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What God wants God gets.

— Roger Waters
Amused to Death




PART ONE


One

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Two

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, I can see it,” Nellie replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Okay,” Nellie said agreeably.

“What did you have for breakfast today?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Pretend you can,” said Westcott.

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

“Okay,” said Westcott. “Pretend now.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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