at her. “We Loonies know how to party.”

“You mean a party for Jonathan.”

Sam didn’t comment, and in fact glanced away from her. Pippin knew he couldn’t lie well, not even for Aunt Evie. “Thank you, Sam,” she told the older man.

Her comment was drowned out by Evie’s loud demands. “What the hell happened? Someone get me the latest police report. How could it have happened? Who was that man? I want him hauled before the nearest judge!”

She whirled on the Suit. “And don’t think that lets Selene SpaceLines off the hook! Where the hell was your security? How many days was the flight, and you tell me no one discovered a stowaway in that time? When they’re supposed to be monitoring the sleep capsules 24/7? No one even noticed the extra kilos of mass?”

Sam nudged Pippin. “See? That means that she cares.”

“Only you can see her good side.” She turned to the medic beside her. From his nameplate he was a full doctor: Dr. G. Lennon. Guess an Applegate wouldn’t get some lowly medtech. Maybe there was a redeeming factor to The Name after all.

“That guy,” she said. “You say he’s comatose? Drugs?”

“Natural coma,” Lennon told her. “Not medically induced. Quite strange. He must have had an accomplice bring him aboard.” He still didn’t look at her, but Pippin couldn’t blame him. Evie’s threats were spectacular when she got revved up. Pippin was just thankful that most of them weren’t aimed at herself.

“Get Jonathan,” Pippin whispered to the doctor.

He actually spared her a glance. “Who?”

“Her cat. He was on the ship with me. Get him and she’ll shut up.” He just sat there as if he didn’t get the connection.

Sam must have heard, because he snapped to the doctor, “Do it!”

Eight minutes later Evie hadn’t lost any steam despite Sam’s subtle attempts to notch the situation down. Suit Guy actually cowered from her, and people outside the public door seemed to be shifting, as if others were pushing their way to the front. Lawyers, probably. Evie had summoned a squadron of them.

But from the “Authorized Personnel Only” door trotted a skinny Teen-make in a Selene SpaceLines coverall. In his right hand he carried a familiar blue Interplanetary Luxo Cat Carrier.

“Aunt Evie!” Pippin cried above the din. Evie didn’t stop, so Pippin shouted. “Evie! Jonathan’s here!”

Evie whirled, her last threat hanging half-finished in the air. As soon as she spotted the box, she clutched herself for a moment, then spread her arms wide. “Jonathan!” she called. “Is he all right?”

She almost threw herself upon the carrier and the kid holding it. Evie raised the door to her eye level and peered in.

“Jonathan! Oh, Jonathan! There you are. Did you miss me? I missed you!

“What’s the matter with him?” she barked at the kid.

“He’s, ah, still a little sedated, ma’am.”

Evie looked closer. “He sounds sick. Is he sick? Pippin, is he–”

“Doctors said he came through a little trooper,” Pippin told her. She swung around on the couch to prepare to stand. The room spun just a tad so she remained where she was. “They triple-checked him before liftoff and said he was A-OK, all systems go. He’s ready for another twenty years.”

“Sedated, hm?” Evie considered her cat. “Look at me, baby. Look at Mama.”

The woman stood there, eye-to-eye with her sleepy cat who kept raising his paw against the bars of the carrier door only to drop it.

“His pupils are different sizes,” Evie announced to the room. She glared at the kid. “That’s not tranks, that’s shock or worse. What the hell kind of spaceline are you people running?”

“Don’t worry about this here, Evie,” Sam assured her. “I’ve got it.”

She gave him a quick nod, turned on her heel and strode toward the door, the carrier in her right hand. “We’re going to the vet right now. Pippin, come along.”

“I don’t have my bags yet and–”

“Very well,” Evie said without looking back. The crowd parted ahead of her, acknowledging her as their Moses. “Meet us there quickly. And don’t sign anything without me reading it first!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Pippin sighed, but her great-times-whatever aunt was already out of earshot.
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