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Chapter One
 
I feel I am completely ready for my assignment to begin. All preparations and training are complete, but the appointed time is still days away. I live in fear of the mission being cancelled or my role in it being changed before I begin—as I am sure would happen if anyone suspected the true reason behind my decision to volunteer.
Lespeth phra Kalak-ka, from an unpublished file found among her personal documents
Archives, Center for Earth Studies, Rakka University, Kestor
 
The professor leaned across the seat of the Model T and passed a counterfeit bill over the top of the passenger door. The car’s engine vibrated as it idled at the roadside, its tires at the edge of the bridge that spanned the Los Angeles River. “That is a single dollar,” the professor said. “The basic unit of currency here, but not much of it. You have until sundown to find me downtown at the Hotel Portsmouth. If you cannot succeed at this simple task, I will inform the Center that you are unready for this assignment and will insist on your return home. Understood?”
Lespeth phra Kalak-ka stood in the dirt beside the road and looked at the professor in disbelief. She wanted to protest but knew from the determined scent that emanated from her superior that it would do no good. Her hand moved almost of its own accord, and her fingers grasped the bill, her fingertips picking up an unpleasant taste from the money.
The professor said nothing else, just straightened his body behind the wheel and put the car in gear. Lespeth watched the Model T disappear over the bridge as the professor drove toward the cluster of tall buildings that she knew must be downtown Los Angeles, her destination. She trembled at the sight and at the knowledge that she was now alone—or almost alone.
Pellik buzzed around her head, the symbiote moving so rapidly as to be almost unseen. “Come here,” she said, speaking in the English she had trained the medjite to understand in the months before her assignment began. Then she brought the trembling—her body’s response to stress—under control again as the medjite landed on her wrist.
“Well,” she said to Pellik. “That’s one more thing that didn’t go as planned, isn’t it?”
Incapable of response, the medjite gave none.
Looked at quickly, Pellik could have passed for an insect, but that was only because his iridescent blue skin gave the appearance of being an exoskeleton. Close observation would have revealed three pairs of transparent wings that the medjite folded under each other to look like only one pair when he wasn’t flying. His body was small and thin, just over a centimeter long, but his eyes were large and always open; a clear membrane covered and protected them, literally allowing Pellik to fulfill his purpose with unblinking efficiency.
Not certain of how soon the sun would set, Lespeth knew she should start walking, but uneasiness stayed her heels. The city in sight, she had been so ready to feel comfort and connection, and now felt this isolation instead. In the face of this new development, she did the only thing that made sense: linking her eyes with Pellik’s as he rested on her wrist. Their vekkatch opened, which allowed her not only to see herself through Pellik’s eyes but also to perceive the ultraviolet spectrum where any breakdown in her chromatophores would first be visible. All appeared well. Her face was odd—with its rounded, protruding nose at the center, its dark eyes, and its frame of blonde ringlets—but it was one that Lespeth felt certain would pass muster among the humans, a face she had worked on diligently for months, along with the immersion team who had been responsible for implanting the hair and teeth while she sculpted the facial features.
Should I adjust the cheeks? she thought, aiming her query at the medjite. Or the eyebrows? A few hours’ effort would see the cheeks a bit rounder or the eyebrows more arched.
Normally, conversations with Pellik were one-way, but when they were in vekkatch, she could detect the symbiote’s thoughts just as he understood hers.
No.
 She felt rather than heard Pellik’s reply, the medjite’s thoughts emanating from somewhere in her mind. 
Look like pictures, he added, referring to the images that the Center had been compiling since the infancy of Earth exploration.
She moved her hand to change the angle with which Pellik saw her. Through their vekkatch, she noticed a flaw in her skin, a bruise on her neck where the immersion team had given her one last inoculation before she had passed through the Bubble—a last minute precaution based on the most recent data, they had said. Concentrating on the bruise, she adjusted the chromatophores in her skin so that everything was a uniform color once more; the bruise would still ache if she poked it, but at least it would not show now.
All better, Pellik said within her mind.
Thank you, Pellik, she replied. Shall we go?
You scared.
A little. Are you?
Medjites no scare so easy.
This is easy? she asked.
Sarcasm being lost on Pellik, he gave no reply. Lespeth nodded at him and flicked her wrist to send him into the air, where he soon took up his usual place about a meter above her head. 
How does it feel? she asked. Flying in this atmosphere?
Atmosphere all right. Gravity heavy. 
Lespeth knew from her studies that Earth’s gravity was slightly stronger than Kestor’s, a difference she barely noticed. For the medjite though, with his need to keep himself aloft and free of the planet’s pull, the effect was greater. Based on the work of past researchers, she knew that Pellik would need more frequent breaks from flight than he had required on Kestor. Be careful, she thought. And never be afraid to tell me if you need to rest.
Pellik not afraid.
She smiled at this and refrained from commenting. With her purse in one hand and suitcase in the other, she set off across the bridge, able to perceive not only what her eyes took in but also things the little medjite saw from its vantage point in the air above her. The split vision had made her dizzy as a child, but she could compensate for it now through focused concentration.
The bridge was wide, but the water beneath it was shallow and narrow, making the bridge seem hardly necessary. I suppose the water must get wider during other seasons, she said internally.
Yes, Pellik responded. Flying things near water.
With her own eyes, she saw no such thing, but the medjite’s eyes were sharper, and through his vision she saw many insects darting above the water several meters below the bridge.
Do you want to go play? she asked.
Just as she spoke, a previously unseen animal beneath the water’s surface made a quick charge into the air, swallowing several bugs before disappearing underwater again.
No, Pellik said. Not good.
She continued on, nearing the other side of the bridge but slowing as she went. There was a human being on the other side, and it was heading toward her. Using Pellik’s eyes, she was able to get a good look from a distance, identifying the human as an elderly male. He had gray hair and wore stained laborer’s clothes.
What if he tries to talk to me? she asked Pellik.
Is that be bad?
Yes.
For why reason?
Because I won’t know what to say back.
You are trained, not?
Yes, she said. But still…
Still a few meters ahead of her, the man spat on the sidewalk and kept walking without missing a beat.
No, no, no, no, no, Lespeth said internally, fearing that her feelings of revulsion and disgust would be evident on her face when the man finally passed her. Nothing had prepared her for this—not the reports, not the video files, not the simulations. The immersion team had trained her in how to deal with humans’ sense of personal space, how to shake hands without cringing at the taste of human skin, even in how humans evacuated waste in private. But never had they intimated in even the slightest way that human beings would expectorate in public.
I can’t do this, she told Pellik.
You wrong.
They’re disgusting.
He flew higher. From her vantage point on the bridge, all she could see ahead of her were small buildings, but the medjite’s eyes took in the distant skyscrapers and transmitted the view through their vekkatch.
They disgust, he said in her mind, but they build. Tall things. Can’t be all bad.
I suppose.
The gray haired man drew closer, and Lespeth steeled herself for the encounter. She detected an odd odor about him, but could not place it. He made eye contact with her for a moment as he approached, and she expected something vile to come out of his mouth. Instead, he muttered, “Excuse me, ma’am,” as he passed and then was gone.
Lespeth struggled to find a reply, but none came to mind. She stopped and turned to watch the man’s back as he headed across the bridge.
Was he asking my forgiveness? she asked Pellik.
Not know, came the reply.
I was rude to him, she said, recalling her training.
Maybe.
She shook her head and walked on, the bridge now behind her. When she reached the spot where the man had spit, she picked up the same odor that had emanated from him as he passed her, but she could not fathom what it meant.
She was in an area on the outskirts of the city where the buildings were regularly spaced with expanses of green vegetation between them and the sidewalk where she passed. The openings in the walls were called windows, and she saw a few humans on the other side of these openings in some of the houses. The thought of them looking out at her as she passed made her tremble again, and she centered herself as she walked, forcing herself not to look at the houses and their windows any more until the feeling left her.
Her feet had begun to hurt. The shoes she wore had fit well enough when the immersion team had provided her with her wardrobe, but the pain in her feet told her someone on the team had made a mistake. Her initial plan had been to press on and walk as far as she could; when the sun began dipping toward the horizon, she would reassess and consider using the professor’s money to find a conveyance that would get her the rest of the way before dusk began settling on the city. Now she stopped and set the suitcase on the sidewalk beside her.
I think I need to change plans, she told Pellik, who had descended once more to his familiar spot above her.
Lost?
No. My feet hurt. I don’t think I should try walking all the way. I’ll regret it.
Too bad can’t fly.
Yes, she said. Too bad.
She saw cars moving on the street in the distance and others crossing at perpendicular intersections. Most looked similar to the one Professor Bettez-en had been driving, and she wondered at the possibility of his having changed his mind. Any of the black cars could be him coming back for her—or possibly Tredig coming to find her. She imagined Bettez-en telling Tredig what he had done to her and Tredig storming out to come find her. The thought made her feel warmth at the base of her throat.
From behind her, she heard a vehicle approaching, and when she turned, she saw a small truck crossing the bridge, heading toward her. On its passenger door was a sign that said “Entwhistle Feed and Fuel,” and she saw bails of hay stacked in the back of the truck. Two men were in the cab, and when the truck neared her, it slowed almost to a crawl, both men inside looking at her with interest.
The truck stopped. “You need a ride, Miss?” said the passenger, an overweight young man in overalls.
“I…” she began, not sure of the protocol for such a thing. Do I offer the dollar now or after they drop me at the hotel? she wondered.
No good, Pellik said, alarm in his tone.
You’re sure? she asked him in her mind.
Like thing under water eat bugs, he replied. No good.
His words caused her to get an absurd image in her mind: the overall-wearing passenger swimming under the bridge and gulping up mouthfuls of water and insects as he went.
“Ma’am?”
Dumbstruck, Lespeth said nothing, and seconds later the driver accelerated, leaving her alone once more.
How did you know? she asked Pellik as she watched the truck drive away. The road intersected with another in the near distance, and the truck turned when it reached the crossroads.
Don’t know, Pellik said. Just not good. No more.
All right, then, Lespeth said.
She picked up the suitcase again, supposing that setting it down might be some sort of signal that she was looking for a ride and not ready yet to have to make that kind of choice again. Despite the pain in her feet, she resumed walking. Maybe things will make more sense up there, she told Pellik, nodding toward the intersection.
Maybe.
Once she reached the corner, she saw that the street before her was much wider than the one she was on and that there was considerably more traffic here. Cars and trucks moved faster, and none of the drivers seemed to take notice of the lone woman standing on the corner in her gingham dress.
What do I do now? she asked Pellik.
Not know, he said. She watched through his eyes as he flew high above the street, first in one direction and then back in the other. Because she was used to the mysteries of vekkatch, it was not the least unsettling to see herself standing on the corner while looking through the medjite’s eyes. You the one trained, Pellik added.
Yes, but you already seem to know more about this place than I do.
Just predators, he said.
Well, that’s something. She looked up and down the street and then glanced toward the west, noting that the sun still had some distance to travel before it reached the horizon; even so, it was closer than she would have liked. Let’s try this again, she said and set the suitcase down by her feet before turning and looking hopefully toward the oncoming traffic.
Nothing happened. No cars slowed. A few men turned their heads to look at her as they drove past, but the drivers expressed no more interest in her than that—until one honked his horn as he passed. Lespeth turned to watch the car go by, wondering if the honk had been some sort of greeting or signal, but the driver didn’t slow or give any other indication that he had noticed her. As she watched him go, however, she saw through Pellik’s eyes that another car was slowing, and she turned to watch it approach.
A man and woman sat in the front seat. Both wore hats, the woman’s decorated with faded flowers, and Lespeth saw gray hair peeking out from beneath each hat. The man wore glasses, and both had the sagging skin that Lespeth had been taught was an indication of age and, sometimes, wisdom.
Good? Lespeth asked Pellik while she tried forcing her lips into a human smile, one of the hardest things she had needed to master during the immersion process.
Think, said Pellik.
“Do you need a ride, dear?” the woman asked.
Again, Lespeth froze, paralyzed by the fear that she would sound strange to the humans, that they would find her out, that the whole mission would crumble because of her incompetence.
Yes, she heard Pellik say within her mind.
“Yes,” she echoed. And then, that one word out, her fear and paranoia eased a little. “Please,” she added, remembering her manners.
“Where are you headed?” the woman asked.
“Downtown. The…Hotel Portsmouth.”
The woman turned to her companion. Her husband, Lespeth thought.
“Do you know that one, Pa?” she asked.
The old man behind the wheel remained silent for a moment and then nodded. “Yep. That’s right there at, uh, Pershing Square as I recall.”
The woman looked back at Lespeth. “Is that right, dear? Pershing Square?”
The trembling rose within her, but Lespeth fought it back down. “I…I think so,” she said. “Yes. I’m pretty sure. I…I’m sorry, but I don’t know my way around here yet.”
“Well that’s pretty clear,” the woman said.
“How’d you get way out here anyway if you’re trying to get to Pershing Square?” said her husband.
The woman turned and gave the old man a sharp look. “Pa! That’s none of our business,” she rebuked. “Can we help her or not? That’s all that really matters.”
Chastened, the old man shrugged. “I s’pose.”
The wife’s expression changed again, the scowl transforming into a wide, welcoming smile. The rapidity of the humans’ shifting features made Lespeth nervous. I’ll never be able to keep up, she thought. But her trepidation passed when she heard the woman say, “Well, come on in, then. We’ll take you where you need to go.”
Unlike Bettez-en’s car, which had only had room for the driver and one passenger, this car was larger with front and rear doors and a back seat. Lespeth hesitated a moment and approached the rear door. When she grasped the handle, the door did not open, and she looked at it with confusion while watching herself through Pellik’s eyes in the air above her. Her expression, she realized, had remained blank rather than convey any kind of emotion at the trouble she was having with the door. When she attempted to approximate concern, it came out looking like a grimace, so she dropped the expression immediately, hoping the woman in the front seat hadn’t noticed it.
“Give it a turn, dear,” the woman said, her tone kindly but striking Lespeth as a bit odd. She felt that her trouble with the door was giving the woman second thoughts about having offered her a ride.
“Sorry,” Lespeth said. She turned the handle and the door opened. Turning her head toward the woman, she attempted a smile and must have succeeded as she got one in return. She set the suitcase on the seat, slid it over so that it was behind the driver, and then followed it, pulling the door shut as she sat down. “Thank you so much,” she said as the car lurched forward. “Can I…can I pay you for the ride?”
“Oh don’t be silly,” the woman said. She turned in her seat to look at Lespeth and added, “We’re just doing the Christian thing. I’m sure you’d do the same for someone else if you had the chance.”
“Thank you,” Lespeth said.
Pellik was flying above the car, and his view of the oncoming traffic made Lespeth nervous. Everything on the street moved so fast, and she pictured Pellik being struck by an oncoming vehicle while he buzzed through the traffic. You should get in here with me, she thought to him. Before you tire yourself out following. If I lose you now, I’ll never find you again.
Lesepth not lose. And Pellik not tired. Human looking? the medjite asked.
I’ll tell you when she looks away.
“I’m Vita Anderson,” the woman said, reaching out and offering Lespeth her hand. Lespeth shook it and tasted salt on the woman’s skin. This was something she’d been ready for, and it did not make her cringe. “And this is my husband Floyd.”
As the woman withdrew her hand and turned her head to indicate her husband, Lespeth thought, Now! 
She watched, amazed at Pellik’s aerial agility as the medjite flew in the window, landing on her leg before the human female could turn her gaze toward Lespeth again. 
“It’s nice to meet you,” Lespeth said, the phrase rolling off her tongue easily. “I’m Elizabeth Gallagher.”
“It’s good to know you, Elizabeth. Did you just get into the city?”
“I did,” Lespeth said, patting her suitcase with her left hand and watching as Mrs. Anderson’s eyes followed her movement. She took the opportunity to glance down at the medjite on her leg. Pellik was crawling slowly toward Lespeth’s right hand; she could tell from the way he moved that he was exhausted from his flight above the car despite his earlier protests of stamina.
“Visiting or here to stay?” Mrs. Anderson asked.
“Well…” Lespeth said. “I think I’ll be here for a while.”
As casually as possible, she moved her hand to cup Pellik and hide his presence should the human glance downward. The medjite took the opportunity to crawl onto Lespeth’s hand and burrow under the flap in her palm that concealed her wexip, the tiny pouch where the symbiote rode, rested, and fed when it wasn’t flying, its miniscule feeding organs taking nutrition from the membranes that lined the wexip. With Pellik inside the pouch, the vekkatch went dark; normally, Lespeth closed their mental connection when Pellik was in the wexip, but she had no intention of breaking their bond now even though it gave her the disjointed feeling that half her visual cortex was taking in daylight while the other half was lost in blackness.
Are you all right, Pellik?
Yes, the medjite replied. Pellik fine. Just need a minute rest.
You should have told me that was wearing you out.
Pellik fine, came the repeated reassurance.
“Family here?” Mrs. Anderson asked.
“An uncle,” Lespeth said, the image of Professor Bettez-en entering her mind, a rise in emotion following it. She kept her face neutral, though. And then, as though to chase the unpleasant thought away, she added, “And a…friend.”
Mrs. Anderson gave her a knowing look. “A fella,” she said.
“Now, Mother,” said Mr. Anderson. “Don’t start getting into this young woman’s business. You don’t—”
“Shush, Pa. I’m not getting into any such thing. Miss Gallagher doesn’t have to tell me anything she don’t want to, now do you?” This last she directed toward Lespeth.
“It’s fine,” she said. “I don’t mind talking about him.”
Mrs. Anderson shot her husband a look of triumph and then looked back at Lespeth. “You’re sweethearts?”
“You could say.”
Sweethearts? Pellik asked through the vekkatch. What this?
Forget about it, Lespeth told him.
“That’s nice,” Mrs. Anderson said. “Have you been away from each other very long?”
You supposed to say Tredig your cousin.
To Pellik, Lespeth said, I know, but these people are never going to see me again. I don’t have to use the cover story with them. It won’t matter.
Such confusing, Pellik answered.
To Mrs. Anderson, she said, “It’s been about six months. He came out here ahead of me. He’s…working with my uncle and now he’s gotten himself…established. So I thought I’d come out and see what all the fuss was about.”
“Pa and me come out here from Iowa two years ago now, didn’t we Pa?” Mrs. Anderson said, turning a kindly expression toward her husband. “There’s no place like it.” Her expression changed, her eyes sparkling in a way that Lespeth couldn’t read. “Here,” she said. “Let me show you.”
The old woman turned in her seat and bent forward, rummaging in a bag she had propped between her feet. Moments later, Mrs. Anderson was extending a hand over the seat; in it, she held what looked like an orange ball. Lespeth immediately detected a strong scent from the ball, but it triggered no recognition within her. Guessing that she was supposed to take the ball, she reached for it and then almost dropped it when the pads in her fingertips detected the acidic flavor of the thing’s smooth covering.
Mrs. Anderson had no such misgivings. Instead, she held up another identical ball in her other hand and then broke open the outer layer. Where the scent had been strong before, with the covering now breached the odor grew alarmingly intense. Lespeth held the ball she’d been given and watched in silence as the old woman peeled away at hers, revealing an inner orange ball with a stringy white covering. Once the covering was gone, Mrs. Anderson broke the inner globe in half and then peeled a wedge away from one of the halves.
“You can’t get oranges like this in Iowa. Not at the end of December like it is now. And us here without so much as a coat on.” She chuckled. “Can you imagine?”
And then she popped the wedge into her mouth, biting into it with a grotesque smile.
Lespeth wanted to leap from the car. She had been warned about this, had been trained to expect public consumption of food among humans, had even taken part in nauseating simulations with other researchers at the Center, but Mrs. Anderson’s eating of this strange orange food had been unexpected, not taking place in a restaurant or around a dining table. Lespeth hadn’t been ready for it; she shook at her core and almost dropped the orange ball she’d been handed as she watched the old woman chew and then swallow. Seeing the old man spit on the sidewalk had been bad enough, making her question her readiness for life on Earth. But Mrs. Anderson’s display was so disturbing that it made Lespeth wonder if the whole mission to this planet had been badly envisioned from the start. 
“Go ahead,” the old woman said, and when she spoke Lespeth saw flecks of orange fruit on her teeth and juice on her lips. “There’s nothing like it.”
Lespeth forced a smile and then looked at the ball in her hand, grateful to have something other than Mrs. Anderson’s mouth to focus on, even though she knew what was expected of her now.
I can’t do it, Pellik, she thought.
Lespeth have to. Else go home.
Yes, she thought. Home.
She took a deep breath and centered herself. Wishing she still had her claws, she dug a nail into the peel and pulled at it, suppressing a gasp at the intensity of taste she experienced when her fingers broke through.
“Now, this young man of yours,” Mrs. Anderson was saying as Lespeth attempted to imitate the peeling action she had observed. “He’s not in the movie business, is he?”
Without looking up for fear of still being able to see the fruit on the old woman’s teeth, Lespeth said, “No. He’s...trying to establish himself in business.”
“Well, that’s good. Those movie folks…” She sighed, prompting Lespeth to look up in time to see Mrs. Anderson shaking her head. “They’re just disgraceful, the lot of ‘em. You’ve been following this Arbuckle case, I’m sure.”
“A little,” Lespeth said even though she had no idea what an Arbuckle was.
“Just disgusting,” Mrs. Anderson said.
“Yes,” Lespeth said, guessing at the proper response as she pulled the peel away from the inner fruit. She knew there would be no getting away from having to eat in this woman’s presence. 
“Now, now,” Mr. Anderson said from his position behind the wheel. He had been driving silently as his wife talked, navigating through the traffic and steering the car closer and closer to the cluster of tall buildings that were now not so far away at all. “The man hasn’t been convicted yet. Innocent until proven guilty, isn’t that right?”
“Well, yes,” his wife said, “but still...something must have happened or that girl wouldn’t have ended up dead, now would she? There were some shenanigans, and those movie people don’t seem to think they have to answer for any of their bad behavior. You take that as a lesson, young lady.” She had shifted her focus from her husband and back to Lespeth now. “Stay away from those movie people at all costs. They’re bad news, all of ‘em.”
Lespeth forced another smile and then slid a wedge of fruit between her lips. She bit down once her lips had closed and felt the juice explode in her mouth. The sensation was actually pleasant but not enough to mitigate the embarrassment of having eaten in front of these strangers. She chewed and then swallowed, hopeful that the performance would not need to be repeated.
“I’ll remember that,” she said.
Lespeth not die? Pellik asked.
No, Pellik. Not today.
“Good,” said Mrs. Anderson. “What do you think?”
“About?”
“The orange, of course. Best you’ve ever had?”
“Absolutely,” Lespeth said.
“Good.” The old woman peeled off another slice and popped it into her mouth with a smile. “Now,” she said, “your young man…it’s been a while since you saw him?”
“Yes,” Lespeth said. She didn’t want to think about this woman masticating while she spoke, so she looked down at the orange in her hand and talked about Tredig instead, hoping to push the vision of the orange pulp out of her mind’s eye. “It’s been about six months now. I can’t wait to see him again. It just…hasn’t been the same without him.” She hesitated before saying more, glancing up at Mrs. Anderson. A bit of juice had collected at the corners of her mouth, the sight of which prompted Lespeth to look down again and continue talking. “The funny thing is that Frederick doesn’t even know I’m coming.”
“He doesn’t?”
“No. It’s kind of a surprise. My uncle knows I’m coming, but not Frederick. I can’t stop imagining the look on his face when he sees me.”
Her story was enough to draw the old woman’s attention away from the orange. She set it in her lap and gave Lespeth a wide, pulpy smile. “That’s about the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard,” she said. Then she turned toward her husband. “Don’t you think that’s about the sweetest thing you ever heard, Pa?” she asked him.
“Yup, I s’pose,” he answered as he brought the car to a stop at a traffic signal.
The buildings had grown taller the farther they had driven, and Lespeth had to scoot down in her seat to see the tops of them out the side of the car. There were more vehicles on the road as well and more people on the sidewalks. The humans moved in little groups or singly, many of them engaged in animated conversation with one another. Although she had managed to hold her own with the Andersons, Lespeth felt intimidated when she saw the masses of people on the streets of Los Angeles, certain that some sharp observer would see through the facade of humanity she presented, that some simple mistake would reveal the truth that she was from a place much farther away than Iowa or Nebraska. She trembled at the thought and followed Mrs. Anderson’s lead by setting her orange down on the seat beside her; as soon as her fingers were unoccupied, they began crossing and uncrossing as though of their own accord.
“I wish I could be there to see the look on his face,” the old woman said with a tittering laugh. “Don’t you, Pa?”
Her husband gave her a stern look. “Nope,” he said. “Let’s just let these young folks get on about their business.”
“Oh, Pa,” Mrs. Anderson said with another little laugh. “You know I’m just joshing.”
Lespeth saw something in the old woman’s face, though, and she guessed it was disappointment. Mrs. Anderson had actually been fantasizing about walking into the hotel lobby with her, Lespeth realized, so she could witness her reunion with Tredig. She wondered at this desire to be privy to the private lives of strangers and filed it away for later consideration.
The car turned right at the light. Businesses lined the side of the street that they drove along now, and Lespeth saw that on the other side of the street was an open space lined with trees and crisscrossed with pathways. Moments later, Mr. Anderson pulled over to the curb and brought the car to a stop.
“Hotel Portsmouth,” he said, pointing to the doorway of the nearest building.
“Oh,” Lespeth said. “So soon. That was…so much faster than walking would have been. I can’t thank you enough.”
“It’s nothing, dearie,” said the old woman. “Pa and me are happy to help young love find its way, ain’t we, Pa?”
“S’pose,” said her husband. “Best of luck to you, Miss.”
“Thank you,” Lespeth said. She reached for her suitcase with one hand and worked the door handle with the other before reaching for her purse. With her hands full, she was conveniently able to leave the orange behind. “Thank you both.”
She slid out of the seat, set her suitcase down once she was on the sidewalk, and swung the car door closed.
“Are you sure I can’t pay you for your trouble?” she asked.
“Wouldn’t hear of it,” Mrs. Anderson said. “Take care of yourself, dearie.” Her husband put the car in gear, and as it lurched forward, the old woman offered a last bit of advice. “Don’t forget what I said about those movie people! No good, any of ‘em.”
Moments later, the car was swallowed in the flow of traffic. Lespeth watched it go, and soon was unable to distinguish the car from the myriad others on the street. 
To Pellik, she thought, Are you ready to come back out? I may need you.
Pellik always ready, came the reply as the little medjite left his place of concealment.
Lespeth knew it wasn’t true, that it couldn’t be true on this new planet, but she also knew that Pellik wanted more than anything to fill his role as her extra set of eyes and, in his way, her guardian, so she said nothing to counteract the little medjite’s bravado.
She entered the hotel and looked around the lobby. It had red carpeting and a large wooden counter, behind which sat the hotel clerk, a middle-aged man who regarded her kindly as she walked in. “Can I help you?” he asked.
Once again, she froze, the right words dead on her lips. Silence was worse than making a mistake in speech, though, so she managed to say, “Yes. I…I’m looking for my uncle. He’s staying here.”
From behind her, she heard the professor’s voice. “Elizabeth,” he said, and she turned to look. Several chairs lined the red-carpeted lobby, and in one of them sat Professor Bettez-en. He had been reading a newspaper when she walked in, holding it up so his face had been hidden from view. She was unsure of the significance of his expression, but the odor he gave off was unmistakable even from the distance of a few meters: incredulity and, she thought, a bit of anger.
“Uncle,” she said, turning away from the counter and walking toward Bettez-en. When she was directly in front of him, she set her suitcase down and reached into the pocket of her dress. Pulling out the counterfeit dollar bill, she handed it to him and said, “I think this is yours.”
 



 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
Medjick, Pillefer, and Ockery are dead. Winit has wandered into the desert and may be dead as well. If the Bubble doesn’t open from the other side soon, we will all be lost—save Kels erla Makke-da whose treachery started this disaster in motion when he murdered Mittig and Grisk. Where Makke-da is, I cannot guess. In spite of this terrible outcome, I do not question my decision to return what was left of the team to the Bubble and hope for extraction. If the Center finds nothing but our bones, at least the mission remains secure for future researchers to take it up again.
--Ronod kra Bettez-en, in a personal note written before his rescue, Earth Date July 1897
Archives, Center for Earth Studies, Rakka University, Kestor
 
An hour later, Pellik rested on the windowsill in Lespeth’s room on the second floor of the Hotel Portsmouth. The medjite watched the traffic roll past on Hill Street below. Model-Ts jockeyed with other cars and small trucks, all trying to share the space with horse drawn wagons, trolleys, and pedestrians who crossed the street in random places, heading toward or away from the greenery of Pershing Square across the street. 
On the other side of the room, Lespeth moved restlessly, opening and closing dresser drawers and the wardrobe’s doors, stepping into the bathroom to examine the toilet, coming back into the room to pull back the blankets and sheet on the bed before re-making it and starting the whole process over again. The whole time she was moving, she also crossed and uncrossed her fingers—until she noticed she was doing this, at which point she forced herself to stop, take deep breaths, and think calming thoughts. Since the atmosphere’s balance of oxygen and nitrogen did not quite match what she was used to, it served as a constant reminder of her situation, so the peace she sought remained out of reach. She had established vekkatch
in the hope of being distracted, and while watching the traffic through the medjite’s eyes was interesting, she had other things on her mind.
Why so back forth? Pellik asked.
Nerves, she replied silently.
Pellik have nerves too but not back forth back forth.
You wouldn’t understand.
His silence told her that the medjite had taken her comment as a snub. Linked as she had been with Pellik since the age of five, she realized that he was within his rights to feel insulted at the suggestion that her emotional state was beyond his comprehension.
I’m sorry, Pellik, she thought to him. It’s just that I’m anxious to see Tredig. I had thought he’d be with Bettez-en when I emerged from the Bubble. And…well, you know how that went. And then being dumped by the bridge like that. I want to see Tredig so badly, but I can’t tell Bettez-en that. I don’t even know if Tredig knows yet that it’s me who came through the Bubble.
And back forth back forth?
It helps. She read his silence as skepticism and almost repeated the claim that such things were beyond his understanding. Instead, she simply said, Trust me.
Always, he said, a little too quickly to be sincere.
She had been about to examine the bedding again, wondering what was inside the pillow, but sat down on the bed instead. Maybe you’re right, she thought to him.
About?
Everything, of course.
Of course.
She sat as still as she could, holding her back straight with her upturned hands on her legs, and watched the passing traffic through Pellik’s eyes. The nervous crossing of her fingers did not resume as she took deep breaths of the odd smelling air and began her centering practice again.
It almost worked. The frantic threads of vehicles and pedestrians contrasted with the stillness of the trees across the street to form a lattice in her mind’s eye that she felt she could get lost in if she could only clear her thoughts. But that would mean forgetting about Bettez-en’s treatment of her this morning, her longing for Tredig, and her uncertainty about joining him on the mission. She tried, visualizing those thoughts being locked away in a keyless metal cylinder. After a few more seconds of such meditation, her practice might have had the desired effect, but then a quick knock on the door startled her out of peacefulness, and her whole body jolted with surprise. The shock broke her vekkatch, and she gave no thought to restoring it as she hopped off the bed.
Agitated though she was, she did not run to the door but rather forced herself to take deliberate steps across the hotel room, minding her breathing as went. She hoped it was Tredig at her door; if that were the case, her emotional state would be of no consequence. But it might not be Tredig, and if she opened the door to find Professor Bettez-en standing there, it would not do to appear flushed and flustered. Remembering her training before putting a hand to the knob, she said, “Who is it?” Fluent though she was, the English words still made her feel like she had pebbles in her mouth.
“It’s Frederick,” came the hushed reply from the hallway.
Lespeth threw the door open, emotions welling up in her, and found Tredig standing before her with his medjite buzzing in the air above him. 
He was not happy.
His agitation was not marked by the Kestori body language Lespeth would have seen on their home planet—the darting tongue, the slight bobbing of the head—and even though Tredig had been on Earth for half a rotation of this planet around its sun, he had not quite managed to master the human expression of disquietude. Instead, she could smell the agitation rising from his body, the sensory organs at the tip of her tongue detecting his distress in ways no human possibly could.
Though she wanted desperately to throw her arms around him, all she could do was say, “Come in.”
He entered the room and closed the door, not making eye contact with Lespeth at all. Entipp, his medjite, flew above his head as he entered and then tucked itself into the wexip in Tredig’s palm. Lespeth stepped away from him, retreating unconsciously into the room. Her eyes did not leave Tredig’s face, and when she caught herself crossing and uncrossing her fingers again, she knitted the digits on both hands together, hoping to still them. To an outside observer, it might have looked as though she was preparing to pray.
“Oh, Tredig!” she said after a few seconds’ silence, and she took a step toward him, intent on leaning in to exchange breath with him—an impulsive gesture and one she instantly put a halt to when she saw his head dart up and his eyes focus on her for the first time.
“Never use our names!” he said, the words coming out in a sharp hiss, as though afraid of concealed listeners on the other side of the door. 
“I’m sorry,” Lespeth said, her voice small and meek now. She remembered to look to the floor in shame.
When he stepped into her plane of vision, she allowed herself to glance up again, relieved to see he no longer seemed angry. She sensed contrition in his odor.
“I’m sorry, too,” he said. “It’s all right. We’re alone. There’s no harm done. But if you made a mistake like that in the presence of others—even the professor—it would be terrible.” He reached for her hands and held them before him, his touch making her tingle at the base of her spine, a phantom response that made Lespeth feel as though her tail was still there. The sensory pads in her fingertips, altered though they were by the addition of fingerprints, allowed her to taste Tredig; she knew he tasted her, too and—she assumed—took pleasure in the sensation.
“I’m Frederick Banks, your cousin,” he said after a moment. “Remember it.”
“I will,” she said, now gazing into Tredig’s sad eyes.
“And you’re Elizabeth Gallagher, just arrived from your family’s farm in Nebraska. Our uncle is here, too. Professor Peterson.”
“I know. I haven’t forgotten our cover story. I just…I’ve missed you so much!”
It was not what she had planned to say, not a rational explanation of the choices that had led her here. Those thoughts remained in her mind, but the feeling of Tredig’s hands on hers, the sound of his voice, and his very proximity pushed logic into the background. All sense of propriety went with it, and she stepped forward so her new human face was within an inch of his, pulling her hands from his grasp to wrap her arms around his back. “It’s been so terrible without you,” she said.
The words and the emotion behind them surprised her. While she had missed Tredig desperately since he had passed through the Bubble, she had found within herself the strength to remain the consummate professional on Kestor, throwing herself into her training and accepting the offer to join the expedition with zeal and dedication. The classes, the simulations, the drilling had all taken place with Kestori efficiency, and she had not deviated from protocol in the slightest. And all the energy it had taken to complete the transformation—absorbing her claws, producing a fifth digit on each of her hands and feet, developing a nose and nostrils, growing breasts and slimming her waist—had been so all-consuming that she had not questioned her motives in the least, not until only a few days had remained before her scheduled trip through the Bubble.
And now as she and Tredig exchanged breath, she had no doubt as to why she was really here.
“You shouldn’t have come,” he whispered, his breath hitting the sensors in her tongue and filling her with emotion. He smelled of home even though it had been months since he had breathed Kestori air, the scent that stimulated her emanating from his organs rather than from anything he had ingested on Earth or away from it.
She pulled her face away, and she knew he could smell everything she was feeling: fear, incredulity, and desire all mixed together. She could smell it herself.
“Why would you say that?” she asked. “Bettez—Peterson?”
“Partly.”
“He didn’t know about us on Kestor,” she said. “No one at the Center did. If they had…”
“Neither one of us would be here,” he said, finishing her thought. “I know.”
“We’ve hidden it so well. We can hide it here, too,” she said. “Probably more easily. Peterson won’t be paying that much attention, will he?”
“He may,” Tredig said. “I don’t know.”
“Then what is it?”
 “I…” Tredig began, but then she felt him shudder against her, and she smelled the same blend of fear and desire she had emitted earlier, but now it came from him. “I want you,” he managed, his every muscle trembling, “but…”
Lespeth imagined she could see Tredig’s fears and desires swirling together behind his eyes.
“We can’t,” he finally managed.
She took a step back, breaking the contact between their bodies and fighting the urge to turn away and hide her human face. “It’s this body,” she said. “Isn’t it?”
“No!” he said. “It’s not that at all.” He reached for her hand again, a conciliatory gesture. “You’re still you, after all. Your scent, your taste…I know you’ve changed only on the outside. As I have.”
She squeezed his hand in return, thrilling at the taste of him. “What is it, then?”
He looked at the floor and then back into her eyes again. “It’s the mission…the professor. Everything’s going wrong. It’s…it’s not safe for you here.”
Her head made an involuntary little circle, a Kestori gesture of confusion that would have gotten her reprimanded if she had let it slip in training. There were no examiners here, though, and if Tredig noticed the slip in her composure, he made no mention of it. 
“I don’t understand,” she said.
“The protocols…” he began and then shook his head. “It’s all so complicated, Lesp—” Her true name died on his lips, and he looked at the floor again.
The silence between them was more than she could bear, so she broke it. “If you can’t tell me now, I understand,” she said. “But…please…nothing can be so bad that we can’t still be together in the face of it.”
When he looked up at her once more, she knew he was about to bolt. Though Tredig’s face betrayed no human emotions, the olfactory sensors on Lespeth’s tongue signaled myriad emotions in her partner—so many and coming so quickly that she could not parse them all. He might have been angry or sad, frightened or protective. Probably he was all those things and more. And Lespeth knew she was the cause of it all; he had been carrying a burden until her arrival—that much was clear—one that her presence here had added to. And now he was going to turn away from her rather than have to sort it all out.
While she felt compassion for his suffering and blame for her role in it, her fear of being alone in the face of his vague revelations was the stronger emotion—an inward feeling of self-preservation overpowering the outward feelings that would otherwise have pushed her to do all she could to care for him. In the face of such primitive needs, her body took over from her brain. Deep in her throat, a gland that had already been stimulated by all the inner turmoil of the day tipped into full activity and released the pheromones it had been producing for hours now. Without thinking, Lespeth took a step toward Tredig, opened her mouth, and exhaled directly into his face. 
It took only a few seconds for the molecules to do their job. The fear in Tredig’s eyes transformed itself into hunger. Lespeth could still smell his fear, frustration, and sadness, but she also sensed that Tredig’s own primitive core had awoken to the possibility of relieving all those negative emotions and erasing them with a positive one. This was not logical, but they were both done with logic now, and he leaned forward to put his lips to hers.
His saliva crossed the pleasure receptors at the back of her tongue and made her shiver, filling her with the biting scent of Kestori desire. When Lespeth felt a little shudder in Tredig’s body, she knew he was reacting to her scent as well. Their tongues entered each other’s mouths, the otherwise hidden sex organs at their tips flowering with the stimulation. It took only a few seconds for each to find the orifice at the base of the other’s throat, and Lespeth thrilled at the sensation of their mutual penetration. Had they still been on Kestor, their tails would have been entwined, the sensitive tips rubbing at each other; now Tredig surprised her by pulling up her dress and pressing his hand against the spot at the base of her spine where her tail had been removed. The area was still sensitive. Lespeth arched her back at his touch and went weak in the knees, barely able to register the thought that she should pull at Tredig’s shirt to give him the same pleasure before she climaxed. The chemicals her body pumped into Tredig triggered his own release, and she felt the base of her tongue swell, her throat completely closed now with both engorged organs occupying the space. The secondary breathing tube beneath her tongue took charge of her respiration reflexively, and after a few seconds of mindless ecstasy she remembered to fumble at Tredig’s waist to find the spot where his tail should have been. When she touched him there, she felt him shudder, and his tongue writhed deep within her throat. The pleasure was so intense that she felt the room grow dark for a moment, her heart pounding so hard she thought it might burst and the blood rushing so loudly in her ears that she feared it might deafen her.
After several seconds the feelings subsided. The room grew light again, and once more Lespeth could hear the Model-Ts passing on the street outside. She and Tredig withdrew their organs from each other’s mouths and finally broke their union as each moved their hands away from the lower back of the other. 
Lespeth turned her head to rest it on his shoulder, and she felt him tilt his neck to bury his face in her false curls. “I share time with you,” she whispered, the Ferchii pronouncement of deepest bonding sounding so strange and inadequate when rendered in English.
“And I you,” she heard him whisper back, but in Ferchii. It wasn’t a mistake, she knew, but rather a tender apology for almost having run from the room in the face of his desire and anxiety. She pulled away from their embrace to look up at him once more and saw that he gazed back with tenderness molding his expression, but she also caught the scent that signaled the return of his earlier agitation.
“It’s going to be all right,” she said, remembering to speak in English. “We’re a team, a better team because of our bond. Whatever is wrong, we’ll solve it.”
He was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Maybe. But I think…we might have just made everything worse.”
The words surprised her, and she pulled away. “Worse?” she said. “How could we have made things worse?”
“It’s complicated. I was going to tell you everything later, but…” He took a deep breath. “Is there any chance you’re fertile?” he asked after a few seconds.
The question surprised her. “Fertile?” she asked, not sure if her face conveyed human incredulity or not but reasonably certain that her tone got the feeling across. Like any Kestori female, Lespeth controlled her body’s receptivity and fertility; when she wanted to be ready to release the chemicals that would allow reproduction, she would do so. For now, that was the furthest thing from her mind—or had been until Tredig’s inquiry. When she saw that he expected an answer, she replied with, “Of course not. Why would you ask such a thing?”
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. It’s just that if something like that were to happen…with you. It would complicate things so much more. It’s…everything’s so mixed up, Les—Elizabeth. The protocols of the mission…”
“They haven’t changed,” she said. “I’ve been briefed on everything. The Directors haven’t changed a thing.” 
“Then it’s not coming from the Directors. It’s the professor.”
Lespeth crossed and uncrossed her fingers at this. “I wanted to talk to you about the professor,” she said. “Things went strangely today, from the minute I arrived.”
“How strangely?” he asked, and she smelled concern on him.
“From the minute I passed through the Bubble, there was something about Petersen that struck me as odd. The way he spoke and smelled. The way he looked at me.” She gave a human shrug and continued. “I thought it was me…the strange air, the slight difference in gravity, my own inexperience with human facial expressions, the kinds of things Petersen has had plenty of time to master. But the feelings didn’t abate. He seemed…preoccupied. And when it was time to leave the structure where the Bubble was generated, he insisted I wear a blindfold and that I keep Pellik in the wexip, so he couldn’t see either.”
“He did the same to me when I arrived,” Tredig said.
“He said it was for security.”
“Yes.”
“But that’s not in the Protocols. We’re all supposed to know how to get back to the Bubble. What if something happens to him? A pathogen or an accident.”
“I know,” Tredig said. “I protested, too, but he just went on about the disaster that happened with the Makke-da expedition.”
“He said the same to me, that we’re expendable, that what we don’t know can’t be tortured out of us if we’re caught. I see his point, but are things that bad here? Are we really in danger?”
Tredig hesitated a moment and then said, “Not that kind. The humans don’t seem to have any inkling that they’re being observed. He’s just paranoid after what happened with Makke-da. I suppose I can’t blame him. We weren’t there.”
“That doesn’t help us, though, does it? What if something does happen to him? We’ll be trapped here.”
“He told me he has the location hidden in his files,” Tredig offered. “He says we’ll have no problem finding it if we need it.”
“And you believe him?”
“Until now, I haven’t had a choice. I have my code for generating the Bubble if I need it, the same as you, but actually getting there to use the code? With you here…maybe we can convince him to let one of us know. At least a little more information. I know the Bubble generator is out in the desert, but that’s all I know.”
“Yes,” she said. “He took off the blindfold when we reached the main road. All I knew before was that the road was incredibly rough. When we reached the highway, he let me see where we were. It was all desert and no one else around.” She paused and looked toward the window where Pellik still sat. “That wasn’t all, though.”
“What do you mean?”
She went on to tell Tredig what had happened beside the bridge, and about the way Bettez-en had abandoned her there, forcing her to make her way to the Portsmouth on her own. As she spoke, she sensed anger rising in her mate.
“I can’t believe he did that to you,” he said when she had finished relating the story of her ride into downtown with the Andersons. “I knew we were getting a new team member, but he didn’t tell me when. If I’d known, I would have insisted on going with him to the Bubble to greet you.”
“Which was why he didn’t tell you,” Lespeth said.
“You’re right.” He looked at the floor and shook his head, an Earthly expression of disgust.
“Why is he acting this way?” she asked.
He shook his head again before saying, “Things have been strange for a little while, but this…this is something new.”
“Strange how?”
“The research. It’s taken a turn under his direction.”
“The Center doesn’t know?”
“I don’t know what he’s been telling the Center. But I’ve kept a back-up set of files. All the things he’s had me gather…”
Lespeth detected a new scent emanating from Tredig, but she could not place it. She thought it was part disappointment and part regret, and yet different altogether.
“Whatever it is, we’re together now,” she said. “You don’t have to face him alone. I’ll help you.”
He turned his head and flicked his tongue gently against her fingers. 
“Thank you,” he said, his voice still sad. “Before I left Kestor, there were rumors at the Center…that another Bubble was being considered at a different site on Earth. Did you hear anything about it before you left?”
“No. Nothing like that. Do you think the Center is ready to start establishing a second team?”
“It wouldn’t make sense…unless they’re unhappy with the results Petersen is providing. And that actually seems possible to me, given his behavior.”
“If there is another Bubble…” she said.
“Then that could be our way back,” Tredig chimed in, finishing her thought. “Only, we have no way of knowing where it is or if it’s even here. You’re sure you didn’t hear anything?”
“Certain.”
He nodded, and she sensed frustration in his scent. “Then we’ll have to observe the professor as closely as possible. Perhaps he knows about a second Bubble. He may slip up and give us a clue unintentionally, but he’s sharp, so I doubt it.”
His words confused her. “Why would he fall?” she asked.
The question prompted reciprocal confusion from Tredig, but only for a moment. “Slip up,” he said with a human smile. “It means to make a mistake.”
“And ‘sharp’?”
“Observant. Astute.” He paused and added, “Clever. Maybe dangerously so.”
“Thank you,” she said. “We will just have to be sharper.”
“Yes. We will.” Tredig let out a long breath and said, “I don’t think he has any idea of how close we were on Kestor. He acted like I would have to get to know you from scratch.”
“Scratch?” she asked.
“Sorry. A human expression. From the beginning.”
“Ah,” she said. “Well, we’ll have to play that up, I suppose.”
“Absolutely. If he was so ready to send you back for failing his ridiculous test today, then he’ll have no hesitation sending us both back if he thinks we’ve violated the rules on fraternizing within the project.”
“I know,” she said. “We’ll be careful. We managed to be on Kestor, didn’t we?”
“Yes.” He stepped away from her, and released his medjite. She knew they were establishing vekkatch and that Tredig was checking his appearance through Entipp’s eyes. “We’ll talk more later. In my room. I’ll show you everything. We’ll have to figure something out. Maybe together…”
“Yes,” she said. “Together.”
“I should go now. He’s going to want to talk to you once you’ve had time to settle in. He shouldn’t find me here.”
She hated the thought of him leaving, but she said, “I know.”
They embraced again before he turned toward the door.
“At least tell me one thing,” she said as he did. “You haven’t been in danger, have you?”
Tredig looked at her for a moment. Then he said, “A little.” He paused then, his expression shifting to one she could not identify. “Now that you’re here, though…”
“The danger is less?” she said, hopefully.
“No,” Tredig answered. “I’m afraid it’s more.”



 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
While sexual play among the Kestori is just that—play—it would appear that there are considerable negative emotions associated with sexual play among human beings of all ages, even between bonded pairs. The predominant English description of these negative emotions is “shame,” a word that is difficult to translate into Ferchii. The word appears to denote regret, embarrassment, and fear of discovery or reprisal. We are just beginning to understand the implications of this emotion, but it is my hypothesis that this difference between humans and Kestori suggests deeper, more profound differences than we had previously theorized.
--Ronod kra Bettez-en, From “Report to the Directors, Center for Earth Studies” dated 16.8908.6.1 and transmitted through the Bubble
Archives, Center for Earth Studies, Rakka University, Kestor
 
Professor Bettez-en’s room was one floor above Lespeth’s. Like hers, it also faced west, toward the public space of Pershing Square, a result of which was plenty of sunlight pouring through the professor’s window in the afternoons, the light not blocked by neighboring buildings. The room was identical to Lespeth’s with one exception: on the writing desk beside the window, the professor had set up a glass terrarium that housed a small green lizard. The afternoon sun poured through the window, its light bathing a large rock in the middle of the terrarium where the lizard now sat warming itself. 
Lespeth watched the creature in fascination. She stood next to the window where Bettez-en had set up a solar collector—disguised to look like a Chinese paper fan and easily dismantled on days when the chambermaids came through to clean and freshen up the room. The energy from the collector was used to power the rest of his Kestori technology, all of which was hidden in plain sight—a voice recorder concealed inside a fountain pen, a digital video camera made to look like a simple Brownie, a larger data storage device that appeared from the outside to be nothing more than a worn old copy of A Tale of Two Cities. 
Coming through the Bubble this morning, Lespeth had brought her own similar supplies as well as clothing and a box filled with perfectly reproduced American currency that she had given to Bettez-en immediately. She saw neither the box nor the counterfeit money now, however, and assumed he had hidden it. 
We both have our secrets, she thought to Pellik, who had perched on her shoulder.
Indeed, he replied, his tone suggesting an unspoken commentary on her earlier dalliance with Tredig.
You wouldn’t want to play with the professor’s lizard, would you?
Him no good, he said, using the same phrasing he had employed to pass judgment on the other predators he had spotted during their forced journey to the Portsmouth. 
“An interesting little creature, isn’t it?” the professor asked. He stood across the room beside a chest of drawers, watching Lespeth as she in turn watched the lizard.
“Yes,” she said, startled out of her silent conversation with the medjite.
“Our mission would be so much more easily carried out,” the professor said, “if reptiles were a more dominant class of animals on this planet. And if there were a species large enough to accommodate our larvae.”
Lespeth nodded but was not sure she understood. 
This is the way it’s going to be, she thought to Pellik. He’s going to act as though nothing that happened this morning was out of the ordinary.
Him no good either.
She wanted to ask what the medjite meant, but she also knew it would be difficult to carry on two conversations at once. Doing so with Pellik and Mrs. Anderson had been one thing; succeeding at the same task with Bettez-en would be another. 
It seems he wants me to play the dutiful student, she told her symbiote. So I suppose I will.
Pellik would say what him think.
And Pellik would get fed to that lizard pretty quickly.
She left the vekkatch
open but ignored the medjite as well as she could. Pretending to have been staring at the lizard, she now turned to the professor and said, “Why would a large reptile be more suitable?”
“Hair, of course,” Bettez-en replied.
“I see,” she said.
“I am impressed with what the team did on yours,” the professor said, nodding. “I fear that may be our greatest stumbling block when all is said and done.”
“You’re not the only one who thinks so.”
“You’ve read the latest reports?”
“Perhaps not the latest. I’ve read others, though.”
He nodded and then ran his hands through the dark fluff atop his head. “I should go back to Kestor and get mine upgraded. Or else just shave it off. I’ve been working on wrinkles, you see? Crow’s feet they call these around the eyes.” He pointed, a hint of pride in his expression. “With my appearance and cover story suggesting I’m an older man, a bald head wouldn’t be looked at strangely. Baldness in women, though…” He shook his head.
“It’s the aging process that concerns you,” Lespeth said. Their scholarly conversation was putting her more at ease in spite of the promise she had made to herself to remain on guard. 
Watch out for me, Pellik, she thought.
Always, came the response.
“Yes!” Bettez-en replied, excitement in his voice. “The stuff grays, but not all at once. It’s a gradual process. And it’s possible that once we harness the human genetic code, our descendants will have all the hair they want in whatever color is needed for them to blend in, including gradual gray, but until then? The transition…that’s going to be challenging.”
Lespeth nodded her understanding. “And we wouldn’t have this challenge if we were mimicking a hairless species.”
“Exactly right! It would have been so much easier. Our own aging process could be concealed with cosmetics, as it’s going to need to be anyway.” 
Lespeth knew that scholars on Kestor had already addressed this issue. Whereas an aging human lost the color in its hair and the elasticity in its skin, an aging Kestori lost the ability to control the chromatophores that allowed color matching in the skin. As part of the evolutionary process, this had served its purpose in weeding out the old and infirm, who could no longer properly camouflage themselves. In modern times, though, the blotchiness of old age had no consequences. For an aging researcher, however—and eventually for colonists—this would not do, and she knew that cosmetics were already under development on Kestor in anticipation of this problem.
“Have you learned of any hairless animals proportional to our mass?” she asked.
“There are some aquatic animals that might be suitable, but that presents its own set of problems. And…humans are the dominant species. There’s no denying that.” Bettez-en shook his head. “No, we’re going to have to work through this problem if Earth is going to be deemed a suitable site.”
“Maybe when we reach the point of implantation, we’ll know more,” she said, turning her gaze toward the lizard again. “The problem may solve itself—as it did on Kestor with our tails.”
Silence followed. Lespeth turned her head to see the professor staring at her, his expression vacant. It was the first hint of anything out of the ordinary that she had seen since their meeting had begun. Instead of looking bothered by her words, he appeared not to have heard her at all—almost unaware of her presence. When his medjite flew down from its spot near the ceiling to land on the professor’s shoulder, he seemed not to notice it at all.
What if there’s something wrong with him? she thought to Pellik. What if he’s sick? There could be some Earthly malady we haven’t found out about yet.
Anything possible, the medjite responded. Maybe you get lucky. Him die before feed us both to lizard monster.
No one’s getting fed to any monsters, she replied. 
To Bettez-en, she said, “Sir?” after a few more seconds of watching as he seemed to stare right through her.
The question startled him into alertness. “I’m sorry, Miss Gallagher,” he said with an awkward laugh. “I sometimes get so caught up in an intellectual problem like this that I go off on my own trying to solve it. Do forgive me, please.”
“Of course,” she said. 
Him not ask you forgive from earlier, Pellik said. Him no good.
She ignored the comment. Instead, she said, “You have so many things to consider. I’m sure I would be guilty of drifting off that way myself if I had as much to manage as you do.”
“Ah, well,” he said, waving a dismissive hand. “Yes. The mission is complex, to say the least, but I’m glad to have you on board now to assist Frederick. Have you any questions about what you’ve seen so far?”
“No,” she said aloud. 
To Pellik, she said, People spitting on the sidewalk would be a good place to start. And those oranges!
Detecting nothing that passed between her and the medjite, Bettez-en said, “I know Frederick has an itinerary for the next few days. He plans on showing you all the sights just like you’re a regular tourist. I’m not sure it’s the best use of your time, but he feels you need some context for when you begin your more focused observations.”
“That sounds perfect,” she said and turned again toward the open window. “Frederick will be joining us soon, won’t he?” she asked as she gazed out on Pershing Square, hoping she had succeeded in keeping the longing out of her tone. Cars similar to the one Bettez-en had driven rumbled past on Hill Street, and when there were breaks in the traffic, pedestrians crossed in little clusters or singly, making their way to and from the park and stepping over the trolley tracks that ran up the middle of the street. The park was a mass of greenery with several paths cutting through it, and Lespeth recognized many of the trees as “palms” from her studies; the others she could not yet identify. Buildings of several stories rose up on the other side of the Square, and Lespeth spent a moment reading the advertisements and names of businesses across the way. 
“Yes, yes. Momentarily, I expect,” the professor said. “He said he had an errand to run before meeting us.” Bettez-en joined her at the window. “Fascinating, isn’t it?”
“Incredibly,” Lespeth said, wondering where Tredig’s errand had taken him. A streetcar rolled past the front of the Portsmouth, making its way north toward the Hill Street tunnel. Its passage caused traffic to slow, and after it had gone the cars moved faster again. Along with the cars, trollies, and delivery trucks, there were also horse drawn carriages traveling along the street, everything a bustle of movement and energy. 
“I believe that’s Frederick,” Bettez-en said, pointing a finger out the window.
Lespeth looked across the street. There were so many people in Pershing Square—walking along the paths and the sidewalk that bordered the trees—that she could not tell at first where the professor was pointing. But then she saw him. He had emerged from the pedestrians who entered and exited one of the park’s main pathways, a figure a bit taller than most of the humans and, to Lespeth’s trained eye, slightly different in posture and bearing. From his position on the street, it must have been easier for Tredig to spot her and the professor looking out the hotel window, as he was already looking straight at her when she picked him out from the rest of the chaos on the street below. He raised one hand now and waved—an oddly human gesture—while he kept the other hand at his waist. Lespeth could not be sure, but she thought he held a small package in that other hand.
She raised a hand and made an awkward effort at waving back. Another streetcar passed between the Portsmouth and the park, however—this one larger than the trolley, one that she identified as a Red Car from previous photos she’d seen—and she feared he had not seen her return his signal. She prepared to try waving again once the car had passed, but then she saw that Tredig had left the curb to begin crossing the street behind the Red Car. He looked up again once the electric conveyance had gone, and she waved to him once more, probably swinging her arm more wildly than was normal for a human. She saw another broad smile cross Tredig’s face as he raised his free hand once more to return the wave, but his hand didn’t make it past his shoulder.
As he stepped forward, his eyes on the window where Lespeth and the professor awaited him, a delivery truck struck him with a terrible thud, throwing Tredig several meters through the air before he landed on the asphalt in front of the hotel. His package went skidding beyond him, almost into the intersection at Hill and Fifth.
Lespeth screamed his name, his real name rather than his earthly moniker, not the least bit mindful of the breach in protocol. She heard Bettez-en shout as well but could not have identified what he vocalized, her attention so thoroughly on the street below. The truck had stopped in the street and the driver had exited the cab. Several other people had already made a circle around Tredig, obscuring his form from Lespeth’s view. People shouted. One woman who had been crossing the street behind Tredig fainted on the asphalt and drew another crowd of onlookers. All the bustling traffic on Hill Street had come to a stop.
“They can’t take him to the hospital!” Bettez-en said in alarm and tore himself away from the window. Lespeth turned to see him bolting from the room.
“Pellik!” she cried aloud. “Go to him!”
The medjite obeyed without hesitation, flying through the open window and down to the street below. Lespeth watched through the vekkatch, forcing her feet to move even though she wanted to cry out at the things Pellik showed her. The terrible sight of Tredig’s crumpled form filled her vision. He lay on his back, his arms and legs splayed at unnatural angles. His eyes were closed, and there were gruesome scrapes on his cheek and forehead from where he had hit the pavement before rolling to a stop, his face to the blue sky. Long before she reached him, she saw blood on the asphalt beside her lover’s head. The sight made her want to gasp in agony, a feeling she fought back as she struggled to negotiate the hallway outside Bettez-en’s room and run toward the stairs. 
She had almost caught up to the professor by the time he reached the crowd that had formed around Tredig. Traffic on the street had begun creeping along again, drivers careful to thread their way around the mass of people in the middle of the street, and Lespeth forced herself to look down the street before she stepped off the curb. As she raced toward the huddle of people beyond the trolley tracks, she could hear Bettez-en shouting, “Let me through! I’m a doctor! He’s my nephew!” Immediately at the professor’s back now, Lespeth followed him into the crowd as it parted for him. At any other time, she would have been savoring such close contact with humans, but now she wanted nothing more than for them all to go away and leave her and Bettez-en alone with Tredig.
When she reached the center of the crowd, she dropped to her knees beside Bettez-en and put her hand on Tredig’s. He did not react; his hand did not move to grasp hers. Bettez-en had one hand on the front of Tredig’s throat and the other at its side. The hand pressed to the side was for show, Lespeth realized, as Bettez-en acted like he was feeling for a pulse where a human would have its carotid artery. It was the other hand, however, that probed for signs of life.
“I saw the whole thing!” Lespeth heard a young man say. “He just went flying.”
Several others in the crowd muttered their assent, but she felt no compulsion to look up. She had seen “the whole thing” as well and did not need witnesses to corroborate what she already knew. One voice did draw her attention away from Bettez-en’s ministrations, however, that of a man who was saying, “I couldn’t help it. He came out of nowhere.”
She looked up. The truck driver was stocky with dark hair and a thick mustache. His face was pale, as though he had suffered a terrible shock. She wanted to tell him that she understood, that it hadn’t been his fault. She wanted to tell him that Tredig had been distracted while crossing the street because he had seen her in the window of the Hotel Portsmouth, that he had been looking up at her face rather than toward the oncoming traffic, that he had been so taken with the thought of their reunion despite his worries about the project that the thought of being in any danger while traversing Hill Street had been far, far from his mind. But she couldn’t make herself say any of those things, could only nod at the truck driver and then look back toward Bettez-en who had dropped his ear down onto Tredig’s chest. She assumed none of the onlookers would notice that he had placed his ear lower than would have been done by anyone trying to hear a heartbeat in a human chest.
No good, she heard Pellik say from within her mind. She looked up and saw the medjite buzzing in the air above the crowd, too far from the humans to be noticed. Two other symbiotes flew with him—Entipp and Bettez-en’s medjite, whose name Lespeth did not know. 
“Is he dead?” another man in the crowd asked, his question prompting a new flurry of murmurs. 
The professor straightened up and turned his head to catch Lespeth’s gaze. His eyes were glassy, his expression blank, a silent answer to the anonymous question from the crowd. The scent of defeat flowed from his pores.
Lespeth almost forgot herself, almost said, “No!” in Ferchii, but stopped short. She could not, however, prevent the reflexive trembling that spread from her core to her limbs. Her teeth began to chatter as she looked from the professor’s face to Tredig’s. 
Bettez-en leaned forward and put a hand on hers, tilting his head so his mouth was close to her ear. “Remember yourself,” he whispered. “Humans cry.”
Even though the Kestori had tear ducts similar to human beings, their lachrymal glands did nothing more than provide moisture to Kestori eyes. Weeping was an alien reaction, one that Lespeth had studied along with laughter and blushing, but it was not anything she felt capable of imitating. All she could do was take deep breaths and struggle to control her own grief response. After a few seconds, the trembling abated, but she could not bring herself to look again upon Tredig’s lifeless face. Fortunately, a man in the crowd—possibly the same one who had asked if Tredig was dead—removed his coat and lay it gently over Tredig’s head and chest. It was a gesture of such kindness and dignity that it almost set Lespeth to trembling again.
She forced herself to turn away, to look up helplessly at the sea of human faces around her. A few women had tears streaming down their cheeks. Other people watched in shocked disbelief. Some simply stared in morbid curiosity, standing on their toes and jockeying among their fellows to get a better look at the dead man on the asphalt. 
“Was he your husband, dear?” said a woman with gray hair and a wrinkled face at the edge of the circle that had formed around Tredig.
The question made no sense to Lespeth and she remained silent, looking up at the old woman and trying to figure out how to explain in English what Tredig had been to her. Research partner. Fellow scholar. Colleague. Lover. None of the terms seemed adequate. 
“He was her cousin,” Bettez-en said. “I am his uncle.”
No one in the crowd responded, but Lespeth saw the old woman nod solemnly. Her chin, Lespeth noted, had white whiskers growing from it, and a light fuzz graced her cheeks.
Someone at the far edge of the crowd called out, “The ambulance is here,” and people immediately began parting.
“There’s no need,” Bettez-en said, his voice taking on an edge of irritation and insistence. “He has…expired.”
Two men in white uniforms appeared, each holding the end of a stretcher. Lespeth watched their expressions shift from hurried to somber when they saw the coat draped over Tredig’s face. A man in a dark uniform followed them, a policeman Lespeth realized.
“There is no need,” Bettez-en repeated, addressing the ambulance workers and the policeman.
One of the men from the ambulance nodded, but they edged forward regardless. Lespeth felt herself being nudged away from the body, and she tried to regain her feet. Her legs felt numb, though, and so she was grateful for the two arms that extended from the crowd to help her up.
She wanted to thank the unknown men who had come to her aid, but the English words were lost in her throat, and she dared not attempt to speak.
“I’m sorry,” she heard one mutter, and she realized it was the truck driver.
All she managed in response was a nod she hoped looked sincere, but then she felt the trembling begin again and so took a deep breath and averted her eyes to keep it at bay. The elderly woman stepped forward then and linked her arm into Lespeth’s. They made eye contact, and the old woman simply nodded and gave Lespeth’s arm a squeeze. 
She watched as Bettez-en stood on the opposite side of Tredig, the two ambulance attendants kneeling on either side of the body. One had a stethoscope, and he inserted the earpieces before touching the end to Tredig’s chest. Even had Tredig still been alive, the attendant’s placement of the stethoscope would have made it appear that the alien was dead. After a few seconds, he reached under the coat to feel for a pulse on Tredig’s throat and then tried again on the dead man’s wrist. When he found no sign of life, he removed the stethoscope and straightened up.
“We’ll have to take him in regardless. To get an official declaration of death.”
“I am a doctor,” Bettez-en said. “And his next of kin. I insist on accompanying the body.”
The attendants exchanged glances. Bettez-en’s tone must have suggested that he would brook no contradictions, and so the man who had used the stethoscope simply said, “Yes, sir.”
Lespeth let out a long breath as the attendants lifted Tredig onto the stretcher. One removed the coat from his face, handing it to a man in the crowd to whom it did not belong. Then they respectfully laid a white sheet over the body and covered Tredig’s face before lifting the stretcher between them. As they began moving toward the waiting ambulance, Lespeth reached out a hand to touch the sheet and Tredig’s lifeless arm beneath. She felt the old woman grip her arm even harder. “You’ll be all right, dear,” the woman said.
The crowd had closed around the circle again as the attendants ministered to the body; now the onlookers parted once more, a corridor of bodies opening between them and the ambulance. Bettez-en followed behind the attendant at the rear of the stretcher. As he passed Lespeth, he leaned in close and said, “Go back to your room and wait for me there. I will return as quickly as I can.”
She said nothing in response, just watched as the circle closed again around the retreating procession, all eyes now on the backs of the three men approaching the ambulance and its open rear door. Through the vekkatch, she saw it all from above as well. The doubling of the sight was too much for her, and she broke her connection to Pellik; it left her feeling more alone than she would have imagined possible.
“Do you need someone to stay with you, dear?” the old woman said now.
Lespeth took a deep breath and willed herself to speak to the human being. “No,” was all she could squeeze out.
“You’re sure?”
She nodded, took a deep breath, and forced herself to add, “Thank you.”
The woman gave one more grim nod and then released her hold on Lespeth’s arm.
Once the ambulance door closed and the driver started the engine, the crowd began dispersing. A few remained behind, including the truck driver, to answer the policeman’s questions. Soon, Lespeth knew, there would be no sign that anything tragic had happened on this stretch of road. Pedestrians would cross. Streetcars laden with riders would make their way up Hill Street toward the tunnel a few blocks away. Cars, trucks, and horse drawn wagons would pass by Pershing Square and the Hotel Portsmouth, none of the drivers or passengers aware of the tragedy that had taken place on the street. Some of the people who had witnessed the accident and formed the circle around Tredig would doubtless think of the catastrophe every time they passed this way in the future; of this, Lespeth was sure. But they would forget eventually, Tredig’s death pushed to the back of their thoughts, his violent end replaced in their consciousness by more quotidian things—their errands and intrigues and petty problems. For Lespeth, though, the street could never be anything more than the site of loss; in fact, the whole city—if not the whole of Earth—would be nothing more to her than a place of death. She would return to the Bubble and Kestor as soon as she could, tonight if possible. Her research, her career, even her lost tail…none of it mattered now. She wanted nothing more than to be home.
Still standing in the street, Lespeth looked up at the hotel, not sure which open window was Bettez-en’s or her own. It had only been minutes before, she realized, that she had been up there with the professor, happily awaiting Tredig’s return. And now she was here, on the street and alone. She wished for a moment that she was human and she could simply stand here in the street and cry, but tears would not come, so she started back across the street toward the hotel.
She had only gone a few steps when a boy of twelve or thirteen stepped into her path. “Lady?” he asked.
He was going to ask a question, Lespeth knew, something that bespoke his childish innocence in the face of what he must have witnessed. How will I answer? she thought. How can I possibly answer?
Dreading the exchange that would follow, she said, “Yes?” and hoped the word sounded right to the boy’s ears.
“Here.” He reached out a hand toward her, holding a small brown paper bag, badly wrinkled and torn in several places. She looked at it with confusion. “He had it,” the boy said. “It flew out of his hands when he…when the truck…”
He pushed the bag into her hands and turned away, making his way toward the palm-lined sidewalk on the other side of the street. Lespeth looked at the bag for a moment, the sensors in her fingertips allowing her to taste the brown paper, and then pulled at the edge to look inside. 
The bag held a small, oblong can with rounded edges and a metal spout fixed to the top. Lespeth pulled it out and saw the words “Singer Sewing Machine Oil” beneath a logo of a red letter “S” whose curves encircled the image of a woman sitting in front of a machine that Lespeth could only assume was used for sewing. 
She was reasonably sure she understood what a sewing machine was, but she was baffled by the presence of this can of oil in the bag Tredig had been carrying. Of one thing she was certain, however; procuring the can had been the errand Tredig had gone on after leaving her room, the task he had ventured out for before returning to the hotel and taking up the masquerade once more that he and Lespeth were no more than colleagues to one another. How this little can could have fit into their subterfuge Lespeth did not understand, but she told herself she would keep it and try to figure it out.
When she looked up again, she found that she was alone in the middle of the street. All of the curious and the concerned had departed like the binti flies on her home world, gathering in spontaneous clusters around something that gave off a tempting scent and then scattering with the breeze once the object of their attention was gone or had proven unworthy of their efforts. She took a step toward the hotel and was startled by the loud klaxon horn of a passing truck, its driver turning an angry face toward her as his vehicle passed within a foot of her. “Do you want to get yourself killed?” he shouted and then was past her and out of sight.
“No,” she whispered in English. “No.” She looked around to see if any of the humans on either side of the street had witnessed the near-accident, but no other faces met hers. She looked down the street toward oncoming traffic and, satisfied that all the vehicles in the distance were too far away to do her any harm, made her way to the safety of the sidewalk and the doors of the Hotel Portsmouth beyond it.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
The failure of the Makke-da expedition is a serious matter but one that can be overcome. The further study of human beings carries with it great potential for the future of our species, thus necessitating future expeditions despite the risk. It has been determined, however, that the security of the mission must remain paramount in all Kestori actions among the humans. This includes limiting the importation and use of all Kestori technologies on the other side of the Bubble save those that are necessary for the gathering, preservation and transmission of data.
From Protocols and Guidelines for the Study of Human Beings: A Report and Analysis in Response to the Makke-da Expedition
Published by the Center for Earth Studies, Rakka University, Kestor, 16.8894.15.6
 
The trembling stopped more than an hour later. Lespeth lay on the bed in her room, curled on her side with the oilcan clutched in her clawless fingers. The tremors had come the moment she had shut and locked the door behind her, and she forced herself to keep the accompanying moans to a minimum, not wanting to garner attention from neighbors who might think her in distress. The shaking, however, could happen with complete discretion, and she let it, her whole body trembling so violently that once she let the flood of emotion start there would have been no way to stop it even if she had wanted to. If any humans saw her this way, they would surely think her insane or violently ill, and she was glad of the seclusion the little hotel room afforded her.
Once the tremors abated, she remained on the bed regardless, not wanting to move. Since returning to the room, Pellik had alternated between buzzing in the air above her and landing on the pillow beside her head. Lespeth had opened the vekkatch, but the pair had exchanged no thoughts. It was enough to be connected. Now she reached out to him within her mind.
Maybe Bettez-en was wrong, she thought. He’ll come back and say Tredig was just stunned. She allowed herself to picture Tredig opening his eyes in back of the ambulance, possibly even sitting up; he could be waiting for her now in a hospital bed, bruised and battered but alive and with a human, embarrassed smile on his lips at all the trouble he had caused. 
Pellik made no reply, and his failure to play along with the fantasy caused her to picture Tredig’s face as he lay on the pavement and the finality of the black jacket placed over it to shield the dead and living from each other. 
The horror of it almost started her shaking again, but she pushed her grief aside now and forced herself to sit up. She placed the oilcan on the small table beside her bed and thought to Pellik, Why that? Why a can of oil?
Not know.
He sounded sad, almost as though he was upset at himself for failing to give her an answer when she needed it most. That’s all right, she said. I didn’t really expect you to know. She ran her fingers over the can’s smooth edges. Maybe there’s something in his files, though. He said he was going to explain everything, and then he went out to buy a can of sewing machine oil. There has to be a reason. 
Not always reason for things.
No. Not always. That’s true. But this…there has to be.
You go his room?
I could. But I don’t even know which one was his. Could Entipp show you?
His medjite go with Tredig. Maybe no come back.
She remembered seeing the medjites in the air around the accident scene but had not noticed where they went after. Now she imagined Bettez-en’s and Tredig’s symbiotes trailing after the ambulance and wished for a moment that she had sent Pellik with them so she could have more information now. 
What if Bettez-en sent them back? she asked.
Back to Bubble?
No, back to his room. The window was open. He might not have wanted them around the hospital. They might have been too easily noticed in a sterile environment.
Bettez-en not want away from medjite. Kestori need medjite.
Yes, Pellik. We need you desperately. But we can also get along without you for periods of time. Our mimicry doesn’t slip of its own accord that easily, you know. Bettez-en might very well have sent them back. She pictured the professor’s room, the terrarium, and the open window through which Pellik had exited before she had run from the room. 
“The door!” she said aloud, the words bursting from her mouth with the same suddenness that the thought had entered her mind.
Door? Pellik thought in response.
Yes! I left the professor’s door open when I ran out of the room. Anyone could go in there. They could find his files, his… The thought trailed off as she leapt from the bed.
She had kicked off her uncomfortable human shoes upon entering her room. Now she found them where they had landed and slipped them on.
Do I still look normal? she asked and watched within her mind as Pellik flew toward her to center himself in the air before her face. Everything looked normal, human; it would not have surprised her to find her complexion was beginning to return to its normal light purple color, but Pellik perceived no such reversion. She turned her head to check the bruise on her neck that she had corrected earlier after Bettez-en had abandoned her at the bridge, but that, too, remained unchanged. Checking to be sure that her purse held her room key, she grabbed the black handbag and instructed Pellik to slip into her wexip. It took her three tries to get the door locked, but once she was sure she had secured her room, she left and went as quickly as she felt she could toward the stairs and Bettez-en’s room on the floor above.
The professor’s door was closed. This gave her pause, and she checked up and down the hallway to make sure she hadn’t misremembered the location of the professor’s room. No other doors were ajar, however. 
Do you remember which room was the professor’s, Pellik?
From within the pouch in her palm, she caught the medjite’s thoughts. Third from stairs.
Yes, that’s what I thought. The door’s closed, though.
Someone shut?
Maybe. And maybe he came back without telling me.
And maybe someone else in there instead.
Like who? she thought in response, but her imagination gave her its own answer. 
The authorities, she thought to herself, keeping her paranoia private from Pellik. Someone discovered how strange Tredig’s body is and they’ve called in the police. They’re holding Bettez-en now and sent someone to search his room. And Tredig’s. And mine next.
I’m scared, Pellik, she thought to the symbiote.
Not me, the medjite countered. Open.
Deciding not to question her symbiote’s instincts, she gave Pellik the signal to leave the safety of the wexip. Through the vekkatch, she watched the door get closer to Pellik’s eyes, and then he dropped down to the keyhole. It grew large in Lespeth’s mind, and she watched the light on the other side of the keyhole grow larger as the medjite crawled toward it. Then he was in Bettez-en’s room, buzzing around in every corner to give her a full view of it. Finally, he strafed the terrarium and called out to Lespeth’s mind. No home. No scare.
Relieved, she put her hand to the knob and gave it a tentative twist. When it turned, she felt even greater relief and then opened the door, glancing up and down the hallway once more to make sure she was entering unobserved.
Without a key, she could not lock the door behind her, so she contented herself with putting her back to the door for a moment, leaning against it as though she were trying to keep the world entirely on the other side of the thin wooden panel. The professor’s room did not appear disturbed. His things were still neatly stacked on his writing desk and, Lespeth assumed, within the bureau and wardrobe that were outside her line of sight. The window where she and the professor had witnessed the tragedy was still open, letting a cool breeze into the room, and the lizard had disappeared under its shelter of rocks and tree bark. She told herself that a passing guest or hotel staff member must have closed the professor’s door.
After several seconds she stepped away from the door and surveyed the professor’s room. Knowing that he might be back at any moment, she hesitated to disturb anything; it wouldn’t do to have him return and find her looking through his things. And yet, she couldn’t help looking around. 
I guess this is how my research starts, she told the medjite, who had landed beside the terrarium, probably hoping he could taunt the lizard on the other side of the glass.
Once more wishing for a key with which to lock herself in, she crossed the room to pull the window closed and seal out the cool January air. The lizard would appreciate it, she supposed. Turning, she considered the bureau and the wardrobe across the room, wondering which she should search first. Before she could move, however, she heard the sound of a key in the unlocked door behind her.
She pushed her body back against the window, wishing she could disappear through it, and watched as the knob turned. Then the door opened and Professor Bettez-en blustered into the room, two medjites trailing in the air behind him. He appeared shocked at the sight of her, but only for a second. 
“I asked you to wait for me in your room,” he said. “Not mine.”
Lespeth felt frozen to the spot where she stood but still managed to say, “I was in my room. Then I remembered that I hadn’t shut your door and your window was still open. The lizard…” She looked down at the terrarium and then back at Bettez-en, hoping he would understand without her having to explain any further. 
“I see,” he said after a moment’s pause in which he seemed to be weighing the truth of her words. Then he said, “Thank you. It’s just as well you’re here. I need you to clean anything out of Frederick’s room that might give us away.” He reached into the inner pocket of his coat and took out a key. Extending it toward her, he said, “I took this from his clothes before they took him to the hospital morgue.”
Lespeth stared at the key and said, “Then he’s really…?”
“Yes, Miss Gallagher. But you knew that. This isn’t the time for letting fantasies run away with our logic. Our colleague is deceased, and we have to clean up the mess from this senseless accident or the mission is lost.”
“You can’t be thinking of continuing,” she said. “Not after this.”
“Continue?” he said, a hint of confusion in his expression. “Miss Gallagher, there is nothing more important. Do you understand?”
“No,” she said, the word barely escaping her lips.
“You will. There’s much you don’t know about the work Frederick and I have been doing. Much you will understand when I’m able to explain it all—which I will do when I get back.” 
“Get back?” she asked. “But you just returned.”
“I need to get back to the hospital. I need to ensure the remains are cremated without being sent to the Hall of Records for autopsy.”
“The Hall of…?”
“It’s where the Coroner’s office is. You need to trust me. I know what I’m doing. But if you hold me up any longer, it might all be for nothing.” He advanced into the room, almost menacingly, and Lespeth took a step away from him. “Leave,” he said. “I need a moment’s privacy.”
“I don’t understand,” she said.
“If you must know, I would prefer you not be aware of where I’ve hidden the funds you brought from Kestor.”
“That’s what you came back for?”
“Not all of it. Just a hundred dollars.”
Lespeth knew from her studies that this was a significant amount. “What for?”
“Bribes,” the professor said. “Now…kindly leave, Elizabeth, so I can finish keeping Frederick’s death from landing the both of us in some government lab, scheduled for dissection. You have your own job to do in the same vein.” He indicated the key that he still held toward her.
Lespeth nodded. She wanted to argue, wanted to force Bettez-en to abandon his plan and make him take her to the Bubble instead. But even if she could impose her will on him, doing so would mean leaving Tredig’s body behind, neither mourned nor cared for. Without another word, she stepped forward and took the key from the professor’s hand.
* * * * * * * *
Tredig’s room was only two doors down from the professor’s. Lespeth stood outside with Pellik on her shoulder, looking from the room number on the door to the matching number on the tag attached to the key. There was no point in taking this as an opportunity to try puzzling out the mysteries of Arabic numbers, the one aspect of Earth studies that she had struggled with the most; all that mattered was that the bizarre symbol on the key fob matched the bizarre symbol on the door. Even so, she didn’t want to go inside, didn’t want to see Tredig’s possessions as he had left them or find the mundane things he’d been in the middle of, the things he’d planned on returning to in his assumption that the day would go on like any other. And yet she also did not want to still be standing here in the hallway, staring dumbly at the door, when the professor left his own room to head back to the hospital with his bribery money. The dread of seeing Bettez-en’s face as he caught her in the hallway was worse than the dread of seeing poor Tredig’s belongings, and so she fit the key to the lock and gave it a turn, letting out a long breath as she did so.
The room bore no surprises at first glance. With the shades drawn, the room was dark, but a click of the light switch revealed that the room held the same furniture as the other two she had already been in, arranged in the same way. Pellik flew from her shoulder to do reconnaissance, but she could have told him it was unnecessary. There was no lizard housed near the window, and Tredig had not left his solar collector out, nor was any of his other Kestori technology in plain sight. The room was neat and looked almost unoccupied with no clothes laid out and no other personal effects on the writing desk or bed.
What the room did yield, however, was Tredig’s scent. It was on everything. Lespeth couldn’t help darting her tongue out to collect more of the molecules that Tredig had left behind. Ingesting and processing his scent set her to trembling again, and she locked the door behind herself and barely made it to the bed before the tremors left her almost unable to walk. Impulsively, she pulled back on the blanket and upper sheet, kicked off her uncomfortable shoes again, and slid into Tredig’s bed, covering herself and burying her face in the pillow. It was so full of his essence that she might almost have been able to fool herself into thinking she had pressed her face against his body once more. 
Sleep now? she heard Pellik within her mind.
No, Pellik. Not sleep. Just…pausing for a minute.
She lay there breathing Tredig in for a long time and letting her fingers run over the sheets, wondering if she was tasting the cloth or some tiny part of Tredig. If the professor had left his room again as he had promised, Lespeth did not notice. After a while, however, a thought did penetrate her grief. It wasn’t only Tredig’s scent she was breathing in. There was another smell, one that she couldn’t place. It was faint, but it gave her an odd feeling—not of uneasiness, but almost pleasure. A sense of peace lingered at the edges of her distress.
Willing herself to get the trembling under control again, she sat up, pulled the synthetic hair from her face, and looked once more around the room, wondering at this new scent. That was when she saw the wastebasket beside the writing desk, the one thing in the room that hinted at occupancy. It was full of what she recognized as newspaper—and something else that made her feel truly puzzled. She rose from the bed and crossed the room, bending as she neared the wastebasket and peering at it before reaching out.
Atop the crumpled pages of newsprint was a can of Singer sewing machine oil identical to the can Tredig had been carrying when the truck had struck him. Its cap was off, and the metal spout still glistened with a bit of residue. Lespeth picked up the can and held the spout under her nose, knowing even before she inhaled that here was the source of the mysterious scent. When she breathed in, the feeling of pleasure she had so faintly felt on the bed grew in intensity, and when she touched her tongue to the metal tip, it brought a feeling of lightheadedness and joy that she had never known.
Tredig, she thought as a wave of bliss overcame her, making her feel as though her feet had left the floor. She closed her eyes and she was with him again, embracing him once more, the euphoria she felt at his remembered touch greater than she had felt with his real, living arms wrapped around her. 
What that? Pellik asked as though from a great distance. His tone was disapproving.
It’s nothing, she thought in response, her ability to keep the vekkatch open seriously challenged. Even so, she managed to add, An experiment. That’s all.
Not good.
She ignored Pellik’s judgment. Nothing like this existed on Kestor. Nothing even hinted at it. She had read theories that ancient Kestori—the true Kestori who had been her planet’s dominant species before her own had supplanted them—had engaged in mood alteration as part of their primitive religious ceremonies, but the practice had died out with their religion long before her species had mimicked and then dominated them. Had there been a genetic tendency toward mood alteration in the Kestori, it had not transferred to the new species that had taken their shape and bred the old Kestori into docility and servitude. The Kestori as Lespeth knew them—as she knew herself—were a practical, logical race for whom illicit liaisons like the one she had enjoyed with Tredig were the only known form of deviance, and even that was more often thought of as a form of play than anything else. 
Now she was experiencing something completely different.
Intoxication, her scientist’s brain told her while the rest of her mind and body seemed to float away from the room, from the very Earth whose gravity should have held her down.
The feeling lasted less than a minute. When the euphoria faded, she found herself still standing beside the wastebasket, the empty little can in her hand. She stared at it in amazement and then set it on the writing desk, her mind racing as she tried to figure out what the oil and its effects should tell her about Tredig and his actions here on this planet in the months leading up to his death. There was no sewing machine here; that much was clear. 
She bent to the wastebasket again and pulled the newspapers from it, tossing the discarded newsprint to the floor without really looking at it, and found two more spent cans of oil at the bottom of the little metal trash receptacle.
And a fourth in the bag he had with him on the street, she thought to Pellik. He was drinking it.
Is Earth drink?
I don’t think so, she answered. I don’t think humans would…use this the same way.
Deciding that Tredig’s proclivities should remain a secret, at least for now, she wrapped the three cans in a few sheets of newspaper and then returned the rest to the wastebasket. Then she placed the little packet with the cans at its center on the writing desk before beginning the task she had been sent here for. 
She found Tredig’s equipment easily enough. A drawer at the bottom of the wardrobe held folded clothes as well as Tredig’s solar collector and camera. Like Bettez-en’s, his voice recorder looked like a fountain pen, and a pair of dice held within them the data storage system on which he kept his files. Lespeth had similar items in her own room along with an additional device: a camera built into the side of her purse, its trigger disguised as a button on the handle.
A door closed in the hallway, and Lespeth heard a woman’s laugh followed by the muffled sound of a man’s voice and then more laughter, the sounds receding as the couple left their room. She wondered if the couple had recently been doing the human version of what she and Tredig had engaged in earlier, but the thought was fleeting. That way would lead to more trembling, she knew, more grief, which was not what she needed now. She centered herself again and then picked up the wrapped cans from the writing desk. 
Let’s go, Pellik, she thought and waited for the medjite to regain his perch on her shoulder. Balancing the wrapped oilcans along with Tredig’s equipment was a bit awkward, but she managed to get out of the room and lock the door behind her. Then she took a deep breath and headed down the hallway toward the stairs.
Once she was back in her room, she locked her door and set Tredig’s equipment on her desk along with the cans of sewing machine oil. The can Tredig had been carrying when he died was there also, and she felt tempted to remove its cap and experience again the same bliss she had known in Tredig’s room. 
She crossed and uncrossed her fingers as she stared at the can, warmth building in the back of her throat as her organs swelled in anticipation. But then she glanced at the package holding the spent cans from Tredig’s room and noticed for the first time that a newspaper headline took up most of the top of the bundle she had made. It read “Hollywood Drug Den Ensnares Inn—” with the last word partly obscured by a fold in the paper. The word “ensnares” leaped out at her, filling her with a fear that chased away her desire. 
I am ensnared, she thought, and her fingers crossed and uncrossed rapidly and unconsciously. Remembering Tredig’s warning about the danger she was now in only made the feeling worse. She turned away from the desk, closed her eyes, and forced herself to engage in her centering practices, breathing deeply and adding a hum at the back of her throat that always calmed her when nothing else would.
Not ensnared, she thought. Professor Bettez-en will listen to reason. He must. We will be on Kestor again as soon as he can secure Tredig’s remains.
She let out her breath and turned back to the desk. Curious, she reached for the bundle but now without any inkling of desire. She folded back a corner of the newspaper to see that the obscured word was “Innocents” and nodded at this. 
Picking up one of Tredig’s dice, she found the dimple in the center of the “five” side and pressed it with her fingertip. The die vibrated in her hand for a few seconds and then was still. She did the same with the other die and set it beside its partner. It took a few seconds for the dice to sync, and then she was rewarded with two beams of blue light that emanated from the cubes. The beams formed a single square of light on the wall, which Lespeth could adjust by moving the dice closer or farther away. She pulled down the window shades and turned off the lights to make the projection clearer.
Next, she turned on the camera and voice recorder, and then she approached the square of light on the wall, easily finding the Ferchii symbols for each device. Tapping the symbols on the wall prompted the downloading of any stored files into the dice, which had their own symbols projected onto the wall. Lespeth tapped these next, anticipation rising within her. 
More experiment? Pellik asked. He had returned to his place by the window and seemed irritated that Lespeth had pulled the shade.
Tredig said we were in danger, she thought back. He said he would explain everything when he could show me his data. Now we’re going to see what he was talking about.
Their mission was trifold—to study human behavior, including cultural and social interactions, history, religion, morality, and so on; to gauge the facility with which Kestori imitators blended in with human beings and make suggestions for future training; and to validate past studies’ findings that Earth was a suitable site for colonization. This last objective included evaluating the human body’s viability as a host for Kestori offspring and so would necessitate the gaining of a greater understanding of human anatomy than had previously been attained. Lespeth had trained for and was prepared to work toward any of these goals at Professor Bettez-en’s discretion, and she knew that Tredig’s training had been equally diverse. She expected to find photographic reproductions of books and articles on a variety of subjects, video files of religious services and political speeches, and interviews with a representative selection of human beings—these last gathered under false pretenses, of course, with Tredig passing himself off as a graduate student investigating this or that profession or with some other goal in mind that would make his questions seem normal. 
The training team on Kestor had even suggested that Lespeth become friendly with a variety of humans so that she might be invited into their homes and study family life; she supposed Tredig had been similarly trained and that the files she was about to view might include secretly recorded video of dinner conversations or typical family gatherings. There were none of those things, however. The square of light on the wall showed the contents of the dice to be divided into three categories—articles, images, and interviews. 
Nothing alarming there, she thought.
Experiment end then, Pellik replied.
Patience, please.
She tapped the icon for “Articles” and expanded the first file that appeared, a photographic reproduction of a newspaper story. The headline read “Probe Into Cause of Girl’s Death In Arbuckle Party,” and the accompanying story included a black and white photograph of an attractive, dark-haired woman whose broad-brimmed hat cast a heavy shadow over her eyes, almost completely obscuring them. Lespeth remembered Mrs. Anderson going on about Arbuckle during the drive to the Portsmouth, but she had not grasped that Arbuckle was a person’s name. She looked at the photo, feeling bothered by the eerie, ghostly image and its caption: “Girl in Tragedy. Miss Virginia Rappe, who succumbed after being stricken in Roscoe Arbuckle’s suite in a San Francisco hotel. Police are investigating her demise.” Lespeth skimmed the article; some of the English words were unfamiliar, but she got the gist of the story. The enigmatic photo of the dead woman kept pulling her attention away from the article itself, however, and Lespeth found herself trying to see behind the smile and into the hidden eyes, wondering what life for a human was really like, wondering what really went on inside their minds. Virginia Rappe, whoever she’d been, couldn’t have known the end she’d meet, Lespeth thought. How horrified would she have been to know she’d die so young, her face and name in the headlines? How much more surprised would she have been to know her image would be reconfigured as data earmarked for transportation to a planet light years away?
Lespeth shook her head and moved on to the next article in Tredig’s collection: “Wife Accused of Kissing Butcher Granted Divorce.” She read part of this story and then skipped ahead to the next, “Bootleggers Sought Here, 35 Nabbed in S.F.” This, too, she read a few paragraphs of before moving on to “Judge to Inspect Alleged Love Grove.” She was growing uneasy and unconsciously crossed and uncrossed the fingers of her left hand while with her right she advanced to the next article: “83 Year Old Cult Head Denies Love Theft.” This she did not bother reading; rather, she flicked her right hand so several files went by unread and found herself looking at “Woman Ends Life By Gas at Beach.” Feeling frustrated at these results, she swiped her hand across the square of light, hundreds of articles passing her in a blur. The one she landed on was titled “Girl in Nightgown Leaps from Train and Escapes Matron.” 
Scandals, she thought to Pellik.
What is scandals?
Scandals are…bad behavior. What I don’t understand, though… She paused as she let her eyes scan over the story for a moment, and then she finished her thought. Where are all the articles on politics, on science, on culture? There’s nothing here on religion or philosophy or…medicine. She shook her head in confusion and then skimmed ahead again, glancing at titles: “Mrs. Chaplin Blames Woman—Wife Says She Still Loves Star,” “Free Love Girl Is Scolded By Judge,” “Sweetie Slayer Sought,” “Woman Says Man Held Her Captive at Border.” 
Again, she shook her head, wondering how Tredig had managed to navigate such behavior among the people he needed to blend in with. She recalled the crowd of people who had gathered around Tredig’s broken body on the street hours earlier. Surely they couldn’t all harbor the same violent and lustful proclivities as were detailed in Tredig’s research, she told herself. Perhaps some, but certainly not all. Not the old lady with the wire-rimmed glasses who had offered her help, not the man who had covered poor Tredig’s face, not the boy who had handed her Tredig’s torn bag. She felt the same way about the Andersons. Lespeth couldn’t believe that any of them had a predilection for murder, that any of them would betray their mates, or that any of them were prostitutes or bootleggers. 
There have to be some good people, Pellik.
You sure?
No.
She closed the articles folder and moved on. The next section was headed “Images,” and Lespeth needed only a few seconds to grasp its content. The photographs and video were all pornographic in nature. At first, she looked at the images Tredig had gathered, getting a clearer understanding of human sexuality than she had gained through reading scholarly reports on Kestor. But her intellectual curiosity soon abated, and she was struck by the sheer number of photographs, silent film clips, and even crudely drawn cartoons depicting famous women in sexual situations, this last group in a sub-section titled “Tijuana Bibles.” She scrolled faster, the images a blur on the screen, wondering how many hours had been spent gathering this material, most of which, she assumed, was illegal. 
The next major section in the square of light fell under the heading of “Interviews,” and the first file inside the folder was an audio recording titled “Interview with Mary G., prostitute.” Lespeth stared at the words for a moment and then began playing the recording. It was exactly what the title suggested it would be: an interview Tredig had conducted with a 28-year-old prostitute who worked out of a brothel on Central Avenue. Lespeth listened as Tredig asked the woman about her history, the specifics of her business practices, the proclivities of her clients, and her sex life outside her profession. There was reference to a price early in the interview, and Lespeth could only assume Tredig had paid the woman for her time. 
The recorded voices emanated from within the dice. Hearing Tredig’s voice was difficult, and Lespeth needed to center herself in order to continue, forcing herself to listen to the interview and weigh its significance rather than let herself be drawn in by Tredig’s voice. She kept getting distracted by the thought of his tongue forming the words, which led her to imagine what his face must have looked like as he spoke and then listened. These thoughts carrying her away, she stopped the recording, tried centering herself yet again, and skipped to the next file. When she saw that it was titled “Interview with Stella T., prostitute,” Lespeth shook her head and scrolled through the rest of the folder. Jeanette B., Anna P., Rita F., Eloise H. and more than a dozen others followed, all prostitutes, all interviewed by Tredig. 
Where had these interviews been conducted, she wondered. She supposed it must have been in unsavory locations, maybe run-down hotel rooms. Had Tredig been in danger then? And would she have been expected to conduct similar interviews as part of the research team? Surely there must be such things as male prostitutes among the humans, and she wondered if it would have been her job to seek such men out and record their stories. Could that have been the danger Tredig had hinted at?
After the prostitutes came a section of interviews with drug addicts. Lespeth listened only to snippets of each, still struggling with the reality of Tredig’s voice filling the room where he had been with her only hours before. 
It was all too much. Lespeth found herself trembling again and turned away from the square of light. She reached for the dice, her fingers shaking so badly that they found the power button only by luck. 
Experiment over? Pellik asked, hopefully.
Yes, Pellik.
With the dice switched off, she was in total darkness in the alien hotel room, and she bumped into the corner of the desk as she tried moving toward the light switch by the door. The motion caused something to fall over on the desktop, and she knew it was the little oilcan Tredig had been carrying when he died. With the sound as a guide, her hand found it easily despite the darkness, and she picked it up.
Without thinking, she removed the can’s cap and held the metal tip close to her nose. Again, she caught the scent of the oil within. Ingesting the molecules that way was enough to make her feel a bit more at ease, but she wanted to feel more than merely at ease. She wanted to be taken away, wanted this day never to have happened, and though she knew such a thing was impossible, she also knew that the next best thing could be found in the bliss she had felt in Tredig’s room when she had touched the empty can’s spout to the tip of her tongue. Only now it would be more than residue she ingested. And there was no point in denying that Tredig had frequently imbibed in the same pleasure; there could be no other explanation for the three empty cans in his room, replaced by one more on his final errand.
He was going to introduce me to this, she told Pellik. He was going to share it with me. It was his way of coping with all the things Bettez-en was forcing him to do…instead of the work he sacrificed so much for.
Not good, Pellik said.
What Bettez-en did to Tredig? Or Tredig sharing the oil with me? she asked.
Pellik was silent.
Her mind raced, and the racing made her feel worse. So, when she did hold the metal tip to her tongue once more, it was almost out of desperation. 
Other experiment? Pellik asked, an edge of judgment in his voice.
Her only response was to break off their vekkatch, silencing her flying critic.
She wanted the thoughts to stop. She wanted to feel close to Tredig. And—if she had allowed herself to admit it—she was deeply, deeply curious. When her wrist tipped and the oil spilled out the spout and onto her tongue, Lespeth felt almost as though she had left her body. A little squeeze to the can’s tin sides and more liquid washed into her mouth; at that point, it was all she could do to set the can down again without spilling its contents.
Her head truly felt disconnected, a sensation of floating overcoming her with such potency that she would not have been surprised to look down and see the floor far, far away and her body there on it, perhaps still connected by the thinnest of filaments. She was a cloud, a feather, a puff of smoke. When she giggled, her voice came from far away, which made her giggle more. And when her legs did crumple under her so that she ended up sitting down hard and in a heap, it wasn’t because she lacked control but rather because she felt so light that there seemed to be no point in trying to stand anymore. She looked around the room, amazed at the blue and orange swirls that trailed off of different objects in the darkness; moving her hand in front of her face brought more colors and swirls, and with that more giggles. And within her mouth, the oily coating on her tongue and gums and the insides of her cheeks gave her a thrill that was more than sexual, or rather one that took the sexual pleasure that she knew through her tongue and amplified it beyond anything she’d ever thought possible.
Oh Tredig, she thought. Oh Tredig, Tredig, Tredig.
And she slipped all the way to the floor, lying prone beside the little desk with no inclination to shake or tremble or grieve at all.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
In regards to the communication received last month, Kestori date 16.8909.7.14, I wish to lodge my respectful yet strenuous objection to the planned immersion of an additional researcher into the current expedition. While it is true that our task is manifold, my assistant and I are making significant progress and require no further aid. The Center’s supposition that additional workers will lead to speedier results—while logical at first glance—is erroneous, as the advent of another Kestori will necessitate the slowing of our process while this person is trained and acclimatized to the ways of Earth.
--Ronod kra Bettez-en, Communication Transmitted Through Bubble Link with Earth
Earth Date November 12, 1921
 
A light knocking on her door stirred Lespeth from the blissful sleep she had eventually slipped into. Still on the floor, she opened her eyes and wondered for a moment how she had gotten there. Then it all came back, and she sat up in a panic.
Bettez-en, she thought. No one else would be knocking on her door.
Disoriented, she wondered how long it had been since the professor had found her in his room. After she got to her feet and straightened her clothes, she tightened the cap on the oilcan she had taken from Tredig’s bag and slipped it into a drawer in the writing desk along with the empty cans she had brought from Tredig’s room.
“Just a minute,” she said, remembering the human protocol for responding to guests. Then she whispered sharply into the darkness, “Pellik!” She heard the medjite’s wings buzzing in the dark and formed vekkatch with him before turning on the desk lamp. She was glad she did. Looking at herself through the symbiote’s eyes, she saw that during the time she had slipped into bliss, she had lost control of some of her bodily functions; her skin had not yet changed in any way that her eyes or those of a human would have been able to detect, but Pellik’s vision showed a degradation in color and it would not be long before her skin took on a perceivable purplish tinge. She concentrated for a moment and brought her chromatophores back in line, preserving the pale Anglo-European tone deemed most appropriate for a transplanted Nebraska farm girl newly arrived in Los Angeles. Brushing some of the blonde curls away from her forehead, she took a deep breath and went to the door.
Professor Bettez-en was in the hallway. He looked tired but not so harried as when he had entered his room earlier. With a trace of a human smile on his lips, he nodded as he crossed the threshold. “It is done,” he said as he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small parcel wrapped in white paper. He held it out toward her, but Lespeth recoiled, staring at the package in horror and disbelief.
Bettez-en returned her stare for a moment and then must have grasped the thoughts behind her revulsion. “I think you’ve made a mistake,” he said. “It’s food, not Frederick’s remains.” He pulled a second package from another pocket and then held the first toward her again. “You haven’t eaten, have you?”
“No,” she said, still unsettled. After a moment, she reached for the package and said, “Thank you,” glad to have the English phrase come to her lips. It was so much less intimate than the Ferchii expression of gratitude: “I see by your actions that you hold me in your heart.”
“You’re welcome,” Bettez-en said. “The American diet, you’ll find, doesn’t take too much getting used to. You may feel a bit out of sorts for a few days, but you’ll adjust quickly enough.”
Lespeth nodded and then took a few steps from the doorway, allowing the professor to follow her in and close the door behind him. She led the professor into the room and offered him a seat at the writing desk. Sitting on the edge of her bed and facing the professor, she said, “What happened…with Frederick?”
Bettez-en let out a long breath before speaking. “I was able to convince a very tired doctor—who is now a bit more wealthy—that Frederick’s religious beliefs forbade the cutting open of his body. There was no doubt that the poor boy was dead, of course, and I was able to contact the policeman who was at the scene of the accident. He corroborated the story, so there was also no doubt as to the cause of death and no reason to suspect foul play, which is their euphemism for murder. Still, the doctor wondered if there hadn’t been some heart disease or other condition that had caused Frederick to expire so quickly from the blow; only an autopsy could determine that, and only my hundred dollars could convince him to reconsider.” Bettez-en paused in his narrative and smiled oddly at her. Lespeth took it as an expression of pride in himself at having succeeded in his mission. “So now the death certificate is signed, and the body is scheduled for cremation in the morning. We can claim his remains afterward.”
“There was no question of religious objection to cremation?”
Bettez-en shook his head. “I explained that Frederick’s beliefs forbade the desecration of the body by human hands and also the slow process of natural decay, which he viewed also as a kind of desecration. To burn the body is to return to its pre-birth state as rapidly as possible.”
“And the doctor didn’t ask what this religion was? He can’t research your story and find flaws in it, can he?”
“He was too busy counting his money. We are fortunate that Frederick’s case fell into the hands of a physician so easily corruptible.”
Lespeth nodded and watched the professor as he unwrapped the package he had brought. She had set her own on the bed beside her and gave no indication that she was inclined to follow suit and eat in front of her guest. Moments later, she watched with some trepidation as Bettez-en held up two pieces of bread with meat and vegetables between them. “A sandwich,” she said, recalling the word from her studies.
“Yes. Turkey, cheese, lettuce, and tomato,” the professor said, nodding. “Do you know what a turkey is?”
“Yes,” she said, remembering a photo of the bird she had seen as part of her research.
“The cheese is made from a bovine’s milk. A disgusting thought, I am aware, but I have developed a taste for it, despite the challenge.” He pulled apart his sandwich to show her a slice of cheese inside it, pale yellow with holes throughout. “Swiss cheese,” he said. “Mild but quite interesting.” 
He bit into the sandwich, and Lespeth had to look away. The professor chewed and swallowed before saying, “The aversion to eating in public and watching others consume food will pass, Miss Gallagher. Trust me. Frederick overcame it without too much trouble, and you will as well. You will have to if you want to survive among these beings.” He held her gaze for a moment before saying, “Watch me now. Don’t look away.”
She did as she was told but couldn’t help crossing and uncrossing her fingers as he bit into the sandwich again and chewed with exaggerated zeal.
“Good,” he said after he had swallowed.
In the dim light from the desk lamp, she was glad that she was unable to see any bits of food left in his teeth.
“That’s good,” he said again. “There will be a lot for you to experiment with. Eating in public will be a challenge not only because of what we perceive as the rudeness of it all, but also because you will need to refrain from touching all your food; as a result, eating becomes little more than perfunctory.” He smiled and said, “Again.”
He bit into the sandwich once more, and once more she watched without looking away. 
I’ll never be able to do that, she told Pellik. I don’t believe him about Tredig. It’s not possible.
It not so hard, the medjite said. 
That’s easy for you to say, Pellik. Your food is taken care of in the wexip. Our meals are more complicated and…should be private.
It not so hard, Pellik repeated.
Bettez-en swallowed. “Would you like to try?” he asked.
“Not now.” 
“Soon, then. It may be easier if you practice in front of me. You’re going to need to learn this skill if you want to get on with Frederick’s work.”
Anger flared up within Lespeth, and she feared her skin might turn purple again. 
She didn’t care. 
“Work?” she asked. “I looked at the ‘work’ you gave him. Scandals, prostitutes, drug addiction…pornography! How does any of that fit into the protocols of our mission? When the Center finds out about what you’ve been doing…”
She stopped speaking. While she spoke, Bettez-en’s expression had shifted from smug superiority to bemusement and finally to a cold stare. 
“You don’t know what you’re talking about, my dear,” he said after a moment’s silence had hung between them. “The human being in its social interactions is such a complicated creature. The things we’ve been charged with studying…family life, social institutions, politics, religion…” He shook his head as if to dismiss the protocols of the mission as inconsequential. “These are subjects for others to study and at a great remove. We can raid a few libraries in an afternoon and take the books to the Bubble for our scholars to pore over at their leisure. What the books won’t tell them, though, is about the thing that drives humanity.”
“And you thought that forcing Frederick to interview prostitutes and drug addicts would yield this hidden truth?” she asked, aware that the scent of sarcasm was seeping from her glands.
“It’s not hidden,” he said, excitement in his eyes now. He leaned forward and said, “It’s quite obvious if you know where to look.”
“And what is it?” she asked, skeptical of any answer the professor might give.
“Vice,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.
“Vice?”
“Vice is the driving force of the human species. Once we understand vice, we understand everything.” 
Lespeth felt disturbed at how excited the professor was growing.
“I don’t understand,” she said.
“You will. It’s so obvious once you begin looking for it. Every choice a human makes is driven either by the desire for illicit sensation or the fear of it. Religion and politics stem from the need to curb this drive. Marriage and family institutions as well. But the need to please the self above all others, the need for sensation…it’s always there, and it reveals a…a hole in the human psyche that neither love, nor family, nor the threat of punishment—either legal or in a form meted out by their primitive deities—can curtail.”
An image flashed into Lespeth’s mind—the old woman with glasses and whiskers who had been so kind to her at the scene of Tredig’s accident. Surely, she couldn’t be ridden by vice. The same had to be true of the truck driver who had struck Tredig; he had looked so broken by the encounter, so genuinely sorry. If he was as depraved as Bettez-en was making all humans sound—even if that depravity was suppressed—he couldn’t have acted so sincere after the tragedy. And the boy who had brought her Tredig’s bag…that had been an act of kindness. He hadn’t been compelled to do it and could just as easily have kept the bag and its seemingly dull contents for himself, possibly getting a little thrill from his selfishness, but he had not done so. He had been generous and compassionate; he had put another’s needs—a stranger’s needs—before his own. 
“They can’t all be as you describe,” she said. “Some must be innocent. Some must be willing to focus on things other than vice.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Bettez-en replied. “But they are in the minority. Infants…the mentally deficient…a few anomalous adults who are pure of heart and truly selfless in their actions not out of some need to drive lust or desire or the need for sensation from their minds…Yes. I’ll grant it. But the majority, Elizabeth…the majority are either corrupt or in denial of their corruption, perhaps not constantly, I’ll grant. At times, their dark desires may grow dormant, but they resurface with astounding consistency. There is a scandal now in their newspapers with this fat man they’ve accused of killing a young woman.”
Lespeth recalled the image from Tredig’s file, the enigmatic photo of the victim, Virginia Rappe. She nodded and said, “Yes, I saw the article.”
“It’s astounding…the fervor with which the press and the public are seeking to sacrifice this man when the acts he may or may not be guilty of are going on all around them, doubtless being committed by the very people bent on destroying this Arbuckle fellow. He is a scapegoat for the whole of society. And he’s not the only one.”
“If what you say is true,” she said, thinking her way through her question as she asked it, “then why are we continuing to study humanity? Are they so corrupt that they will not make suitable hosts?” 
“That is our fundamental concern,” he said, his eyes lighting up now that Lespeth finally seemed to be seeing the possibilities he had already uncovered. “The question is not the inherent corruption of the species but rather the degree to which their corruption is interwoven in the genetic code. Is it learned behavior or an inherent trait? When our species drafts the human genetic codes into service, making building blocks out of those codes to form a new one for our species, we will discover the answer and see if their corruption is passed on in the same way that the code for tails was passed on by the original Kestori to our species.”
Lespeth processed the professor’s words, trying to understand. After a moment, she said, “So our greatest concern isn’t hair, as you said before?”
He shook his head, a knowing smile on his lips. “Hair is a problem, but not the greatest. I hadn’t planned on introducing these ideas to you so soon after your arrival. Frederick’s death has necessitated a change, however.”
“Yes,” Lespeth said. She felt numbed. “Do you…do you have a theory?”
“I have a fear.”
“Which is?” She knew the answer before she finished asking the question.
“That the corrupting strain is very, very powerful.” He nodded as he spoke, as though he was agreeing with himself. “You have studied the Makke-da expedition, have you not?”
“I have,” Lespeth replied, her voice just above a whisper. Every student passing through the Center studied the doomed expedition as part of the first year’s curriculum, learning about the descent into madness of Professor Kels erla Makke-da during the first fully immersive study of humanity more than twenty Earth years earlier. That mission had ended in the murder of two researchers at the hands of their leader and the deaths of four others from exposure when they had gone into the desert, trying to return to the Bubble without possessing the codes for generating a pathway back to their world. Only Bettez-en had survived. 
“Then you know,” Bettez-en said. “Makke-da began experimenting with alcohol a few months after our arrival. Purely for scientific purposes, he claimed. I don’t have to tell you how far and how quickly it progressed.”
With her own experiment with intoxication so fresh in her memory, she said, “No. You don’t.”
“And the fools at the Center fail to see the danger here. That is why I charged Frederick with tasks not part of the official protocols.
“Is it possible,” Lespeth began, the thought of the cans of sewing machine oil nagging at her, “that it is not human vice that is so corrupting but rather that the Kestori are particularly susceptible? I mean…given the lack of such tendencies among our species.”
“Merely academic,” the professor said, dismissing her argument with a wave of his hand. “The cause is not as significant as the result.” 
He finished his sandwich and looked at hers with more than passing interest. “You should eat,” he said.
“I don’t want to. Not now.”
He nodded, his eyes passing from the wrapped sandwich to her face. 
What’s he looking for? she thought to Pellik. It’s like he’s trying to look inside me.
Not know, came the symbiote’s response.
After a few more seconds of silence, the professor said, “You’re not…gravid, are you?”
“What?” The question shocked her. “No!” 
“Good. That’s good.”
“Why do you ask?” she ventured, insulted at the question. 
Maybe him really was trying look inside, Pellik chimed in.
Bettez-en shook his head, as if to say the reason behind the question didn’t matter.
Tredig asked me something similar, she thought to the medjite. Why?
Not know.
“And I don’t suppose…” Bettez-en began instead of answering her question. “I’m sorry if this is indelicate, but…there’s no chance that you and Frederick were…intimate before his death, is there?”
Lespeth swallowed her shock at this question. She hoped more than anything that the trembling she felt at her core was not visibly evident, and while she knew her voice would have a tremor in it when she spoke, she did all she could to convey anger rather than alarm.
“No,” she lied, hoping the professor would not smell the deception. “How could you ask such a thing?”
“I’m sorry,” he said, getting the words out quickly as though he feared an impending outburst from her. “It’s just that, with the directors at the Center taking such a different approach to our research, I feared…”
“I don’t understand,” Lespeth said. She recalled what Tredig had said about rumors regarding the establishment of a second research team on Earth, but that could have nothing to do with what the professor had asked her.
“They feel that our research has progressed to a point where we are ready to experiment with implantation.”
“On a human host?” she asked, the scent of surprise flooding her mouth as the words came out.
“I’m afraid so. I have argued against it vehemently, as you can imagine. When they informed me they were sending a female researcher to join the team…I feared that they were moving forward with the plan against my objections.”
She let the silence sit between them for a moment. Then she said, “I can assure you that I am neither gravid nor fertile. And there is no chance that Frederick and I could possibly have done anything that would result in offspring.”
There was a chance Bettez-en smelled the lie coming from her, but if he did, he gave no indication. Lespeth detected no change in the professor’s scent as he said, “I am glad.” She had to focus on keeping her relief from being evident.
“Is the Center convinced that the situation warrants this move?” she asked.
“Apparently,” Bettez-en said. “And I can think of only one workable alternative.” 
Lespeth did not respond but only raised an eyebrow to signal inquisitiveness, as she had learned in her training.
“Taking a human to Kestor and having it serve as a host there,” he said.
“You can’t be serious.”
“The offspring, raised on Kestor among our people, could be observed carefully in a controlled environment. If it reached maturity without exhibiting the predilection for vice observed in our studies—and if we provide the opportunity for the subject to choose such things rather than raise it in Kestori austerity…well, then we’ll know, won’t we?”
“If the host’s genes affect more than just the child’s outward appearance?” Lespeth said.
“Yes. Or is the taste for vice passed on like a genetic defect?”
“The Center would never agree,” she said. “Not yet. Not after…years more of study.”
“Perhaps,” the professor said with a nod. “Which is why I don’t think we should wait for them to agree.”
“You’re talking about bringing a human being through the Bubble without getting permission first? That would be…” Crazy, she thought.
“Unethical in every way,” said the professor. “Yes, yes. I see your point, and I’ve thought about it quite a lot. Frederick tried to talk me out of it as well, but…look at his research. It’s undeniable. We need to find a suitable subject, one who’s willing.”
“To travel to Kestor?”
“Yes.”
“And never return to Earth?”
“That would be a necessary condition.”
Lespeth shook her head. “Impossible.”
“I disagree. The right person is out there. Forced participation will complicate the situation unnecessarily. We need someone who wants to travel to the stars. Someone willing to volunteer to give birth to a new species.” He stood up. “And it will be your job to find this person.”
“My…?”
“Yes. Frederick’s prostitutes and drug addicts would have made poor choices—too predisposed to corruption. The experiment’s results would have been skewed. Frederick could have sought a subject to serve as host, but I had him concentrating more on vice than seeking a suitable host. I think now that you are here, however, I will charge you with that job while I take up Frederick’s unfinished tasks of documenting human vice and frailty. We will need more documentation if we’re going to convince the Center that we haven’t completely lost our minds.”
“And if I find a suitable subject?” she asked.
The professor thought about this for a moment. Lespeth noted that his expression grew odd, almost as though her question amused him. Then he said, “At that point, I suppose it will only be appropriate that I grant your earlier request and return you to the Bubble. We will end the mission then. And, of course, return Frederick’s remains to Kestor as you had been hoping. Until then, I will safeguard his ashes.” Without further ceremony, he stood and said, “I’d like Frederick’s tools, please.”
There was no point in arguing that she should be allowed to keep Tredig’s files. There was no sentimental attachment, no aspect of his personality locked within the information in the dice. And while she had at first thought she would use the files to report Bettez-en for his unethical behavior, she knew now that there was no point in threatening him. If she wanted to get back to the Bubble and make a case against the professor on Kestor, she would need to appease him first—at least for a while. She stood and retrieved the dice, pen and camera, bringing them to Bettez-en without comment. 
“We shall talk in the morning,” he said after giving Tredig’s data collection and storage devices little more than a brief glance. “There will be much to coordinate.” Then he left the room without looking back at her, closing the door with a click that reverberated off the walls, a sound that made her feel terribly alone.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
Upon careful observation and analysis, it would appear that the planet heretofore identified as Daravet III may in fact be home to a species worthy of further study. It should be noted that initial unmanned explorations of the vicinity surrounding the Bubble opening yielded reports to the contrary, leading the Commission to believe that only small animals of questionable intelligence occupied the planet. By expanding the exploratory zone, however, we have encountered a bipedal species whose shape bears enough similarity to ours for it to be considered a viable possibility. It is our highest recommendation that an Immersion team be assembled to begin plans for a manned expedition. A full report, including photographic evidence of the bipedal species, will follow.
--From an official communication of the Commission on Extra-Planetary Life, 16.8878.1.41 
Archives, Center for Earth Studies, Rakka University, Kestor
 
It took Lespeth four days to finish the can of Singer sewing machine oil, and when it was empty she enshrined it with the cans she had taken from Tredig’s room, the four cans making a row on the windowsill in her hotel room. When she looked out the window and at the spot where Tredig died, her eyes took in the cans as well—cans that his hands and lips had touched. She hoped that Bettez-en would not find a reason to return to her room, for he would surely find the little display questionable. Lespeth told herself she would scoop the cans into the nearby wastebasket should there be a knock on the door, but so far no knock had come.
On her second afternoon on Earth, she had visited Bettez-en’s room to view the brass urn containing Tredig’s ashes. At the risk of appearing too attached, she nevertheless asked to hold the container but could only cradle it for a moment before feeling compelled to return it to the professor. She feared that her emotions would return to the wreckage she had experienced the day before and knew she would not be able to withstand another question about her and Tredig’s relationship. Instead, she found a pretext for a quick exit and retreated to her room where she sipped at the can of sewing machine oil until the sun had gone down.
Bettez-en encouraged her to begin her research immediately, to walk the streets around the hotel or sit in Pershing Square and engage other visitors in conversation. Before long, he said, it would be time to branch out and begin exploring other parts of the city. He even encouraged her to look into the possibility of employment so that she might start developing “regular” human relationships as she scouted out candidates for the plan he had laid out on her first night.
For her part, the prospect of engaging with humans was rather frightening. She had exchanged a word or two with other guests in the hotel when she passed them in the hallways. Meaningful conversation, however, was a different story altogether, and she was surprised by her lack of confidence after so many years of studying English and human behavior in general. There were so many possibilities for mistakes, she realized, and even told herself that knowing so much about humanity on a theoretical level was actually a handicap, as her awareness of all the potential pitfalls left her practically paralyzed with nervousness while a novice researcher might have launched into her work without fear. As it was, she knew this period of apprenticeship would need to end at some point; soon enough, Bettez-en would begin expecting results. What was she to do then, she wondered.
Her anxiety over interacting with humans was made worse by a pattern she observed when she finally ventured out for a walk around the vicinity of the Portsmouth. Once or twice each time she went out, she would catch someone staring at her—an approaching man or woman who made eye contact with her and who then failed to look away as everyone else did. This unwanted attention made Lespeth uneasy until Pellik buzzed in front of her to give her a quick view of how normal she still appeared—by human standards at least. 
Despite these odd encounters, she resolved to continue with her excursions. On her fifth day on Earth, she went out, planning to walk for a few blocks and then return to Pershing Square where she thought she would find an unoccupied bench and watch humans walk by. Pellik flew above her, their vekkatch established, and he knew enough to buzz in front of her often enough to provide nearly constant assurance that her mimicry of human appearance had not begun to degrade in the slightest. The sun shone brightly in the late morning sky as she stepped outside, but she stuck to the shadows on the Portsmouth’s side of Hill Street rather than cross over to the west side of the street right away; she wanted to avoid the spot where Tredig had died.
Turning east at the first crowded corner she came to, she felt ill at ease at first, uncomfortable at being so close to so many humans. If only Tredig were with me, she kept thinking. The longer she walked, however, the less bothered she felt at brushing against the aliens’ bodies; before reaching the end of the block, she even attempted to make eye contact with a few humans. When they returned her gaze, she attempted a smile, and sometimes it was even returned. 
Maybe I can do this, she thought to Pellik as she changed directions at the next intersection. 
It did not take her long to grasp that she had stumbled onto a street dominated by movie theaters. In the daylight, their marquees looked dull, but Lespeth saw all the light bulbs across the buildings’ facades and guessed at their purpose, surmising that the street must look very different at night. Though the theaters had no bearing on her research, she felt compelled to push the button on her purse’s handle to capture images of the street on the camera hidden within her handbag, imagining herself looking at the images years from now, once her adventure on this planet was over and she was back on Kestor recalling her time here. Turning to her right, she was startled for a moment at what she at first thought was a man standing right next to her. A second later, she realized the “man” was nothing more than a life-sized cardboard cutout, depicting a human male with piercing eyes and clothing that looked distinctly un-American—baggy pants and a billowing shirt, topped by a flowing headdress. At the bottom of the cutout was a sign that read “Valentino Is The Sheik!”
What this place? Pellik asked as he buzzed around the cutout, trying to make sense of it.
A theater. I read about them at home. It’s a place of entertainment. They watch stories on a screen.
Make no sense.
Lespeth found his judgment amusing but refrained from commenting, lest the medjite take her words as patronizing. She turned away from the cutout and Pellik’s assessment of it, hoping that he would not detect her reaction. Her gaze fell upon a man waiting at the nearest corner, her eyes somehow pulled to his as she saw that he was staring in the same way she had seen other people gazing at her.
Check me, Pellik, she called out, panic rising within.
The medjite buzzed away from the cutout and toward her, filling her inner eye with her own image. All looked normal. Allowing herself another glance at the man on the corner, though, she saw that he still stared.
Unnerved, she turned away and did the only thing she could think of—approaching the little cage in the theater’s alcove and the young woman who sat inside it. The cashier gave her a weary look and waited for Lespeth to speak.
“How do I…” she began and cast another quick glance toward the man on the corner. He was still watching her. “How do I see the film?” she asked, knowing the question must sound absurd to the alien inside the cage.
“You need a ticket, dearie. You new around here, or what?”
“Yes. Very. Do I get the ticket from you?”
The cashier rolled her eyes. “Yes. You’re catching it in the middle, though.”
Lespeth did not understand what this meant but ventured a guess as to the appropriate response. “That’s fine. I…like the middle.”
The cashier nodded slowly and then shrugged. “Twenty-five cents, please.”
Her fingers fumbling in her purse, Lespeth pulled out her wallet and looked at the currency within. It was all so confusing, the numbers on the bills making no sense to her. Selecting one at random, she pushed it through the opening in the cage.
“Is that enough?”
The cashier’s eyes grew wide. “You ain’t got anything smaller? That’s a twenty. I’ll have to get my manager to bring me change.”
Lespeth felt the urge to bolt, but she feared the man on the corner and did not want to look at him again lest further eye contact should cause him to take action on whatever his thoughts about her were telling him. Pulling the bill back, she took another from her wallet and said, “Is this better?”
The cashier raised an eyebrow. “A little.” She took the bill and returned four others along with some silver coins and a small piece of paper. Lespeth collected the money and put it back in her purse and then looked at the piece of paper where it still sat on the counter in front of the cage. “That’s your ticket,” the cashier said. “You take it in there.” She pointed toward a door behind the cage where a man dressed in a red suit stood watching the exchange.
Lespeth took the ticket and remembered to say “Thank you” as she stepped away from the cage.
“Takes all kinds,” she heard the cashier say, not quite under her breath.
Entering the lobby and proffering her ticket, she allowed herself one more glance toward the street behind her and felt relieved to see that the man had left. 
Why inside? Pellik asked as she crossed the carpeted lobby and headed toward the doors the ticket taker had indicated.
Research, was all she said in response. Then she added, Maybe you should go into my wexip. I don’t know what it’s like inside, and I want to keep you safe.
Pellik safe. Keep Lespeth safe.
Yes, Pellik. I know you do. But you also get tired flying on this planet. Let’s have you rest a little, all right?
Moments later, she was in the darkened auditorium, and she stood at the back to let her eyes adjust, Pellik tucked into the pouch in her palm. On the huge screen at the front of the theater, a woman was struggling through a sandstorm. Lespeth soon found an aisle seat and settled in to watch the film. Because the images on the screen bore no scent, she had trouble identifying the characters’ emotions and motives, and she struggled to understand the attraction of this two-dimensional entertainment. Without understanding the characters’ backgrounds, she found their actions confusing at first, but before long she came to understand that the Sheik was holding Lady Diana against her will, hoping to force her into accepting his love. When the Sheik was wounded toward the end of the film, Lespeth finally had an emotional reaction. It was not prompted by a sudden ability to identify with the flickering representations of humanity on the screen, though; rather, the portrayal of the Sheik’s peril reminded her of what had happened to Tredig, and Lespeth found herself trembling at the memory.
As the film ended and the lights came up, she feared that the rest of the audience members would notice her emotional state as they passed her while heading for the lobby, so she got up and walked against the tide of people, keeping her head down to avoid making eye contact with anyone. 
Leaving now? Pellik asked from inside wexip.
No. The show’s over. I’m trying to blend in.
Need check your look?
No. I think it’s all right.
When she took a seat against the wall near the front of the auditorium, she turned to look back at the rows of seats and was surprised to note that she was not the only person staying in the auditorium. Dozens of others remained. 
They couldn’t all have come in during the middle, she thought to Pellik. They’re all staying even though they know how the story ends.
Not smart, the medjite said.
You think they didn’t understand it? she asked.
Humans, was all he said, as though reminding her of the species she was studying was the same as reminding her of their shortcomings.
I think it’s more complicated than that.
When the house lights dimmed and the film started anew, she noted that the audience grew rapt at the sight of the first frames and the sounds of the accompanying organ. Their reaction was a bit of a revelation to Lespeth. 
It’s wish fulfillment, she told Pellik. I’m sure of it.
How?
They’re watching the characters struggle, as surely they must struggle in their own lives. They identify with the lives flickering by on the huge screen.
As the film progressed, she kept her theory in mind, her emotional response to the film’s ending and her earlier fears about the man on the corner now far from her thoughts. She noted how the people around her laughed at amusing moments in the story or gasped at the surprises; when Lady Diana was in peril, the audience’s tension was almost palpable, and Lespeth noted a change in the way the people around her smelled. When the conflicts were resolved, she sensed a shift in the audience that was almost the same as loss, and when the lights came up at the end, Lespeth saw that many of the same people who had stayed for a second showing were staying for a third. 
I think we’ll go now, Pellik, she thought to the medjite. 
Good. Boring.
Once on the street again, she headed back toward the Portsmouth, having decided to skip her planned sojourn in Pershing Square. The film and the audience’s reaction to it had given her much to think about, and she imagined herself back in her room, looking out the window and contemplating these strange creatures from her vantage point high above them.
Already lost in thought, she had traversed several blocks before remembering that only one block had separated the street that the Portsmouth was on from the one where she had come upon the theater.
I must have gotten myself turned around when I left the theater, she thought to Pellik, who had left the wexip and buzzed in the air above her head.
Not good.
No, but…not too bad. It shouldn’t be too hard to find my way back.
Taking a guess at the correct direction, she turned and started walking again, insisting Pellik take a break from flying by riding in the curls atop her head. After walking several blocks, she had not yet come to Pershing Square or any other part of the city that looked familiar. The names of streets on the signs she passed were not helpful either; the streets she was passing in this direction all had numbers rather than names, and they weren’t spelled out in English. Not for the first time, she cursed the struggles she had with Arabic numerals and vowed to study them harder the first chance she got. 
When she reached the next corner, she stopped walking and looked around, her eyes scanning her surroundings for anything that looked familiar. There was nothing.
Maybe Mrs. Anderson come give us ride again, Pellik offered.
I don’t think it works that way.
The medjite’s comment gave her an idea, though. She had depended on a kind human to get her out of the predicament Bettez-en had left her in on her first day here. Seeking similar kindness might help her now. She turned around on the sidewalk and looked for an approaching human with a friendly face, someone she could be confident of asking directions of. It was at that point she realized she had not yet gained enough experience with humans to distinguish between friendly and unfriendly. Everyone coming toward her looked preoccupied and thoughtful; the obvious sign of friendliness—a human smile—was never aimed at her on the smiling people she saw but rather at their companions, who usually smiled in return. Lespeth felt strange about approaching such couples, fearful that she would be rejected for intruding. She recalled how she had misread the two men in the truck who had offered her a ride on her first day in the city and how Pellik had judged them to be “not good.” The thought of making a similar mistake now left her paralyzed.
She started walking aimlessly, knowing that moving in the wrong direction might make her situation worse with every step but knowing, too, that simply standing still on the sidewalk and staring at approaching humans would make her stand out from the crowd very quickly. 
Where go? Pellik asked.
I don’t know, Pellik. She was beginning to panic, but she didn’t want the medjite to know how distressed she felt. I’m just walking. Can you fly above me again? Look around? 
Of course.
Moments later, she could see the street from her own perspective and simultaneously from a spot a few meters above her head. There was a veritable sea of people on the city sidewalk, and they were coming at her in confusing waves. Do you know which one of these humans I should ask for help? Or maybe a ride? Can you tell?
She watched through the vekkatch as Pellik swooped down to fly above the heads of the people approaching her. Through his eyes, she saw their hats and hair, their furrowed brows and widely varied eyes.
This one good, Pellik said, flying circles around a female child with blonde ringlets who walked hand in hand with an adult human whom Lespeth assumed was the girl’s mother. The child was chattering away while pulling on her mother’s hand, and even though Lespeth felt uneasy about doing so, she trusted Pellik’s instincts where such things were concerned. He had been right about the Andersons, after all.
When the human child and her mother were a few feet away, Lespeth stepped into their path. Ignoring the adult, she bent at the waist to look the juvenile in the eye and said, “Excuse me, but I seem to have gotten myself lost. Could you—”
She got no further. The adult woman yanked the child by the wrist, almost pulling the girl off her feet to get her out of Lespeth’s reach. At the same time, she said, “I beg your pardon!” Her tone was acidic, and her eyebrows had arched upward in a most unpleasant way. While her words suggested politeness, her tone and expression suggested anger and outrage.
Lespeth straightened immediately, dismayed to see that the child had begun crying. “I’m sorry,” she began, but the adult human cut her off again.
“You should learn to mind your own business!” she said. Then, turning her attention to the tearful child for a moment before looking once more at Lespeth, she added, “Frightening an innocent child like that! What’s wrong with you?”
She stormed off before Lespeth could respond, the crying child in tow. The encounter left Lespeth confused—not the least because she had seen that the girl had grown frightened only at her mother’s response, not because Lespeth had accosted her. Worse, several people on the sidewalk had stopped what they were doing and were staring at her.
Check me, Pellik! she thought, almost panicking. 
The medjite flew down and showed her that her face and coloring looked normal with no weakening of the illusion of humanity in the ultraviolet spectrum.
Problem? Pellik asked.
Yes. It’s not your fault, though. I need to find an adult I can ask for help, not a child.
Adult, Pellik thought, his tone suggesting that if she had wanted an adult all along, she should have specified that in the first place.
He flew off, and Lespeth made herself walk to the nearest corner and cross the street to get away from the pedestrians who had witnessed her apparently bad behavior. Some still stared, she noticed, when she had made it across the street. She resolved not to look in their direction again and kept walking, waiting for Pellik to find her some help.
Through the vekkatch, she watched again as he surveyed pedestrians, wanting nothing more than to be back at the Portsmouth and safe again.
Him good, Pellik finally said, showing her an elderly man in a black hat who was approaching at a slow, measured gait. The man was about fifteen meters away and was moving so slowly that Lespeth felt it would be better to walk up to him rather than wait for him to reach her.
When she had almost halved the distance, she stopped almost midstride, staring up at the building she had been passing. A tickle had formed at the base of her throat, a feeling she could not ignore.
Let’s forget him, Pellik, she said.
Him no good?
He’s probably fine. I found something else, though. Come back to the wexip
now, please.
The medjite obeyed, zipping through the air to land on her palm and slip into the pouch in her skin.
What happening?
I found a store I want to go into.
The old human whom Pellik had singled out passed her where she stood and went on his way. He had been passing a café when Pellik called Lespeth’s attention to him, and now he moved on in front of a drugstore. The establishment in between them, part of a row of small businesses occupying the ground floor of a large office building, had a sign above the window that read “Blackwell’s Sewing Machine and Supply.” Lespeth stood on the sidewalk, seeing her reflection in the store window and the display of sewing machines on the other side of the glass. 
No lost no more?
Yes, still lost. But I think they’ll help me in there.
Careful, Pellik told her.
I will be. Don’t worry.
Taking a deep breath, she went to the door and opened it, a little bell above the threshold ringing as she did so. Immediately, she felt a wave of joy, as the scent of sewing machine oil permeated the little shop, and the tickle of desire in her throat transformed into a flood of warmth that erased all the agitation she’d been feeling on the street. Along with a counter that ran the length of the store, she saw several apparatuses that she had to assume were sewing machines. They varied in size, but they all looked to be about the same: black machines with wheels mounted to their sides and a few shiny metal accents, all mounted on small stands or tables with metal pedals beneath them. Some of the machines had chairs in front of them and pieces of cloth atop the stands. Behind the counter and on the other walls were posters showing women sitting at similar sewing machines, all with satisfied expressions on their faces and with slogans above them promising the wonderful things to be felt when in command of one’s sewing.
She did not understand why all the machines were there—was this a place where people came to mend clothes or were these machines all for sale? What she did understand from the second she opened the door was that each one of the odd looking machines had been lubricated with sewing machine oil. The wonderful scent filled the place, and she walked in feeling almost euphoric.
I wonder if Tredig came to this same shop, she thought to Pellik.
Why him come here?
She did not want to explain her ruminations to the medjite and so replied, I don’t know. It’s just a feeling.
Lespeth had to admit that there was no way to know if this was the same shop where Tredig had purchased his cans of oil, the place he had visited on his final errand in the city, but it was easy to imagine him here, standing on the same tile floor where she stood now. He might have been prompted to come here because of something having to do with one of the prostitutes or drug addicts he’d been interviewing, she thought, or it could have been as simple as an inquiry into how to repair a loose button on one of his shirts. Regardless of the reason, Lespeth felt certain that if Tredig had walked into this store or one like it, he would have felt the same pleasure she experienced at the smell of the place. He would have kept his composure, completing whatever task had brought him there, and then he would have asked as casually as possible about the smell of the oil. When he saw the display of red oil cans behind the glass counter—as she saw it now—he would have known that he could take this feeling with him. He might not have bought a can during the same visit, but he would have come back soon. Of this, Lespeth was sure, and Tredig’s accidental discovery of the pleasure to be found in smelling the oil would have soon been followed by experiments similar to her own, leading to the three empty cans in his wastebasket. How many more had there been before that, she wondered.
Lespeth stood inside the doorway for several seconds, taking it all in and letting the scent of the place cross the receptors at the back of her tongue, which had now swollen with pleasure. Summoned by the bell above the door, a man entered the display room through another doorway in the back wall behind the counter. He was middle-aged and balding and wore a white apron with black smears across it. One pair of glasses was on his face while another pair hung from a cord around his neck. 
“Good afternoon,” he said in a nasal tone. “Can I help you?”
This was the question she had expected, but she hesitated regardless, now unsure of the best way to answer it. “I hope so,” she managed. “I was wondering if…” Her words failed her. The pleasure she’d been experiencing moments ago dissipated now, shrinking away with the swelling in the back of her throat. She was tempted to turn around and walk out the door without another word, but her feet did not move. 
She tried again. “I was hoping to find out about…”
The man must have noticed her nervousness. When he spoke, he attempted to fill in the thoughts she was struggling to express. “You’re looking for a new machine,” he said, “but you don’t want to spend too much. I understand. No need to feel embarrassed, Miss.” He pulled a rag from his back pocket and wiped his hands for a moment before tucking the rag away again. “We have a very nice economy model right over there. Won’t set you back much at all.” He pointed toward a small machine near the counter and lifted a section of the countertop so he could walk through to the sales floor.
Without really knowing what she was doing, Lespeth took a few steps toward him, telling herself she should ask for a can of oil—no, two or three cans of oil, she thought—and then get back out the door before the encounter got too strange. But she said nothing and was soon standing in front of the little sewing machine while the man moved a chair so she could sit down and try the machine for herself. He took a piece of cloth from another display model and set it down on the machine in front of Lespeth.
“Go ahead,” he said. “Give it a try.”
“I…I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m a bit embarrassed, but I haven’t ever…used one of these.”
A light seemed to dawn in the man’s eyes. “Ah,” he said with a knowing nod. “Straight off the farm, aren’t you? Been mending with needle and thread your whole life, just like your Ma and your Grannie before her, am I right?”
“Yes,” she said, her voice barely audible.
“Nothing to worry about,” he said with a wave of his hand. “This couldn’t be any easier. Go ahead and have a seat, and I’ll have you sewing in five minutes.”
I didn’t really come here to learn to sew, she imagined herself saying. I just want a can of sewing machine oil. But she didn’t say anything, only sat as she’d been invited to do.
“The first thing you’ll need to get straight is the path that the thread takes,” the man began. “You take the end and start here.” A quick demonstration followed. Machinery on Kestor was far more advanced than anything in the sewing machine shop, and there was a whole team at the Center devoted to the production of clothing for the research team—with the assumption that a few articles of clothing would suffice for a researcher’s first days on Earth, to be followed by purchases of actual human attire. As a result, Lespeth had no idea how clothes were made or even what the mechanical principles were that made a sewing machine actually sew. Even so, the machine did appear rather easy to use, as the man had promised.
Several minutes later, she was trying the machine herself, bobbing her foot on the pedal in as steady a rhythm as she could manage while feeding the cloth to the needle and thread that moved with the same speed as her foot. It felt awkward and yet satisfying at the same time. Pleased though she was about being able to use the machine—even in the most rudimentary ways—she was also trying to determine how she would let the man know she was not going to buy a machine today but rather would be picking up a few cans of oil instead. This would make no sense to the man, and she felt foolish for having gotten herself into this situation—one that Tredig would never have stumbled into, she was sure.
When the bell rang above the door again, the man with the apron turned away from Lespeth to look toward the front of the store, leaving Lespeth to continue experimenting without supervision. “Hello, Ethel,” she heard him say. “Everything all right? You look flustered.”
“I’m good, Bill,” said the woman who’d just entered the shop. “I was heading over here and realized I’d left my purse at the café where I had lunch.” Lespeth turned toward the front of the shop, telling herself it would only be polite to stop what she was doing and offer this stranger at least a brief smile while she recounted her story. The woman looked young—in her twenties, Lespeth guessed, but she could not be sure—with short, dark hair and a slightly upturned nose. She caught Lespeth’s smile
in the middle of saying, “I was walking down the street when I realized…,” and it was as though she had forgotten the whole point of her story.
Oh, no, Lespeth thought to Pellik.
What wrong?
That woman. She’s staring at me. Like the others do sometimes.
Why?
I don’t know. She wanted to turn away from the conversation that was taking place across the store but feared that doing so too quickly would make it seem as though she was trying to hide something. I can’t have you come out of the wexip now, Pellik. Not with her looking at me like that.
Bill pointed at the purse on Ethel’s arm and said, “Well, it looks like you got it back at least. Anything taken out of it?”
The woman continued staring at Lespeth and then must have noticed the silence following Bill’s question, as she turned her eyes back to him with a start. “What was that?” she asked, making a show of sounding casual even though her expression still suggested preoccupation. 
“I asked if they took anything out of your purse.”
“Oh. No.” She shook her head, still processing the conversation, and then remembered to smile, patting the purse as she said, “No, everything’s fine. Nothing missing.”
“Well, that’s lucky,” Bill said. “What can I help you with?”
Ethel reached into the purse and pulled out a slip of paper. “I’ve got a list.” She handed it to Bill, who studied it for a moment, nodding his head.
He turned away, looking as though he was about to return to the doorway behind the counter, but then he remembered his other customer. “Are you okay playing with that one for a few minutes while I fill this order?” he asked Lespeth.
I don’t know what to do, she told Pellik.
Act human, came his reply.
“Yes,” she said aloud, hating the word as it came out of her mouth, as it guaranteed she would be left alone with Ethel.
“Fine,” said Bill. “I’ll be right back.”
Then he was gone. Lespeth gave the dark haired woman a nervous smile and then turned back to the sewing machine, hoping that she looked busy and not the least bit in need of assistance or conversation. She gave the foot pedal a few tentative pumps and then leaned forward as though she was giving some part of the machine all her attention. The ruse didn’t work. She sensed Ethel’s approach, the smell of the woman’s perfume and cosmetics growing stronger along with the other human scent of her underneath it all as Ethel drew closer.
“I hope you don’t mind me saying so,” she heard the woman say from right behind her, “but I’m guessing you ain’t on the friendliest terms with that machine, are you?”
Lespeth turned and gave the same nervous smile she had tried earlier. “No,” she said, “I suppose not. Does it really show that much?”
“Kinda.” Ethel nodded and gave her a friendly smile. “You’ll get it, though. These things ain’t no mystery. It’s all in the rhythm. Once you get that, you’re golden.”
“That’s good to know.” Lespeth returned the smile and began to turn away again. Ethel was not staring at her now as she had done earlier, but her gaze was still intense, as though she was concentrating on something else while looking at Lespeth, trying to figure something out.
“You’re not…in show biz, are you?” Ethel asked before Lespeth had the chance to look back at the machine. 
Tension rose within her. I don’t know what she means, she told Pellik. What is biz?
Not know.
Lespeth’s mouth had gone dry when she had caught Ethel’s stare, and now she felt as though her tongue shriveled in her mouth. All she could manage to say was, “I…” and then the sentence she had half formed—I don’t understand—died on her lips. It would have been the worst thing she could have said, she realized, and so she said nothing.
Her confused expression must have been answer enough for Ethel, however, who refreshed her smile and said, “Of course you’re not. I didn’t mean to butt into your business. Anybody could take a look at you and know you ain’t in the movies.”
The movies, Lespeth thought to Pellik. Show biz is the movies.
She dumb? Why not just say?
“Don’t take that the wrong way, now,” Ethel continued. “I ain’t trying to say you couldn’t be. You ain’t no chunk of lead, after all. I’m just sayin’ you don’t…” She waved her hands toward Lespeth, apparently trying to indicate her whole being before continuing. “…have the look. Your clothes, your make-up.”
Lespeth wanted to shrink and must have shown it, as Ethel waved her hands in the air again but this time looking as though she was trying to mix the molecules in front of her. “I keep saying the wrong thing! I don’t mean there’s nothin’ wrong with your clothes. It’s just…one look at you, honey, and anybody would say ‘Iowa farm girl.’ Am I right?”
“Nebraska,” Lespeth said, her voice barely above a whisper.
Ethel laughed and repeated “Nebraska!” as though it was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. After regaining her composure, she went on. “So you see, I was right. You here for the long haul or just visiting?”
Lespeth processed the question and took a guess at what long haul meant. “I’m living here for a while,” she said. “I’m staying with my uncle.”
“Uncle, eh?” Ethel said with a leering grin. “Well, it’s none of my business. Anyhow, if you’re gonna stay here for long, you oughta get yourself made up right and buy some new duds.”
Lespeth gave her a weak smile. “I’ll think about that.”
“You do that,” Ethel said. She nodded at the sewing machine. “So you gonna buy one of Bill’s machines?”
“I…I’m just trying it out.”
Ethel nodded. “Well, like I said, they ain’t no mystery. You’ll get the hang of it.”
To Pellik, Lespeth thought, The hang? It must be something good. 
And aloud she said, “Thanks. You sound like you know a lot about them.”
“You could say that. I ain’t no artist with one of them things, but it keeps the wolf away from the door.”
This woman uses too many idioms, Lespeth told the medjite. I’ll never keep up.
She not normal.
I think she is. I think she may be the most normal person I’ve met so far.
Hoping not to make it look too obvious, she picked up her purse and moved it into her lap, knowing that she was aiming the purse’s hidden camera lens in Ethel’s direction. She had taken a few pictures of humans already, men and women who struck her as interesting as she walked in the area around Pershing Square, but she had yet to engage in any kind of systematic research. Now she casually ran her thumb over the buttons on the purse’s handle, depressing one of them slightly to activate the camera and capture Ethel’s image for later analysis.
“Why did you ask,” Lespeth ventured, “if I was in show biz?” She was pleased at the way the phrase leapt from her tongue, as though she had been using it forever.
Ethel shook her head, seemingly intent on dismissing the earlier question as silly. “That was nothing,” she said. “You just reminded me of someone from a distance, but now that I see you up close, I can see you ain’t her.”
“Who?”
“An actress. Mary Miles Minter? You ever seen one of her pictures?”
Lespeth shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
“You should look her up in one of the movie mags. It wouldn’t be like looking in the mirror or anything, but close.”
“I see.”
Ethel stared at her again, appraising her it seemed. Then she glanced around, spotted a nearby chair, and slid it over so she could sit facing Lespeth. She extended her hand and said, “I’m Ethel Mayberry, by the way.”
This was a custom Lespeth had been prepared for, and she extended a hand in kind, grasping Ethel’s for a moment. Ignoring the unpleasant taste of soap that she got from the other woman’s hand, she said, “Elizabeth Gallagher.”
“Nice to meet you, Lizzie. Can I call you Lizzie?”
Why would she want to do that, Pellik?
Like said before. She not normal.
It must be a custom.
Hoping her uncertainty didn’t show, Lespeth nodded and said, “That’s fine.”
Ethel smiled broadly at this. “Lizzie…this uncle of yours…he paying the bills?”
The question struck Lespeth as odd and intrusive. Even so, she answered. “I have money,” she said. “My own. From home.”
“And when that runs out?”
Lespeth gave a human shrug. The actual answer was that she would ask Bettez-en for more, but she realized that this might sound indecorous. “I was hoping to learn how to sew,” she said. “Maybe find some work that way.”
“You a quick study?”
Lespeth processed the phrase for a second and then said, “Very quick.” My people are all quick studies, she thought. You’d be surprised if you only knew.
“I might be able to get you a job,” Ethel said.
“Sewing?”
“Sure.”
Quick study or not, the thought made her panic. “But I…I barely…”
“You’ll pick it up like nothin’. It’s a cinch. Honest. I got a job at one of the studios, but I take in sewing on the side. Sewing on lost buttons is a good way to meet helpless bachelors, you know? I could show you what to do, how to run a machine, could probably even train you right under my supervisor’s nose. Give it a few weeks, and you’ll be as good as me. Well, almost.”
At this point, Bill returned from the back room with a paper sack in his hand. It was bigger than the one Tredig had been carrying the day of the accident. Even so, seeing it made Lespeth’s mouth go dry again, and she feared that trembling might follow. 
Bill held the bag up. “Here you go,” he said. “I’ll just ring you up.” Noticing Lespeth still sitting in front of the sewing machine, he said, “What do you think?”
Ethel answered for her. “Sorry, Bill. I think I talked her out of buying.”
Bill’s expression fell, which made Lespeth feel a bit alarmed. “Oh, I wasn’t going to buy a sewing machine,” she said. “Not today. I…I don’t have room for one. I was just curious is all.”
Bill smiled. “That’s fine. I didn’t expect you’d buy today. But when you’re ready for one, you come back and see me, right?”
“Of course.”
As Bill rang up Ethel’s sale, Ethel helped herself to one of Bill’s business cards from a stack atop the counter. She turned it over and wrote something on the back, handing it to Lespeth. 
“You come see me,” she said. “And I’ll get you fixed up.”
Lespeth looked at the card and saw Ethel’s name, the name of a hotel, and the words “Bunker Hill” written in a spidery hand. “This is awfully kind of you,” she said.
“I suppose. But I get something out of it, too.”
“You do?”
“Sure.”
“What?”
“That’s for me to know and you to find out, Lizzie.” Then Ethel winked at her, a gesture Lespeth had not yet tried imitating. Now was not the time to experiment, she told herself.
She thanked Ethel and Bill and then walked out of the store. Immediately, she summoned Pellik from the wexip. As he flew out, she thought, Wait here. I want to see her come out, but I don’t want her to see me.
Make no sense. 
I’ll explain later.
She walked away as quickly as she could, turning the nearest corner and waiting beside a jewelry store display window. Through the vekkatch, she watched the door of the sewing machine shop, ready to continue walking if Ethel exited and headed in the same direction. When the door opened, she was gratified to see Ethel exit and turn to her right, away from Lespeth. 
Follow? Pellik asked.
No. Just wait a minute.
Lespeth watched through Pellik’s eyes until she could no longer distinguish Ethel’s form among the other humans in the distance. Then she rounded the corner again and headed back to the shop.
Bill was still behind the counter and looked up with surprise when she entered.
“Change your mind?” he asked.
“No,” Lespeth said. “I’m sorry. But I did want to buy a can of your sewing machine oil. It’s…it’s for my cousin. She sent me here on an errand for her.” She gave a nervous, self-deprecating laugh. “That’s what I came in here for in the first place. She’d be awfully upset with me if I came back empty handed.”
Bill smiled at this. “Well, a sale’s a sale, right?”
Unsure of herself, she nodded. Then she added, “And…I’m afraid I’ve gotten myself a bit turned around. Would you be able to explain how I can get back to Pershing Square from here?”
 



 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
Edlevere, T’Liqua, Artek IV and V…Through these planets, we trace our seed to Kestor, knowing our ancestors are spread out in the wake of space, each iteration as different as the next, each host shaping us just as we have shaped world after world, and knowing too that our descendants will recall our time on Kestor even though the worlds to come will have shaped them in ways we cannot foresee. There is certainty in uncertainty and infinite diversity in the constancy of our diffusion.
From The Annals of Change, A Philosophy by Ractar cha Mikkat-al, First Published in 15.8614
Original Manuscript Housed at Rakka University, Kestor
 
“Are you ready for tonight, kiddo?” Ethel Mayberry asked. 
She and Lespeth sat across from one another at their stations in the costume department at Famous Players-Lasky-Paramount, the movie studio where Lespeth had been working for the last two weeks. As Ethel had promised that day in Blackwell’s Sewing Machine and Supply, she had talked her supervisor into hiring Lespeth after the pair had spent a few afternoons in Ethel’s room at a Bunker Hill residence hotel. There, Lespeth had proven herself to be a quick study, as she had promised she would be, and by the time she came to the film studio to talk with Ethel’s supervisor, she had indeed become a fairly competent seamstress. Mrs. Pritchard, who ran the sewing division of the costume department, had received a short demonstration of Lespeth’s skills—which she met with a noncommittal shrug—and then offered Lespeth conditional employment, noting that she was short-handed and warning that she would suffer no errors or insubordination. While the sewing supervisor presented herself as a hawkish slave driver, she actually spent most of her days in the sewing room with a cigarette between her lips and her eyes on various movie magazines, so it wasn’t difficult for Ethel to give Lespeth a bit more surreptitious training on the more complicated machines in the days that followed. 
For her part, Lespeth had been unsure as to why Ethel had done so much to take Lespeth—a complete stranger a short time ago—under her wing. When she had protested that Ethel was being too generous with her and “sticking her neck out” as people said, Ethel shrugged off Lespeth’s objections and said, “I got a thing or two up my sleeve, and having you around is part of my plan. Just you sit tight and work on those buttons.”
Bettez-en had been pleased to hear that Lespeth had a job, telling her that he would be free to pursue further research with greater flexibility if he knew that Lespeth was settling in nicely among the humans. Pellik, on the other hand, found the new arrangement distasteful. He did not like spending hours sealed inside the wexip
while she worked, his only freedom coming during the times she took restroom breaks and let him out to buzz around the ladies’ room before insisting on his confinement again.
Pellik not make trouble, he implored more than once, hoping to be allowed to find a quiet spot in the rafters from which to watch Lespeth work.
I can’t take a chance, she replied. It’s too dangerous. I don’t need anyone seeing you and coming after you with a flyswatter. 
But Lespeth need Pellik.
Yes. Yes, I do. You’re right. But I haven’t had a slip in my appearance since that first night, and I don’t think I’m going to. You’ll check on me as often as you can.
The hardest part about working at the studio was learning how to read measurements and sew garments to order so that she could satisfy Mrs. Pritchard and thus keep her job. In the days following her first meeting with Ethel, Lespeth had gone to the Los Angeles Public Library and found a child’s schoolbook on one of the shelves. She had used it to make a chart of Arabic numbers and their corresponding partners in her native numbering system. This was extremely risky, she knew—a breach in protocol and a security risk that would get her in deep trouble with the Center should it be discovered. She was not worried about her “cheat sheet” being discovered by a human, as she planned on explaining—should she be exposed—that it was nothing more than an experiment in writing codes, a hobby she had. Even with this supplement and hours of studying, she still struggled with the differences between 3 and 8 or 6 and 9, and she still confused sevens, ones, and fours. Regardless, she had managed not to make egregious errors at work and generally was able to get along by following a pattern and working as quickly as she could. Productivity, it seemed, was valued more than quality. “Most of these things’ll only be on the screen for a minute or two, and for most of that time the audience is gonna be looking at the actors’ faces, not the hems in their pants,” Ethel explained on Lespeth’s first day. “There’s no sense in trying to make these things perfect, and no sense you getting all hung up over a little mistake or two.”
The pair of them had gotten along quite nicely, Lespeth had thought—even though she had no other human relationships to compare it with. Having a job and building a friendship were just the things for helping her start to fill in the hole left by Tredig’s death. The tragedy of it still stung, but Lespeth had been more easily distracted from it in the days since she had met Ethel.
“I am,” Lespeth said now, looking up from her work with needle and thread as she mended a torn collar on a man’s white shirt.
“Should be fun,” Ethel said. “I’m sure glad it ain’t cold today like it was last Friday. That wouldn’t have been any good at all.”
It was late January, and the day was mild. Lespeth had left the Portsmouth with her hat and coat this morning but had known by the time she had reached the studio that she wouldn’t need them after work. Still, this was the evening she and Ethel had planned on going out together, and Lespeth expected that it might be a late night. She could easily imagine needing to warm herself again as she made her way back to the Portsmouth, possibly in the early hours of Saturday morning.
Lespeth’s station was one of ten in this section of the building, each fitted with a sewing machine and a drawer filled with supplies. She sat across from Ethel, and they talked over the noise of the machines when they needed to, but more often than not saved their conversations for breaks in the commissary, where Lespeth managed not to panic at the sight of people eating and had even managed to nibble at a few items herself. So far, Lespeth had learned that Ethel was twenty-three years old, that she had come to Los Angeles from Iowa City four years earlier, that she had a boyfriend named Carl and a younger brother named Jimmy who, until ten days ago, had still lived in Iowa. Jimmy, Ethel had explained, was “simple,” an appellation that Lespeth had decoded to mean mentally underdeveloped after giving the phrase some thought, and it was his simple-mindedness that had accounted for Lespeth being invited out this evening. “Carl’s taking me to the Pike on Friday night,” Ethel had told her two days earlier, “but I’m stuck with my idiot brother now he came to live with me. It’s one thing to leave him alone all day when I’m at work, but at night, too? I’m scared he’ll get all lonesome and start mewling and get me in trouble with the apartment manager. I thought maybe you could come with us. It’s not like a double date or nothing. Just to help me keep an eye on him so I can at least have a little fun with Carl. What do you say?”
Lespeth had accepted, glad for the opportunity to explore a human social behavior other than going to the movies, which she had done regularly since stumbling into the matinee showing of The Sheik. She especially enjoyed going to theaters at night when the marquees on Broadway were all brightly lit and the crowds were lively. She had seen films with Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks, Mary Pickford, and several others but had yet to see a Mary Miles Minter film. Curious about the star whom she seemed to resemble so much, she had been pleased to see in the newspaper that a theater in the nearby town of Pasadena was running a triple-feature of Minter films until Sunday night. It would be interesting, she thought, to start the weekend by going out with Ethel and end it by sitting in a darkened theater and spending a few hours watching Minter on the screen.
The phone rang at the far end of the sewing room. Mrs. Pritchard answered before the second ring, listened for a moment, and hung up. “Mayberry,” she called out. “You’re wanted on set three.”
Lespeth looked across her station with some surprise. It was unusual for any of the wardrobe workers to be needed on set. The summons probably meant there was a problem with a costume that needed fixing.
Ethel raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Come on,” she said as she pushed her chair back from her station.
“What?” Lespeth said. “I—they didn’t call for me.”
“I got a surprise for you, kiddo. Come on.” Without waiting for Lespeth to respond, Ethel marched down the row of sewing machines to Mrs. Pritchard’s station and said, “Mr. Taylor told me to bring Elizabeth with me next time I’m on set.”
Mrs. Pritchard was a stout, matronly woman with an unfriendly demeanor. Considering Bettez-en’s claims about humans’ propensity for vice and violence, Lespeth had felt since first meeting the supervisor that, in her case, the professor might have been right—it would not be difficult to believe Mrs. Pritchard capable of murder or corruption of some other sort. She looked up from the magazine she’d been reading to give Ethel an incredulous glance before saying, “They didn’t say nothing to me about it.”
“Mr. Taylor must have forgotten,” Ethel said. “He’s a busy man, you know. They’ll just call for Elizabeth once I get there and remind him, so you might as well let her go now.” When Mrs. Pritchard gave no response, Ethel added, “Unless you want him to be angry with you for making him wait.”
Mrs. Pritchard let out an exasperated sigh. It seemed clear to Lespeth that her supervisor had not been swayed by Ethel’s subtle threat, but Mrs. Pritchard waved her hand dismissively regardless of her misgivings. “Go on, then,” she said, “the both of you.”
Ethel turned back toward Lespeth, beaming, and then waved her hand excitedly, as if to hurry Lespeth along before Mrs. Pritchard could change her mind.
As she passed Mrs. Pritchard’s desk, she tried giving her supervisor an appreciative smile, but the older woman simply looked down at her magazine as soon as Lespeth made eye contact with her. Once they were outside the wardrobe building, Lespeth caught Ethel’s arm and said, “What are we doing?”
Ethel turned and smiled. “I told you. It’s a surprise. Now come on.”
She started walking, and Lespeth fell into step beside her. “But why do they want you on the set?”
Ethel shook her head, as though to indicate that her friend was hopeless. “If you must know,” she said, still strutting quickly toward the movie sets, “I’ve got more than one job on this lot. Wardrobe pays the bills, but I also get occasional work as a stand-in.”
“What’s a—?”
“Stand-in?” Ethel asked. “Good God, you really don’t know anything, do you, Lizzie? It’s just as well I set you up with my idiot brother tonight. The two of you should hit it off just fine.” She gave Lespeth a mischievous smile and then added, “A stand-in is somebody who does just that—stands in for the star so the crew can check lighting and things before they shoot. They hired me about a year ago to stand in for Betty Compson.” Ethel beamed as she said it, clearly expecting Lespeth to be impressed, but Lespeth failed to grasp the significance of what her friend had told her.
Once more, Ethel gave Lespeth a look that said she was hopeless and then said, “A star like Betty can’t be bothered to stand under the lights until they’re ready to shoot. I look just enough like her—hair color, skin tone, eyes—to be able to fill in. I’m five-foot-two-and-a-half, just like her. Make sense?”
“Yes,” Lespeth said. “But…why do they need me?”
Ethel waved a hand. “I’ve said enough. The rest, you’re just going to have to wait for.”
They walked on, Ethel setting a brisk pace. Her skirt fit her snugly, and her legs made swishing movements as they rubbed together with each footstep. Ahead of them, two men in overalls and carrying lengths of board stopped what they were doing to watch the women approach, appreciative smiles on their faces, and when the pair had passed the men, Lespeth turned back to see them still staring, their eyes clearly fixed on Ethel’s bottom. She had seen this kind of behavior before when walking around Pershing Square and on Broadway, but she had never been so close to being the object of this attention. It made her feel strange to be the observed rather than the observer.
“Does it bother you when men look at you like that?” she asked before they rounded a corner.
Ethel glanced back at the carpenters and then said, “Those pills? They ain’t nothing. They try getting their hands on you, that’s a bother. But looking…it’s free.” She paused and then added, “Plus, if you don’t advertise a little, you’re never going to make a sale, right? You don’t want to be a Mrs. Grundy, do you?”
“Mrs. Grundy?”
“Someone who’s uptight. A prude. A bluenose. You get me?”
“I…get you.”
“You’re funny, Lizzie. That’s what I like about you. All fresh-faced, straight off the train.” She smiled and nudged Lespeth with her elbow as they continued walking.
They entered a large building where dozens of people were busy working. At the center of the activity was a wooden platform with several bright lights aimed at it from above. Much work had already been done to make the set look like a room in an upper class home; artwork hung on a fake wall, ornate vases rested on marble pedestals, and white pillars framed either side of the platform. Two men carried a sofa onto the platform while a third man directed its placement, ordering the first two to move the sofa from one spot to another and then another before finally settling on the first location. Lespeth and Ethel stopped at the edge of the commotion, just outside the circle of light shining down from above.
Where now? Pellik asked.
One of the warehouses where they make the movies.
Why?
I don’t know yet. I’ve been curious, though, to know what it’s like in one of these places.

Although she was getting better at processing the content of films despite the handicap of not being able to smell the emotions of people on the screen, she felt she had not yet fully grasped the appeal of motion pictures for the audiences who consumed them so rabidly. Being in a warehouse where the movies were actually made only caused her more confusion about the allure of film. Everything looked so mundane. These people were laboring, sweating, some of them arguing, others carefully tending to their duties. There were the smells of sawdust and wet paint. Somewhere above, a popping sound signaled a broken light bulb, and a man nearby swore at the inconvenience before calling out for one of the crew to replace it. Lespeth found it hard to imagine The Sheik having been born from such a conglomeration of people and professions, all swirling around each other to make something happen.
Ethel nudged her again and pointed to the man who had been directing the placement of the sofa. “Mr. Wingate,” she said in a hushed voice. “Assistant director.” Then she waved to the man when he turned toward the crew assembling at the edges of the set. “Mr. Wingate?” she called out. “You sent for me?”
Standing in the halo of light at the center of the stage, Mr. Wingate squinted and craned his neck as he peered into the darkness around him. “Who is that?” he asked, his voice sharp and unforgiving.
“Ethel Mayberry, sir. Miss Compson’s stand-in.”
“Ah. Yes. Go find Jeanette. She’s got a costume for you. And get some make-up on your face.”
“Yes, sir,” Ethel said, sounding far more proper and deferential than Lespeth had been used to hearing her. “Mr. Wingate, sir, I brought my friend Elizabeth with me this morning. She’s the one I told you about?”
Again, Mr. Wingate peered into the darkness, his expression conveying only confusion.
“She’s a ringer for Mary Miles Minter, sir,” Ethel said. “Just get a look at her.” She led Lespeth closer, into the light, and then the pair paused there for Mr. Wingate to appraise Lespeth, which he did unashamedly, looking at her from head to toe, his gaze resting finally on her face.
“I suppose,” he finally said. “Take her with you to make-up. We’ll shoot a test and send it upstairs.”
Lespeth did not know what to think. Regardless, she murmured a quick “Thank you” and allowed Ethel to lead her off by the elbow and through a maze of backdrops, cables and lights. 
As soon as they were completely off of the main set, Ethel burst into giggles and said, “I knew it!”
“Knew what?”
“That they’d give you the job.”
“But I already have a job. And he didn’t give me anything, did he? He just said to put some make-up on.”
“Doesn’t matter.” Toward the back of the building, a row of mirrors had been set up before a bank of tables and chairs. Ethel pulled a chair out for Lespeth and then began opening containers of powder and jars of make-up. “This’ll just take a minute.”
“Are you supposed to be doing this?”
“I do it all the time. It doesn’t have to be perfect for stand-in work, just enough to keep the lights from washing out your features. Hold still.”
Lespeth did as she was told, watching in the mirror as Ethel applied powder and lipstick to her face and drew in dark shadows around her eyes. It was odd to see her reflection this way rather than looking at herself through Pellik’s eyes. The reverse image that the mirror cast was disorienting and bothersome, and she averted her eyes to keep from staring at this odd approximation of her human identity.
“There!” Ethel said as she finished. “Even Minter’s battleax of a mother wouldn’t be able to tell you apart from her own daughter now. You’ll get the job for sure, kiddo.”
“But what if I don’t—”
“Hush,” Ethel said. “If they offer it to you—and they will—then you just take it, you hear me? Take it and take their money. God knows they got enough of it to burn. And you and me just small town girls trying to make it in the big city.” She laughed.
Lespeth forced herself to consider her reflection as Ethel went off to find Jeanette and change clothes. She was not sure if she liked the new look or not. It was so far away from the version of herself that Pellik had been showing her throughout her life. She decided that it made very little difference if the disguised and humanized Elizabeth Gallagher took a few steps further away from Lespeth phra Kalak-ka, all through the magic of cosmetics. Professor Bettez-en might not like it if he found out she was doing something so conspicuous as working in front of a camera, but what did it really matter if her filmed image was strictly used in-house for testing purposes? It wasn’t like she was going to end up on a movie screen in front of an audience.
After Ethel returned in costume and applied her own make-up, they walked back to the hub of activity and Mr. Wingate, who gave Lespeth another careful examination and then called out to someone in the darkness and commotion, “Sid! Let’s shoot these two for a minute. One at a time.” He turned toward Lespeth. “You first. Stand here and look at the camera.”
Confused, Lespeth looked into the darkness, wondering where the camera was, but then a light came on at the edge of the set and she saw a man operating a large, cumbersome machine. She stared at it, dumbstruck.
“All right,” Mr. Wingate said. “Now smile.” She did, but awkwardly, and wishing Pellik was buzzing around her to let her see if she was doing it right. “Good. Now turn to the left.” She did as she was told. “And the right.” Again, she pivoted. “Great. We’ll mark that as…what’s your name again?”
“Elizabeth Gallagher.”
“You got that, Mike?” Mr. Wingate called out to someone else in the dark.
“Yes, sir,” came the reply.
Then Lespeth stood aside to let Ethel have her turn. Her time in front of the camera lasted longer, as Mr. Wingate called out for several lighting changes and had Ethel move to different spots on the set before finally thanking her and calling out more instructions to Sid and Mike.
Ethel walked off the little stage and approached Lespeth, beaming. “You did great, kiddo,” she said.
“How can you tell?” Lespeth said, letting Ethel lead her back toward the make-up area. “I was so nervous.”
“Don’t worry about that. Everybody’s nervous their first time. You just looked fine is all. Like a natural. Come on.” She sat Lespeth down again and applied cream to her face, wiping at her cheeks and brow with a cloth and then instructing Lespeth to close her eyes so she could remove the rest of the make-up. “There,” she said when she was finished. “All normal again.”
Looking at her face in the mirror once more, Lespeth said, “You had this whole thing planned, didn’t you? From the minute you saw me in the sewing shop.”
Standing behind her, Ethel looked at Lespeth in the mirror and gave her a sly smile and a shrug. “Maybe I did.”
“Why?”
“Why not?”
“Because you didn’t know me. You didn’t know…anything about me.”
Again, Ethel shrugged. “It wasn’t just for you, you know. I mean, it’s always good to help someone get a leg up, right? You never know when you’re gonna need a favor in return in this town. But…” She turned away from the mirror, taking a few steps away and sitting at a different make-up station. “I had other reasons.”
“Such as?”
“Such as getting myself noticed a little bit more than I already was. You know…if Wingate and Taylor—you ain’t met him yet—started thinking of me not just as the stand-in for Betty Compson but as someone who’s got a good eye…there might be more opportunities down the line.” She began wiping at the make-up on her face. “I gotta admit, I’m always on the lookout for ways to wheedle my way in.” 
When Ethel had cleaned her face, she disappeared once more to change back into her clothes. Then the pair exited the building and began working their way back to the costume department. As they walked, Lespeth began feeling strange, a bit lightheaded. At first, she thought it was nothing more than her body’s response to the sudden shift from darkened interior to bright sunshine, but the farther they went, the worse she felt. It was as though her feet were not touching the ground the way they were supposed to but rather were sinking into something pliable and spongy. 
To Pellik, she thought, Something’s wrong.
Let me out, he said.
To Ethel, she said, “I don’t feel so well,” as they rounded a corner.
Before Ethel could respond and before Lespeth had a chance to free the medjite, she noticed that the pavement they walked on was getting closer and closer to her. She felt herself spin around once, saw that she was somehow looking at the sky now, and finally noticed a growing blackness at the edge of her vision. When her head hit the ground, she did not feel it, as the blackness had enveloped her completely.
When she opened her eyes again, several people were staring down at her. It took a few seconds to realize she was lying on the pavement. Disoriented, she still managed to recognize Ethel, but Lespeth had never seen the three men Ethel was with now, one of whom had his face right above hers. 
Pellik! she called out in her mind.
Still here, he replied
Are you hurt?
Just feelings. Let Pellik out.
She ignored the request, not sure it was safe to open her palm and let the medjite fly free.
Ethel looked panicked, and the emotion in her eyes gave Lespeth a jolt, telling her something terrible had happened. 
The man staring down at her must have seen the fear in her eyes, must have known she was about to try sitting up—if not bolting from whatever danger she was in—as he put a restraining hand on her shoulder and said, “Don’t move, Miss. Just lie still for a minute. You appear to have fainted.”
His voice was gentle, his eyes kind, and Lespeth felt her fear begin to ebb. “I…I don’t know what happened. I…”
“It’s all right,” the man said. “Just rest for a moment.”
“Should I call for an ambulance?” one of the other men said. He stood beside Ethel, who had tears in her eyes.
The thought of an ambulance—of a hospital and doctors and an examination—brought Lespeth’s fear back in full force, but she kept herself from revealing it, and she was grateful to the man who leaned over her when he said, “No. No, I think she’s fine. Let’s just give her a minute.” He said it with authority, with the air of a man used to having others follow his orders, and Lespeth was relieved to see the other man simply nod in response.
“Do you think you can sit up?” the man asked.
“Yes.”
Lespeth saw then that the man had gotten on his knees beside her, probably getting his expensive suit dirty. He rose up now and reached out a hand. She took it, and he helped her sit up.
“All right?” he asked.
“Yes.” The feeling of lightheadedness was gone now, the pavement firm rather than spongy beneath her body. She nodded, happy to note that her head felt firmly attached instead of on the verge of floating away as it had before.
“Good. Shall we try standing?”
“Yes,” she said again. 
Ethel reached down to take her purse. The man who had asked about an ambulance stepped forward, and each man reached out for one of her hands to help her to her feet. In a moment, she was up, her legs strong and steady beneath her. She straightened her clothes and adjusted her hair, smiling at the men and Ethel. “Thank you,” she said, extending a hand to get her purse back from Ethel. “I think I’m all right now. I don’t know what came over me.”
“It happens sometimes,” said the man who had been kneeling beside her. “Did you eat this morning? Do you need to go to the commissary? Or home for the day?”
“No, no. I’m fine. I…did eat, but…I don’t know what happened,” she managed to say when she saw all four people were staring at her now, waiting to see what she would say and do. 
“Maybe it was just nerves,” Ethel finally offered, the words spilling out of her as though they had been dammed up and were now free. She stepped forward to take one of Lespeth’s hands. “Elizabeth here just did her first test to see if she can get some extra work as a stand-in for Mary Miles Minter.” She turned toward the men, pride in her eyes at being able to announce this.
Ethel leaned in closer and whispered, “You’re not pregnant, are you?”
Lespeth looked at her with surprise and then shook her head, echoes of Tredig’s and Bettez-en’s questions about fertility resounding in her mind. Then she looked at the man who had been leaning over her, wondering if he had caught Ethel’s whispered words or their tenor, but he appeared oblivious. “Thank you,” she said to him.
Before he could respond, however, another man came around the corner of the building and called out, “Mr. Taylor! We caught this guy again!”
Three men approached in a tight huddle, the two at either side firmly holding the man in the middle, who appeared to struggle against his captors. 
“And look what he had this time,” said one of the men on the outside of the trio. He held up a small gun while pulling at the captive man’s pant leg to reveal an empty leather holster worn above the man’s sock. 
“Oh my God,” Ethel whispered and linked her arm into Lespeth’s, turning her around and leading her away at a fast walk.
“I told you never to set foot on this lot again!” the man who had treated Lespeth with such kindness said, his voice now filled with anger. Lespeth had to turn her head to be able to see the confrontation as Ethel ushered her away from the scene, and she saw her savior strike the man who was being held, hitting him in the mouth as the others continued to restrain him. The victim slumped in his captors’ arms; Lespeth did not know what happened next, as Ethel steered her around the corner of the building.
“Oh my God,” Ethel said again.
“What’s happening?” Lespeth managed. “What’s…who were those men?”
Ethel looked back, her face revealing an even greater sense of alarm than when she had been looking at Lespeth on the ground. When she saw that no one had followed them, her expression eased a bit.
“I don’t know who most of them were. Your knight in shining armor, though, that was William Desmond Taylor, the director. He’s a big deal. One of the biggest.”
“And the man he hit?”
“That,” Ethel said, her cheeks reddening. “That was Carl. My boyfriend.”
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
In light of the failure of the Makke-da expedition, let me formally make it known that I am against the Center for Earth Studies’ decision to continue exploration of the planet known as Earth. While the dominant species does appear upon initial examination to have potential for future exploitation, we must not forget that this is not the only suitable option we have encountered during the period of initial exploration. I understand the Directors’ position that the Makke-da debacle was an anomaly sparked by personnel issues rather than a condition endemic to the environment, but the evidence for this conclusion is open to interpretation. As a result of what I consider to be the dangerous direction that the Directors are moving in, a direction that could imperil the whole of our species, I see no choice other than to resign my position as Vice-Chair of the Directors of the Center for Earth Studies, effective immediately.
--Chelikk ja Maa-sa, Letter to the Directors of the Center for Earth Studies, dated 16.8893.1.41
Archives, Center for Earth Studies, Rakka University, Kestor
 
Ethel appeared anxious throughout the rest of the day. Every time the telephone rang at Mrs. Pritchard’s desk, Ethel jumped in her seat, her face turning red as she listened to the supervisor’s half of the conversation. Lespeth noted relief on her friend’s face after the first few words of each call, and she knew that Ethel was expecting repercussions from the confrontation between Carl and Mr. Taylor. None came, though, and by the end of the day Ethel appeared a bit more relaxed. She had offered Lespeth very little explanation of what had happened, saying only that Carl worked as a delivery man for a company that Mr. Taylor did not approve of and that Carl had defied the director’s orders that he stay off the lot because—as Ethel put it—“He don’t work for Mr. Taylor, so he figures he ain’t got to do what Mr. Taylor says.” Fortunately for Ethel, no one at Paramount had connected her to the unwelcome deliveryman, and Carl must not have said a word about her after the altercation with Mr. Taylor. 
“I dodged a bullet today,” Ethel said as they walked off the lot together. “I hope to God Carl can talk his boss into giving him another route so’s he don’t have to come back here again.”
“What does he deliver?” Lespeth asked.
“It’s complicated,” was all Ethel said.
As they headed toward the stop for the Red Car, Lespeth said, “I should probably just go home. Carl won’t still want to go out tonight, will he?”
“I don’t know,” Ethel said as they climbed aboard the trolley and looked for two seats together. “You should come home with me anyway, just in case. It might be the kind of thing he’s been looking forward to all day after what happened this morning. He’ll be awful sore if he wants to go but we gotta drag Jimmy along like some little kid. You still wanna go, don’t you Lizzie?”
“Sure,” Lespeth said, seeing the desperation in her friend’s face. The car began moving forward on its track, and Ethel’s expression turned to one of relief, perhaps at Lespeth’s agreeing to stick with their plans, and perhaps at putting some more distance between herself and the source of the day’s anxiety. “I wonder, though,” Lespeth went on, “why does Jimmy need to go with you? He’s not so helpless that he can’t be left alone, is he?”
Ethel shook her head. “No. He’s not helpless. I’m even gonna see about getting him a job at the studio next week. He can swing a hammer and stuff like that. He’s just…simple, you know?” She shook her head. “Poor guy. And he’s such a good looker, too. The girls come around—you’ll see what I mean tonight. They’ll be looking at you like you stole the prize of the night, and then when he opens his mouth and talks…he’s just got mush in his head. As soon as the girls see what’s really going on, they turn tail.” She sighed. “I could leave him alone tonight, sure, but he’s been alone all day, see? If I come home for just a little and then leave him again…sometimes he gets upset when he’s alone too long.” She sighed in frustration. “He’s my burden now that my uncle passed away. They were the ones looking after him in Iowa, and now my aunt’s got more than she can handle with the place all to herself. What can I do? He’s family, you know? I took care of him the whole time we was growing up. It was a relief to get away from the responsibility when I came out here, but…now he’s mine again, and I have to make sure he’s okay. Maybe if I can get him a job, things’ll get a little more normal for him. Maybe I can even get him his own place eventually. ‘Til then…” She shrugged at her impotence.
“I understand,” Lespeth said with a smile. “You’re a good person, Ethel.”
They exited the car before Lespeth’s regular stop, and Ethel led the way to Angel’s Flight, the little funicular that ran from the bottom of Bunker Hill up to Grand Street at the top. When Lespeth had visited Ethel weeks earlier to learn the basics of sewing, she had walked up Grand from Fifth Street. Approaching Grand from the east, the hill was steeper, and the little railroad that ran up the hill was a popular choice for many sightseers and locals willing to pay the fare. There were stairs that ran alongside the funicular’s track, but Ethel steered Lespeth toward the Angel’s Flight gate. “I usually take the stairs,” she said, “but we can ride this time. I don’t usually get guests. Plus, it’s been a rough day.” 
She paid Lespeth’s fare, and they boarded the tiny railroad car parked at the bottom of the hill. The railroad was slanted the entire way, so the seats were positioned on an angle matching the hillside; as a result Lespeth sat below Ethel even though she had the seat directly beside her friend. When the car was full, the gate shut, and the little railroad lurched into operation, Olive Street slipping away as the car rolled up the hill. At one point the car jogged to the right to make room for its descending partner on the shared track, and moments later it slowed with a squeak of brakes. Lespeth looked down the hill, the next set of riders looking small and far away at the bottom; then she climbed to the exit and followed Ethel to the street before entering her apartment building.
Ethel’s room was on the third floor, and once she had cracked the door open an inch, she whispered, “I’m back, Jimmy. You decent?”
From within the room, a man replied, “Yes,” prompting Ethel to swing the door inward. She entered quickly and pulled Lespeth in behind her, closing the door immediately. It had been open for the briefest of moments. When she had visited Ethel before, Lespeth had noted that her new friend’s small hotel room was comparable to the one she had been living in for the last few weeks. It had a bed, bureau, desk and chair. Each time she had been here, Lespeth had found the place in disarray with the bed unmade and items of clothing draped over furniture or piled on different surfaces. Now the place was as cluttered before, but with the addition of more blankets piled on the floor beside the window, which afforded a perfect view of the downtown skyline. 
Lespeth barely noticed any of this, as her eyes were drawn to Jimmy. Ethel’s brother was tall with smiling blue eyes, a firm jaw, and a neat haircut. She recalled Ethel’s assessment of her brother as “good looking,” and filed this away for further consideration, wondering which of the young man’s attributes specifically helped him qualify as attractive to the opposite sex. Jimmy’s scent was intriguing as well, Lespeth noting that he gave off an odor that she had only associated with human children until now. It was a pleasant smell that matched his pleasant looks. Even so, there was something in Jimmy’s features that suggested a lack of confidence. When his gaze met Lespeth’s, she saw wariness in his eyes, and he quickly looked away.
“Front desk don’t know he’s here,” Ethel said. “I have to sneak him in and out. Don’t I, Jimmy?”
“Yeah,” Jimmy said.
“Jimmy, this is my friend Lizzie. She’s going out with us tonight.”
Jimmy looked at Lespeth again and nodded. “Us?” he asked.
“You, me, Lizzie, and Carl.”
“Oh.” At the mention of Carl’s name, Jimmy’s expression had changed from wary to bitter.
“Jimmy don’t like Carl very much,” Ethel said to Lespeth. “That’s okay, though. That’s partly why you’re coming along. To help keep Jimmy happy, right?”
“Yes,” Lespeth said, unsure of herself and also unsure of where to step or sit in the cluttered apartment.
Ethel must have noticed her discomfort, as she said, “Get some of this cleaned up, Jimmy! We have a guest, after all.” When her brother did not begin moving, she said more sharply, “Come on! Hop to it, little brother.”
Jimmy looked a bit confused but then started gathering the blankets from the floor and piling them in a corner. He straightened up a bit more, moving magazines and articles of clothing from one spot on the floor to another while Lespeth and Ethel watched. Before long, he had cleared a path and pulled the chair out for Lespeth, who had grown more and more uncomfortable as Jimmy followed his sister’s orders.
“Good boy,” Ethel said when the job had been done to her satisfaction—which was not to say that it had been done well at all. Still, there was a path and a place to sit, and Lespeth went toward it at Ethel’s prompting.
“Ethel says you just came to Los Angeles,” she said as she took her seat. “I’m new here, too. Not quite a month.” She offered Jimmy a smile, which he caught and then looked shyly away from. “Do you like it here?” she asked.
Jimmy nodded, but Lespeth could not be sure that there was any sincerity behind the gesture. There had been a change in his scent during the time he had been following his sister’s orders, so Jimmy now smelled a bit sour to Lespeth.
“Jimmy don’t get out too much,” Ethel said as she sat down on the bed across from Lespeth. “He spends most of his time waiting around for me to come back. Which is why he don’t like Carl all that much. Carl takes up some of my time, if you know what I mean.” She gave Lespeth a smile and rolled her eyes, a gesture that Lespeth took to mean something lascivious. “But we’ll get you out tonight, right Jimmy?”
Again, Jimmy nodded.
“I gotta freshen up a little before Carl gets here,” Ethel said. She looked at Lespeth. “You two want to get to know each other a little better if you’re gonna spend the whole evening together, yeah?”
“Sure,” Lespeth said, hoping she sounded confident even though she felt nervous. Ethel’s brother seemed so taciturn and unsure of himself. The prospect of making conversation with him was daunting, and Lespeth wished she had not agreed to round out the foursome this evening. She pictured herself in her room at the Portsmouth with Pellik, maybe indulging in a few sips of oil, or else out on the crowded sidewalks of Broadway, studying the marquees and trying to choose a movie for the evening. But neither of those options would afford her the opportunity she was really getting tonight—the chance to spend more time with Ethel and observe “normal” human behavior. 
Ethel gathered some clothes from the room’s single closet and took them into the bathroom, shutting the door with a click.
Lespeth let out a deep breath and thought to Pellik, I don’t know what to say to this human.
Him good? Pellik asked.
I would say so.
Talk weather.
That’s silly.
Jimmy was trying hard not to look at her, and she felt the silence between them making things worse; somehow she found the courage to say, “So what did you do today?”
Jimmy hesitated a moment, as though he was still sizing her up, and then he said, “Worked on my maps.”
“Your maps?”
“Yeah. You want to see?” The sourness of his odor evaporated as he asked. It was obvious to Lespeth that he hoped she would say yes.
She could not disappoint him. Besides, she was legitimately curious to know what he meant. “Sure,” she said.
Jimmy smiled broadly. He approached the bed and stooped to reach under it. Seconds later, he stood up with a stack of papers in his hands, some the size of typing paper and others as large as two feet across. He dropped the stack unceremoniously on the bed, and Lespeth saw that they were, as he had indicated, maps. Some had been professionally printed; Lespeth saw maps of the United States, California, and Los Angeles, as well as a map that showed all the routes that the Red Cars followed throughout the city. Other maps in Jimmy’s collection, though, were clearly hand drawn in pencil and, from what Lespeth could tell upon first glancing down, all of these were as finely detailed and neatly labeled as the printed maps were. Jimmy shuffled through the sheets of paper, pushing the smaller ones aside to reveal the largest for her.
Lespeth got to her feet and stood beside Jimmy, looking down at the map. It appeared to be a map of the western half of the United States, but the features to the north and south were not filled in. Instead, the map’s focal point was the railroad line that ran from Iowa to Los Angeles. The train track was drawn in with meticulous detail, and the towns and cities the train had passed through were labeled along with the geographical features that must have been visible from the train’s windows. Sets of numbers and letters had been written in at various points. The detail and artistry took Lespeth aback. 
“You drew this?” she asked after a moment’s incredulous silence.
“Yeah. I’m not done with it yet.”
“It’s very good. Did you…copy this from a book?”
“No. Just from memory. That’s pretty good, right?”
“It’s very good.” She reached a hand toward the map, meaning to move it aside to look at the others. “May I?” she asked.
“Oh, sure. Sure. You can look at all of them if you want.”
She shuffled through the sheets of paper, careful not to dog ear any of the corners or smudge the lines. There were maps of Iowa City, where Jimmy and Ethel had grown up, and other towns and cities Lespeth had never heard of; there were also more detailed maps of Los Angeles, including one of the city block where Ethel’s residence hotel stood and a diagram of the building’s floor plan. As with the railroad map, everything was labeled in a neat hand, the map of Ethel’s neighborhood including the names of all the hotels and apartment buildings atop Bunker Hill, the other businesses, Angel’s Flight, and everything else. It, too, had sets of numbers written at various spots.
Still baffled by the numbers but curious about them, Lespeth asked, “What do the numbers mean?” She pointed at the spot on the map marked “Angel’s Flight” and the little numbers next to the words.
“Those are coordinates. The first ones are longitude and latitude, west and north,” he said. “And the other marks are minutes and seconds.”
Lespeth nodded but said, “I’m not sure I understand.”
“Each degree is broken down into sixty sections, so you call those minutes. And each minute is divided into sixty seconds. You can figure it out by breaking the area between the degrees into a grid. Then you count.” He paused and looked at his handiwork for a moment before adding, “I’m pretty good at counting.”
Lespeth smiled at this. “You must be.”
“Thanks,” he said. 
“Do you go out exploring when Ethel’s at work so you can draw all these things?”
“No. Ethel don’t want me going out in the daytime ‘cause she’s afraid I’ll get her in trouble when I come back. She don’t want to have to pay extra on the rent so I’m kind of sneaking in and out of here. It’s not very nice of her, I think, but I can’t say nothing ‘cause she’s my sister and she’s taking care of me right now. You know?”
“I do,” she said. “So…how do you get all this information for your maps if you’re not out studying the buildings and streets?”
“Oh, Ethel’s taken me out a couple times to look around at stuff since I been here. And I got these other maps to check.”
“And that’s all you needed to get so much information?”
“I guess.”
She looked at the maps some more, amazed. “I suppose you never get lost, do you?”
He smiled at that. “Never. Do you?”
“Oh…sometimes,” she said, unable to keep a bit of sadness from her voice.
“Where do you live?” he asked.
“In a hotel not far from here.”
Jimmy shuffled through his papers and found a blank sheet. Then he turned to the desk, excited. He sat and picked up a sharp pencil. “Which one?”
She smiled. “It’s called the Hotel Portsmouth. It’s…”
“By Pershing Square,” he said. “I know that one.”
He began drawing, using no other instruments besides his pencil. Regardless, the lines were straight and the angles perfect. Lespeth looked over his shoulder as the section of the city she knew best began appearing on the page—Pershing Square and the businesses that surrounded it on Hill and Olive Streets. Jimmy drew in details along Olive to the base of Angel’s Flight and then drew in a few of the buildings atop the hill, including the one they were in. He labeled the Portsmouth last and said, “What room?”
She reached into her purse instead of answering and pulled out her key, showing the fob to Jimmy, who looked at her oddly.
“213,” he said.
“Yes.” 
“So…second floor,” Jimmy said.
“Yes,” she answered. 
“Stairs in the middle or at the ends?” Jimmy asked.
“At the ends,” she said to Jimmy.
“And 213 faces the street?”
“How did you know?”
“I guessed. You seem like the kind of person who’d like to look at things a lot. You wouldn’t want the back of the building.”
She smiled. “You’re right.”
Jimmy finished the drawing, labeling room 213 in roughly the same spot where it actually could be found. Then he handed her the map.
“This is amazing, Jimmy,” she said.
“You can keep it. That way you won’t ever get lost if you want to come and visit me and Ethel.”
Lespeth was deeply touched by his gesture, and she felt a tremble of emotion. “Thank you,” she said before her voice could quaver. She turned away from him, looking at the map, and took a few deep breaths to collect herself. 
“I don’t want to fold it,” she said as she thought about putting the map in her purse. 
“That’s okay,” he said. “Maps are supposed to get folded. Go ahead. You won’t hurt it.”
She smiled. “Okay, Jimmy. Thank you.”
“You’re very welcome.”
Lespeth heard the bathroom doorknob turn, and Ethel came back into the room. She wore a blue dress that went just below her knees, and she had freshly applied her make-up and fixed her hair.
“What’s going on here?” she asked in a jovial tone.
“Jimmy drew me a map,” Lespeth said.
“Oh God, Jimmy and his maps. Did you bore her with all those things?” she asked her brother.
Jimmy looked crestfallen, and Lespeth quickly said, “No, no! It wasn’t boring at all. Your brother does amazing work.”
Ethel looked from one to the other, and Lespeth saw that Ethel had seemed genuinely irritated with her brother for having brought out the maps. Her expression eased a bit, though, when she looked at Lespeth and must have seen how pleased she looked at being let in on Jimmy’s talents. She nodded and said, “I suppose you’re right,” before depositing her worn clothes in a hamper inside the closet. “I swear if you blindfolded him and walked him around the city, he’d still be able to draw a map of where you’d taken him.”
Lespeth nodded, thinking of her blindfolded exit from the shack where the Bubble was and wishing she could have had Jimmy’s gift for just that one day.
* * * * * * * *
When Carl knocked on the door, Ethel went out into the hallway to talk with him alone for a few minutes, and when she came back inside with her boyfriend in tow, Lespeth noticed first that Ethel wore a nervous grin that failed to mask some unpleasant emotions she must have been feeling, and second that Carl sported a swollen lip and an otherwise entirely sour expression. He gave off an acidic scent that Lespeth associated with anger among the humans she had detected it on before. Lespeth supposed the lovers’ conversation in the hallway had not been a pleasant one, and she could only guess that the conflict had to do with what had happened between Carl and Mr. Taylor at the studio that morning.
“All right, you two,” Ethel said, her tone falsely upbeat, “everything’s still on. Let’s get going.” Lespeth wondered if Jimmy could detect the tension between his sister and her boyfriend, but she doubted that the simple-minded young man had much capacity for processing subtle emotional cues like Ethel’s odd tone or the way she kept shifting her eyes from one thing to another, never looking at Carl or doing anything else to indicate there was some affection between them. 
“All right,” Lespeth said, trying to take on a cheerful tone and hoping her own thought processes were not as transparent as Ethel’s.
As Lespeth approached the door with her purse tucked under one arm, Ethel must have remembered her social graces, as she said, “Elizabeth Gallagher, I’d like you to meet my boyfriend, Carl Bettelheim. Carl, this is Elizabeth. I call her Lizzie, which I don’t think she minds all that much.” Lespeth offered her left hand, mindful of Pellik tucked into the palm of her right. Carl gave her a strange look, which Lespeth struggled to interpret. Then he gave her hand a quick squeeze and a light shake, nodding at her but saying nothing. 
“Pleased to meet you,” Lespeth said even though she was not. His unpleasant demeanor and scent were bad enough, but her memory of the confrontation at the studio added to her feelings of discomfort at exchanging pleasantries with Carl. She tried to look Carl in the eyes, but when he said nothing in return, only stared at her like a dead fish, she averted her gaze, focusing on the grotesque swollen lip instead and not caring if Carl caught the shift in her scrutiny of him.
His car was parked across the street from Ethel’s building, a large four-door with the top down. 
“You two are in back,” Ethel said, as she opened the front passenger door. “But no funny business now. This ain’t no struggle buggy.”
It took Lespeth a moment to process this as she climbed into the back seat and waited for Jimmy to join her. When she realized that Ethel was admonishing them against getting physically and romantically entangled in the back seat, she felt herself tremble a tiny bit at the thought; if she had still been on Kestor, her tail would have twitched involuntarily in response to her embarrassment and mild irritation, but on Earth all she could do was shake. It passed momentarily, and she was glad for it, not wanting Ethel or Jimmy to notice her discomfort. If she had been human, she knew she would have blushed, and she glanced at Jimmy to see if he had had such a reaction. Her companion sat comfortably in his seat, though, a big smile on his face; he looked excited to be here, and Lespeth couldn’t help warming to him in his childlike innocence and exuberance, her irritation at Ethel’s crass comment dissipating as Carl started the car.
They talked very little all the way to Long Beach. With the top down, the drive was noisy. The lack of conversation bothered her not at all, as she was content to observe streets, buildings, and neighborhoods she had not yet had the chance to see. When she glanced at Jimmy, she saw that he was taking it all in as well, no doubt recording the trip in his unconventional mind and planning to map out the whole excursion once he got back to his precious pencils and paper on Bunker Hill.
The Pike was crowded when they arrived, and the sun was close to setting. The foursome left Carl’s car and joined the throng at the amusement park, the beach and ocean beyond the path to the midway. Lespeth looked at the crowds, the lights, and the attractions with childlike wonder. There were tattoo parlors, carnival games, a Ferris wheel, a rollercoaster, and more attractions beyond her line of sight. She marveled at the music from the carousel and the murmur of the crowd—men, women, and children all laughing and talking at once for as far as she could see. Lespeth had been in close proximity to crowds of people before, but always in the more controlled setting of a movie audience or else sharing greater space in and around Pershing Square; now she marveled at the humanity, the infinite variety of people, and the sheer proximity of all these bodies. When she glanced sideways at Jimmy, she saw that he wore an expression similar to the one that must be on her own face, and she forced herself to pull her mouth shut and take on a slightly more dignified air so as not to appear fresh off the train from Nebraska—or straight from the Bubble that had brought her from Kestor.
“What do you want to do first?” Ethel asked. She and Carl led the way a few paces ahead, and Lespeth noted that Carl had consented to let Ethel hold his hand, his surliness perhaps melting a bit now that he had been around her longer.
“I don’t know,” Lespeth said. “There’s so much to choose from. What do you recommend?”
Ethel shrugged. “Everything. I want to make sure we go to the dancehall before we’re done. And the rollercoaster. But we can start anywhere.” She thought for a moment. “How about the merry-go-round?”
“All right,” Lespeth began although she was not sure what a “merry-go-round” was. 
“Kids’ stuff,” Carl interjected. “Rollercoaster first.”
Ethel stopped walking, looking with uncertainty from Carl to Lespeth. She paid no attention to Jimmy and seemed unconcerned with any preferences he might have. Clearly, Ethel felt torn, and Lespeth offered a solution, saying, “We can ride the rollercoaster.” She knew the ride Carl had referred to. It looked intimidating, but she wanted very much to experience as much of the amusement park as possible.
“I don’t like rollercoasters,” Jimmy said.
“Jesus,” Carl said. “I knew it.”
Ethel gave him a look that was meant to be a rebuke, but Carl did not seem to notice.
This may go badly, Pellik, she thought.
End before start?
Yes. I think.
Pellik come out now. Stay with Lespeth if no stay with others.
That probably wouldn’t be a good idea, Pellik. But thank you. And…you did give me an idea.
“It’s all right,” she said. “We’ll split up. You do the rollercoaster, and we’ll do the merry-go-round.”
Ethel looked relieved. “Perfect,” she said without asking Jimmy’s opinion. “We’ll meet up at the Ferris wheel in half an hour.” Then she hooked her arm into Carl’s and walked off. In seconds, they were swallowed by the throng, leaving Lespeth and Jimmy on their own.
Lespeth felt ill at ease for a few seconds, realizing that she—an alien from another planet with considerable scholarly expertise in the human condition but rather limited practical experience—had not only just been left in a strange place surrounded by more than a thousand strangers but that she had a man who was at least partly mentally deficient as her only guide and protector—and as her charge and responsibility at the same time. She wanted to call out for Ethel to come back, wanted to say she’d changed her mind about splitting up, but it was too late. 
Ethel and Carl were gone. 
Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, she thought to the medjite.
Need help?
That wasn’t my plan, but…Will you promise to be careful? We’re in a very crowded place. I need you to stay high in the air where no one will see you.
Yes.
If keeping yourself high in the air saps your energy, you need to tell me. Will you?
Yes.
She opened her hand and felt the wexip open. Pellik flew out in a blur of wings. Seconds later, she could see herself and Jimmy from above. She could also see what a mass of people she had entered. Help me not get lost again, she thought.
You not get lost again with Pellik. Never.
I know. Thank you, Pellik. Do you see the man I’m with?
Yes.
If we should get separated, I want you to keep him in your sight at all times. I can’t let him get lost either. Do you understand?
Of course. The medjite sounded insulted at the implication that he could not follow such simple instructions.
Having Pellik as her assistant made Lespeth feel a bit better, but the situation was unnerving nonetheless. Telling herself she needed to make the best of the situation, she took a deep breath and turned to Jimmy, saying, “Shall we?”
“Okay!” Jimmy said and led the way to the carousel.
They selected a zebra and a rabbit to ride, the unlikely animals positioned side-by-side with Lespeth’s mount on the outside. She rode the wooden rabbit sidesaddle and hung onto the brass pole as the rabbit rose and fell with the movements of the carousel. The human smile she gave Jimmy was one she forced, as she found that she did not enjoy the sensation of spinning and moving up and down simultaneously. For a moment, she feared she would faint again, the sensation of traveling up and down this way reminding her of what it had felt like to have the pavement rising up to meet her at the movie lot. She held her breath and made herself focus on the rabbit’s ears, not the rest of the world moving up and down in a distant blur. After a few seconds, the uneasy feeling passed.
When the ride was over, it was Jimmy who said he was dizzy. Lespeth suggested they get away from the crowds for a few minutes so he could get some fresh air. She was glad when he agreed. They made their way to the boardwalk. Beachgoers were beyond the wooden rails they walked beside, playing in the waves or lying in the sand. She watched the people through her own eyes as well as Pellik’s. Everyone looked like they were having such a good time. Again, Lespeth thought of Bettez-en’s conclusions about the corruption and decay at the heart of the human psyche and reminded herself of the conclusion she had already come to many times since arriving on Earth—that the professor must be wrong. There could not be this much joy, she surmised, nor this much innocent glee at such simple things as crashing waves and wooden zebras if the people feeling that happiness were as vice-ridden as the professor claimed.
They made their way to the end of the pier, reaching the rail as the sun was setting across the water. The sun ducked behind a low bank of clouds above the horizon for a moment and then peeked out as a glowing sliver above the water before sinking beyond the horizon, the clouds turning gold and pink in the fading light. Several couples had come out to the rail to watch the sunset, and many were openly displaying their affection for one another. A pang of grief filled her as she imagined Tredig with her instead of Jimmy; they might well have come here together if he had lived more than a few hours into her stay on Earth.
“You don’t look right,” Jimmy said beside her. 
She turned toward him, surprised to detect worry in his eyes. A spike of anxiety shot through her system as she called out to Pellik. Check me, Pellik! Has my face changed?
It took only a second for the medjite to buzz past her face, showing Lespeth that nothing in her visage had shifted. Relieved, she surmised that Jimmy must have noted a change in her expression, not her physical features. The unfamiliar surroundings and her nervousness at being alone with Jimmy had made her paranoid, she realized, ready to assume the worst in response to Jimmy’s innocent observation about the way her face reflected her mood.
“It’s all right,” she said and forced a smile. “I was just thinking about a friend who died not long ago, how he won’t get to see sunsets like this anymore.”
“Oh,” Jimmy responded. “That is sad.” He looked at the boardwalk beneath his feet. “My Uncle Jack died a couple months ago. That’s why I had to come be with Ethel, ‘cause my Aunt Wilma couldn’t keep an eye on me all on her own.”
“And your parents?” Lespeth asked.
“They died when I was a kid. I don’t remember them.” He looked up again, his eyes brightening some. “I drew a map of where they’re buried, though. Uncle Jack, too. I can show you later if you want to see.”
“Sure,” Lespeth said. She looked at her wristwatch. “We should head over to the Ferris wheel, I think. We’re supposed to meet Ethel and Carl there.”
“Okay.” He said it with some resignation.
“You don’t like much Carl, do you?”
“Not much,” he said and turned toward the Ferris wheel and the crowd they would have to navigate in order to get to it. 
The period of twilight after the sunset lasted not long at all, and the evening had grown fully dark by the time they had reunited with Ethel and Carl and agreed to get in line for the Ferris wheel. The line moved quickly, and they boarded two by two, Ethel staying with Carl and Lespeth riding with Jimmy. The sensation of going up and down in the gently spinning mechanical wheel was nothing like the carousel had been. The first time she and Jimmy reached the top of the Ferris wheel, Lespeth was able to see for herself the same things she had already observed through Pellik’s eyes—all the lights and commotion of the Pike, the darkness of the sea beyond the boardwalk, and the countless lights of the city spreading out in the other direction. 
When the ride slowed to a stop, she and Jimmy were near the top of the wheel. The gondola they sat in rocked back and forth, and the sounds from the midway were carried to them on the gentle ocean breeze. For the second time since arriving at the Pike, Lespeth found herself in a potentially romantic situation with Jimmy, one she supposed he was not thinking about in the same way. In the gondola above them, she supposed Ethel and Carl were locked in a tight embrace, assuming Carl’s swollen lip wasn’t causing him so much pain that he had no interest in kissing his girlfriend. The thought made her feel awkward, so she opted to fill the silence between her and Jimmy.
“You can see so much from up here,” she said.
“Yeah.”
She cleared her throat, trying to think of a different approach. Tipping her head back to observe the night sky spread out above them like a canopy of tiny twinkling lights, she said, “Do you ever think about all those stars?”
“Not really.”
“You could probably make a map of those, too.”
“I suppose.”
Where do you think Kestor is, Pellik? she thought to the medjite, who was taking a break from flight, having landed on the edge of the gondola out of Jimmy’s line of sight.
Where it always been, her symbiote returned. Dumb question.
It’s probably not any of the stars we can see. Most likely it’s hidden from view. We’re so far away.
With a sigh, she said to Jimmy, “You don’t ever wonder if there are other people out there living among the stars on their own little planets?”
Jimmy looked up and was silent for several seconds. “I never really thought about it before.” He smiled. “What if they’re on a Ferris wheel up there looking down at us?”
“Maybe they are,” she said. “I like that idea.” She looked over to see him gazing at the stars, the little lights reflected in his eyes, and again she was struck by his simplicity and innocence. It was not the stigma Ethel had made it sound like but rather something to be admired, she told herself, something almost attractive.
The Ferris wheel rolled upward again, this time stopping with their gondola at the very top. Lespeth surveyed the scene again as the car rocked to a stop once more, and then she looked at Jimmy again; he was still staring at the sky. “Do you think they have Ferris wheels?” he asked.
“Up there? Maybe. And maybe they have things we can’t even begin to imagine.”
“Like what?” he asked.
“What if…” she began, halting as the words passed through her mind. She knew that the thing she’d been on the verge of saying was a serious breach in mission protocol, and then she said it regardless. “What if people on one of those planets built a machine that created passages through space…passages that allowed them to travel from one planet to another?” 
“Like a tunnel?”
“Yes. Or…or a bubble. You could just step into the giant bubble on one side and come out the other on a different planet. Wouldn’t that be something?”
“It would.”
“Would you…would you pass through if you could?”
“To another planet?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t know,” he said, pulling his eyes from the sky to look at her now, a serious expression on his face. “Do you think…do you think if they were smart enough to build a machine like that, they could maybe build something to make me not so dumb?”
“Jimmy,” she said, suddenly sad. She reached a hand out and put it over his where it rested on his knee. “You’re not dumb.”
“That’s nice of you to say, but you know it’s not true.”
She nodded. Knowing that she was not speaking to a child and that she could not simply appease him with superior-sounding assurances, she said, “Jimmy, you may not be as smart as the next person in some ways. Like maybe with some subjects in school. But I can tell that you’re very smart in other ways. I couldn’t draw maps like you do. Most people couldn’t. Or remember all the details you do to put them together so well. Did you do well in math when you were in school?”
“No.”
The gondola moved again, starting them on the downward journey.
“But you must be good at math without even knowing it. Otherwise, you couldn’t get the proportion so accurate on your maps. And all those angles, all drawn without rulers or a protractor.” She was pleased to see Jimmy nod at this. “And then there’s spelling. You spell all those place names correctly on your map without having to look any of them up. And I’ll bet you don’t even write those things down when you see them in real life, do you? You just remember and spell them out the right way. A truly dumb person couldn’t do any of that, could they?”
Jimmy looked like he was concentrating on the question for a moment before saying, “I suppose not.” He smiled broadly. “Maybe I’m not so dumb after all.”
“Not dumb in the least.” She patted his hand now but then left her own on top of his, holding his hand the rest of the time they spent working their way to the bottom of the wheel. It was the most genuine contact she had yet had with a human being.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
The human being is a most fascinating creature, unlike any we have encountered in our studies. While their physiology is not remarkably different from that of the Kestori, their habits, values, and behaviors mark them as truly alien, and we must proceed with caution.
--Kels erla Makke-da, excerpted from his private journals composed sometime before the beginning of his expedition to Earth
Archives, Center for Earth Studies, Rakka University, Kestor
 
The worst part of being at the Pike was watching people eat. Everywhere Lespeth looked, people were feeding themselves cotton candy, peanuts, taffy, and hot dogs. The human habit of public consumption did not bother Lespeth as much as it had on her first day driving into downtown with the Andersons, but it was still difficult to watch. Even worse was the expectation that she eat in front of other humans, something she managed to do only sparingly and even then only with the aid of her centering techniques. She managed to eat a few crackers and a piece of fruit every day in the Paramount commissary a few hours after a larger meal in the privacy of her room at the Portsmouth, but it was an ordeal. Typically, she was quite hungry by the time she returned to the hotel to eat again, and she had been feeling rather empty by the time they had arrived at the Pike. Eating as part of the foursome was something she had steeled herself for, but even so, she could not help the feeling of dread that overcame her when Ethel suggested they get hot dogs before heading to the bumper cars.
This is really food? she thought to Pellik when she received the meat and bread inside a paper wrapper.
The medjite circled high above her as she walked away from the hot dog stand. Maybe, he said. Good luck.
Thanks, she said. You’re not much help sometimes.
Yes.
Lespeth watched as Jimmy unwrapped his hot dog and took a large bite, chewing with obvious pleasure as the sides of his cheeks bulged out. It was a horrible sight, one that made her want to walk away and get lost in the crowd until the eating ordeal was over. Still near the hot dog stand, Ethel and Carl were loading their purchases with condiments—yellow, green, and red—which made Lespeth have to look away.
I can’t do this, Pellik, she thought.
Have to.
I know.
She took a moment to center herself and then pulled at the wrapper to examine the meat and bread in her hand. Then she turned slightly away from Jimmy so she couldn’t see his face as she took a tentative bite of the meat. She did catch other people’s eyes as she chewed, however, which made her swallow as quickly as possible. To her horror, Pellik made a pass in front of her face as she took her next bite, giving her a quick but very close view of herself as she chewed.
Pellik! she rebuked him, her mouth still working.
Sorry.
Somehow I don’t think that’s true.
With the hot dog still only half eaten in her hand, she saw through Pellik’s eyes that Ethel and Carl were approaching from behind, their food in their hands and their jaws working as they approached. Forcing a smile, she turned to greet them and tried not to look at their lips and teeth, an impossible task; the foursome began working their way through the crowd toward the bumper cars. Lespeth was the only one with anything left to eat by the time they reached the attraction, and she forced herself to swallow the rest before getting in line with Jimmy at her side.
After the bumper cars, they tried their hands at a few carnival games, all of which Lespeth found confusing; she fared poorly at everything she tried, prompting some teasing from Ethel. Carl remained taciturn and smiled very little. Lespeth at first assumed this was because it hurt his lip for him to use his mouth much, but he also appeared preoccupied rather than merely quiet. She surmised that he was either irritated at not having Ethel to himself or that he was worried about his future employment now that things had come to a head with Mr. Taylor and whatever business Carl had had on the Paramount lot. In either case, Lespeth decided it was none of her business, and she made no effort to engage Ethel’s young man in conversation, content to listen to Ethel’s wisecracks and to continue her observations. 
When he was with his sister, Jimmy grew quiet again, less forthcoming than he had been with Lespeth while looking at the ocean or riding the Ferris wheel. Lespeth assumed there were boundaries there, longstanding instructions Ethel had given her brother to keep him out of awkward situations, and he followed them like an obedient hound, rarely straying. When he did offer an opinion or make an observation, it was often a non sequitur, the spontaneous expression of some thought he had been having independent from anything else that had been going on. At those times, Lespeth caught Ethel giving her brother rebuking glances that were followed by nervous looks in Carl’s direction. If Ethel’s boyfriend had been paying attention to Jimmy’s interjections, he gave no indication, and Jimmy usually caught his sister’s glances and fell back into sheepish silence.
After spending half an hour in the dancehall—where Ethel and Carl danced while Lespeth and Jimmy stood among the wallflowers, Jimmy looking nervous and Lespeth casually observing the mating rituals going on around her—Carl expressed a desire to see some “real entertainment” beyond the borders of the Pike. Ethel agreed readily without asking Lespeth or Jimmy what they thought, and soon the four were walking the streets of the Long Beach waterfront around the edges of the amusement park, Pellik now resting in the wexip after an extended and tiring time in the air. They were by no means isolated, as several other young people roamed the area, but no longer did the revelers around them include families with children; the tattoo parlors and other attractions on the fringes of the park were less savory than merry-go-rounds and funhouses. 
The sign above the building where they stopped read simply “Burlesque,” and there was a small stage set up out front with a bare spotlight shining down on it. About a dozen people milled around, some couples but mostly single men. 
“What is this?” Lespeth whispered to Ethel.
“A girly show. We won’t be able to go in, but if Carl wants to…you don’t mind waiting around, do you?”
“No,” she said. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to mind but decided it would be best to follow Ethel’s lead.
Not long after, a man in a striped suit and straw hat stepped onto the stage. He held up a megaphone and began talking into it, pacing the stage as he went and throwing his voice in different directions to try and gather as many people toward him as he could. “We’ve got quite a show for you gentlemen tonight now that you’ve spent the afternoon with the wives and kiddies out at the Pike. I see a few ladies in the crowd now, and while I wish I could offer the hospitality of this fine establishment to all of you, it is my regret that, alas, the content of our little drama might be too much for the fairer sex. But, gentlemen, if you’ve come for a moment’s entertainment the likes of which you can get nowhere else, well…this is the place!”
As he spoke, more of the milling pedestrians began to circle around the little stage. Most were men, but there were a few women as well. They crowded together to get close to the stage, and Lespeth found herself pushed shoulder to shoulder between Ethel and Jimmy; the proximity made her uncomfortable.
“We have for you fine gentlemen,” the barker was saying, “a story that begins here in our very city of Long Beach. It’s the story of a sweet girl, innocent to the ways of the world.”
Now a young woman came onto the stage. She was comely and petite, and though she was dressed in modest clothing no different from what any of the women in the crowd wore, several of the men began making catcalls and whistling their approval. The woman looked shyly at the floor of the stage but occasionally raised her eyes to wink lasciviously at the men who called out to her.
“Young Jane here used to walk these very streets, going to and from her modest home to the hospital where her dear old mother lay dying,” the barker went on. “The hospital bills were too much for her, though, and desperate Jane knew she needed help. That was when a man entered her life, Sheik Mohammed.” 
Now a man walked on stage as well, standing opposite the young woman. His garb looked Arabic, like leftovers from The Sheik, and Lespeth knew the man was supposed to be a stand-in for Valentino’s character from the movie. 
“This wealthy prince from the far off sands of Arabia offered our innocent heroine all the riches she could want, even enough to pay for an operation to save her dear old mother, if only she would travel with him to his kingdom across the seas. And what do you think she did, my friends? Did she go?”
“Yes! Yes!” called out myriad voices from the crowd.
“Go, baby!”
“Come with me instead!”
There was jostling in the crowd now, and Lespeth felt someone’s hand brush against her rear. She turned to the left and right, but no one standing near her made any eye contact, so she disregarded it as an innocent mistake.
On the stage, the actress playing Jane disappeared with the man dressed as the Sheik, ducking behind a curtain. 
“What awaited Jane in this exotic locale,” the barker went on, “could not have been anticipated by this poor innocent. For the Sheik, it turned out, had a whole harem of American lovelies whom he had made his slave girls, and Jane was forced to learn the dance of the seven veils and more things not politely spoken of in public.”
Now another woman appeared on the stage. Lespeth knew it was supposed to have been the same woman, but told herself that this was impossible—the costume had changed too completely and too quickly. This woman had her face and hair covered by veils while the rest of her body was hidden in gossamer fabric that draped and flowed, thin veils trailing from her fingers that she waved around dramatically as she danced across the stage. It was designed to be tantalizing, Lespeth saw, the conceit being that the thin material could slip away at any moment to reveal the woman’s body beneath, but no such accident occurred. 
Although she told herself she should be taking notes or at least trying to remember every detail so she could write it all down later, this public display of human sexuality left Lespeth feeling less than analytical. Something about the story being enacted onstage had caused her tongue to begin swelling. She told herself this shouldn’t be happening, that the lascivious movements on the stage were being performed by a member of another species and should therefore have no effect on her, but logic could do nothing to make the tingling feeling of arousal go away.
The dancer inspired more catcalls and cheers from the crowd, more jostling as well, and the spell that Lespeth felt she must be under was broken when she felt someone pinch her bottom. Now she turned, anger on her face, but neither of the men behind her gave any indication that they were the guilty party, so she spun back around, her fists balled and her temper flaring.
Pellik! she called through the vekkatch.
I need you.
She opened her fist and watched in her mind’s eye as Pellik flew from the wexip, first traveling high into the air and then settling into a spot less than a meter over her head.
One of the men behind me keeps touching me, she told the medjite. Watch them so I can see which one it is.
You want Pellik bite?
No. You know you can’t do that. It wouldn’t be safe.
Pellik know.
No biting!
Fine.
“To see the rest,” the barker concluded as “Jane” pranced off the stage, “you’ll need to join us inside. A display that defies expectation awaits you, along with the conclusion of the story. What feminine wiles did young Jane employ once in the clutches of the sheik? And what other things did he force upon her? What other secrets are to be found within the mysterious harem filled with beautiful young women? You’ll find out for a nominal fee at the door. If you pass it up tonight, you’ll never know, and your curiosity may only be surpassed by the feelings of regret you will have for missing such an opportunity.”
Lespeth saw Carl lean over to whisper in Ethel’s ear. Ethel turned sharply away, looking at her brother and then back to Carl, who leaned in once more. After a moment’s hesitation, Ethel nodded.
The crowd was dispersing, several men forming a queue at the door of the burlesque hall while the merely curious—including most of the couples who’d ceased their strolls to watch the spectacle—moved on. Lespeth was unsure of what her group was doing, but assumed she would be subjected to no more groping. 
Ethel linked her arm into Carl’s, and then the pair turned toward Lespeth and Jimmy. “Carl wants to see the rest of the show,” Ethel said. “Which is fine with me. I don’t want to see no chubby girl from the wrong side of the tracks dance around in dusty old sheets anyway. But he says some of these shows can get a little wild, so Jimmy’s gonna go with him.”
Lespeth looked at Jimmy, whose face was a mask of mortification. She had been so focused on the performance and on steeling herself to confront the groper should he strike again that she hadn’t thought at all about Jimmy during the teaser act and what he might be feeling at seeing the lascivious display. Now she saw that he must not have liked it one bit, his expression one of complete shock that he should be expected to go inside and see more.
“Come on, Jimmy,” Ethel said. “Do me a favor, won’t you? Keep an eye on Carl for me?”
Jimmy shook his head. “I don’t think this is a good idea,” he said.
“Sure, it’s a good idea,” Carl responded. He let go of Ethel’s arm and reached out to pat Jimmy on the shoulder, a friendly, brotherly gesture. “Come on. You might learn a thing or two.”
Jimmy looked from Carl to Ethel and finally Lespeth, his eyes imploring.
“I don’t think he wants to go,” Lespeth said, trying to sound firm and decisive, which was not easy since she felt as surprised as Jimmy must at the proposition Carl and Ethel were making.
Carl ignored her. He stepped forward now and put an arm around Jimmy, embracing him as though they were the most familiar of friends. “Come on, old Jim,” he said. “We’re gonna make a man of you.”
He began walking, steering Jimmy to the end of the quickly shrinking line as man after man bought his ticket and entered the building. Jimmy looked back over his shoulder, first at his sister and then at Lespeth, his expression desperate.
Not knowing what else to do, Lespeth said, “Don’t you think this is kind of cruel?”
Ethel turned to her and smiled. “Don’t take it so seriously, Lizzie. He’ll be fine. Nothing happens in those shows but a lot of teasing and a little flash at the end of each number. The girls stay covered just enough to keep it legal. You don’t see the cops raiding this place, do you?”
“No, but Jimmy doesn’t want—”
“Jimmy doesn’t know what he wants,” Ethel said, cutting her off. “He’s twenty-one years old. I’m sure he’s never seen a girl with her clothes off. I doubt he’s ever even so much as kissed one. This’ll maybe be good for him. Might wake him up a little to what the world has to offer, get him out of his stupid maps a bit, get him to build up some ambition so’s maybe he can finally make a little something of himself.” She turned to look back at the shrinking line, Carl and Jimmy near its end. Then she added, “And maybe get him out of my hair.”
“Is it so bad?” Lespeth asked. She felt sorry for Jimmy but saw now there was no way she could prevent his being taken into the burlesque house. 
To Pellik, she thought, Go inside, Pellik. Keep an eye on the man I’ve been with.
No leave Lespeth outside.
Just go, Pellik. I’ll be fine.
Not like.
It’s dark out here, Pellik. If anything in my appearance starts to change, Ethel won’t see. I doubt you’ll be gone long.
“It’s not,” Ethel said with a sigh. The pair was practically alone now before the empty stage. “Not really. But it’s bad enough. I don’t get no privacy. I can’t have Carl over to…you know. And if we go to his place, I can never stay ‘cause I gotta get back to Jimmy. I’m young, Lizzie! You know? I could be somebody’s mother, sure. But…not a grown man like him. I can’t be saddled with him forever, can I? How’m I ever gonna land a man for good?”
“You don’t think Carl’s ‘the one’?”
“To marry?” 
Lespeth nodded.
“No.” Ethel gave her a wistful smile. “Not him. He’s….ummm…he’s a very nice distraction. I mean, look at him—except for that busted lip now, but even then. He’s gorgeous, you know? But…he’s not the kind you want to bring home to mother. He’s a bit dangerous. He’s a fast horse you take out to the track, not the dependable one you hitch up to a buggy and ride home in. You get me?”
“I think so.”
She watched through the vekkatch as Pellik flew into the burlesque house, giving her a clear view of the top of Jimmy’s head. There were rows of seats inside the little theater where Jimmy now was, and she watched as Jimmy took a seat beside Carl. They faced a stage that was no larger than the one the barker had employed outside, a worn red curtain covering the stage and a single bright spotlight aiming at its center.
“Sometimes…” Ethel said, turning from the outdoor stage and crossing her arms over her chest. “Sometimes I wish I could just run away from everything…from work and rent and Jimmy, even Carl.” She began aimlessly walking, the last of the paying customers now inside the building, and Lespeth fell into step with her. As they talked, they ambled up and down in front of the burlesque house, never straying into the shadows nearby. “Sometimes, everything just seems so pointless. Like all the work, day in and day out, doesn’t really add up to anything. You ever feel like that? Like there’s just no point sometimes?”
The question sounded desperate, causing Lespeth to see a side of Ethel that she had been unaware of until now. It gave Lespeth pause. She wanted to answer in the negative, but then she thought of the joy she’d taken in the oblivion to be found in the sewing machine oil. The bliss that those sips brought, she realized, was a form of relief, a way of forgetting everything else. She surmised that Ethel was talking about a different kind of escape, however.
“Sometimes,” she said, knowing she was giving off a hesitant scent that Ethel could not detect. And then, thinking of the story that had been enacted on the stage before them, she said, “If you ever met a man like that sheik…would you go with him?”
Ethel shot her a quick look, her expression newly energized. “In a heartbeat,” she said. 
The shift in Ethel’s demeanor and the assuredness of her response surprised Lespeth. As she processed what the human had said, she asked, “He’s not exactly the horse you ride home either, is he?”
Inside the theater, the curtains parted, and a woman dressed similarly to the second “Jane” from the teaser show appeared in the spotlight. She moved around the stage, waving her arms to let the scarves trail in the air around her, the spotlight following her every move. There was a rhythm to her movements, and Lespeth assumed there must be music playing to accompany the act. Able only to see rather than hear through the vekkatch, she had to guess at the sounds accompanying the woman’s act.
“No” Ethel said. “No, not at all. But a man like that…a man with riches and power…a man who could take care of you for good. You wouldn’t need to bring him home, would you? You could just disappear the way those girls do when they get taken away into a harem and never come back.”
“You think that really happens?”
“It must! Those harems don’t fill themselves, do they? Those girls gotta come from somewhere.”
“But to be a man’s…concubine, practically his slave…” Lespeth said as she watched the dancer’s attire beginning to come off. “That’s what you’d want?”
“No. No, not like that. Not a real sheik like in the movies. But if a rich man pulled up right here in his limousine and said he’d take me away to be his…forever…even if it meant not being his legal wife and everything…just taken care of. Boy, I wouldn’t look back. If I ever don’t show up to work for a few days, maybe you come looking for me and I’ll leave you a note saying which yacht you can find me on!” She laughed at the prospect, absurd as it was. “What about you? Would you go?”
“Leave everything I know just to go off with some man?” Lespeth asked. She felt sadness creeping into her voice as she thought of all she’d left to be with Tredig, how she’d gone so willingly, blissfully, only to have her dream shattered in a screech of tires. “Maybe,” she said. “It would depend on the man, I suppose.”
“It all depends on the man,” Ethel agreed. “God, I hate them sometimes. But I love ‘em, too.”
Lespeth remained silent for a moment, a dozen questions whirling through her mind. Inside the theater, the dancer was barely clad, and she moved with suggestive gyrations to make her near-nudity that much more enticing to her audience. Finally, she asked, “You’ve been with…more than one?”
Ethel looked at her for a moment, her expression bemused, and Lespeth worried she might have asked an inappropriate question. But then Ethel said, “You mean with with?”
Lespeth nodded.
“Three altogether. One boy back home. He was sweet, but he was never leaving Iowa City, and that’s all I really wanted. And another fella I saw for a little while when I first started at the studio. I’m not kissing and telling, though! You’re just gonna have to guess who it was. And even if you get it right, I still won’t tell.” She laughed and then said, “What about you?”
“Me?”
“Yeah. How many?”
Lespeth looked down for a moment, unsure of herself, and then said, “Just one.”
Her friend must have caught something in Lespeth’s voice, as she turned now to look at her, the jovial kidding vanishing from her tone as she said, “He broke your heart, didn’t he?”
“Yes,” Lespeth said, telling herself it was not a lie.
“And he’s why you came to California, isn’t he? You had to get away, start over again.”
Lespeth nodded. “You could put it that way.”
Inside the theater, the first dance was over, the dancer having run offstage without taking off all her clothes. She was replaced with two more who danced together, doing a similar striptease.
“Oh, sweetie,” Ethel said, grasping Lespeth’s hand. “You’re not quite over it yet, are you?” When Lespeth shook her head, Ethel went on. “They’re lousy, every one of ‘em. But we’ll get you squared away. You come to me when you’re ready, and I’ll make sure I set you up with a looker or two. Just someone to have a little fun with, not to give your heart to. You’ll feel better in no time.”
“All right,” Lespeth said.
After the duo danced for the men inside, one more act brought the show to a close with this woman stripping down to almost nothing and writhing on the stage while a man dressed as a sheik watched and directed her. It’s a power fantasy, Lespeth thought to Pellik. That’s really what all those men in the audience want—power over women.
You say, came the medjite’s response. Pellik say boring.
Same thing, same thing, same thing.
We’ll have to lodge your complaint with the management, Lespeth thought in response.
Not long after, the doors of the burlesque house opened, and the audience began streaming out. Pellik flew out with them, unnoticed in the darkness, and took up his position above the crowd. Most of the men emerged from the theater with broad smiles on their faces; some laughed and joked with one another. When Lespeth saw Carl and Jimmy emerge, though, she noted no manly bond between the two. For his part, Carl looked as amused as most of the other men; Jimmy, however, looked like he was about to be ill. His mouth was a grim line, and he stared straight ahead with expressionless eyes, as though the things he’d seen inside had burned his retinas and left him blind.
Ethel, having forgotten that all men were lousy, broke her hold on Lespeth’s hand and rushed to Carl, putting her arms around him and planting a kiss on his lips. He returned her embrace hungrily, and when she pulled back, she said, “That must’ve been some show. But those girls ain’t got nothing on me, do they baby?” 
Carl smiled and kissed her again.
Their display of affection made Lespeth uncomfortable, and she looked at Jimmy, who refused to make eye contact with her. He looked embarrassed and ashamed.
Before she had a chance to offer Jimmy any comforting words, his sister broke from Carl’s lips again and said, “How’d you like it, Jimmy? Finally got to see what girls look like?”
It sounded cruel to Lespeth’s ears. 
Vice and frailty, she thought to Pellik, the positive feelings she’d had for humanity while on the boardwalk seeming like a distant memory. Maybe corruption really is built into their genetic code. Maybe they’re all lost. That was how she thought of the people in Tredig’s files—as lost. Even the dancer who had portrayed the innocent version of Jane in the pathetic teaser act before the show…she was lost, too, lost in a maze of hormones and promises, only some of which would be kept. 
Maybe, Pellik answered from within the vekkatch. Maybe they just on different path.
“Oh, he saw all right,” Carl said in response to Ethel’s teasing.
“Maybe now you’ll know what to do the next time a pretty girl gives you the eye,” Ethel chimed in, but Jimmy said nothing and looked only at the ground.
“Let’s blow kiddie land,” Carl said. “I need a drink.”
He linked his arm in Ethel’s and began walking toward the parking lot where they had left his car. Jimmy made no move to follow. Lespeth hesitated a moment, wondering what kind of “drink” Carl could be referring to that they couldn’t have gotten back on the Pike. But then, seeing that Ethel and Carl were not stopping to see if she and Jimmy followed, she thought, Let’s go, Pellik, before impulsively taking Jimmy’s hand and walking quickly to catch up to them. She wondered if Ethel could be so enraptured with Carl as to actually leave her dependent brother behind if he had refused to follow, or if Lespeth herself also would be abandoned here, far from home in this strange city, and she did not want to know the answer.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
As many of you may recall, there were concerns prior to the first expeditions to Earth that the necessary loss of a subject’s tail would have a crippling effect. Thanks to the sacrifices of the members of the Makke-da team, we have learned that this is not the case. However, the possibility remains that it was the emotional loss of this appendage and the ensuing changes in brain chemistry that may have contributed to the disastrous results of that expedition. More information is needed. Unfortunately, with only one surviving member of the expedition having returned to Kestor, the opportunity for further study is severely limited. Weighing our options, it is my opinion that the benefits of further Earth exploration outweigh the risks; however, those studies need to be monitored most carefully.
Iskkal gra Pharthepp-at, Chief Director of the Center for Human Studies, 16.8890-16.8898
Excerpt from a transcript of his address to the Council of Directors, 16.8893.6.21
 
The speakeasy was in a part of town Lespeth did not recognize, although she surmised that it was closer to downtown Los Angeles than the Pike had been. Carl had driven them through the night, navigating the maze of streets with confidence. As had been the case during the drive to Long Beach, the foursome rode mostly in silence, giving Lespeth time to contemplate the response she had had to the teaser show. It had to have been the story, she thought, keeping her musings to herself rather than share them with Pellik, who had hidden in the wexip
again once the car was moving. It had not been the alien dance that had aroused her; of this she was sure, but something about the fictional Jane’s predicament had connected with the pleasure centers in Lespeth’s brain. What was it? she wondered. The license to behave indiscreetly without fear of reprisal? The dominance? Something else? It puzzled her and made her wonder if she shouldn’t be studying herself along with the humans who surrounded her. She supposed Ethel’s reaction had been similar—not actual physical arousal but rather a triggering of her sexual fantasies, which she had shared with Lespeth after very little prompting. For the men in the audience, the show must have worked in a different way—but not for Jimmy, she realized. 
Knowing that Ethel would not notice from her position in the front seat, Lespeth leaned close to Jimmy’s ear and said, “Are you all right?”
He nodded his response but still would not look at her.
“It’s okay, Jimmy. I don’t think any less of you. I know they made you go in there. I know you didn’t want to.”
Finally, he made eye contact with her. His mouth still showed no expression, but the tension in his eyes eased a bit at her comment. Then he said, “It wasn’t nice. Those girls…they’re not nice at all.”
“I understand.” She patted his hand, the image of the dances he’d seen still fresh in her mind. “You don’t have to go back.”
“Good.”
Carl parked on a dark street in an industrial part of town and led the foursome down an alley between two metal-sided buildings. The alley crossed another, which they turned onto, and then he stopped before what looked like a steel door with no numbers, signs, or other discerning features. He knocked twice, then three more times. The door opened a crack, the sounds of reveling slipping out, and Carl leaned into it. He said something Lespeth could not hear. There was a second’s hesitation, and then the door opened. Carl took Ethel by the hand and stepped through. Lespeth and Jimmy exchanged uncertain glances and followed.
The room beyond the door was dimly lit and no bigger than double the size of Lespeth’s room at the Portsmouth, but there must have been thirty people inside, most crowded around small tables that took up every possible part of the floor. There was also a bar at the back of the room, and several people stood around it, talking and laughing with each other and occasionally calling out orders to the busy bartender. The concentration of so many people in such a small space made Lespeth feel a bit overwhelmed, the barrage of odors assaulting her senses. As Carl led them to a tiny table near the rear of the speakeasy, Lespeth detected myriad perfumes, several varieties of tobacco, and more body odor than she had been prepared for—scents that she read as lustful, depressed, aggressive and carefree, all blended together in a way that made her feel terribly confused. And permeating it all was the unpleasant smell of liquor. 
Once he had his party seated, Carl went to the bar and tried to get the bartender’s attention. Lespeth leaned close to Ethel and said, “What is this place?”
“This your first speakeasy, Lizzie?” Her eyes were alive with excitement. “Carl’s brought me here a couple times. It’s a fun place.”
Lespeth thought about this and about everything else she’d seen since entering. She had read about bootleggers and speakeasies, not only in the articles from Tredig’s files but also in the copies of the Herald that she perused almost every day. Alcohol was illegal; of this she was clearly aware. And for the first time, she found herself in a place where the banned substance was being sold and consumed. She looked around at the revelers seated at the tiny tables, groups of men and women both young and old, all Caucasian. They drank without shame, nothing furtive in their gestures or postures. Lespeth grasped that these people were not hiding, not worried that anyone would report them or humiliate them with evidence of their being in this place. If any of them knew that one of the buttons on her purse’s handle would activate the hidden camera built into its side, they might have behaved differently, she guessed. 
She had taken a seat facing the bar, her back to the rest of the room. When she heard the shuffling of tables and chairs behind her, she turned to see a large party situating themselves in the middle of the room, moving tables so they could all sit together. Even so, there were not enough chairs for everyone in the party to sit, and Lespeth saw that two women stood flanking a seated man, all with their backs to her. The women had their arms draped casually on the man’s shoulders, and most of the other men in the group seemed focused on everything the seated man said, leading Lespeth to think he was what the newspaper stories called a “big shot.”
Where we now? Pellik asked from inside the wexip.
A type of restaurant, she answered. It’s very busy.
Pellik need see.
Pellik need stay put. It’s too crowded in here. It’s dangerous for you.
Danger for Lespeth if skin turn purple. Pellik help.
I’m fine, Pellik. She thought the words with confidence even as she told herself she might be acting recklessly. She had fainted earlier in the day and had felt strangely more than once since then. It could easily have been argued that this was the wrong time altogether to be doing things like sending the medjite into a burlesque house without her or insisting he stay in the wexip while she was surrounded by humans she did not know, any one of whom might notice a slip in her appearance. Even so, she left Pellik where he was, his safety in the crowded room troubling her more than the strange sensations she’d been experiencing.
Carl returned after a few minutes, taking the seat next to Ethel. He surveyed the room with a smile, appearing to Lespeth like someone completely comfortable in his surroundings. She saw that his eyes lit on the large party behind her, and he tipped his hat. Turning in her chair, she saw one of the men seated across from the leader return the gesture with a wink. There was something in his expression that made Lespeth think of Bettez-en’s lizard.
“Who’s that?” Ethel asked.
“Just a business associate,” Carl said.
“Well that sounds mysterious,” Ethel said. “What’s his name?”
“Bunny Wiseman,” Carl answered.
“Bunny?” Ethel replied with a laugh.
“Not so loud,” Carl admonished. More quietly, he said, “I think it’s something he picked up as a kid. His real name’s Bernard, but the ‘Bunny’ thing just stuck, and he kind of hates it but can’t do nothing about it.” He looked around the table, his gaze falling on Jimmy. “I guess a lot us get saddled with things we can’t do much about, right?”
Ethel looked at him and then at Jimmy, but she did not seem compelled to say anything. Lespeth wanted to speak up, but decided it would be better to remain silent. Glancing at Jimmy, she saw he seemed unaware of Carl’s slight.
When a waitress in a flimsy dress arrived with Carl’s order, Lespeth felt grateful for the distraction. The feeling was short lived. So preoccupied had she been with taking in her surroundings that she had not given any thought to the fact that she might be expected to imbibe in the illegal substances she had read about. She had assumed that Carl had ordered for himself at the bar—or possibly himself and Ethel—and that the four of them would leave once he had drunk his fill. But now there was a small glass of amber liquid in front of Lespeth, with three more on the table. 
She glanced at Jimmy, who appeared almost as uneasy now as he had upon exiting the burlesque show. Before she could say anything, Carl had taken up the glass in front of him, holding it ceremoniously in the air. To Lespeth’s surprise, Ethel did the same, lifting her glass and saying, “Come on, you two. No one likes a party pooper. Bottoms up!”
Hesitating a moment, Lespeth reached for her glass and saw that Jimmy followed her lead. She had been about to console herself with the idea that it was all in the name of research and that drinking in public was at least not as bad as eating, but when she saw that her acquiescence had prompted Jimmy to do the same, it gave her a pang of guilt. Even so, when Carl and Ethel raised their glasses to their lips, Lespeth followed suit and saw Jimmy do the same. She drank, tipping her glass to pour the liquor in as Ethel and Carl did, and immediately she wished she hadn’t. The alcohol burned as it touched her tongue and burned more as it slid down her throat. She feared for a moment that she would wretch, but the liquor stayed down, at least for the time being. Carl and Ethel each set their glasses down with great satisfaction, and Ethel even let out a little “Whoop!” Lespeth, however, returned her glass gingerly to the table, feeling a moment’s uncertainty about where the tabletop was. For the second time tonight, she feared she would faint again, but the feeling passed after a few seconds. Only then did she look at Jimmy to see that the poor man looked to be on the verge of tears. 
“Another!” Ethel said with enthusiasm. Her zeal surprised Lespeth. Ethel clearly had a penchant for drink, Lespeth realized, something her friend had never indicated during the casual conversations they had shared.
“Not for me,” Lespeth said, and she was glad to hear Jimmy echo her. 
“Me neither,” he said with more forcefulness than Lespeth had thought him capable. 
“Oh, come on,” Ethel pleaded. “Don’t be a sourpuss. Just one more.”
The thought of one more drink was almost enough to make the first one come back up, and Lespeth said, “No. Really. It doesn’t agree with me.”
“Or me,” Jimmy added. 
Carl and Ethel exchanged glances, and Lespeth thought Ethel was ready to laugh about it and forget the whole thing. But then Carl said, “You don’t drink with us anymore and you can just find your own ride home.” His eyes had taken on a cruel expression, and Lespeth doubted that the cruelty had been born of liquor. She was no expert but assumed that a single drink would not be enough to loosen Carl’s inhibitions—if he even had any to loosen. No, she thought, this was the same cruelty that had motivated the sojourn into the burlesque house, and that decision had not been fueled by alcohol. To use the parlance she’d read in more than one newspaper account of foul play, Carl “had it in” for Jimmy and was flexing his muscles here on his home territory. 
Lespeth did not expect Jimmy to stand up to this now any more than he had on the street beyond the Pike. She had been upset with herself for being complicit in Jimmy’s earlier humiliation and again just now in doing what little she had to encourage him to drink. Confrontations with human beings were not things she had been trained for on the other side of the Bubble, but she felt compelled to risk one anyway—partly for Jimmy’s sake and partly for her own. “If you’re not going to give us a ride, we’ll take a cab,” she said, hoping her tone sounded convincingly self-assured.
Now Ethel chimed in, saying, “Oh, hey! Come on now! Carl ain’t serious!”
But Carl started talking over her. “Good luck finding a cab in this part of town, sister.”
He was serious. Lespeth surmised that the longer she and Jimmy stayed in the speakeasy, the worse Carl would get, the alcohol feeding his belligerence. 
“Come on, Jimmy,” she said, rising to go. 
Where go? Pellik asked.
Leaving, Lespeth thought to him. I may need your help getting back to the hotel.
No Andersons this time.
No.
“Oh, hey!” Ethel said again. “Wait! What’s the big deal? Carl ain’t serious, I tell you! And besides it’s just one drink! Just one!”
No matter how much Ethel implored, Lespeth saw no change in the cruel smile in Carl’s eyes. “Come on, Jimmy,” she said again and was glad to see that after a moment’s uncertain glance at his sister, Jimmy followed her in standing up. 
“Wait!” Ethel implored, but Carl put a possessive hand on her forearm, and the rest of her protests faded into nothing.
Lespeth turned away from the table. “Let’s go, Jimmy,” she said and began threading her way through the dingy drinking club, Jimmy at her heels. When they passed the two tables that had been pushed together, Lespeth could not help taking one more look back at Ethel to see if her friend had found the nerve to leave Carl and follow her and Jimmy out of the speakeasy. As she turned her head, though, her eyes fell not on Ethel but on the man who was the center of attention at the table, the “big shot” whom the women hung on and the men deferred to. 
With the speakeasy so crowded, she could not catch the man’s scent and so had to rely on visual cues as she sought to understand his presence. He was old and completely bald, which surprised Lespeth given the amount of attention he was getting from the young women who flanked him. She could see tattoos on the sides of his neck, fingers of color snaking up from under the collar of his expensive suit. Lespeth had only read about tattoos, had never seen one, and the old man’s seemed incongruous with the sense of wealth he conveyed in his dress and demeanor. 
Even more distracting, though, was the look he gave Lespeth when their eyes locked. The old man sat up straighter, a look on his face that was not quite the same as the ones she still received from people who must have mistaken her for Mary Miles Minter; while this man’s expression partly conveyed recognition, it also indicated fear. He opened his mouth as though to speak but then closed it again, his eyes narrowing. 
A bit alarmed at this exchange of glances and no longer thinking at all about finding Ethel in the crowd again, Lespeth turned away and doubled her efforts to get to the door, leading Jimmy through the jumble of tables and drinkers without looking back again. She half expected to hear a shout from the middle of the room, the old man calling out for someone to stop her, but nothing happened, and they reached the door unmolested. 
The doorman who had let Carl’s party enter the speakeasy blocked the doorway, his hand on the knob. Lespeth saw that he was speaking to someone on the other side, out in the alley. Anxious to leave the speakeasy and feeling strange from the effects of the alcohol, she crossed and uncrossed her fingers while waiting for the doorman to move aside. When he did, he swung the door open, admitting three men into the speakeasy. They came in quickly, almost charging past the doorman, and the man in the lead bumped into Lespeth as he barreled into the room. He was a large man with a big red nose and glassy eyes; he already reeked of the alcohol being served throughout the speakeasy. His hands were around Lespeth’s waist before she could even attempt to get out of his way.
“Hey, sweetie!” he said, far more loudly than was necessary. “You’re a hell of a welcoming committee!”
And then his lips were on hers. The taste of his breath was foul and toxic, and though she wanted to get away from the man, his grip on her waist was unbreakable. She felt his tongue push its way between her lips, and for a moment she feared she was going to have to bite the man to get away.
The doorman intervened before anything worse occurred, putting his hand on the man’s shoulder and pulling him back. At first, Lespeth was pulled with him, but then her assailant let her go.
“Take it easy, pal,” the doorman warned the big man.
If the man who had kissed her even heard the doorman, he gave no indication. He stared at Lespeth with rapt attention. The glassy look in his eyes was gone, replaced by a glimmer that struck Lespeth as a signal of both fascination and desire.
“I’ve kissed a lot of girls in my day, sweetie,” he said, “but I’ve never kissed anyone like you. What you got in there, baby?”
Lespeth shook her head, revulsion overtaking her thoughts. Her body wanted to tremble, but she fought the feeling back.
“Let me go,” was all she managed to say, and she directed this more at the doorman than at the man who had kissed her. The doorman stepped aside to let her pass.
“Don’t leave me, baby!” said the man who had attacked her. “We’s just getting started!”
She did not look at the man, only made sure she had Jimmy’s hand as she led the way out the door and into the cool January night outside.
“It’s too bad that happened,” Jimmy said.
“Yes. I’m all right, though. I think.”
She wiped at her lips with the back of her hand, wishing she could get the taste of the man’s breath out of her mouth.
“I guess we both had things happen to us tonight that we didn’t want,” Jimmy offered.
“I guess, Jimmy.”
It was near the end of January, and the night air was cool. Lespeth had worn a light jacket for their evening out and was glad for it now. Even so, as they walked away from the speakeasy, retracing their steps through the alleys to the main street, she wished for a warmer coat, or a longer one that covered her legs, which were bare below the hem of her knee-length dress.
“Are you cold?” she asked Jimmy.
“I’m all right.”
Need Pellik help? came a thought from within the wexip.
I don’t think so, Pellik, she replied. I think we’ll be okay.
“We can get the Red Car,” Jimmy said.
“There’s a stop near here?”
“Two blocks north and three blocks west.”
She looked up at him. “How do you know?”
“I have a map.” He said it matter-of-factly, as though it was normal for anyone with a map of the Pacific Electric Railway system to know by heart where every Red Car stop was in the city, and that orienting oneself to such a map—even when it was out of one’s possession—was simply a matter of course even if one were in a part of the city that one had never ventured into before. Lespeth remembered seeing the Pacific Electric map of Los Angeles in Jimmy’s collection, and now was extremely glad for it, as she found herself feeling surprisingly sensitive to the cold. 
“I’m sorry that was so awful for you,” Lespeth said as they began to walk.
“It wasn’t much fun.”
“Were you…okay in that show?”
“I don’t want to talk about it. Those women…”
“I know. I’m sorry. I should have said something to help you get out of it, but I didn’t know what to do.”
“It’s okay. I got through it okay.” He was silent for several steps and then said, “Why do people do things like that?”
“Like what Carl did to you? Forcing you to go in there?”
“No. I know why people do that. ‘Cause they’re just mean sometimes. I mean the women. Why do they…want to show themselves off like that?”
They stepped off a curb and crossed a street.
“I’m not sure,” Lespeth said. She had thought about this very question during her time on Earth, in conjunction with the material she had read—all informed by Bettez-en’s theories on human vice. But now she also had to consider her own feelings of desire at having watched the teaser act. “Sometimes I think it’s because they think that’s what men want, and they don’t have enough sense of their true selves to do what they want for themselves instead. They do it because they think their job is to please men at all costs.”
“That’s sad.”
“I suppose it can be. And I suppose it’s possible they just don’t have any other way to make a living.”
“That’s sad, too.”
They walked on in silence for several more paces. “Jimmy, you don’t think all women are like that, do you?”
“No,” he said right away. “My Aunt Wilma…she wasn’t like that. The women she took me to church with…them neither.”
The occasional car drove along the street as they walked, but the area was quiet overall, as Carl had said it would be. There were no sidewalks on the street Carl had parked on, but when they had walked the two blocks north and turned west, this new street did have a sidewalk, and Lespeth saw that there were people around. The area began to look more residential with apartment buildings lining the streets rather than warehouses or factories, and when she looked to the center of the road, she saw the tracks for the Red Car. 
Lespeth thought for a moment about what Jimmy had been saying. She hesitated to say what she was thinking but then let it out. “And your sister?” she finally asked. “Is she…like that?”
Jimmy remained silent for several paces. Then, in a voice quieter than he’d been using as they walked, he said, “Sometimes.”
For the second time that night, Lespeth felt warmth in her mouth and a slight swelling in her throat. She knew she should stop this line of questioning, but something drove her on.
“What do you mean?”
“Sometimes she asks me to go outside when Carl comes over.”
“To wait in the hallway?”
“No.” They stepped off another curb to cross a narrow street. “I go out the fire escape and down to the street so the building manager doesn’t see me coming in and out. She doesn’t want to have to pay extra rent ‘cause I’m living there.”
“Okay,” Lespeth said. “So you go down to the street?”
“Yeah. She tells me to walk up and down the block fifteen or twenty times and then come back up and knock on the window. Sometimes she tells me to go for twenty more. And when I come back, Carl’s gone and she’s all sleepy.” He looked at the ground. “She acts like all they did was talk, but I know what they were doing.”
Lespeth’s tongue swelled a bit more, and she had to swallow frequently, the glands in her mouth and throat becoming active. She was picturing Ethel and Carl doing the things she had seen in the pornographic files stored in Tredig’s data collector. When she had seen those files, she had had no such response. Something was different now. Maybe it was the alcohol, she thought, but then rejected the possibility: there had been no alcohol in her system outside the burlesque show, and her reaction then had been similar to what she experienced now.
She had to make herself speak and so said, “You don’t much like that, do you?”
“No.”
“Have you ever told her you don’t like it?”
He shook his head.
They had reached the stop for the Red Car and ceased walking.
“Do you want my coat?” he asked.
Lespeth smiled at this. “No,” she said. “You’ll be cold then.”
“It’s all right.” Without giving her a chance to protest, Jimmy peeled his jacket off and handed it to her. Lespeth slipped the garment over her shoulders, grateful for its warmth.
The Red Car arrived a few minutes later, and they climbed aboard, Lespeth fishing the fare out of her purse. They took seats side by side. In the aftermath of her surge of emotions, she felt spent and almost fell asleep before the car reached the stop at Pershing Square.
“Your hotel’s just over there,” Jimmy said as the car slowed. 
“We need to go on. To Angel’s Flight.”
“No. I’ll walk from here.”
Lespeth did not like this idea, imagining him getting lost or waylaid by the types of people she read about in the Herald. “It’s not safe. I should make sure you get back to your apartment.”
He stood, showing more initiative than she was used to seeing in him. “And then it won’t be safe for you,” he said. “I can walk from here. I’m used to it.”
She stood with him and they exited the car although she still felt unsure of the decision. “What do you mean?” she asked.
They crossed the street, heading toward the Portsmouth. 
“When Ethel makes me leave…when her and Carl are in there. She tells me to walk up and down the street, but that gets boring. I go around the block. Sometimes two blocks. Sometimes all the way down here to the Square. I never get lost.” They were in front of the hotel now. “I never do.”
She smiled.
“Plus you’re gonna get cold again if you walk back here alone.”
“I suppose,” she said. “You’re sure?”
“Yes.”
“All right, then. Thank you, Jimmy. Tonight didn’t exactly end the way it was supposed to, but I enjoyed it.”
“It’s ending good,” he said. “It was just the middle that wasn’t right.”
“It is ending good. You’re right,” she said as she slipped his jacket from her shoulders and handed it back. “Thank you for keeping me warm.”
“You’re welcome.” He smiled a bit awkwardly.
“Good night, Jimmy. I’ll see you soon.”
“Okay. Good night.”
He waited until she entered the lobby doors, and then he walked off into the night. Lespeth went upstairs, her legs suddenly unsteady.
What is wrong with me? she wondered. Not for the first time that day, she worried that she might be ill. Whatever it might be, any ailment she had would not be something she could go to a doctor with, and she doubted that Bettez-en would be amenable to getting her medical attention by taking her back to the Bubble. 
She stopped halfway up the stairs to catch her breath. After a minute, she felt a little better and made it the rest of the way up to the second floor. By the time she got back to her room, her energy level seemed to have returned to normal. She used the bathroom and washed her human face. Then she undressed and turned off the lights before getting into bed.
A shaft of light from the street bisected the wall across from her bed, and Lespeth lay in the dark staring at the illuminated stripe. When she closed her eyes, she could not help thinking of the evening’s strange occurrences—her odd feelings at the burlesque show and later on her walk with Jimmy; her first taste of alcohol; the two occasions when she had been assaulted, first outside the burlesque show and later in the speakeasy. 
All human things, she thought. Am I becoming human? As if to deny the notion, her body began to tremble in the Kestori expression of distress, and she lay there, trying to will the tremors away. After several minutes without relief, but only the intensifying of the shaking, she threw her covers off and went to writing desk. In the dark, she found her can of sewing machine oil, pulled the cap off the spout and sucked several swallows’ worth of oil into her mouth. Then, still trembling, she stumbled back to bed to let the oil do its work, hoping the euphoria it brought would lead her into a sweet and dreamless sleep.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
While the corpse retrieved from Daravet III reveals a dominant society of bipeds whose mass and proportions are similar to ours, I would caution the council from acting too rashly in initiating immersion procedures. There are other viable options. The life forms on Pankkit IV, for instance, offer interesting possibilities. It is true that the dominant species is aquatic and that mimicry of them would be challenging, but should not such challenge be embraced for the good of our species? 
Ellpinder ora Chavvel-et, excerpt from A Dissenting Opinion on the Planned Excursion to Daravet III, 16.8881.9.2
Archives, Center for Earth Studies, Rakka University, Kestor
 
 
As though it would cause her to feel truly Kestori again, the next day Lespeth forced herself to write a report on her observations from Friday evening. She included a full narrative of events and then broke her observations down to analyze things like Ethel’s sexual behaviors as reported by herself and also her brother, the content of the burlesque show and the responses of the audience, and even Jimmy’s views on chaste versus promiscuous women; there was even a sub-section on the morality of the speakeasy. The report made no mention of the feelings that had stirred within her when watching the teaser show or listening to Jimmy’s description of Ethel’s behavior. Instead, she wrote hypotheses and even included graphs and charts, spending her entire morning and most of the afternoon working on the report. When she was finished, she photographed the pages, uploaded the images into her dice, and then tore the original handwritten pages into tiny pieces that she disposed of in several waste receptacles in the hotel lobby.
None of the information was scientifically sound, she knew, as it was based on too small a sampling and included too much speculation and too much subjective observation. Still, she thought as she worked, it was something to show Bettez-en should he demand she give an accounting of her time on Earth.
After finishing the report, she had to fight the urge to make the short trip to the top of Bunker Hill so she could make sure that Jimmy had gotten home safely and to learn how things had resolved with Ethel and Carl after the incident in the speakeasy. Tempting as the short trip sounded, Lespeth would not allow herself to go. She would wait until Monday to see Ethel; at that point, any trouble that had erupted after the speakeasy would have had time to die down, and Ethel would be more prone to gossip and tell tales at work rather than in front of her brother. 
She opted for a walk around the downtown area instead. In a corner market, on Olive Street not far from Angel’s Flight she purchased food that she planned on eating once she got back to her room and then forced herself to walk away from the Flight, back toward Pershing Square and the Portsmouth. Lingering in the park in the late afternoon, she sat on a bench to watch the traffic go by on 5th Street in front of the Philharmonic auditorium. She stayed there until it was almost dark; then she walked to Blackwell’s to replenish her supply of sewing machine oil before going back to the hotel.
Late the following morning, Lespeth stood in her room with Pellik buzzing in the air before her, her face visible in her mind’s eye as she stared at the medjite. All looked normal, as she had come to expect it would. She was about to joke with her symbiote that he might have been better off staying on Kestor for all the use she had made of his abilities since they had arrived. Even as the thought rose in her mind, she decided against saying anything, as the jest might hurt Pellik’s feelings. Still wondering if there was a way she could tease the medjite without upsetting him, she was startled by a knock at the door behind her.
Maid? Pellik asked through the vekkatch.
Maybe, Lespeth replied, but she doubted that anyone from the hotel staff was standing in the hallway. In all the time she had been at the Portsmouth, she had yet to have any of the employees come to her door unbidden, and she doubted that the precedent would be broken on a Sunday morning—a day that had special status among the humans, she had learned.
She had been having Pellik check her appearance because she was ready to venture out on her planned excursion to Pasadena and the triple feature of Mary Miles Minter films she had seen advertised in the Herald. Now she worried that it was Bettez-en at the door and that the professor would try to send her on some errand involving the seedy side of California life that she supposed he was still immersed in. It would be difficult to refuse an assignment, she realized. During most of the last few weeks, the professor had left her to herself, content to know she was working at the studio and gaining knowledge of human beings with an aim toward validating the work Tredig had been doing before her arrival. Now he might be ready to put her to work on something else, taking advantage of her day off from the studio. Tempting though it might be to refuse, Lespeth knew that she still needed to placate her superior if she ever hoped to convince him to return her to the Bubble and her old life on the other side of it.
Turning from the medjite, she went to the door, took a deep breath, and said, “Who is it?” loud enough to be heard in the hallway.
“It is I,” came the professor’s voice, the words sounding awkward and forced, as though he was embarrassed to be standing in the hallway announcing himself.
A bit crestfallen as she imagined her free day at the movies slipping away, Lespeth opened the door. “Uncle!” she said, feigning good cheer at seeing her superior and then standing aside to let the professor into the room. “This is a surprise.”
She forced a smile in case there were any humans in the hallway, but then she let the human expression fade once Bettez-en had crossed the threshold and closed the door behind him.
“Good morning, Elizabeth,” he said, and she detected something odd in his scent, a guardedness she had not noticed during previous interactions.
“Good morning,” she replied.
“Have you any plans today?” Bettez-en asked.
Not anymore, she thought to Pellik.
No movies? he asked. Unable to read the title cards interspersed in moving pictures and struggling to understand the actions of the characters portrayed on the screen, Pellik did not like movies in the conventional sense. But Lespeth knew that Pellik enjoyed going to theaters, especially since she had begun consenting to let him fly around the darkened auditoriums and spy on the behavior of the patrons. She had told him they were going to the movies today, and she knew Pellik had been looking forward to a few hours in the dark where he could get closer than normal to unsuspecting humans and make fun of them through the vekkatch.
Probably not. Another time, Pellik. I don’t know what he’s got in mind.
To the professor, she said, “I had been planning an excursion to one of the outlying towns this afternoon, but there’s nothing pressing if you need me for something else.”
“No, no,” he said. “Would it be inconvenient if I accompanied you?”
“To Pasadena?” she asked, surprised. “I was only planning on studying some films being exhibited there. It’s not of any great importance.” It made her unhappy to think of Bettez-en sitting beside her in the darkened theater, taking in the images on the screen and the scents of the humans in the audience. It was more intimacy than she wanted to share with her superior, and the moment she mentioned going to the theater, she regretted having brought it up. If Bettez-en wanted to spend the day with her—for whatever purpose—she would have preferred that they fill the time with other pursuits. 
But now she had said it, and when the professor said, “That would be perfect,” her mood sank even further than it had when she had first heard his voice in the hallway. She hoped her scent didn’t betray her emotions.
Confused, she said, “I’m not sure I understand. Was there…something wrong with the report I sent to your storage device?”
“No, no. The report was fine, but…it did spark some curiosity about your methods. Knowing that you are starting to explore some of the humans’ less savory pursuits, I wanted to take the opportunity today to observe you among them, something I haven’t really done since your arrival here.”
She nodded. What the professor was describing was clearly within his rights as lead researcher, and were their mission on Earth progressing according to the directives from the Center, such supervision would not have seemed out of the ordinary. But their mission was not going according to plan—had not been since the moment she had emerged from the Bubble and certainly not since Tredig’s death. Now the professor was changing his approach, and it filled her with apprehension.
There was no point in feigning politeness, she told herself. Such masquerades had been rendered null on her first night on Earth as the professor had laid out his plans and demands. “Is this another test?” she asked. “Like the day you left me at the bridge?”
“Not at all, not at all,” he replied. His demeanor had not shifted, and neither had his scent. “I simply want to see how you behave among them.”
“And if I fail to meet your expectations?”
He gave her a human shrug. “We will take action if the situation warrants it.”
“What kind of action?”
“Miss Gallagher…” he said, his eyes cold, the unfinished sentence hanging between them as a silent admonition that she should not continue this line of questioning.
She let the silence linger a bit longer and then said, “Fine. I was going to take the train, but you have your car still, don’t you?”
“Yes. I think we’ll leave it, though. I want to get out among the public with you. We may as well start with that while we’re close to home rather than wait until we’ve gone all the way to Pasadena.”
Home, she thought to Pellik. That’s all I really want.
Still go movies? the medjite asked.
Yes, she replied. But I’m not happy about it.
By the time they left the hotel, a light rain had begun to fall, and the public transportation was more crowded than Lespeth usually found it. Still, she and Bettez-en climbed aboard the trolley that ran toward the Hill Street tunnel, each with their medjites tucked into their wexips. They stood side by side holding onto rails for support. Lespeth planted her feet as firmly as she could to keep from bumping against the professor when the car bumped along on its tracks, jostling the passengers. Even so, the two Kestori nudged each other accidentally several times throughout the ride, neither saying anything to the other about the contact. 
They reached Pasadena after changing cars twice, Lespeth having to ask other riders if she was on the right car each time. She had studied the route as well as she could before leaving the Portsmouth, her map of the transportation lines serving her not as well as such things served Jimmy. Even so, the numbers of the different lines still confused her; rather than ask Bettez-en for help, she turned to the humans around her, initiating conversations with confidence and then giving the professor only the slightest of glances after confirming they were on the right track. 
Let him find a mistake, she thought to Pellik. I dare him.
Lespeth sound angry.
Lespeth is angry, she replied and then cut off the vekkatch rather than have to explain her emotions to the medjite.
When they reached Colorado Boulevard, they needed to walk two blocks in the rain before finding shelter in the crowded theater alcove. Lespeth felt indignant when the professor made no move to pay for his own ticket to the movies, and for a moment she considered leaving him alone to see if he could figure it out for himself. She relented, though, when she reached the head of the line to purchase tickets. Now more experienced than she had been when she had tried to use a twenty-dollar bill to gain admission to see The Sheik, she completed the transaction with ease and handed Bettez-en his ticket without a word. 
They went in and sat side by side in the middle of the auditorium. Lespeth assumed that if the humans around them gave the pair any thought at all, they would assume that she and Bettez-en were father and daughter, but when the theater darkened and she saw a couple in the next row begin kissing, she flashed back to the day she had met Ethel and her friend’s suggestive comments in response to what Lespeth had said about her relationship with her “uncle.” Ethel had not remarked since then on the nature of Lespeth’s connection to the older man she was linked to at the Portsmouth, but now Lespeth wondered whether any of the humans around her in the theater might be making incorrect assumptions about the older man and younger woman sitting together in the dark. The thought made her feel self-conscious, and her throat tightened a bit as the film began.
The first feature was Anne of Green Gables, and when Mary Miles Minter came on screen, the actress’s image made Lespeth forget her discomfort at being here with Bettez-en. Prompted by Ethel, Lespeth had sought out images of Minter in Photoplay and Silver Screen at newsstands on Hollywood Boulevard, so she had come to recognize that there truly was a similarity between the actress and the image Lespeth presented as Elizabeth Gallagher. Seeing Minter on the screen, however, was something of a revelation. Used to seeing herself moving around and interacting with others through Pellik’s eyes, when Lespeth saw the animated Minter on the movie screen, it added a dimension to their similarity that still images in flimsy magazines could not convey. The film’s plot struck Lespeth as uninteresting, a coming of age story that projected values she was not familiar with, but the movie kept her rapt regardless as she studied Minter’s expressions through scene after scene.
When the film ended and the lights came up, she glanced at Bettez-en to find him staring at her, his gaze forcing her to avert her eyes.
“I see why you chose this venue for the day’s outing,” he said. 
“I’ve been told there’s a resemblance,” she said, her eyes now on the seatback in front of her. “I wanted to see how close it is.”
The professor gave no response, and she looked back at him. His eyes were still on her, and she knew he wanted to say more but would not allow himself to discuss the implications of his observations here with so many humans around. Finally, he said, “Well, I think I’ve seen the things I wanted to see in this outing. And now, apparently, you have, too. Shall we go?”
Lespeth almost acquiesced. Back at the Portsmouth, she had been ready to give up her plans for the day in deference to her superior’s demands, thoughts of needing to appease Bettez-en in hopes of gaining access to the Bubble pushing aside the other things she valued. Now, surrounded by human beings with whom she felt she was beginning to blend more and more, she felt more confident than she had since arriving on Earth. Time spent with Ethel had changed her, she realized, and the experiences she’d had on Friday night had solidified those changes. She still needed the professor if she was going to get back to the Bubble, but right now, with all of these humans around her, she felt almost as though something had shifted between her and her superior. Surely, he was still more expert than she when it came to human beings—the sheer number of hours he’d spent among them far outweighing her comparatively meager experience—but there was something intangible about the feeling she had now as she met the older Kestori’s gaze. Illogical though it was, she told herself she might not need Bettez-en as much as she had been telling herself she did.
“I’d prefer to stay,” Lespeth said, mindful of the confident scent she was emitting, “just to make further observations.” 
She watched, a bit alarmed, as Bettez-en raised an eyebrow, a human expression of measured surprise, she had learned. He was viewing her refusal as audacity, she thought. 
Not ready to give him the upper hand, she spoke again before he could object. “If you don’t want to stay, I can let you know how the other movies are,” she said, hoping to convey that she would give him a report on her findings but not wanting to sound so clinical in earshot of nearby theater goers. “Do you know how to get back home from here?” she added.
She saw his jaw clench, and smelled a rising anger in him, but she did not look away. 
Finally, the professor nodded. “I think I can find my way. You can tell me later about what I’ve missed.”
Without another word, he rose from his seat and made his way to the aisle. Lespeth watched him go but did not turn her head to follow his exit from the theater, not wanting to let the professor catch her gaze if he should turn for a parting glance before passing through the doors. In his absence, she felt agitated, worrying that she had acted rashly, committing an error of judgment she would not be able to recover from. She contemplated various ways the professor might retaliate and rebuke her for her impudence, and the thoughts made her sink more deeply into her seat until the lights dimmed again and the next film began.
This one was titled All Soul’s Eve, and once the story began, Lespeth noticed a lightening of her mood. 
Such a human response, she thought as the plot unfolded. Minutes later, even that analytical thought was lost to her as she watched Minter act, this time playing two roles at the same time. She was surprised at the technological innovations that allowed the double images of Minter on the screen, the actress playing both a maid and the wife of her employer. When the wife died, her widower became convinced that her spirit had overtaken the maid, and the pair married by the film’s end. Lespeth watched, even more enraptured than she had been during the first film, as this woman whom she resembled shifted her identity from one entity to another much as Lespeth had made shifts herself.
Not long into the film, she remembered the joy Pellik took in flying around darkened theaters and let him out of the wexip. She had not wanted to do anything so bold with Bettez-en beside her, but with the professor gone, there was no reason to keep her medjite confined. Although they formed vekkatch, Lespeth paid almost no attention to the images Pellik sent her, the film occupying her thoughts entirely. When the film ended, she summoned Pellik, and he tucked himself under the collar of her blouse during the final intermission.
One more? the medjite asked, his tone hopeful.
Yes, Pellik, she thought.
Three not too many?
Consider it a gift, Pellik. If we were outside, you’d either be in the wexip or buzzing around in the rain, and I know you don’t like that.
Rain no good.
The last film in the triple feature was titled Her Winning Way, and while Minter played only one role in this one, her character actually played two, disguising herself to get information important for her job.
She’s just like me, Lespeth thought to Pellik, who was flying around the auditorium again.
She saw through the vekkatch that Pellik turned his gaze from a woman’s hairdo and toward the image of Minter’s character on the screen. She look some like Lespeth, he said.
Yes, but it’s more than that. The character, I mean. She’s having to change her identity to get what she needs. Like what I’ve had to do.
Pellik no understand moving pictures. Black white, black white. No sense.
It’s all right, Pellik. You don’t need to worry about it. I’ll try to explain it all later.
Boring. Look where this man put hand, he said and showed Lespeth a couple several rows away. The male’s hand was far up under his companion’s skirt. Much more interesting.
Yes, Pellik. I can see how you might think so.
The film ended with Minter’s character triumphant. When the lights came up the last time, Lespeth called Pellik to her and sent him back into the wexip, where he went reluctantly. She filed out of the theater with other patrons, still feeling odd about rubbing elbows with humans more than a month into her stay on Earth. When she exited the lobby, she was surprised to see that the morning’s storm had passed and that the sky was blue with scattered white clouds. The street was still wet, but it glistened in the sunlight, reflections of street signs and storefronts on the black pavement making her think again of the movie screen and its projected images.
She moved with confidence among the humans on the sidewalk, heading toward the train stop to start her ride back to Los Angeles and feeling every bit as successful as Minter’s character had in Her Winning Way. None of the aliens around her had any hint that she did not belong among them; the same was true when she was at Famous Players-Lasky-Paramount, and the same had been true when she’d been at the Pike and in the speakeasy on Friday night. Now, though, she truly felt a part of them, as though she had somehow slipped into a new groove while inside the theater, metamorphosing into yet another incarnation of Lespeth phra Kalak-ka, one who could stand up to her superior without fear, one who could ride a train and ask directions if she needed them without causing the slightest doubt in the humans she interacted with. The feeling was so exhilarating that she made an impulsive stop on the way to the train, stepping into a café, determined to eat a meal in public without flinching or needing to fight back the urge to flee.
As she sat and waited for her food to arrive, she watched other diners, and her Kestori revulsion came to the surface again. Soon, she was doubting her newfound courage, telling herself she had acted rashly and with too much confidence when changing her mind about getting on the train right away. 
I should have gone straight back, she thought to Pellik, nestled in the wexip and feeding on her bodily fluids.
Not hungry?
It’s not that. I just…think I’m going too fast.
Lespeth not go fast. Sitting still. Pellik can tell.
She smiled in spite of herself at this. Thank you, Pellik, she thought and worked at centering herself in anticipation of her food arriving. When it finally did, she got through eating it with about the same level of discomfort as she experienced in the commissary at the studio. It was humbling, especially in light of the feelings she’d had on the street. Even so, those feelings had been a revelation. She let her fingers linger on a piece of bread, hesitating as she tasted it, and told herself that the feelings could come again, and possibly even stronger the next time. Before the food had come, she had been imagining getting back to the Portsmouth to numb her anxiety with a few sips of sewing machine oil. Now, pushing through the self-imposed challenge of eating in public, she thought again of Mary Miles Minter on the movie screen and took another bite of food.
 
* * * * * 
 
Lespeth felt some surprise the next morning when she did not see Ethel in her normal spot at the sewing machine station across from her in the wardrobe department at Paramount. Her friend’s absence gave her a sense of uneasiness, and she found herself wondering if something more hadn’t happened on Friday night.
Before heading to the commissary on her break, she asked Mrs. Pritchard if Ethel had called in sick. The supervisor gave Lespeth a sour look, as though Ethel’s absence were somehow Lespeth’s fault, and said, “She did. Know anything about it?”
“No, ma’am. Just curious,” Lespeth answered.
By the time she was back at the Portsmouth that evening with her shoes off and the Herald spread before her, she had all but forgotten Ethel and her absence from work. As a result, she jumped when someone knocked on her door and was taken completely aback when she opened it to find Ethel standing in the hallway. Lespeth let Ethel stand there for only a moment before ushering her into the room. Ethel looked a wreck. Her hair was unkempt, her make-up smeared. While both eyes were red and puffy from crying, the left eye was surrounded by a large, dark bruise that Lespeth had come to know as a “black eye” from her consumption of newspaper articles. Furthermore, she gave off a scent that Lespeth had come to associate with human distress.
“Ethel!” she said once she had drawn her friend inside and closed the door. “What happened?”
“Oh, Lizzie,” was all Ethel managed before the tears began. She leaned forward, putting her hands on Lespeth’s shoulders and touching her forehead to Lespeth’s bosom while she sobbed. Nervous about such proximity to another woman—lest the unnaturalness of her breasts become obvious—Lespeth nevertheless did the natural thing and put her arms around her friend, holding her close while she cried.
After a while, Ethel took a few deep breaths and the sobbing stopped. She drew her face back, pulled a handkerchief from her purse, and wiped at her nose and eyes. “I’m sorry,” she managed to say. “God, I must be a mess.”
“It’s all right,” Lespeth said. She took Ethel’s hand and led her to the chair. “Please,” she said, and Ethel sat down. Lespeth looked at her friend for a moment as Ethel tried to muster a pathetic smile. Then she said, “Carl?”
Ethel nodded.
“When? Was it…after we left on Friday? Was he mad because Jimmy and I left like that?”
“No,” Ethel said. “It wasn’t Friday night. Although he was plenty sore that you took off like that. Not ‘cause he wanted you and Jimmy to stay or anything. More like because he was mad you left anyway after he said you wouldn’t have the guts.”
“So what happened?”
Ethel sighed. “We stayed there for a while. It was okay, but then there was some trouble around midnight. Did you notice that big group in the middle of the room?”
Lespeth remembered the two tables joined together and the old tattooed man who had looked at her so strangely when she and Jimmy were making their exit. “I did.”
“One of them is Carl’s boss. He had his back to us where we were sitting, but later he noticed Carl and called him over. He saw Carl’s lip, all swollen like that from Mr. Taylor hitting him, and I guess he asked Carl what had happened. I don’t know exactly ‘cause I didn’t go over with Carl. But when he came back to the table, he looked awful mad. We left after that, and he didn’t say a word in the car.” Ethel looked at the floor then. “Back at his place, we…you know. It made him feel better, I think, but he was still mad. Said he wanted to kill Mr. Taylor. That kinda scared me, so I tried to take his mind off it, but…nothing doing. When Carl gets an idea, he’s stuck on it, you know?”
Lespeth did not know, but she nodded regardless. 
“I called him up the next day, but he was still in a black mood and didn’t want to see me, but then on Sunday he shows up at my room and says he wants to take me out for a drive. He seemed better again, not so mad, and his lip had gone down, so I suppose that helped things ‘cause he didn’t have to be reminded all the time about what had happened.”
She stopped talking and looked out the window.
“Did you go?” Lespeth prompted her.
Ethel nodded. “I didn’t feel right about leaving Jimmy alone too long on a Sunday, and Carl must’ve noticed I was thinking about Jimmy ‘cause he started getting sore again. So I went. We drove out to Santa Monica and the pier. Have you been out there before?”
“No.”
“Kinda like the Pike. You seen one, you seen ‘em all. Anyway, I thought he wanted to go for fun, but after a while he says he doesn’t want to go on any rides no more, just wants to hang around the edges and tells me to leave him be for a while. So…” She let out a heavy sigh before continuing. “I leave him be like he asks, go play a few games, but I stay where I can see him, standing off by himself near one of the public men’s rooms. After a bit, one fella approaches him and they talk for a minute and he goes away. Then another. And another. I didn’t have to be a genius to figure out what was going on.” She gave Lespeth a knowing look.
For her part, Lespeth felt confused, as though she was about to lose the thread of the story, so she said, “I’m not a genius either, but I’m less of one than you. I don’t follow you.”
Understanding dawned in Ethel’s eyes. “I…thought you understood. About Carl, I mean.”
“No. What is it?”
Ethel hesitated. “His job. It’s…I said he was a delivery man, didn’t I?”
“Yes.”
“You never guessed what he delivers that would have gotten him punched in the face and thrown off the lot? Or why his boss would be holding court in a dive like we was in on Friday night?”
“No.”
Ethel sighed. “Carl’s boss…he’s a criminal, Lizzie. Got his fingers in prostitution and bootleg liquor and drugs and who knows what else.”
“The old man who was in that big group?” Lespeth asked.
Ethel nodded. “Yeah. Him. Carl’s job is to make deliveries.”
“Of…prostitutes?” Lespeth asked, frustrated that she was having such a hard time catching on.
“Drugs,” Ethel said. “Morphine, cocaine, heroin, tea. Whatever the clients want. They put in their order and Carl delivers the product and collects the money.”
“I didn’t know,” Lespeth said.
“Sorry to spring it on you. I thought you had it figured out on Friday.”
“No.” She shook her head as she tried to process the information. “Why was he…who was he…at the studio…”
“There’s a lot of customers in Hollywood, Lizzie. You had to know that, didn’t you?”
“I…guess.”
Ethel smiled, her expression suggesting she had just discovered how naïve her friend was. “It’s a regular den of sin, Lizzie,” she said with a nervous laugh. “All the things your preacher probably warned the congregation about back in Nebraska—they all do, I think—those things are all true, more than true. The parties, the drinking, the drugs, the girls, the orgies…all of it. And Carl’s just a little cog in the machine.”
Pellik had been in his customary spot on the windowsill when Ethel had knocked on the door. Other than fulfilling his normal role of flying near enough to Lespeth to give her a glimpse of herself every minute or two, he had done nothing to interact with Lespeth since her company arrived. Now he spoke to her through the vekkatch, offering his opinion: Not good.
I know, Pellik. It’s not her fault, though. She’s caught up in something bigger than she realizes.
You, too, maybe.
Maybe, she replied, recalling the repeated warnings Mrs. Anderson had given her about not getting mixed up with “movie people,” as she had called them. And here she was, definitely mixed up. Not for the first time, Bettez-en’s words from Lespeth’s first night on Earth echoed in her memory: vice is the driving force of the human species. She tried not to think of it this way.
“So he was delivering drugs to people at Paramount?” she asked.
“Bingo.”
“And Mr. Taylor found out about it.”
“You’ve got it now.” Ethel did not look pleased at the knowledge she was imparting to Lespeth. She looked like someone who has had to deliver the sad facts of life to a child, shattering illusions and pointing the way toward gray reality.
“And at the Santa Monica pier?”
“He wasn’t just delivering. He was making deals. On his own, out of the inside pocket of his overcoat. He must’ve been trying to make up for the lost sales at the studio on Friday. That’s why his boss got so sore with him at the speakeasy when he saw Carl’s busted lip…‘cause of the money that wasn’t coming in. And that’s where all that talk of killing Mr. Taylor came from.”
“Is he still talking about that?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to him about that or anything else since he gave me this.” She put a finger carefully up to her eye.
“What happened?”
Ethel sighed again, and Lespeth feared she would start crying once more. She began speaking instead, her voice halting at first but regaining strength as she went on. “I was so mad at the pier when I figured out what he was doing. He could’ve got me arrested there with him, you know? So I went up to him and started yelling at him right there next to the men’s room. Stupid of me. I wasn’t thinking. He gets this look on his face I seen a few times before and then he just snaps and slugs me.”
“Oh, Ethel,” Lespeth said, truly feeling her friend’s pain and humiliation. “Right there?”
“Right there.” Ethel nodded. “I think a couple people shouted, and some fella must’ve come up and started yelling at Carl. I kind of remember that. And somebody else must’ve helped me up. But I don’t really remember. My head was spinning and my ears were ringing, and I just stumbled away.”
She wiped at the corners of her eyes, touching the injured one most carefully. “I didn’t know what else to do, so I went back to his car. I just sat there and cried. After a while, when I realized he wasn’t right on my heels coming to…make up with me or even make sure I was okay, I guess I got a little less sad and hurt and a little more angry. I got to figuring he must’ve had the stuff with him ever since things had gone bad Friday…had it with him the whole time we were together Friday night.”
Lespeth thought about this for a moment and then said, “But he couldn’t have, could he? If Mr. Taylor’s men caught him at the studio, wouldn’t they have taken the drugs the same way they took his gun?”
“Not if they caught him after he’d dropped something off with his customer at the studio. He would have had more than one delivery that day. The rest would have been in the car. And I’ll bet it was there the whole time we were with him on Friday. We all could have been arrested if something had happened. Can you imagine Jimmy going to jail?”
Lespeth shook her head, thinking of herself in jail, imagining herself getting frisked by a matron and possibly examined by a jailhouse doctor. Where would that have led, she wondered.
“So anyways, I got curious and started looking around in the car while I waited. When I found this under his seat, I got even more angry.” She pulled a small leather case from her purse. It was about half the size of one of the books Lespeth had picked up from Fowler Brothers’ bookstore. A zipper kept the case closed, and Ethel unzipped it now, flipping it open for Lespeth to see. The case had two sides; in one was a pocket that held several hypodermic syringes, and in the other a thin elastic band kept four small vials firmly in place. Each vial held a clear liquid.
“Caught him red-handed,” Ethel said. “The son of a bitch.” She looked at the case and shook her head. “I mean, I knew what kind of thing he was delivering when he’d come to the studio. I met him on one of his deliveries, after all. But I didn’t think he’d ever have the stuff with him when we were together. And selling it? Good God.”
“What is it?” Lespeth said.
Ethel shrugged. “Heroin? Morphine? How the heck should I know? All I know is it’s valuable and I ain’t giving it back.”
“What do you mean?” Lespeth said, both confused and alarmed.
“When I found this in the car, I got the hell out of there. Caught a Red Car back downtown and went straight home. I told Jimmy we were packing up and getting out. I figured Carl would be hot on my trail once he figured I took his merchandise. If he don’t get it back, he’s gonna catch hell from his boss, and damn it if he don’t deserve it! He and I are through, Lizzie! Through! And Jimmy and me…we’re done with this stinkin’ city. I can’t stand to go back to Iowa, but…I’m gonna sell this junk and get a train ticket for…God! Anywhere!” She looked at Lespeth now, eagerness in her eyes, but then her face fell. “Or I was.”
“What happened?”
Ethel shrugged and zipped the case shut again. “Jimmy got one look at this shiner and said he was gonna kill Carl. He stormed out. Now I feel like I’ve lost him.”
“How? I thought you said he couldn’t get lost. He doesn’t…know where Carl lives, does he? He couldn’t have actually found him, do you think?”
Ethel shook her head. “No. He don’t know where Carl’s place is, but…I got so scared Carl would come looking for me that I left my room before Jimmy got back. I just moved down the hill to the Fremont, but Jimmy don’t know that, and I was scared to leave a forward in my building in case Carl came looking. I spent all last night and today just holed up there, not sure what to do…called in sick and then figured I’d come find you when you got home.”
“How did you find me?”
Ethel smiled. “Jimmy. The goof. All day Saturday he kept going on about how he’d walked you home the night before, took you straight to the Portsmouth and you found your way to 213 on your own. He was so proud of himself, wouldn’t shut up about it.”
Lespeth returned her smile. “Why don’t I go up to your old place?” she said. “If Jimmy’s back, I’ll take him to you. If he’s not, I’ll leave him a note telling him to come visit me. I won’t mention anything about you in case Carl finds the note first.”
Ethel looked at her and then started to cry again.
“What is it?” Lespeth asked, even more confused than before.
“That’s what I wanted you to do,” Ethel sobbed. “That’s why I told myself I was coming down here to find you, but…I feel like such a monster, Lizzie!”
“Why?” Lespeth asked. “I don’t under—”
Ethel cut her off. “I don’t want him back, Lizzie! I don’t want him! He’s my own brother, my only flesh and blood left in this world, and I don’t want him! I couldn’t ever admit it to myself before, but…I wish he would get lost. Or that I would.” She dropped the leather case to the floor and rolled forward in the chair, clutching her knees as she sobbed inconsolably.
Lespeth moved forward, dropping to her knees beside her friend. She put a hand on Ethel’s and said, “I can make sure he’s okay if you want me to.” Ethel gave no indication that she had heard. “And…if you want…I don’t have to tell him I know where you are.” She felt awful saying it, but something else had started stirring in her mind. She crossed and uncrossed her fingers in nervous reaction at the thoughts now coursing through her mind. “Ethel…Ethel if I could promise you that Jimmy would be okay…financially, I mean…would you be able to…go away? And…not come back?”
Not good, she heard Pellik’s voice within her mind. Her own emotions running high, she closed the vekkatch to keep the medjite from distracting her.
Ethel looked up, wiping at her tears again. She looked confused. “What do you mean, ‘away’?”
Lespeth took a deep breath. “I mean…away, really far away. Like you said that night outside the burlesque house about being taken away by a sheik…only farther. And forever.”
Ethel merely stared, her expression suggesting even greater confusion. 
“You remember I told you about my uncle,” Lespeth said. “He lives here, too, at the Portsmouth. He…he has a place that’s farther away than you could ever imagine, and…he’s looking for someone to go there with him. It wouldn’t be a…a sexual thing. He just wants a person to go and be there and do some work with him as a sort of partner.” She saw that Ethel was still staring, but with a bit of interest in her eyes and a hint of hope dawning behind them. “The thing is…the person who agrees to go…could never come back. I mean never. If you went, everything you’ve ever known…it would all be gone, replaced by the…place my uncle would take you to. Does that sound…terrible?”
“No,” Ethel said. “I hate my life, Lizzie. I hate everything about it. It’s not just Jimmy and Carl and all this mess. And I know I’m just kidding myself playing at being someone important at the studio. It’s all…empty. If I could go…if I agreed to go, he’d…he’d take care of me, of everything?”
Lespeth nodded. “He has a whole network of others who’d be there, too. They would all take care of you. And…I’d be there, too.”
“You would?”
Lespeth nodded.
“And you’re sure it’s not a sex thing? ‘Cause…I don’t think I’d really want that, not like in The Sheik even though I said it would be okay with me. I was just kind of worked up that night.”
“No. It wouldn’t be a sex thing. But there would be other things you’d have to do. Some of them…might be strange. It would all be part of the research.”
Fear entered Ethel’s eyes now. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”
Now it was Lespeth’s turn to begin feeling like a monster. If she told Ethel what the “strange” things would be, Ethel would never agree to go. But no other human would ever agree either—not to the plan Bettez-en had in mind—and Lespeth would be trapped on this planet. She imagined being stranded here forever, and the thought spurred her on.
“Like I said, Ethel…I’ll be there with you. I’ll make sure you’re okay. Nothing bad will happen.” She crossed and uncrossed her fingers again in her agitation and then added, “I promise.”
“And you’re sure Jimmy’ll be okay?”
“We’ll leave him with a good amount of money. He could probably start his own map making business.”
Ethel let out a desperate little laugh at that. “He’d like that. Poor Jimmy. Always so sweet.” She looked like she was about to start crying again, but she took a deep breath and held the tears back. “I’m such a wreck, Lizzie.”
“It’s okay. You’ve been through a lot.” She patted Ethel’s hand. “You’ll be okay, though. You’ll see.”
Ethel nodded and blew her nose. “Okay,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’ll do it. I’ll go. I don’t…understand it exactly, but…you promise you’ll be there, too?”
“Yes.”
“Just leave everything?”
“Yes.”
Ethel nodded. She slipped the leather case back into her purse. 
“Go back to the Fremont and wait for me,” Lespeth said. “I don’t know if my uncle’s in his room or not this evening. I’ll go see. I’ll talk to him if he’s there. Then I’ll come see you. What room are you in?”
“305.”
“Will you write that down for me?” Lespeth asked, reaching for a pencil and a sheet of hotel stationery from the desktop. When she saw Ethel give her a quizzical look, she said, “I’m likely to forget.” She hoped that would be enough explanation, that Ethel would not ask why Lespeth couldn’t write the room number herself. A tremor ran through her body when she saw Ethel take up the pencil and paper and write “Hotel Fremont” in her spidery hand and “Room 305” underneath that.
“All right,” Lespeth said as she retrieved the paper and pencil. “I’ll come either way. And then I’ll go up Bunker Hill and see if Jimmy’s there or not. If he is, I’ll make sure he’s all right. Okay?”
Ethel nodded. “Can I use your bathroom? I must look awful.” Lespeth moved aside and let Ethel into the little bathroom. When she came back out, she looked a little better. Inhaling deeply, she said, “Ready.”
They hugged briefly at the door, and Lespeth let her out. She did not lock the door after she closed it, but she leaned against it as she had done the night of Tredig’s death. Then, she had been wishing she could keep the whole world out by holding her weight against the door, and she had stood there trembling. She trembled again tonight, but now it was in anticipation of leaving this whole world behind in only a few hours, just long enough to help Ethel gather her things and for Bettez-en to drive the three of them out to the desert and the hidden Bubble generator. A very human smile crossed her lips. It felt so natural that she did not notice it at all.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
After the passage of two lunar cycles on this planet, I am pleased to report that the human being shows all signs of being the perfect host for Kestori offspring. Would someone please let Ellpinder Chavvel-et know that he was a fool for thinking otherwise?
Kels erla Makke-da, communication received through the Bubble on 16.8891.14.8
Archives, Center for Earth Studies, Rakka University, Kestor
 
Bettez-en was in his room. Lespeth knocked lightly at the door, relieved to hear movement from within. Seconds later, the professor opened the door. He looked at her with some surprise and then said, “Miss Gallagher.”
“Professor,” she said. “May I come in?”
“Of course.”
He stepped aside to let her in and closed the door behind her, Pellik riding on her shoulder. As soon as the door was closed, the medjite launched from his perch and flew into the room to join the two others of his species already there—Bettez-en’s and Tredig’s. The latter, no longer bonded to a Kestori, had remained with Bettez-en regardless of its symbiote’s death, and now the three alien creatures flew around the light fixture in what Lespeth could think of only as play. 
The room looked the same as the last time she had been in it. Atop the bureau sat the brass urn with poor Tredig’s ashes inside; she glanced at it and then made herself look away. The lizard was still in its glass home on the small desk, and beside the aquarium was something she had not seen before—small rectangular pieces of paper arranged in rows. Some had numbers and designs on them, others had pictures, and still others had a simple pattern covering them. 
The professor, having followed her into the room, must have noticed the direction of her gaze. “I noticed this human diversion, a game that can be played by oneself,” he said, “and taught myself how to play out of curiosity. They call it Solitaire. It’s rather addictive, I’ve found.” 
“I see,” she said, still looking at the little rectangles and trying to make sense of them. With all those numbers, it looked terribly confusing.
“Would you like to sit?” Bettez-en asked.
“No. Thank you.” 
The professor shrugged and took a seat at the edge of his bed, looking at her with a blend of curiosity and impatience. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked. “Have you completed a report on yesterday’s outing?”
“No,” Lespeth said. “It’s nothing like that.” She pulled her eyes away from the desktop and clasped her hands before her, feeling like a first-year student who had been called up to explain a complex idea to a demanding pedagogue. All the confidence she’d had after leaving the theater the day before had shrunk away in the professor’s presence. She drew a deep breath and said, “On my first night here…the night of Frederick’s death…”
“I remember very well how momentous your first day was, Miss Gallagher.”
The interruption was his way of telling her to get to the point, which only made her more nervous. Even so, she managed to continue, “You told me that night that if I could find a human being who was willing to return to Kestor with us as a willing subject for study, you would end the research mission early.” Bettez-en smiled at this, a perfect duplicate of the human gesture, and Lespeth took encouragement from the change in his expression. “I have found such a human. Her name is Ethel and she—”
Bettez-en raised a hand, indicating she should stop. The smile widened, and for a moment Lespeth thought he was supremely pleased, but then she caught a change in the professor’s scent. It took only a moment for Lespeth to realize that Bettez-en’s smile was not an expression of pleasure; his body was releasing an odor of amusement, and it was entirely at her expense. Had he been human, the professor would have been laughing at her. She felt her heart begin to race, not only at the insult but also at the implications of this change in him.
“I don’t understand,” she managed to say.
Bettez-en’s smile faded, but the scent of his amusement still permeated the room. “Forgive me,” he said. “I can see that I’ve offended you.”
“I…”
“Don’t bother denying it, my dear.” He cleared his throat before speaking again. “You are right that on the night of Frederick’s death, I did lay out certain conditions that—if met—would result in my returning you to the Bubble without delay.” He sighed. “You are furthermore correct in stating that one of those conditions was the procurement of a human being who would be willing to journey to Kestor with us to be the subject of experimentation at the Center.”
Lespeth had felt uneasy and alarmed at Bettez-en’s amusement. Now that he was outlining the conversation from her first night on Earth, she grew even more troubled. It was as though the professor was laying out the groundwork of an argument, the conclusion of which would be indisputable and—she felt certain—not at all to her liking.
“And now you say you have fulfilled your part of the bargain,” Bettez-en went on, “and would like me to—as the Earthlings say—‘pay up.’ Is that so?”
She nodded.
The professor’s eyes narrowed, a cruel glint in them. “As I recall, you were surprised to find that the content of Frederick’s and my research had deviated from the original mandate of our mission. This is something you’ve had some time to get used to. So I should think you would have no problem absorbing one other deviation.” He paused now, staring at her. She looked at his eyes with apprehension for only a moment before having to shift her gaze. “I have no intention of taking you back to the Bubble, Lespeth,” he said, his voice icy, his use of her actual name clearly intentional. “I had no intention of doing so when I set forth those ridiculous conditions, and I certainly have no intention of doing so now that you’ve found some poor, misguided human willing to fulfill that part of the bargain.”
Lespeth felt her knees buckle. She wanted to scream. She wanted to strike him. She wanted to run from the room. But all she did was turn to the chair he had first offered her and sit heavily upon it, fearful that if she did not sit, she would faint again as she had on Friday.
“I am, however, curious to know about this unfortunate subject you’ve acquired. There must be something wrong with her if she’s willing to undertake the journey we discussed, and I feel I’ve become a bit of a connoisseur of human frailty in the time I’ve been studying these creatures. It would be most interesting to have a conversation with your intended victim.” Lespeth gave no response; she barely heard his words, so loud was the rushing of blood in her ears. She simply stared at him in disbelief. “Even more interesting, though,” the professor continued, “is what this little bargain says about you, my dear. Your lofty research goals, your superior ethics…all those must have been compromised quite considerably for you to even entertain the possibility of dragging some benighted Earthling back to Kestor. Can you imagine what the Directors would say to you if you showed up with a human at the Bubble?” He laughed. “You’d be stripped of your credentials—your career and future destroyed. Hadn’t you thought of that?”
“It was your plan, your idea,” she managed to say. “The risk and blame would have been yours. I was just…your subordinate.”
Bettez-en nodded. “You were indeed. And you would have then exposed me for the unethical monster I’ve become, isn’t that right? Destroying my reputation to save your own. I knew all along.”
“Then why?”
“Why the bargain?”
She shook her head. “Why did you even have me come to Earth in the first place?”
“Ah,” he said. “I fear that you have been deceived, my dear. Not just by me but also by the Directors. They put out the call for a new researcher under the pretense that I had requested one, yes?”
Lespeth nodded in response.
“I thought so. In fact, I did no such thing. I actually objected to the plan once I learned your arrival was imminent. It had taken me some time to persuade Frederick to assist me in the ways I required. Having a new researcher on the team…that would have complicated things.”
“Which explains why you set that ridiculous condition on my first day, forcing me to find you on my own.”
“Exactly,” Bettez-en said. “And you succeeded. I don’t mind telling you that in the hours that followed your arrival, I was toying with the idea of having you dispatched—killed in some sensational way right out of the headlines.”
Lespeth felt a tremble run through her body as she recalled Tredig’s warning about being in danger. 
“But then ironically it was Frederick who met an untimely end. And you, in your shock at the accident, were rendered rather pliable. I was most pleased to hear that you found employment among the Earthlings. It kept you out of my way, so that I could continue the work Frederick left incomplete.”
“Why didn’t you just fail to show up at the Bubble? Or send Tredig to meet me and tell us both just to pass through again and go home?” she said. To herself, she added, He would still be alive. 
“And risk the Directors sending a team to extract me?” He shook his head. 
Lespeth felt cold, impossibly weak. “Just let me go, then,” she finally managed to say. “Just give me the coordinates, and I’ll go back. I’ll say you’ve died. And that’s it.”
Bettez-en shook his head. “I can’t risk it. I can’t risk the investigation or the pursuit. Even if you could keep such a promise, the investigation would be intense. I know, having lived through the aftermath of the Makke-da affair. They would find you out. They would send agents to find me. And even though I would be gone…I cannot take the chance.” He gave her a long, silent look before saying, “You need to forget where you came from. You look human now. Be a human. Kestor is closed to you forever.”
“You can’t do this!”
“I can,” he said. “I am. In another few days, I will be gone, and you will be on your own. You have your job. I’m sure you will be fine. Yesterday’s outing demonstrated that quite clearly.”
Lespeth felt cold all over her body. The trembling at her core would not be visible yet, she knew, but she would be able to conceal it for only so long.
“I don’t understand,” she managed to say.
“It’s quite simple, really. Los Angeles and Hollywood are fascinating, but there is so much more to explore, and I’m not a young man. I leave for New York on Friday, traveling by rail. And then there is a steamship that I’ve already booked passage on. Paris…Berlin…Maybe even on to Shanghai. There is so much human decadence awaiting me. The depravity…” 
His eyes gleamed in anticipation, and Lespeth saw the madness there. 
“You’re insane,” she said, the words barely audible.
He raised an eyebrow, a human gesture that she knew was supposed to signify intrigue. “Insane?” he repeated. Then he shook his head. “No, not insane. Not now. I was. Once.” He interlaced his fingers before his chest, his hands squeezing each other. “Do you know when that was?”
She shook her head, afraid to hear the answer.
“All those years ago, waiting in the desert for the Bubble to open, knowing Makke-da might arrive at any time to finish the job he’d started. I lost my mind a little then. I’ll admit it. The others bore the brunt. Medjick, Pillefer, Ockery. It was easy enough to make it look like they had died of exposure. Winit ran off but I tracked him and finished things before the Bubble opened. By that point, I was sorry, of course, but I couldn’t let the Directors know my part in the disaster. I laid it all on Makke-da, and they believed me. And do you know why I did it?”
Lespeth had begun trembling when the professor spoke. She no longer cared if he noticed. Now, she could not find the willpower to answer, so shocked was she at Bettez-en’s revelations. All she could manage was a slight shake of her head.
“To save them, of course. To save us all from the plague of humanity. Makke-da understood it in his madness, and I did, too. I see now that it wasn’t worth killing over. I could have convinced the Center to drop Earth as a focus of research, but…I wanted to come back. I wanted to…soak in the depravity. I wanted it for myself. I still do.”
Silence followed, a smile lighting the professor’s features.
After several seconds, Lespeth managed to say, “Are you going to kill me?”
Still smiling, Bettez-en said, “No. I have been debating the wisdom of dispatching you, but watching you interact with the humans yesterday convinced me that there is no point. You have adapted. Your continued existence here poses no threat to me. Rather than murder you, I’m just going to strand you here. It’s suitable punishment.”
“For?”
“For your pride. For the arrogance of the Directors, an arrogance you embody.”
She saw that it was pointless to argue.
“I want Tredig’s ashes,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone.
Bettez-en nodded. “You may have them. But not until Friday when I leave.”
“Why?”
He shrugged. “Call it insurance that you’ll continue to play by my rules until then—no threats of exposure, no calls to the police. If you want Tredig’s ashes, then be a good girl until Friday and you shall have them.”
Lespeth had felt hatred for Bettez-en multiple times over the last month, but never more so than now. Even so, she could not muster the venomous look she wanted to give him. Seeing that she was in the presence of a predator, she wanted nothing more than to flee. When she stood without another word, she felt a slight sense of relief that the professor made no protest. Pellik, aware of her every move, flew to her shoulder as she left the room and pulled the door closed behind her with a loud, rude click.
*****
Sitting as it did on Olive Street within easy view of Pershing Square, the Fremont Hotel was not difficult for Lespeth to find. She had passed it more than once on her walks around the area and had spied it from a quiet bench at the edge of Pershing Square where she had spent more than one Saturday afternoon watching pedestrians and vehicles traveling up and down 5th Street. Finding room 305 was equally as easy once she got past the lobby and up the stairs. The clerk, not recognizing her, had asked if he could be of some help, but she had told him that her sister was staying in room 305 and that she, Lespeth, was hoping to surprise her. She had not waited for the clerk to respond but rather had headed up the stairs without having permission to do so, relieved not to hear any sounds of protest or pursuit. 
The walk from the Portsmouth to the Fremont had seemed interminable. Pellik had kept up a string of chatter that she had not been able to respond to. Not having been in vekkatch
with her when she was meeting Bettez-en, the medjite had not followed their conversation and did not understand Lespeth’s apparent distress. 
Can you please be quiet, Pellik? she had asked. I’m sorry, but I just need to think right now.
Fine. Lespeth think. Pellik quiet.
It was obvious to her that she had hurt the symbiote’s feelings, but she also knew she didn’t have the wherewithal to make everything right. Not now, not with the professor’s revelations still echoing in her mind and her thoughts reeling as she considered the consequences of what he’d said.
Did you know these things, Tredig? she thought as she walked, keeping her musings private from Pellik. You couldn’t have. You would have said more. But you suspected, didn’t you?
The thought plagued her, and she trembled now as she stood before the door marked 305, comparing the numbers to the ones Ethel had written on the piece of stationery when she had visited earlier. Certain that the numbers matched, she knocked on the door.
Silence answered her.
This has to be right, she thought to Pellik, who was back in the wexip now after having flown above her during the walk from the Portsmouth. 
Check number? the medjite asked.
I did. It’s right. Maybe she’s not here.
When she knocked a second time, she heard a noise from within, and she called out as quietly as she could, “Ethel? It’s Lizzie. Are you there?”
A few seconds later, the door opened with a click. Ethel wore her nightgown and a robe hastily pulled over it. She had taken off her make-up, causing the black eye to seem even more prominent. Lespeth was surprised to see confusion register on her friend’s face as she stood there in the doorway. She looked like she had been asleep, as though the knocking on the door had pulled her up from a deep reverie from which she was still disoriented.
“Lizzie?” she said after a moment of studying the face before her.
“Yes. Are you all right?”
“I’m good. I’m great.”
Her voice sounded odd, and Lespeth wondered if Ethel had found a source of illegal liquor to help dull the pain brought on by the last few days’ distress and the sudden change in her fortunes.
“Can I come in?”
“Sure!” she said, her tone inordinately happy. Ethel stood aside to allow Lespeth entrance and then closed the door. The room was larger and more nicely appointed than either Lespeth’s room at the Portsmouth or Ethel’s room on Bunker Hill; Lespeth doubted that Ethel could afford to stay here more than another day or two. Now that Lespeth’s offer of escape was about to be rescinded, she knew that the only thing for Ethel was to try and dispose of the drugs in her possession—either selling them as she had indicated or returning them to Carl. Maybe after that Ethel’s life could return to normal, along with Jimmy’s. 
For Lespeth’s part, a normal life was something she would never know again, and she imagined a long future spread out before her, possibly working in the costume department until her hands were too old to sew, maybe even succeeding Mrs. Pritchard in supervising the younger workers. People would comment on how her hair never turned gray, and she would respond only with a secret smile and a faraway look in her eyes. When she thought of Kestor—of its genteel people, its clean cities, its stunning natural beauty—and of how she would never know these things again, she felt a pang of sadness unlike any she had ever known, not even at the loss of Tredig.
She set her purse down on a table beside the door and sat on the double bed without being asked to. “Ethel,” she said, despair in her voice. “I’m sorry, but it’s not going to work.” 
Ethel looked confused.
“My uncle,” Lespeth went on. “He won’t…take you. He won’t take me either. He’s…going away without us.”
Ethel shook her head. “Men are such bastards. All of ‘em.”
Not all, Lespeth thought. Not Tredig. “Not Jimmy,” she said.
“Jimmy’s not a man. He’s a boy. In a man’s body, sure, but a boy. It’s not the same.”
She was still standing, and Lespeth saw that she swayed a bit on her feet. 
I think she’s drunk, she thought to Pellik.
Not good.
I know, but I can’t blame her for it. She just wants to feel good after everything she’s been through.
It so bad?
Yes, Pellik. It’s very bad. It’s bad for me, too.
Have Pellik.
Yes, I know. But…it’s not the same, Pellik. I know it’s hard for you to understand. She looked at Ethel’s black eye, knowing that it wasn’t merely painful; rather, each time Ethel blinked the motion probably reminded her of how everything had gone wrong. If alcohol didn’t seem like such poison, I’d probably be doing the same thing.
Not good.
I know, but sometimes not good is…all there is.
Want oilcan?
If only…
She watched as Ethel paced unsteadily around the room. She appeared to be hallucinating, seemingly focusing on things that Lespeth couldn’t see. “Ethel?” Lespeth said after several moments of watching this behavior.
Ethel stopped and turned toward Lespeth. She looked almost surprised to see her friend sitting on her bed, and then she gave Lespeth a huge smile. “Yeah?” she responded.
“Do you…” Lespeth began but hesitated. Pellik’s thoughts echoing in her mind, she finally said, “Do you have any sewing machine oil, Ethel?”
Ethel smiled even more broadly. “That’s about the silliest question I ever heard,” she said. “Sewing machine oil!” She laughed and dropped down onto the bed beside Lespeth.
“Sometimes…sometimes I sip it, Ethel. I know that sounds crazy, but…it makes me feel better,” Lespeth said, feeling foolish for having brought it up. 
Ethel cackled at this, almost doubling over at the thought. It took several seconds for her to compose herself. When she finally straightened up, she said, “You don’t need sewing machine oil. That’s about the craziest thing I ever heard. You need this.”
She leaned toward Lespeth, and for a moment Lespeth feared that Ethel was going to kiss her, but while her friend’s face was only inches away from her own, her gaze did not turn toward Lespeth. Rather, she leaned further to the side, reaching past Lespeth for the pillow at the head of the bed. From under it, she pulled Carl’s leather case. 
“Now I see what the big fuss is all about,” Ethel said, straightening up and unzipping the cover.
“Ethel!” Lespeth said. “You took that? Do you even know what it is?”
“Nope!” Ethel said with glee. “Don’t give a good goddamn either.” She freed one of the little vials from the strap that held it, and Lespeth saw that it held less of the clear liquid than the others still in the case. The syringes all still looked to be in place.
“Did you…inject it?” Lespeth asked.
“Don’t know how.” Ethel shook her head. “Just put a few drops on my tongue is all. Made the whole goddamn world feel like a much, much, much better place. You gotta try it. Here.”
She held the vial out to Lespeth, who only stared at it for a moment. Thinking of how terribly she had felt after drinking alcohol, she knew it was not likely that she would feel the same pleasure that Ethel was apparently experiencing. Even so, the weight she felt in her throat was not going to lift easily; maybe she needed to help it along.
Feeling reckless and desperate—feeling human, she told herself—she took the vial and placed it to her lips.
What do? Pellik asked.
Nothing. Don’t worry, Pellik.
“Just a little’s all it takes,” Ethel instructed.
When the drops hit her tongue, Lespeth’s eyes lit up. It was not euphoria she felt, not ecstasy. She felt neither fireworks nor bliss. The burst of energy that shot through her was not a result of the drug but rather the Kestori equivalent of adrenaline. Her mind raced as she tried to match what she knew of reality to the alternate truth that the drug on her tongue now forced her to reckon with.
Not having touched the liquid with her fingertips, she had no sense of how it tasted. But there was a scent, and it flooded her mind.
It smelled like home.
She sat there, trying to understand the information her tongue and olfactory organs had sent to her brain. There had only ever been one other substance that had made her feel this way. She had known it on Kestor, and she had ingested it on Earth, always in the same situation. She had experienced it while enraptured, enthralled and entwined with Tredig, his organs flooding her mouth and throat just as hers did the same to him.
“Where did this come from?” she whispered, fearful that if she heard the words spoken aloud, she might awake from this impossible dream.
“It’s good, ain’t it?” Ethel said, not comprehending the complexity of thoughts firing off within Lespeth’s mind.
How could a human drug have the same scent as Kestori sex secretions? she asked Pellik.
Not know, he said. Disgusting, Pellik think.
I don’t need your judgment right now, Pellik. I need to figure this out.
Again, she asked, “Did Carl ever say where this came from? What it is?”
“No,” Ethel said, her smile still broad. “Are you seeing the colors? Move your hand in front of your face. It’s like your hand is trailing colors through the air. It’s the most beautiful thing. And it makes you so happy. I don’t know how I was ever so sad, Lizzie. I don’t think I’ll ever be sad again.”
“That’s good,” Lespeth said, absently.
To Pellik, she thought, I can think of two possibilities. Either there is a drug on Earth that has the exact same scent as Kestori bodily fluids, or Kestori bodily fluids have psychoactive effects on humans…and Carl has somehow gotten hold of some.
Both dumb ideas.
Can you think of anything else?
No, but Pellik not the one in charge, yes?
You’re no help.
Her thoughts were racing. If the fluid in the vial was actually Kestori, it meant that there was somehow another link to Kestor that she might be able to exploit; there was no chance it had come from herself or Tredig, and the idea that Bettez-en was the source struck her as absurd. She recalled what Tredig had said on the day of her arrival—something about a rumored second Bubble. Were that actually true, there was no way of knowing how another research team had become embroiled in the illicit drug trade, but she did not need to know all the facts now. It was enough to know that there was at least another possible way for her to get back home, another set of researchers somewhere on Earth who might be able to help her. If this hypothesis was wrong and the fluid in Carl’s vial had no actual connection to Kestor, then she was no better off now than she had been before sampling it. But neither, she thought, was she any worse off. 
There’s no way to know with certainty without tracing the fluid to its source, she thought to Pellik.
Pellik no like this.
I have to find Carl.
Not good.
What choice do I have, Pellik? It’s this or stay here forever. And if I’m wrong, we stay here forever anyway.
Without waiting for the medjite to reply, she said to Ethel, “Do you have any idea where Carl is now?”
“Carl? That drip. I’m done with him, I tell you. Why should I care where he—”
“It’s not for you, Ethel. I need to talk to him. I need to find out where he got this.” She pointed at the vial.
“He won’t tell. Not without getting this stuff back. And he’s not getting it from me!”
“I’ll worry about that when the time comes. Right now, I just need to talk to him.”
“Nothing doing.”
“I promise I won’t tell him where you are. I just…give me his address. Please!”
She took both Ethel’s hands in hers, imploring her human friend.
“Means a lot to you, don’t it?”
“It does.”
Ethel nodded. She pulled her hands from Lespeth’s and stood up, walking unsteadily to the writing desk in the corner. Lespeth watched as her friend wrote something on a piece of paper, then paused, scratched it out, and wrote something else. She held the paper up, staring at it as though the writing were in another language. Then she shrugged and handed the paper to Lespeth.
The numbers on the page meant nothing to her, and neither did the street name beside them. Lespeth saw that the first address Ethel had written and crossed out included the same digits as the final version, only transposed.
“Are you sure? This is where he lives?”
“That’s it. Kind of a rat hole.”
“How do I get there?”
Ethel stared for a moment and then pointed at one of the walls. “It’s that way.”
Lespeth regarded her in frustration for a moment and then said, “Ethel, I’m going to go up to Bunker Hill and find Jimmy. He’ll help me. And then, later, I’ll be back. Do you understand?”
“Oh, sure,” Ethel said. “You take your time.” She fingered the leather case greedily, almost lovingly. 
Lespeth wondered if she should take the case away from her but decided against it. Have your fun, she thought. You’ve got a long life of misery ahead of you.

 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
The debates surrounding the dissolution of the Makke-da expedition, including the reasons behind the debacle and theories explaining how the disaster could have been prevented are all, quite frankly, pointless. The Center would be better served by putting our efforts into organizing and launching a new team to take up the work that Makke-da’s madness has threatened to derail. If nothing else, we owe this to his victims, among whom I feel relieved not to count myself.
Ronod kra Bettez-en, from a transcript of his interview with the Directors of the Center for Earth Studies, 16.8892.3.15
Archives, Center for Earth Studies, Rakka University, Kestor
 
She found Jimmy in the room he had shared with Ethel until Sunday. He looked despondent, and Lespeth thought he had been crying. Not wanting to let on that she knew about Ethel’s black eye or Jimmy’s search for Carl, Lespeth feigned surprise at Ethel’s absence. 
“Well…I’m sure she’ll be back,” she said after Jimmy let her into the apartment. He turned from the door and sat at the table where his maps were spread out, and Lespeth followed, taking a seat opposite him without being asked. “It was actually you I came to see, though, Jimmy.”
“Me?” He looked surprised.
She nodded and said, “I actually need to hire you for something.”
“What do you mean?” he asked.
She tapped the maps with her index finger. “Can you make me a map?”
He looked confused. “Sure, but…you can buy a map of the city, too. They’re in lots of stores.”
“I know, Jimmy. I have a hard time reading those maps, though. And I just need directions to a specific place.” From her purse, she removed the piece of paper Ethel had written Carl’s address on; the stationery had had the Fremont’s logo and address at the top of the page, but she had torn it off to keep Jimmy from asking why she had been at the hotel. Confident that she had done enough to cover her tracks, she slid the paper across the table and said, “Can you find that place on a map and show me how to get there? Just like you mapped the way from here to the Portsmouth?”
Jimmy stared at the paper for a few seconds and then said, “That’s Ethel’s writing! You’ve seen her! You know where she is!” A light had gone on in his eyes as he looked at the paper, and now excitement marked his every feature.
Lespeth felt panic rising within her. The idea that human writing could be so distinct and individualized as to identify the author had never occurred to her. If she had been dealing with another Kestori, he would have smelled her anxiety; she smelled it herself. Fortunately, to mask her feelings all she needed to do was keep her expression impassive, which was not difficult for a Kestori.
“Yes, it’s Lespeth’s writing, Jimmy, but she gave me that at the studio…more than a week ago.” The lie came easily to her lips. Such a human trait, she thought before continuing to fabricate. “It’s the address of one of the other women we work with. Ethel said I should go see her for more advanced sewing lessons if I ever need them, and I wanted to see if she’s home tonight.”
Jimmy nodded, his eyes back on the piece of paper. Lespeth read his expression as the excitement faded, disappointment replacing it, and she felt a pang of guilt at her act of manipulation.
“It should be easy,” he finally said and turned to a folded street map of Los Angeles. Consulting the index, he made notes on the paper from the Fremont. Then he looked at another map, made a few more notes, and looked back at Lespeth. “I was right,” he said, a proud smile on his lips now. “It’s easy.”
“Good, Jimmy. Thank you.”
He pulled a blank sheet from his supplies and then used a pencil and ruler to begin mapping the route from Bunker Hill to the address Ethel had written. Carl’s address, Lespeth hoped as she watched. Her friend’s intoxication might have caused her to write the wrong address, she knew, but for now it was all she had to go on. If the address was not Carl’s, she would go back to Ethel when she was sober. The prospect of waiting until the next day to get answers regarding the source of Carl’s drugs did not sit well with her, though. After her talk with Bettez-en, she had a feeling of urgency and desperation. The man had killed before, after all, had even been considering killing her when she arrived; that he might not change his plans and make an attempt on her life before fleeing to Europe did not strike her as impossible. 
By the time Jimmy had finished the map, it included not only the route she should take but the stops for the Red Car that would get her to the address she desired with the least amount of walking. He slid it across the table toward her, pride in his eyes. Agitated though she was, Lespeth could not help beaming as she looked at what he had produced for her. Even with the difficulty she had understanding numbers, the map appeared clear to her and easy to follow.
“Thank you, Jimmy,” she said. “This is perfect.”
“It is pretty good, isn’t it?”
“Yes. It’s very good.”
Setting her purse on the table, she took out her wallet. She still had some of the counterfeit money that Bettez-en had given her as an allowance, but she also had money from her paychecks at Paramount. Careful to take out a legitimate bill, she slid it across the table to Jimmy.
His eyes grew large. “That’s an awful lot of money for just a map,” he said.
She had memorized the faces on the American currency she used and knew that the bill with Hamilton’s image on it was significantly more valuable than the ones with Washington’s, but she still struggled with the actual numbers. “I know,” she said. “But it’s very important to me that I find this woman. Things at work are getting so complicated, and I really need the extra help.”
“If Ethel was here, I bet she’d help you just as much. She’s good at all that stuff.”
“I know. But she wasn’t at work today and…”
While making the map, Jimmy’s expression had returned to normal—happy if a bit oblivious. Now that they were talking about Ethel again, the young man looked sad once more.
“You’re worried about her, aren’t you?” Lespeth asked.
“Yeah. Sometimes…sometimes I worry a lot.”
“I know. But…I’m sure she’s okay, Jimmy. And I’m sure she’ll be back soon.”
“Carl hit her. Did you know that?” Not waiting for Lespeth to respond, he barreled ahead with his thoughts. “He shouldn’t have done that, right? He shouldn’t have hit her. My Uncle Jack said men should never ever hit women, no matter what, and I think Ethel should just stay away from him, but I’m afraid she went back. I’ll bet that’s where she is right now, ‘cause sometimes she does things that are…dangerous, I think. And maybe he won’t let her come back to me this time. I think that ‘cause he pretty much hates me.”
“Oh, Jimmy,” Lespeth said, reaching a hand out to grasp one of his, a gesture meant to comfort and one that she had not needed to think about before executing. “I’m sure she’s okay, and if Carl did hit her, then I’m also sure she’s through with him. The Ethel I know wouldn’t stand for that. Don’t you think that’s true?”
“I suppose.” 
He was looking at her hand where it rested on his. The attention he paid to her comforting touch made Lespeth feel strange, and she almost took her hand away but decided to leave it there a little longer.
“I promise it’s going to be okay, Jimmy. Really.”
“Okay,” he said.
They sat in silence for several more seconds, and then Lespeth withdrew her hand. “Thank you, Jimmy,” she said, rolling the map up and slipping it into her purse beside her wallet. She stood and went to the door. Turning, she saw that Jimmy was not following her. She knew it was customary for guests to be seen out, but she also knew Jimmy was not always clear on what was expected of him. Opening the door to let herself out, she turned and said, “I’ll come and check on you again, Jimmy. At least…I want to. Sometimes…people get awfully busy, though. You know?”
“Yes.” Whatever comfort he’d taken from her gentle touch was gone now, she saw.
“There’s something I want you to think about, Jimmy,” she said. “And please don’t forget this. Like I said, I’m sure Ethel will be back soon, but…if a couple more days go by and she’s still not here…and if I don’t come to check on you either, you should take that money and any more you’ve got and see about a train ticket back to Iowa. Your aunt will have to take you in, if only for a little while.”
“I don’t like that idea.”
“I know.” She nodded. “I know, Jimmy, but…that might be the way things work out. Will you at least think about it? I mean, if you’re still alone here in a few days?”
He nodded. “Okay.”
She left, sadness enveloping her as she walked down the quiet hallway to the stairs.
*****
Jimmy’s map allowed her to find the address without needing to read or understand Arabic numbers, and a little more than an hour after leaving Bunker Hill she was walking down a narrow residential street south of downtown. There were streetlights at the intersections but none in between, and though some houses had lights on in windows and on porches, many were completely darkened. As a result, Lespeth found herself largely in the dark and without a way to read the addresses of most of the houses she passed. Even though she struggled with understanding the numbers on the houses, she had no problem with matching their shape to the numbers Ethel had written out. All she needed was to be able to see them.
Check that one, she thought to Pellik, watching through the vekkatch as her symbiote flew across a small yard to buzz around the door of the house Lespeth had stopped in front of. With his heightened perception, darkness was not a problem for the medjite, and Lespeth saw through his eyes the metal numbers nailed to the outer wall of the little dwelling. It was too dark on the street for her to see Ethel’s paper clearly, but she was reasonably sure the numbers did not match.
Good? Pellik asked.
No. Not this one. Let’s go on.
Ethel had called Carl’s house a “rat hole,” which confused Lespeth. The houses on the street were small, and it was possible they were old, but she could not detect anything obviously wrong with them.
This all may be for nothing, she thought to Pellik. Ethel might have been so intoxicated, she couldn’t remember where Carl lived at all.
Go home then?
Not yet. Let’s keep trying. Show me the numbers I’m looking for again.
The symbiote obeyed, buzzing in the air near her hand so she could see the spidery string of digits Ethel had written for her.
Next one, she instructed, trying to keep the shape of the numbers at the front of her mind so as not to be confused when Pellik reached the next house.
It looked empty, which Lespeth found discouraging. Even in the dark, she could see that the short wooden fence surrounding the yard was in disrepair with missing slats and one section that was entirely gone. If the fence had been meant to provide the illusion of security for the homeowner, it was now defunct, Lespeth thought.
Think this match, Pellik said through the vekkatch, and Lespeth watched with excitement as the numbers appeared in her mind.
Yes, she replied. I think the sequence is right. Come check.
Pellik flew back, buzzed around the paper again, and then was sent back to show her the numbers on the house once more.
Lespeth told herself she should have Pellik double check one more time, but she also told herself she was worrying too much. If she knocked and the address was wrong, there would be no harm in apologizing to whoever came to the door and then retreating down the street.
Centering herself for a moment, she stepped through the opening in the little wooden fence and made her way across a cracked walkway that led to the tiny house’s front door. There still appeared to be no sign of occupancy, and she feared yet again that this whole venture had been for nothing. Even as she gave a tentative knock at the front door, she imagined herself back at the Fremont, watching over Ethel until she sobered up and could give more accurate information.
Her fears were well founded. A second knock and then a third brought no sign of stirring from inside the house. He’s not here, Pellik, she thought. Or it’s the wrong house altogether.
We go home then?
Yes.
Good. This place no good.
Pellik flew to her and landed on her shoulder. He had been flying constantly since they had left the Red Car, buzzing up to house after house on the dark street, and Lespeth knew he must be getting tired. His wings had not adjusted to the slightly stronger pull of Earth’s gravity, and Lespeth supposed they never would. With luck, the strain on Pellik would be over soon, but if the pair really were consigned to a permanent life on Earth, Lespeth would have to protect against the medjite becoming exhausted for the rest of their time together.
Why do you think so? she asked.
Not know. Just no good.
Some of the houses she had passed on her way had cars parked in front of them. These she had paid no attention to, as parked vehicles were a normal part of life in the city. But as she neared the battered fence again, ready to turn back the way she and Pellik had come, she noticed that a car across the street and a few houses down turned on its headlights and, seconds later, its engine. She had not noticed anyone getting into the car as she had made her way down the street with Pellik, and it bothered her to think that the car’s occupant might have been watching her stop at each house on this side of the street before finally approaching the door she had just walked away from. There was nothing wrong with what she had been doing, but she had assumed that her efforts at finding Carl had gone unobserved and now told herself she’d been foolish to think so.
At the sidewalk, she turned the way she had come, her back now to car that still idled at the curb several yards behind her. It would pass her in another few moments, she thought, and then the street would be quiet and empty again, more to her liking as she worked her way back to the Red Car stop a few blocks away. As though her thoughts had had the power to make it happen, the car began moving, the sound of its engine growing louder and then, a few seconds later, its headlights illuminating the street near the spot where she walked. The car did not continue past her, as she had imagined it would. Instead, it slowed once it was even with her and matched her pace as she walked along. 
Not good, Pellik signaled. 
How do you know?
Pellik just know.
She trusted the medjite’s instincts and resisted the impulse to turn her head so she could see the car and its driver. Instead, she relied on Pellik, who buzzed closer to the car. It was large and painted a light color, different from the nearly ubiquitous black cars she was so used to seeing. With Pellik’s sensitive vision, she could make out the driver’s features in the car’s dark interior—a man whom she did not recognize. He looked harsh, though, and serious. Through his open window, he was watching her as she walked. In the seat beside him was another man.
She remembered the pair of men she had seen on her first day in the city, the ones who had first slowed to offer her a ride after Bettez-en had abandoned her. She had not been able to tell that there was anything predatory about those men, but Pellik had sensed it. Seeing this pair and watching the way the driver regarded her, she did not need Pellik to tell her she was in danger.
The houses she passed now were darkened and offered her no hope of sanctuary. A porch light burned a few houses farther along, however, and she thought about approaching the door and asking for help if the car did not leave her side by the time she reached the house’s walkway. She quickened her pace.
The driver sped up to stay even with her. “Excuse me, Miss,” he said, loud enough to be heard over his car’s engine.
Lespeth did not turn her head toward the street. Through Pellik’s eyes, she watched as the man’s expression turned to one of disgust at being ignored.
He did not repeat the salutation but rather said, “We’re looking for our friend, Carl. You know where he is?”
Without breaking her stride, she turned her head and said, “I don’t know anyone named Carl.”
“That was his house you were just knocking at.”
“No. That’s…I was looking for my friend’s house, but I think I had the wrong address.” She felt panicky and hoped no emotion was creeping into her voice. She repeated, “I don’t know anyone named Carl.”
“I think you do.”
The passenger door had opened before Lespeth understood what was happening. By the time she grasped the severity of the situation, it was too late. The other man in the car was on the street now, and the car sped up as the man on foot approached her. The house with the lighted porch was still too far away for her to reach it, and even if she wanted to try, the car had now pulled into a driveway ahead of her, blocking her way. She watched through Pellik’s eyes as the men boxed her in.
Run! Pellik called out through the vekkatch.
The warning came too late. She tried bolting into the street, but the man who had been the car’s passenger was faster, and before she could reach the curb she felt his tight grip on her upper arm. Lespeth tried to jerk free of his grasp, but he held her too tightly. A human would have screamed, but Lespeth’s instinct told her to whip at her attacker’s face with her tail. By the time her higher brain told her this was futile, the man’s other hand was over her mouth. In the dark, she had a better view through Pellik’s eyes as the driver approached and grabbed for her feet, getting a hold on them before she could think to kick out in self defense. Pellik zoomed in dangerously close, giving her a frightening view of her terrified eyes above the powerful hand that covered her mouth. 
Stay back, Pellik! Please!
Lespeth in danger!
Yes, but I can’t have you get hurt, Pellik. Go back above. If they see, they’ll swat you like a fly!
Pellik not scared.
Go!
She watched with relief as the medjite’s perspective shifted. Through her own eyes, she could see only the starry sky as the men carried her to the car, but through Pellik’s she was able to see how small her body appeared in these men’s grasps. They had no trouble getting her to the car and then into the back seat, where the man who had been in the passenger seat now climbed in beside her, one hand still on her upper arm and the other remaining clamped over her mouth.
“Just sit tight, sister. Play nice, and you’ll be fine.”
She struggled against his strength as the driver took his place behind the wheel. Her captor met her resistance with added pressure on her mouth, and for a moment she feared she might lose consciousness. She stopped struggling and was relieved to feel the pressure ease up in response.
Moments later, the car’s tires screeched against the pavement as it tore away from the site of her abduction. A wooden trunk was mounted to the back of the car, held there with leather straps, and Lespeth watched through the vekkatch as Pellik landed on it. She had the presence of mind to allow herself a moment’s gratitude that the medjite had the sense to hitch a ride rather than wear himself out by chasing after the car.
“Easy,” said the man who held her.
She did nothing to respond.
“I’m gonna take my hand away from your mouth. You scream, and I’ll make you sorry. You got it?”
She nodded as much as she was able. Seconds later, she was rewarded with feeling the man’s hand slip away from her face.
“This is kidnapping,” she said, having learned the word from stories in the Herald.
“No it ain’t,” the man beside her said. “We’re just taking you for a ride, helping you get out of a rough neighborhood.”
“Where are you taking me?”
“To meet a friend. He’s gonna ask you a couple questions about Carl, and then we’ll probably send you on your way.”
“I told you. I don’t know any Carl.”
“We’ll see.”
He said nothing else as the car rolled through the streets. Lespeth imagined getting away, kicking at the man and breaking his grip on her arm before jumping from the moving car. But then where would she be? They had already driven off the route on Jimmy’s map. Getting back to the Red Car would be difficult now, even with Pellik’s help—assuming she could not only get away from these men, but stay away as well.
Lespeth all right? she heard Pellik say through the vekkatch.
Yes, Pellik. For now.
Lespeth could not be sure how long the car drove through the darkened streets. It made several turns and traveled for a while along an avenue that was better lit and had other cars on it. At one point, the car stopped at a red light, and another vehicle pulled up next to it. “Don’t try anything,” the man beside her said, his lips near her ear. “You’ll be sorry if you do.”
Terrified, she gave no response, but neither did she raise her voice or do anything else to resist or get the attention of the other driver.
Finally, the car entered a neighborhood of large homes, the kind Lespeth had heard referred to as “Victorian.” She could see them only partially from her seat, but Pellik was able to show her a wider vista from his vantage point outside the car. After a few more turns, the car parked on a dark street before a huge, looming house whose chimneys and conical turrets formed ominous silhouettes against the night sky. Without speaking and never letting go of her arm, her captor and his companion pulled her from the car and walked her up the balustraded stairway to the front door, which the driver opened without knocking. 
Lespeth watched as Pellik left his perch on the trunk and approached from behind. No, Pellik, she thought. Stay out for now. It may not be safe.
Not safe for Lespeth. Safe for medjite, though.
No, Pellik. Please! Scout the house. Show me the doors and windows and then find a safe spot to wait outside. I’ll tell you if it’s all right to come in.
The men led her in and shut the door. Lespeth felt relieved to be able to see the door from both sides, glad that the medjite had listened to her. She could see that he lingered on the other side of the door, however.
Go, Pellik. Please. Fly around the house, but please be careful.
What if Lespeth face change?
Then it changes, Pellik. I can’t risk anything happening to you.
One of the men turned on an entryway light, and Lespeth forgot about Pellik for a moment. She recognized the man who had been in the back seat of the car with her. He had dark hair and a cruel mouth, and she was sure he was the man Carl had identified as Bunny in the speakeasy. He led her forward now, toward a set of sliding doors that were open only a few inches. Dim light poured through the space between the doors.
Lespeth had kept her grip on her purse the whole time she had been in these men’s control; now the man who had first spoken to her pulled it roughly from her grasp and opened it. He rifled through the contents for a moment, pulling Jimmy’s map from inside and unfolding it, his eyes on Lespeth as he did. Giving the map a quick glance, he showed it to Bunny.
“Arrows lead straight to Carl’s door,” he said.
“Who sent you to Carl’s?” Bunny asked.
“No one. I made the map myself.”
“Like hell you did, sister. Come on.” He moved forward quickly, dragging her by the arm and almost pulling her off balance.
The other man knocked on the sliding doors, and a moment later a voice from within said, “Come in.”
Bunny’s partner pulled one of the doors open, revealing a large room that was furnished as an office. An ornate desk dominated the room, its intricate carvings and gold leaf trim illuminated by a pair of standing lamps. There were three upholstered chairs facing the desk and one more behind it. There was no one at the desk, Lespeth saw. Instead, the voice had come from a large couch that took up most of the space along one wall. Reclining on it was the bald old man she had seen in the speakeasy on Friday night, the one Lespeth had assumed was the man in charge and with whom she had exchanged an uncanny glance.
He was not in the room alone. A young woman lay on the plush velvet with him. She wore a silk robe that was not tied shut, revealing that she wore nothing underneath. The man was stripped to the waist, and Lespeth saw that the tattoos on his neck extended down across his whole torso so that no skin below his neck remained unmarked. The pair appeared to have been in the middle of passing a pipe back and forth between them, strange smelling smoke drifting up from the pipe bowl in the young woman’s hand.
When he saw who had come in, the old man sat up and stared at Lespeth. Then he gave the young woman beside him a little shove. She responded slowly and with what Lespeth assumed was reluctance. After setting the pipe on the arm of the couch, she got to her feet and left the room without a word or a backward glance, making no effort to keep the robe closed as she went.
In the speakeasy, the myriad smells had masked the old man’s scent, as they must also have concealed Lespeth’s from him. Now there were no such barriers. Lespeth understood what she was looking at almost immediately, and she knew that the molecules crossing the old man’s sensory organs were giving him the same information. They stared at each other for a moment.
Are you safe out there? she thought to Pellik.
Yes. Is dark.
Stay out there. It’s definitely not safe for you in here. Not now.
Why?
I found Kels erla Makke-da.
Him dead.
No, Pellik. He’s not. And he’ll know what you are if he sees you.
How and why the leader of the first Kestori expedition to Earth could be here, Lespeth did not understand. But now that she could smell him, she had no doubt he was Kestori, and though his appearance had changed to a degree, his countenance still bore enough resemblance to the archival images of the humanized Makke-da that she had seen and studied for years. Myriad questions raced through her mind, and she wished she could sit in one of the big chairs in front of her, as her legs now felt unsteady.
You leave now, Pellik thought to her.
No. I can’t. Not yet. Just wait, Pellik. Find a place to hide and wait until I tell you what to do.
“Where did you find her?” Makke-da asked his men as he rose from the couch. His voice was a gravelly croak.
“She was nosing around Carl’s place,” Bunny said.
“She had this with her,” the other man added, holding out Jimmy’s map. “Somebody made her a map.”
“Is anyone watching the house now?” the old man asked as he approached the trio.
“No,” Bunny answered. Lespeth thought he sounded strange when he said it, less confident than normal.
“Well get back there, then!” Makke-da ordered, clearly irritated at his subordinates’ mistake. “And check the house when you do to make sure he didn’t get back in when you weren’t there.”
“What do we do with—” Bunny began.
Makke-da cut him off. “Leave her! Now get out of here.”
Bunny let go of Lespeth’s arm for the first time since he had grabbed it on the sidewalk near Carl’s house. He turned to go while his partner stepped forward and awkwardly placed her purse and Jimmy’s map on one of the chairs near the desk. Then they both left, sliding the doors closed behind them. 
Makke-da regarded her silently for several seconds. Lespeth looked him in the eyes only briefly and then averted her gaze. His stare was intimidating, and it was easier to look at the tattoos that covered his body. The tentacles on his neck stretched down onto his chest and abdomen, revealing the body of an octopus that held various things in its many arms—smoking guns, dripping syringes, and stacks of money in some, a naked woman in another, and two hands of playing cards in the remaining tentacles, the cards all facing outward so Lespeth could see them. The human diversion meant nothing to her—neither the suits on the cards nor the “W” and “N” on the two that had faces on them. Everything the octopus held, she realized, represented some aspect of the illegal enterprises Makke-da had involved himself in during his more than twenty years on Earth; she recalled the way the people in his party had deferred to him in the speakeasy and the certainty she had had that night that the bald old man was the “big shot” in the group. A feeling of cold enveloped her as she looked at the artwork on the old Kestori’s skin.
Only when the sound of the exterior door opening and closing reached them did he say anything. “You know who I am?” he asked, his demeanor growing calm again now that they were alone.
“Yes.”
“Have you come to kill me, then? Or just take me back to face my punishment?”
The questions confused Lespeth. “Neither,” she managed to say, her voice coming out more meekly than she had thought it would.
Makke-da nodded. He indicated the chairs in front of Lespeth and walked around to the other side of the desk to take a seat opposite her. Hesitating a moment, Lespeth stepped forward, picking up her purse and Jimmy’s map before sitting down.
“The map,” Makke-da said. He held out his hand expectantly.
Seeing no harm in letting the old Kestori look at it, Lespeth handed him the map. He glanced at it for a moment and then handed it back. 
“What is your name?” he asked.
There was no point in lying. “I am Lespeth phra Kalak-ka,” she said. “Junior researcher at the Center for Earth Studies at Rakka University on Kestor.”
“Where is your medjite?” he asked.
Lespeth paused for only a second. Then she said, “Dead. A…a bird got him.” She looked at the floor and hoped she was not giving off any scent that would indicate nervousness or anything else that hinted at deception.
“Where did this happen?” he asked.
He’s quizzing me, she thought. Trying to trip me up.
“In the Square near where I’ve been staying. It’s…like a park.”
“How long ago?”
“It’s been a week now.”
Makke-da nodded. “Let me see your wexips,” he said.
A bit hesitantly, Lespeth placed her hands on the desk before her, palms up. The old man touched the little flaps of skin that concealed her medjite’s pouches, the coldness of his fingers and the familiarity of his actions making her cringe. When he finished inspecting her hands, he said, “Your purse.”
Again, she hesitated. Telling herself there was really nothing to hide, though, she set the purse on the desktop. Makke-da opened it and looked inside for a moment, moving things around as he did. Lespeth paid careful attention to his scent to see if he gave off an odor of surprise, which she would have expected if he detected the presence of the camera hidden inside the purse’s walls and handle, but the old Kestori gave no indication that there was anything out of the ordinary in her little bag and handed it back without comment.
He gave her a careful look and then said, “Your hair.”
“My—” she began but then said nothing more when she saw him stand up. He had not asked her permission but rather had notified her of what he was going to search next. She had to suppress a tremble as he stood behind her and ran his fingers roughly through her synthetic ringlets. Though she could not see his face, she could imagine him looking intently at her head, waiting for a disturbed medjite to fly free before his touch.
When he finally took his hands away, and started around the desk again, he said, “Forgive me for not taking you at your word. It wouldn’t do for you to have an extra pair of eyes when you’re here…in my care. My medjite died a few years ago. It has been…difficult without her. I assume you have struggled with this loss.”
“It’s been almost impossible to go on,” she said. Never having known a Kestori who lived without a symbiote, she had to guess at what it would be like. “I find myself checking my appearance almost constantly. Even then, I don’t get the early warning of slippage that Pellik used to provide.”
She forced herself to imagine Pellik eaten by a bird and hoped that she gave off an odor of grief in response to the thought.
“The humans must think you’re terribly vain,” Makke-da said as he sat across from her once more.
“I suppose.”
He nodded and said, “I rely on cosmetics and…” He waved a hand toward his tattoos before saying, “Adornments. They suffice.” Giving her a long, piercing stare, he said, “If you’re not here to kill me or punish me, then I can only assume you weren’t actually looking for me.”
“That’s correct.”
“And I wasn’t looking for you. But here we’ve found each other. I had my suspicions when I saw you in the club the other night. I couldn’t get your scent in that place, and then things got out of hand shortly after you made your exit. I’m pleased we’ve had this happy accident of encountering each other once more.”
“I am also pleased,” she made herself say.
Through the vekkatch, she thought, Pellik, I’m worried he may still be unbalanced. 
Pellik want leave.
As soon as we can. I have to be careful. I’ll get out of here as soon as I can. And…I hope we’ll be able to go straight to the Bubble from here. And then home.
What about Tredig ashes?
I’ll come back for them. I’ll go home and get help and come back.
“Why were you looking for Carl?” Makke-da asked.
Lespeth decided there was no longer any point in denying that she knew who Carl was, but at the same time she was still unsure of how much she should reveal to the fugitive Kestori. After a moment’s silence, she said, “I’ve been studying a human who has a relationship with him. They…had a disagreement, and I was trying to help the female through this problem so she could get back on track and still be of use to me.”
Makke-da nodded. “So the Center is still sending researchers.”
“Yes.”
“And not looking for me.”
“They think you’re dead. Professor Bettez-en reported on—”
“Bettez-en! He survived then?”
“Yes.”
“And the others?”
“No,” Lespeth said, deciding for the moment to keep to herself the story Bettez-en had told her about the end of the Makke-da expedition and his role in the deaths of the other researchers.
“That was…an unfortunate turn of events,” Makke-da said. Then he gave her a human shrug. “Exploration isn’t without its dangers, though, as I’m sure you know. You’ve sacrificed much to come here.”
“I have,” she said. Thinking of Tredig, she said, “Others have sacrificed more.”
“Yes.” 
He narrowed his eyes as he regarded her. The human gesture unnerved her a bit, and she spoke on impulse, in part to keep the old Kestori from giving voice to whatever thoughts brewed behind his eyes.
“Professor Makke-da, I—”
He let out a human laugh at this point, the first time she had heard a Kestori produce the sound with accuracy. “Professor! It’s been an awfully long time since I’ve heard that, Miss phra Kalak-ka.”
“I’m sure,” she said, hoping to get the conversation on a track that would be useful to her. “You said before that this was a happy accident, us meeting this way. You really don’t know how much that’s true from my perspective. You see…there is a problem that has developed. Professor Bettez-en…is missing. He disappeared from the hotel where we were staying a few weeks ago, and I’m afraid something has befallen him. He’s left me with very few resources and, what’s worse, no way to get back to the Bubble. I need to report to Kestor to find out what to do but have no way of doing so.”
“And you think I can help?” Makke-da asked. His expression remained unchanged, and Lespeth could not detect any shift in his emotions. 
“I was hoping you knew the location of the Bubble,” she said.
If he’ll just tell me, I’ll get out of here, Pellik. Be ready to fly if I run out the door.
Always ready.
“Why do you not know the location yourself?”
“Professor Bettez-en…kept it from me. He blindfolded me after I passed through the Bubble. All I know is that the Bubble is somewhere in the desert.”
Makke-da nodded. “And you think the Directors haven’t changed the Bubble’s location since ’98? They just left it there for me to return to someday if I decided to turn myself in?”
During the time she had been talking to Makke-da, it had not occurred to Lespeth that the Bubble might have moved in the two decades since the old man’s treachery. When she had set out to find Carl, it had been with the hope that another contemporary team was in place, possibly utilizing a separate Bubble. Encountering Makke-da had given her a new hope—that she could return to the Bubble without needing to know the source of Carl’s drugs—but the old Kestori had flattened that hope.
“I hadn’t…thought of that,” she said. “Even so…it’s still worth trying.”
Makke-da treated her to another purely human gesture—a long sigh. She took it as a sign.
He’s not going to help me, she thought to Pellik.
Him not good.
No, Pellik. Not good at all.
Lespeth scared.
A little. I don’t know what he wants with me.
Pellik save Lespeth soon.
Yes. But wait. Wait until it’s safe.
“How long have you been here, Miss phra Kalak-ka?”
“Just a little over a month.”
He nodded. “Not long enough, then, for the place to work its charm on you. Not long enough to be corrupted.” With an excited look in his eyes, he leaned forward in his chair. “Or have you been corrupted already? Dabbled in drugs? Witnessed an orgy or two? You could even participate if you’re creative about it, you know. Killed anyone?”
Developing a serious sewing machine oil habit, she thought. Agreed to take drugs with my friend Ethel. Even if the drug she offered had no effect on me, I didn’t know that when I accepted. She swallowed and noticed that her saliva did not want to travel easily down her throat, as though it was somehow constricted. It was an unpleasant sensation but one she could ignore. Yes, she thought, I’m becoming corrupt.
Aloud, she said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He shrugged. “You will. This place…” He looked around the office as though it symbolized the whole of Earth. “It has that effect. So much darkness among these people. So much greed and selfishness. So much hedonism. Like nothing we know on Kestor.”
As he spoke, Lespeth could not help recalling Bettez-en’s treatise on human vice and its widespread and varied manifestations.
Makke-da continued. “It’s fine to observe for a while, but…before long you find it’s infected you. I’ve come to believe the human condition acts like a virus on our people. That’s something for your colleagues to chew on back on Kestor.”
“Is that what happened to you?” she asked. “Is that why…”
“Why I murdered half my team and abandoned the rest?” he asked, speaking without any hint of shame. “In part. There was an element of responsibility behind my actions, though. Granted, I wasn’t thinking rationally at the time, but I remember having the notion that if we returned to Kestor, we’d bring this horrible…humanity with us. I convinced myself I was killing those men to save the whole of our planet.” He shrugged. “If you want to get more specific, less philosophical, it was actually the cocaine doing the thinking for me. Does wonderful things to humans, I’m told. Turns Kestori into monsters.”
Hoping that it would sound like she was humoring the old man, Lespeth said, “You don’t seem like a monster now.” 
The smile he gave her in response was not one of happiness or amusement. There was joy there, but Lespeth saw in the thinness of the lips and the gritting of the teeth that it was joy found in the suffering of others, that it was a smile of greed and lust and the fulfillment of impure desires. The smile scared her. 
“You don’t think so?” he said. “I have men killed on a weekly basis, Miss Kalak-ka, men who cross me and wish they hadn’t. I control a network that moves heroin, morphine, opium, cocaine and marijuana from the docks at San Pedro to the mansions of Beverly Hills. People die because of me. Little children cry for their mothers because of me. And I love…” He clenched his jaw for a moment, his eyes alight, and repeated the word “Love!” with a shout, pounding his fist on the desk for emphasis before finishing his sentence through gritted teeth, “every moment of it, every tear, every dying breath.” He leaned forward, thrusting out his neck. “Now…tell me again that I’m not a monster.”
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, averting her eyes from the old man’s terrible gaze. “I…didn’t mean to…”
He leaned back and took a few deep breaths. When he spoke again, he sounded calmer. “And now you come to me, a voice from a past life, and ask for my help. Not unreasonable. Ironic, though, since what is actually going to happen is that you’re going to help me.”
Her heart pounding wildly now, Lespeth wanted nothing more than to leave this room and the big Victorian house, to run back through the streets until she found her way to Pershing Square again. She would go back to work at Paramount, forget about Bettez-en and the Bubble, forget she’d ever known another life beyond the one she’d made for herself here on Earth. But she knew that getting away from Makke-da wouldn’t be so easy. 
Instead of running, she clung to Makke-da’s words, hoping there might yet be a way out. “Help you?” she asked. “How?”
He gave her a long, silent look before saying, “Have you had occasion yet to kiss a human being?”
“No,” she said, not considering the encounter with the man who’d assaulted her in the speakeasy.
“Then you’ve yet to discover that the saliva of a Kestori has a curious effect on the human brain.” 
I was right! she thought to Pellik, and now she did recall her exit from the drinking club and the strange words of the man who’d forced a kiss on her. Carl’s drug is Kestori saliva, and the man who kissed me in the speakeasy could feel it. Why didn’t I think of that earlier?
Lespeth have a lot to think about it. One thing extra…too many.
Continuing to play dumb, she said, “I don’t understand.”
“Of course you don’t. I only made the discovery myself within the last year. Until then, I hadn’t bothered to have dalliances with humans. They are so…detestable. But…” He shrugged. “A lifetime of chemical diversions can be satisfying for only so long, so I engaged the services of an earnest working girl. Don’t look so shocked, Miss Kalak-ka. Even though we Kestori lack functioning human sexual organs, there are still ways of satisfying one’s urges. Imagine my surprise when the hardworking young lady revealed herself completely intoxicated after a few moments of intimacy.”
He chuckled at this and went on. “It didn’t take too long before I found a way to capitalize on our species’ unique abilities. But…all of this meant I had to give up my lustful pursuits and return to chemical diversions.”
With one more long sigh, he stood up from his chair, giving her another full view of his tattoos. Before he could turn away from the chair, Lespeth took the opportunity to press the button concealed in her purse’s handle, hoping that the camera’s lens was focused clearly on the old Kestori in front of her. She held the button down, knowing the continued pressure would result in a burst of images stored inside the camera, counting on at least one to capture Makke-da’s face and body as he stepped away from her and went back to the couch where the pipe had been left when she had been brought into the room.
“Never kissed a man,” Makke-da said as he picked up the pipe. “And you claim not to have been corrupted by this species. So I suppose it goes without saying that you’ve yet to experiment with opiates.” He regarded the pipe. “Heroin is my favorite, but opium has a nice effect as well. It affects Kestori differently than it does humans. They find chemically induced bliss. We, however, we…rise to a new plain of existence. Under the influence…the world melts away, Miss phra Kalak-ka. All worlds. And we rise into space. All else just falls into nothingness. You are as one with the universe.” He held the pipe up. “Would you like to try?”
“No, thank you,” she said.
His expression suggested that her response was worthy of pity. After a moment, he said, “I’m sure you won’t mind if I indulge.” He picked up a silver lighter that had also been left on the couch and turned back toward the desk.
“Professor Makke-da,” she said, “if you are not going to help me get back to the Bubble, then I ask that I be allowed to leave.”
“My dear,” he said as he returned to his seat. “I’m afraid you don’t understand. I told you that you were going to be helping me.”
“Yes,” she said, “but…how?”
“Our bodily fluids are a powerful—and desirable—intoxicant, so much so that it commands a ridiculously high price, made even more possible by its scarcity. If I were to market the ‘juice’ as it’s come to be known as aggressively as I market heroin or cocaine, the demand would be impossible to meet. So I sell only to the wealthiest clientele.”
Like movie stars, Lespeth thought, recalling Carl’s encounter with Mr. Taylor on the Paramount lot. 
“The ‘juice’ is so enthralling, though,” Makke-da went on, “that these wealthy fools can’t help talking about it among themselves, so demand is rising regardless. It’s been something of a miracle that no word of it has gotten into the press in the middle of this Arbuckle fiasco.”
Lespeth’s mind flashed to the image from Tredig’s files—the enigmatic young woman whose face had been half hidden in the shadow of her broad brimmed hat and whose reputation had been the subject of public scrutiny almost since the moment of her death. 
“Did that woman die because of…” she began, the rest of her question trailing off as she thought of Ethel and how much of the “juice” she must have consumed already. The possibilities alarmed her, and she wished she had thought differently about leaving her friend alone with Carl’s supply of the drug.
“I doubt it,” Makke-da said. “I haven’t heard anything about such drastic effects. But I’ve no doubt that that fool Arbuckle had a supply of the ‘juice’ as part of his debauch that weekend.”
“And if it got into the papers?” Lespeth asked, her worries about Ethel’s safety diminishing.
The old Kestori gave a human shrug. “It wouldn’t come back to me. I cover my trail very well. But there would be an even more increased demand in some circles.” He shook his head at the thought. “If all I wanted to do was make money, I’d spend my days drooling into a glass and selling it to the highest bidder,” he added before reaching out to light his pipe. He sucked on it for a moment and then took it away from his lips, causing a little cloud of smoke to rise from the pipe bowl.
 “That’s not what I want, though,” Makke-da went on. “Money isn’t everything, after all. Even so, word has gotten back to me that there is such demand for the ‘juice’ elsewhere that I’ve been considering making shipments, not just dealing locally. It’s risky, though. And then you come along, falling into my lap as if it were from a star, light years away. Serendipitous.”
Lespeth’s mind raced. Until now, she had been telling herself she could convince the old Kestori that he should let her go, that she would say nothing to the Directors if she ever got back to Kestor. But now, for the first time, she realized she was not going to be let go without a fight. 
“I don’t expect you to go along with my plan, of course. Am I correct in this assumption?”
“I…don’t know what your plan is,” Lespeth said, “but…no, I’m not eager to help you with your supply problems.”
“Just as well. It’s going to be more fun auctioning you off.”
The sadistic smile returned. Lespeth met it with widened eyes and a look of complete disbelief.
Makke-da chuckled. “It will be interesting,” he said, “to see where you end up. Paris. Hong Kong. An Arabian palace in the middle of some vast desert. All so very far from where you started out. Fascinating, isn’t it, to think of where we end up? It’s often so very different from the outcomes we’d planned for ourselves.”
For the second time, Lespeth felt unable to swallow for several seconds, panic all but closing her throat. She had to force herself to breathe so that she might calm down, but it was not easy to do so.
Makke-da set the pipe down and picked up the telephone receiver from the unit atop his desk. He did not dial the phone as she had seen humans do but rather waited silently for a few seconds. Then he said, “I need you.”
Moments later, the sliding doors opened again. Lespeth turned to see a man enter the room. She did not recognize him. Like Bunny and his companion, the man wore a dark suit, but he had no hat on indoors. His expression was cold as he looked from his employer to the opium pipe and finally to Lespeth.
“Take our guest upstairs to one of the spare rooms,” Makke-da said, his voice slightly slurred. “And see that she stays there.”
Before she could protest or do anything else to save herself, Lespeth felt the man’s vice-like grip on her arm, and she knew there would be no getting away.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
I predict that the most difficult aspect of living among the inhabitants of this planet will be adapting to the variety in their appearance. All indications suggest an infinite diversity from a physical standpoint. For the Kestori researcher, who is used to employing olfactory senses to differentiate and identify individual Kestori who are comparatively identical from a physical standpoint (save the relative height differences between males and females), the shift from scent to appearance as a marker of identity may be quite challenging.
Kels erla Makke-da, from An Analysis of Unmanned Observations of Daravet III, 16.8891.8.23
Published prior to the launching of the ill-fated Makke-da Expedition
 
As prison cells went, the room Lespeth spent the next two days in could have been far worse. It was on the third floor of the house, at the back of the building. A single bed with an ornately carved headboard dominated the small room, which Lespeth guessed had originally been meant for a servant, as it was useful for little more than sleeping in. The ceiling sloped over the bed, giving her a mild sense of claustrophobia, especially at night. This was made worse by the fact that her right hand was handcuffed to one of the wooden columns on the headboard. 
She could move, but only so much, and some positions caused her right arm to fall asleep, so she learned quickly that she could not stay in those positions for long, no matter how comfortable they might be. With some work, she could sit up in bed, but the sloped ceiling made it uncomfortable to stay that way, and she was also able to stand beside the bed and take a few paces back and forth, but the movement caused her wrist to rub against the restraint, so she did very little pacing.
From the minute she had been locked to the bed, she began working on minimizing the size of her hand so that she might slip through the restraint. Skeletal manipulation was the slowest kind of Kestori mimicry, however, and the addition of her fifth digit made the prospect seem even more futile. She knew she would be able to succeed eventually, but it would take months, and she expected Makke-da would have her sold to the highest bidder long before that.
One of Makke-da’s men entered the room every couple of hours. They came in shifts, she realized, the same men opening the door two or three times in a row before another came on duty. Bunny was one of these; the others she did not recognize, nor did she care to learn their names. Sometimes they brought her food, sometimes they escorted her to the small water closet down the hall, and sometimes they looked in merely to check on her. These last visits were pointless, Lespeth thought, since there was no way for her to escape short of amputating her hand. Even if she could free herself, she would still need to sneak out of the house, the room’s tiny window being far too small to squeeze through and the three-story fall being more than she was willing to risk in the event that she could somehow get herself through the tiny opening.
Her mood alternated considerably during her captivity—she felt fear, anger, depression, resignation, desperation and more, sometimes several emotions at the same time. She imagined escape, imagined revenge, imagined bargaining her way out of this predicament by further appealing to Makke-da, and finally imagined herself being whisked off to a foreign country to live out her days in slavery, serving as a sort of cow who produced euphoria-inducing milk, a version of The Sheik more perverse than anything Hollywood could imagine. Mostly, though, she lay on the bed and looked at the ceiling, willing herself to remain calm as she communicated with Pellik and telling herself that she had to be ready for any possibility, for any mistake that Makke-da or his men made that could give her even the smallest opportunity to escape.
She had given Pellik permission to enter the house in the middle of the first night when it seemed likely that no one would be awake and when Lespeth’s mood was at its lowest. 
There is a man you must avoid completely, she had thought to the medjite. He is old and bald and has marks on his neck that look like the arms of a pherackle. If he sees you, he will kill you, Pellik. Make no mistake about it. If you see him, you must hide immediately. And if you think he sees you, then you must get out immediately and not come back in. Do you understand?
Yes, Pellik had replied, his tone suggesting reluctance.
I’m not joking, Pellik. Please. If he thinks I have vekkatch with you, if he thinks I’ve got a spy in the house…I hate to think of what he’ll do.
Pellik understand. Pellik hide.
All right. Is there a way in?
Window a tiny bit at back of house.
Good. Come in. I’m on the third floor, but you won’t be able to come in until they check on me again. You’ll have to watch and wait.
But the medjite hadn’t waited. Bound to the bed in the darkness, Lespeth had watched through the vekkatch as Pellik flew into the house and up to the third floor. Rather than finding a perch in some high corner where he could watch for Lespeth’s captors to open her door, he flew to the first door he came to and crawled through the keyhole to explore the darkened room beyond.
Pellik! she thought. Be careful.
Pellik always careful.
She had watched through his sensitive eyes as he flew into one empty room after another until he had finally come to the room where she was being held.
Oh, Pellik, she had thought as he buzzed around her head. Thank you! 
Pellik always here.
Since then, he had spent most of his time at the tiny window on the wall behind her head, but he flew patterns in the air above Lespeth’s bed when she seemed especially distressed. Two more times during her captivity, she experienced the strange inability to swallow, once about an hour after being locked in the room, and the second time toward the end of Tuesday afternoon. She panicked each time it happened and appealed to Pellik for help.
You no die, he thought to her during the first attack. It stop each time before.
I know, she thought in response. Knowing that doesn’t make it feel any better, though. What if it gets worse?
That crazy. Never happen before. Not happen now.
I could starve to death.
At least not have to eat in front of human.
This isn’t funny, Pellik.
Pellik know.
When the sensation eased a bit, she thought, I suppose dying would be better than what Makke-da’s got planned for me.
Maybe him die. Pellik just need chance.
What could you do?
Not know. Just need chance.
Not long after her second attack, Lespeth decided that giving Pellik a chance was her best and only option.
You have to be careful, she thought to him. It’s possible he was lying about his medjite being dead. If it’s in the house and sees you, then Makke-da sees you, too. I don’t want to think about what happens then.
Pellik careful.
Don’t leave the house. And don’t let any of the humans see you. If you see Makke-da, get away as fast as you can before he gets your scent.
Pellik very fast.
I know, Pellik. Thank you. Just do your best, all right? I just need to get a sense of the house, how many people are here, and if there’s anything I can use to help me get away.
Pellik find for sure.
Despite her feelings of dread, she watched through the vekkatch as the medjite flew to the door, crawled through the keyhole and made his way into the hallway beyond. For the rest of the afternoon and into the night, Lespeth got to feel slightly liberated, seeing the rest of the house through the flying creature’s eyes. Pellik toured every room of the house for her, always avoiding humans. Through his eyes, Lespeth saw no sign of Makke-da or anything resembling another medjite, but she did get to see cracks in the floor, every windowsill in the house, dishes in the kitchen sink, and one of Makke-da’s staff relieving himself in a downstairs toilet. Pellik found this particularly amusing and spent considerable time making fun of the man, which had the desired effect of making Lespeth feel both amused and relieved of her suffering, if only for a short time.
Sometime during the dark hours between Tuesday night and Wednesday morning, the bedroom door opened and one of Makke-da’s men looked in on her. She had been asleep, and the click of the latch startled her awake as it always did. When her guards came to check on her in the night, they switched on the light for a moment, appraised the situation, and turned it off again to leave her once more in the dark. This time, though, the light stayed off. Further breaking with protocol, the man didn’t simply look and leave. Rather, he came all the way into the room and closed the door behind him.
Lespeth tensed at his approach, balling her free hand into a fist.
“You awake?” the man said, not bothering to lower his voice, which she recognized as Bunny’s. 
Not responding, she lay still in the dark.
“House is empty ‘cept you and me,” Bunny said, and now Lespeth realized from his slurred speech that the man was drunk. 
She looked for Pellik through the vekkatch, hoping he could confirm what Bunny was telling her, but Pellik must have been asleep, as all was darkness in their mental link. It would have been easy enough to wake him, but she saw no point.
“So I got bored…and a little lonesome,” Bunny continued. “Thought you’d give me some company.”
He approached the bed, moving tentatively in the dark, and when he bumped the mattress with his leg, he stopped and squatted down, his face inches from Lespeth’s. She considered swinging her unfettered fist and hitting him on the nose, reasonably sure that his eyes had not adjusted to the dark and that he wouldn’t see it coming, but she hesitated, unsure of herself and her situation. A second later, she regretted her faltering, as Bunny reached out a hand and snaked it across her belly to find her unshackled wrist. When she realized what he was doing, she instinctively jerked her hand away rather than using it to attack the man, but then he had a hold on her wrist. Once she felt the strength of his grip again, she knew there was no escaping it, and she hated herself for having vacillated in her decision to strike first.
“Don’t panic, sister,” Bunny said. “I ain’t here to hurt you. Just to be friendly. Just friendly, okay?”
With her ability to defend herself physically curtailed, Lespeth knew she had no choice other than to use her wits, and so, hopeful that the man could be bargained with in his inebriated state, she timidly said, “Okay.”
“Good girl.”
“What do you want with me?”
“Just to talk,” Bunny said. “Maybe more.”
With the back of his other hand, he traced the line of her cheek in the dark, almost petting her.
“Why don’t you turn on the light?” she asked. “We can talk better if we can see each other.”
“I like it dark.” He kept caressing her cheek.
“Why don’t I sit up? We can talk face to face.”
“I like you down,” he said, his voice husky.
Then the hand on her cheek turned and dropped to her chin, holding it still. He leaned forward and clumsily put his lips against hers. 
She wanted to fight, wanted to twist her head away or beat at him with her fists, but all she could do was thrash with her legs and hips as his hands held her tight. The man’s breath was hot and smelled of liquor; even if it had smelled sweet, she still would have wanted to wretch at the touch of his alien lips forcing their way onto hers. If he tried to push his tongue into her mouth, she swore she would bite it off, but he did nothing of the sort, pushing his mouth against hers and forcing her lips to open. Knowing that his hand would drop down to the hem of her dress if she stopped thrashing, she kept up her struggle, and when he finally pulled his lips away from hers, Lespeth let out as loud a scream as she could muster.
To her surprise, he let go of both her chin and her arm. In the darkness, she sensed him backing away from her, and she thought the scream had done its job. If only it would do more, she thought, summoning help from somewhere in the house or from one of the neighboring homes. 
The attack had not stopped because of her scream, however. She realized this when Bunny tried to get up off his knees and stumbled, falling against the bed. He was in this position for only a few seconds, not long enough for her to recover from the shock of his attack and flail out at him with her legs. Moments later, the opportunity was gone as he crawled away from the bed, found the bedroom wall, and used it as a brace to help him stand up. When he found the light switch that turned on the table lamp on the other side of the room, he simply stood there for a moment, staring down at Lespeth in disbelief.
“Christ,” he said, his voice even more slurred than it had been before. He swayed on his feet, and Lespeth hoped he would collapse, as it was likely he had keys to the handcuffs hidden in a pocket. He did not fall, though, but simply stood there, still swaying. “That’s the juice,” he finally said, his expression a blend of confusion and revulsion. “How’n the hell…?”
He lurched toward her again, and Lespeth feared he would renew the attack on her now that he knew her secret, but he stopped where he stood, looking at the floor as though it was not where he expected it to be. Turning, he thumped his hand against the wall to turn the lamp off again, but he missed the target. Oblivious, he left the room without another word, closing the door and leaving her in the fully lit room in the middle of the night. For a moment, she thought he had neglected to lock the door, but after a few seconds she heard the clumsy rattling of the key followed by the sound of fading footsteps on the floor outside the room.
She lay trembling in the bright light for a long time, trying not to relive the attack. After the trembling stopped and her breathing returned to normal, she told herself that a second attack was not likely, at least not right away. Bunny had said the house was empty but for the two of them, and she doubted he would try the same thing again with other people in the building. Besides, she realized, Bunny would be relieved of guard duty sometime during the morning, as he had been on the morning before. These logical thoughts, however, were not much consolation when fear overcame her again, her predictions losing all power to comfort her in the face of the vivid, tactile memory of Bunny’s lips pushing down on hers.
When the lock clicked again a few hours later, she readied herself for another attack, determined not to let Bunny abuse her again. The man who entered was not Bunny, however, which gave her a slight sense of relief. He set a tray of food and a glass of water on the small table beside the bed. Lespeth turned to the tray, wordlessly watching her guard leave the room and then listening for the lock to click once more after he closed the door. 
Breakfast was a bowl of oatmeal and a piece of toast. Until now, her captors had not brought her any meals that required a knife or fork that she could use as a weapon or as an implement with which to harm herself. This meal was no different. She could break one of the dishes, she realized, and possibly use one of the shards as a weapon the next time a guard came in—or as a means of doing herself injury. She filed the thought away for later should she become truly desperate. For now, the dishes would stay whole as she continued working on the problem of escape.
The day passed slowly. Pellik had given her enough information during his time out of the room for her to have a clear sense of the house’s floor plan. His winged reconnaissance had shown her every door and window, several viable hiding places, and the faces of every servant and gangster who crossed the threshold to do Makke-da’s bidding. It was all good information, but having it was frustrating, as she had no idea what to do with it. 
The same guard who had relieved Bunny made regular stops at her room, as had been happening at intervals since her capture late Monday night. It was now Wednesday; other than the glimpses she caught through Pellik’s eyes—after which he quickly hid, following her instructions—Lespeth had not seen Makke-da since their encounter in his office. She wondered how long it would take him to arrange for her purchase and removal to some far off land, and she feared it would not be long. The moment of desperation she feared might not be too far off.
The first time Bunny entered the room that afternoon, Lespeth flinched at the sight of him. He did not say a word to her at first, but simply stood in the doorway and looked at her, his expression a blend of curiosity, hunger, and revulsion. After standing silently for several seconds, he said, “I talked to a friend of yours today.”
Though she tried not to react, Lespeth couldn’t help shooting him a quizzical look.
He smiled in response. “I found Carl. He told me what he knows about you, and I told him what I know.” He shrugged. “Which don’t amount to a hell of a lot. Still…we figured a thing or two out.” He stepped away from the door, moving toward the bed and making her wish she could shrink into it. Bunny clearly noticed her fear but did nothing to alleviate it. “We can’t figure out what you are,” he said, “or how come you got that juice in your mouth, but I don’t suppose we really need all the answers. The end product is enough.”
“Help me get out of here,” she said. She spoke on impulse, not thinking about the words before they left her mouth, not thinking about the implications of anything she said. All she knew was that this man’s interest in her might be the opening she’d been looking for, a way out of the handcuffs and locked room that didn’t involve broken porcelain and opened veins. “I’ll see that you get all the juice you want. I’ll help you fight against your boss.”
Bunny listened but said nothing.
“He’s going to sell me to the highest bidder and send me away. Did you know that?”
Still, Bunny gave no response.
“You’ve got to get me out of here before then. Please!”
He nodded again, and then finally spoke. “You sit tight, sister. Whatever happens’ll happen. Either way, you really don’t have much say in it, do you?”
He turned away, but before he opened the door again, he looked back and, more quietly now, said, “And don’t get any ideas about ratting me out about Carl. Nobody else is coming in here tonight except me, and if you make a stink and try to get somebody else in here, I’ll make sure you pay for it. I might just be able to get you out of here, see? But if you try to get one over on me, you may as well kiss your chance goodbye.”
“What are you going to do?” she asked.
He shook his head. “Just keep your trap shut, and we’ll see what happens.” 
It seemed clear to her that Bunny had a plan, but she also surmised that it might not be well formed. If Bunny tried something foolish with Lespeth in tow, she knew the chances were good that she would suffer for his mistakes. Through Pellik’s reconnaissance, she had learned that almost everyone in the house was armed; there was a real chance she would learn what a bullet felt like if Bunny wasn’t careful with whatever he was planning. Not for the first time, she wished it had been Carl who’d captured her rather than Bunny. At least with Ethel’s boyfriend, she told herself, there would be some chance at talking herself into freedom by using what she knew about Ethel’s location and the drugs she had stolen from Carl’s car. With Bunny as her rescuer, all she had to look forward to was the unknown, and with Bunny’s apparent predilection for drink and “the juice,” she guessed that the unknown would be about as unpleasant as the fate Makke-da had designed for her. 
Hoping to influence Bunny’s inchoate plans, she worked up a fearful tone and said, “You’re not going to partner with Carl, are you?”
Bunny gave her a smug grin. “That’s what Carl thinks. I got other plans.” He gave her one more look of appraisal and then was gone again, the lock clicking before his footsteps receded in the hallway.
More time passed, giving Lespeth the opportunity to imagine all the things that could happen when the door opened again. I want you to watch the man they call Bunny, she told Pellik. Let me see what he does, but don’t let him see you.
Plan? the medjite asked.
No. Not yet. I just…don’t want to be caught off guard when he comes back. And I need to know what he does between now and then.
The evening wore on, and Lespeth watched through the vekkatch as other members of Makke-da’s entourage came and went, the house slowly thinning of occupants. When a large group, fronted by Makke-da, headed out the door in what Lespeth took to be a revelrous mood, she realized she was once again alone in the house with Bunny. 
From his vantage point near the ceiling downstairs, Pellik watched Bunny pace near the entryway for almost a minute after the front door had closed behind Makke-da’s party. Then, as though he had heard something, the gangster walked to a window at the front of the house and pulled at a curtain, but barely. He wanted to see outside, Lespeth realized, but did not want anyone on the street to see him looking out. Apparently satisfied that Makke-da and the rest of the revelers were gone, he stepped away from the window and went to the rear of the house, passing through the kitchen and out the back door.
Go with? Pellik asked.
No. Wait there. Can you see him out the back window?
By way of answering, Pellik flew to the pane of glass in the kitchen door and showed her Bunny’s back as he walked to a car parked on the narrow driveway beside the house. If it wasn’t the same car Bunny had been in when he and his partner had abducted her on Carl’s street, it was at least similar. Lespeth could not be certain what Bunny was doing since his back was to Pellik, but she saw him open the car’s rear door and lean into the passenger compartment. He appeared to be arranging things in the car, moving his arms as he bent at the waist over the back seat. When he straightened up and closed the door, Lespeth caught a glimpse of the rear seating area and saw what looked like heavy blankets on the floor and, sticking out from one corner of the fabric, something that looked like a coiled rope.
That’s not good, she thought to Pellik.
For why?
He’s going to tie me up. He’s going to take me out of here and tie me up and put me in that car. Then he’s going to drive away. Who knows where I’ll end up then?
She imagined terrible things, recalling descriptions of opium dens and houses of prostitution in the Herald and other documents Tredig had had in his files. Bunny might have an entirely different fate in mind for her, she realized, but anything that involved spiriting her away in the night, bound with thick robes and hidden under heavy blankets, couldn’t be good.
Pellik rescue.
No, Pellik. Don’t do anything foolish. I’ll get out of this, and I’m sure you’ll help me do it, but we can’t act recklessly. I’d rather stay a prisoner and still have you than risk anything happening to you just so I can get away.
The medjite was silent for a moment. Then he thought, Pellik stay with Lespeth. Not so bad.
Of course, Pellik, she thought. It will never be so bad as long you’re with me.
She didn’t believe the things she thought to the medjite but couldn’t help offering him some comfort. If he believed that his very presence would ease Lespeth’s suffering, there was no harm in maintaining the illusion.
Bunny returned to the kitchen door, and Pellik retreated at his approach, returning to the ceiling to watch the human enter the house again. Lespeth steeled herself, expecting Bunny to waste no time and head straight for the stairs. He hesitated, though, putting his hands in his pockets and then taking them out again to rub them together as he stood in the center of the kitchen. When he did begin walking again, it was with purpose, but he did not go toward the stairs. Instead, he walked into Makke-da’s office, going straight to the liquor cabinet. He pulled the glass stopper from the neck of an elegant decanter and poured a glass full of amber liquid, tossing it back before filling it again. The second drink took him longer to finish, and he paced as he drank. 
Him thirsty, Pellik offered.
Yes. And I think he’s trying to build up his courage.
Him scared?
Yes. He’s about to betray his boss, who’s a very powerful man. And I think he’s betraying Carl, too.
That not so bad.
Lespeth said nothing to this, watching as Bunny set the almost empty glass on Makke-da’s desk. He reached into a pants pocket and took out two keys. One was for the door to Lespeth’s prison cell; she had seen him use it through the vekkatch. The other was much smaller, and she knew it fit into the handcuffs. It was the key her guards used when they freed her from the bedpost so they could walk her down the hallway to the little water closet. Bunny stared at the keys for several seconds; he was weighing the possibilities they represented, Lespeth told herself, even as he considered their actual weight in his hand. Then, his hand none too steady, he dropped the keys back into his pants pocket before turning back to the decanter to fill his glass a third time.
Him drunk now, Pellik thought to her.
I doubt it. Not that quickly. But I’m sure his judgment is off now. Probably his reflexes, too.
Him drunk not good. Danger for Lespeth.
Maybe, she repeated. But if he’s intoxicated, I might be able to use that against him.
And maybe not, too, Pellik replied.
The medjite thought nothing else to her; he left his perch near the ceiling and flew down toward Bunny.
What are you doing, Pellik? she thought.
He said nothing in return.
Immediately alarmed, Lespeth watched as Bunny got closer and closer to her through the vekkatch. 
Pellik! she thought. No! Whatever you’re thinking, stop! It’s not safe.
The medjite ignored her, and she had to watch as he landed on the leg of Bunny’s pants. The opening to his pocket was a centimeter away, and Pellik’s vision darted between Bunny’s nearby hand and, farther away, his eyes. Neither moved in his direction, and moments later the medjite had slipped into the opening of Bunny’s pocket.
No! Lespeth implored again. Get out of there, Pellik!
Her mind raced as she tried to think of something to get her symbiote to drop his risky plan, whatever it entailed, but nothing came to her. Pellik had never disobeyed her like this before, and if he had ever seemed intractable on Kestor, the threat of breaking vekkatch permanently had been deterrent enough to bring him back into obedience. She knew such a threat would be empty now and did not make it. All she could do was watch the vision in her vekkatch grow dark as Pellik entered Bunny’s pocket and then lighten again as Pellik’s superior vision began to make sense of the dark space he was now within.
Pellik crawled down into the pocket and soon came to the two keys at its bottom. Ignoring the larger room key, he grasped the little handcuff key with his thin front legs, hooking them into the hole in the key’s head before beginning the trek back to the top of Bunny’s pocket. 
Pellik! Lespeth called out to him once more. Please! It’s not safe!
Lespeth not safe, the medjite replied. Pellik save.
When he reached the pocket’s opening, he glanced once more toward Bunny’s eyes and, seeing that the gangster was focused on his third drink, unfurled his wings and flew away, the key still hooked into his front legs.
The key’s weight must have been more than Pellik had anticipated, as he struggled to maintain altitude with the key in tow. He managed to fly away from Bunny but dropped steadily toward the floor as he did so, barely able to stay above the hardwood planks as he went. Lespeth sat up as far as she could on the bed, trembling and terrified at the sight of Pellik flying in such an exposed way, the handcuff key dangling below him. She wanted to tell the medjite to be careful, to go faster, to find enough strength to gain altitude, but she thought nothing through the vekkatch, impotently watching while her free hand balled itself into a fist that pulled at the bed sheets.
While the vekkatch allowed her to see through Pellik’s eyes, it had no auditory component. She could not hear what Pellik heard but had learned over the years to pick up on cues that told her he was at least reacting to sounds around him. He gave her no such cues now, so focused was he on escaping with his prize; as a result it came as a complete and frightening surprise to Lespeth when she saw a large shoe come down on the floor only centimeters away from Pellik.
He saw you! she shouted through the vekkatch. He’s after you!
Pellik know! came the response, and then he said nothing more, bobbing to the left as Bunny’s other foot came down nearby. 
No, Pellik, she thought but did not allow the thought to travel through the vekkatch. No. It was a mournful thought, Tredig’s violent end playing in her memory as she waited for the vekkatch to go dark with Bunny’s next step.
Nothing of the sort happened. Somehow, Pellik found strength, possibly through his fear, and he gained altitude as he approached the staircase. He was barely in time. Wisely, the medjite spared none of his speed for a backward look at his pursuer, so he might not have known exactly what was happening behind him. Even so, he must have been more aware than Lespeth, as he was able to use all his senses and might have perceived that Bunny must have tripped or stumbled in his wild pursuit of Pellik and the key. All Lespeth saw was an outstretched human hand hitting the bottom stair even as Pellik rose above it in the air, his angle increasing as he propelled himself toward Lespeth. She could tell that the medjite slowed in velocity as he increased in altitude, and though Lespeth feared this would enable Bunny to catch his prey, she felt a bit of relief when Pellik paused at the second floor landing to turn toward the stairs he had just flown up. 
Bunny was still at the base of the stairs. He was on his hands and knees, and Lespeth could see through the vekkatch that he was trying very hard to get to his feet. When Bunny looked up toward Pellik, Lespeth saw a trickle of blood running down the man’s forehead and into the corner of one eye.
He’s hurt, Pellik, she thought. Go quickly! We might have a chance.
Pellik hurrying, came the response, and then the medjite was moving again. He began flying up the second set of stairs, barely able to keep the key from banging against the risers as he made his way to the third floor. His progress was painfully slow, and Lespeth had to fight the urge to rise up from the bed and run to the door in a futile effort to help Pellik. Doing so would have only meant yanking at her bound wrist, however, and so she had to force herself to remain on the bed and aim encouraging messages through the vekkatch.
You can do it, Pellik, she thought. I know you can. 
Pellik did not respond. He was putting all his energy into flying with the added weight, she realized, his tiny wings not designed for such an encumbrance, especially not under the influence of Earth’s gravity. Halfway up the last set of stairs, he paused to rest, looking downward again. There was no sign of Bunny.
He hasn’t even made it to the second floor yet, Pellik. Maybe he’s unconscious. Rest for a moment. You can afford it.
Still silent, Pellik’s only answer was to turn and resume his ascent. It seemed even more difficult now that he had lost momentum. Cresting each riser seemed to take an eternity, and when he reached the final step he had to rest again. Looking down once more, this time his vision revealed Bunny at the bottom of this set of stairs. He was still crawling, and when he looked up, Lespeth saw even more blood streaming down his face.
Pellik took the human’s presence as a goad and threw himself into one last great effort to get himself above the final riser and onto the third floor landing. It took him three tries. With each one, Lespeth shouted encouragement through the vekkatch and then kept her disappointment and concern to herself when the first two attempts failed. When Pellik finally reached the third floor, Lespeth called out Yes! Yes! in her exuberance.
Her enthusiasm was short lived. Pellik did not resume flying along the floor as she would have expected, picturing him buzzing through the air with the key and passing through the keyhole of her door to deliver his prize to her. Instead, the medjite began walking, dragging the key along the polished wooden floor.
Rest, Pellik, she called out to him. It’s all right. He’s not even close to you. You can take a few minutes.
Pellik save, came the reply, but so feebly that she could barely perceive his thoughts.
Pellik, please! she implored. You must rest! You have to!
Save, was the thin response.
He kept walking and dragging, occasionally finding the strength to buzz his wings and take to the air for a few centimeters before exhaustion pulled him to the floor again.
In her bed, Lespeth whispered, “Pellik, Pellik,” and felt the trembling at her core begin to rise into her throat and limbs. A human would have cried at the struggle going on in the hallway, and for the first time since she had been among the humans, she felt an inkling of what weeping must be like. As had happened before, her throat closed and she had to fight for breath through her secondary respiration system. Her eyes burned, but when she felt her cheeks they were dry.
When he finally reached her door, Pellik did not have the strength to fly up through the keyhole. Instead, he flattened his body as much as he could and pushed the little key under the door, crawling along behind it. Lespeth watched through the vekkatch as first the room and then her own image came into view. She looked awful sitting there on the bed, her visage a mask of misery. 
“Pellik!” she called out as the medjite finished squeezing his way under the door.
Safe, she heard him answer through the vekkatch.
Heedless of the pain in her wrist, she left the bed and squatted on the floor, one bound hand held aloft behind her while she reached toward Pellik with her free hand. The medjite and the key were still more than a meter away, regardless of how much she stretched.
“Son of a bitch!” she heard Bunny shout in the distance. No longer able to watch his pursuit through Pellik’s eyes, she did not know if Bunny was still on the stairs or if he had reached the third floor landing. Regardless, the anger in his voice told Lespeth her would-be kidnapper was not giving up.
Oh, thank you, Pellik, she thought through the vekkatch. Thank you for trying so hard. Thank you for saving me.
Not entirely convinced that she had been saved, she said it for Pellik’s sake. Her gratitude, however, was entirely real.
Turning her body, she extended her bare feet toward Pellik, stretching her legs and her handcuffed arm at the same time. She looked at the ceiling as she maneuvered her feet but could see through the vekkatch that her alien toes were getting closer and closer to Pellik. She feared putting too great and sudden an effort into her stretching, as her foot could easily smash the little medjite if it lurched forward too suddenly with Pellik lacking the energy to dodge the blow.
And then, with her toe still centimeters from the key, she lost vekkatch.
Pellik? she called out, but there was only silence and darkness.
Raising her head, she looked down the length of her body but could not see the medjite from this angle.
“Pellik?” she called out loud.
There was no response.
She tried to establish vekkatch again, but though she reached out to her symbiote with her mind, she found nothing there. Even when he slept, Lespeth had always been able to reach him. Never had she known such a void in her mind.
“Pellik?” she whispered.
Again, she felt her throat constrict and her eyes begin to burn. This time, the feeling was so intense she feared she would lose consciousness.
“What the hell are you, you little son of a bitch?” she heard Bunny yell from somewhere outside the door, and this time she knew he was closer, definitely at the top of the stairs and maybe making his way down the hallway toward her door, perhaps on his feet, perhaps still on hands and knees, but coming relentlessly.
Letting out a yell that was part pain, part grief, and part panic, she pulled at her wrist harder than she would have thought possible and blindly extended her toes. When she felt the bit of metal under her toe, she could not allow herself to believe it was the key and actually withdrew her toe for a moment, fearful that it was Pellik she had touched. But then she tried again, willing herself to picture the little key beneath her flesh as clearly as if she’d been watching through the vekkatch. Pulling her foot toward her, she felt the metal coming with it, and moments later, she had the key in her hand.
When she sat up, it was not to turn toward the headboard and the handcuffs but rather to look toward Pellik. The medjite lay motionless on the floor, inches from the door he had crawled under.
“Pellik?” she called out again despite her fears.
There was still no response, neither in Pellik’s body nor through the closed portal of the vekkatch.
She had watched her jailers unlock the handcuffs many times, and though it was easy for her to copy their motions, her hand trembled so much that she could barely get the key into its hole. When she succeeded and the restraints clicked open, she turned and raced to door.
“Pellik?” she called out once more as she stooped and carefully picked up the medjite. His big eyes, ever open behind their protective membrane, were without life, and when she rubbed his wings and gently touched his wiry legs, there was no response.
“You saved me, Pellik,” she whispered. “You saved me.” Then, in Ferchii, she added, “I see by your actions that you hold me in your heart.”
A thump on the other side of the door startled her, and she almost dropped Pellik’s body. Then she heard the sound of Bunny’s remaining key scraping at the lock.
Her grief melded into rage, and she whirled from the door, returning to the bedside in two strides. She laid Pellik tenderly on the pillow and then crossed to the opposite wall of the tiny room. The table lamp that the wall switch controlled was not large, but it was made of metal, and its base was heavy. Not bothering to unplug it from the wall, she yanked it free and turned it in her hand. When the door opened moments later, she swung the lamp down atop Bunny’s head without hesitation. The base connected with his skull with a cracking sound, and the man dropped to his knees inside the doorway. From that position, he had to look up to see Lespeth’s face, and he managed to do that for a few seconds, staring at her in silent bewilderment before pitching forward onto his face.
Hardly an expert on human mortality, Lespeth guessed that Bunny was dead, but she did not want there to be any guessing involved. To allay any doubts, she spent the next minute smashing what was left of Bunny’s skull, bringing the lamp down again and again until she was satisfied that her tormentor would never rise again.
When she had finished, she took a moment to catch her breath. Then she bent down and put her hands under the dead man’s armpits so she could drag him all the way into the room and close the door. Staring down at him for a few seconds, she collected herself and turned back to Pellik. Although she knew the medjite had died, exhausting his tiny body to the breaking point by flying up the stairs with the extra weight of the key, she could not help touching and prodding him further, willing him to move again if only in the most feeble way. As before, his body did not respond to her gentle touch, and she let the trembling overtake her for several minutes.
The dead man on the floor could not be ignored for long, his inert presence reminding Lespeth that she might be free of her restraints but not from Makke-da’s house, not yet. She took a moment to center herself—something she could not succeed at doing completely—and found her shoes under the bed beside her purse. Slipping on the shoes, she sat up with the purse in her lap and took out a handkerchief. As tenderly and carefully as she could, she wrapped Pellik’s body and set it gently in the bottom of the purse, mindful not to enclose him too tightly on the slight chance that he might only be in shock; she imagined him reviving inside the handkerchief and being unable to get out, so she loosened it even more once it was in the purse even as she reminded herself that the effort was futile.
After taking one more deep breath, she rose from the bed to find her coat where it had been tossed when she’d been brought into the bedroom days before. Once she had slipped her arms into the sleeves, she picked up her purse and opened it to take out her compact and look at her face in the mirror. 
Her appearance had not changed since the last time Pellik had shown her her face. Now she needed the human tool to see herself. This is me without Pellik, she thought, no more vekkatch. She would no longer get the early warning of seeing her coloring change in the ultraviolet spectrum, as she would have if Pellik had been showing it to her, but she told herself she would find a way to survive. Makke-da had done it, after all. The thought scared her, and she hesitated to look away from the mirror, the reverse image disorienting and disturbing. It was all she had, though.
Looking around the room one more time to make sure she was leaving nothing else behind, she stepped over Bunny’s body and pulled the door closed. The key was still in the lock, and she had to fiddle with it before it clicked. As soon as she removed the key, however, she put it back into the keyhole and had to wiggle and turn it again. She heard no click and felt panic rising in her at the thought that she would not be able to get back into the room.
It will be all right, she thought in the same way she would have kept her silent dialogue running with Pellik. I can still get away.
Without Pellik on the other side of the vekkatch to reply, the thoughts rang hollow. She almost gave up at that point, but then the lock clicked. Seconds later, she was back in the room and stooping beside the dead man. She felt at his clothes and moments later was rewarded with the discovery of a hard lump under one arm. Removing Bunny’s jacket was not easy; the dead man was heavy. After some struggle, though, she managed to get part of the jacket peeled away and found the gun she had been hoping Bunny carried, tucked into the shoulder holster on his side. She regarded the gun for a moment and then put it into her coat pocket. Without giving the dead human another glance, she left the room again, locking the door more easily this time and adding the key to her purse’s contents. 
For a moment, she stood listening for any sign that she was not alone in the house. There was nothing, not even the sound of a radio playing. Then she went to the stairs and began her descent, taking each step with deliberate caution. By the time she reached the ground floor, she felt more confident that the house was truly empty, and she left it that way a moment later, exiting the front door and wondering how long it would be before Makke-da or one of his men discovered the corpse upstairs in her place.
It was evening on the first of February, and it was chilly outside the house. She pulled her coat closed, gripped her purse tightly, and headed toward the sidewalk, wishing she had Jimmy’s uncanny ability to find his way. She felt naked without Pellik buzzing in the air above her, his eyes helping her feel oriented and aware of her surroundings, and the feeling caused her to linger for a moment when she reached the sidewalk. Paranoia about her appearance crept into her thoughts, and she pulled her compact out again to check her reflection.
One of the cars parked along the street began blinking its headlights. Fear spiked within her when she saw this, an echo of what had happened before her abduction on Carl’s street. She was ready to bolt in the other direction when she heard a man’s voice from inside the car say, “Lizzie!” It sounded like he was calling out to her as quietly as he could, trying to get her attention without being noticed by anyone else in the neighborhood. Glancing at the mirror again, she put it away and then moved warily toward the car, one hand inside her coat pocket gripping Bunny’s gun. When she got within a few feet of the car, she saw that the man who had hailed her was Carl Bettelheim. He waved her toward him in an agitated, impatient way. If she ran the other way, he would follow; Lespeth felt certain of this. Hesitating for only another moment, she approached his car with caution.
Speaking in a normal voice now, Carl said, “Where’s Bunny?”
Lespeth could only stare, her mind racing.
Carl’s expression turned impatient, and Lespeth could see that he looked nervous. There was sweat on his upper lip despite the cool evening air, and he kept checking the car’s mirror and glancing toward Makke-da’s house. “He was supposed to walk you out,” Carl said.
“I don’t…” Lespeth began, almost saying that she had no idea what Carl was talking about, but she stopped herself. Wavering a moment more, she finally said, “He’s still inside.”
“The old man in there?”
She shook her head. “Bunny said…we were alone in the house.”
Carl looked confused. “He’s supposed to be there.” He looked toward the house and asked, “Did you hear anything? Gunshots?”
Now it was Lespeth’s turn to look confused. “No,” she said.
“And Bunny didn’t say anything else? Why didn’t he walk you out?”
Lespeth hesitated a moment and then said, “He’s…drunk.”
“Goddamn it,” Carl said, shaking his head. He gripped the steering wheel, indecision in his eyes. “I should go in there myself and wait it out,” he said. Then he wiped the sweat from his brow and said, “Get in. I don’t exactly feel like sticking around here right now. I’ll settle up with Bunny later.”
Nodding, she walked around the front of the car, moving as in a daze. She felt numb, thinking of the ropes underneath the blanket in the car that Bunny had planned on taking her away in. It had been clear to her that Bunny had had no intention of cooperating with Carl, but she had also had no idea of what the pair’s plan had been. Had Bunny initially agreed, she wondered, intent on double-crossing Makke-da in partnership with Carl? Maybe, she told herself as she opened the car door. At some point—and maybe from the very beginning, she thought—Bunny had decided on betraying Carl as well. To what end, she could not guess. Greed, she supposed. Whatever the pair’s plan, Bunny had realized he could have for himself whatever profits they had hoped to gain from spiriting Lespeth away in the night.
And Carl had no idea, she now knew. He had been waiting here for Bunny to fulfill his part of the bargain even as Bunny had been inside using Makke-da’s liquor to bolster the courage he would need to undercut Carl. He might even have known Carl was waiting outside, possibly even planning on killing his erstwhile partner. It was all so much for Lespeth to process, and she wondered if or how she could use this knowledge against Carl.
She held her purse tightly to her stomach as she closed the car door and looked at Carl in absurd disbelief. He did not say a word but started the car, shaking his head in disgust at Bunny’s failings, and pulled away from the curb.
Carl drove in silence, his jaw set tight and his eyes straight ahead. After making several turns that took the car out of the residential neighborhood, he pulled over on a narrow street between two warehouses. Shutting the engine off, he turned to face Lespeth.
“What’s the secret?” he asked, his expression telling her he would suffer no evasions on her part.
“Secret?” Lespeth asked, terribly confused.
“Bunny said you…make the juice. It’s in your spit. That’s why McKenna’s been holding you. How the hell do you do it?” 
Lespeth’s mind began racing, and she watched Carl’s expression grow more and more agitated the longer she let silence be her only answer. Finally, she said, “I’m…I’m not like normal people. I have a…condition. My body produces a chemical that gets other people…”
“Yeah, I know what it gets other people,” he said. “So you’re some kind of freak.”
“I guess.”
“So why ain’t you schnozzled all the time?”
“It doesn’t have any effect on me. It’s just…part of me.”
Carl gave her a cold look as he considered this. She was not sure if he believed her, but at least he hadn’t accused her of lying yet.
“And where’s McKenna been getting the juice all this time?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she lied. 
Carl regarded her with a cold, condescending nod. “Where’s Ethel?” he asked after a few seconds.
“I don’t know,” she said again.
Without warning, Carl struck her in the face with his open hand. “Liar!” he shouted.
The blow left Lespeth’s ears ringing. In all her life, she had never been struck, and the pain and shock left her stunned. She shook her head, trying to regain her composure.
Carl did not wait for her to recover. Using his voice like a fist to jab at her again and again, he said, “Bunny said he and Mick caught you nosing around my place. With a map, no less. Now who do we both know who’s got a thing for making maps? I already went to that simp, but he don’t know nothing. So where is she?”
Imagining Jimmy cowering in the face of Carl’s wrath, she managed to say, “Did you hurt him?”
Carl made another move toward her, but stopped when she flinched, a satisfied smile on his lips. “No, I didn’t hurt him,” he said, his tone mocking now. Then his voice turned venomous again as he said, “But I will. Where the hell is Ethel?”
Feeling as if she had no choice, Lespeth pulled the gun from her pocket and pointed it at him.
Carl’s expression changed in a heartbeat. Lespeth saw fear and surprise in his eyes, and she felt as though she had gained the upper hand. Before she could think of what her next move should be, however, Carl whipped out a hand and grabbed the pistol’s barrel. In her fear and desperation, Lespeth squeezed the trigger. It did not move, though, and the gun did not fire. Confused, she felt Carl yank it from her grip, and she cried out, both in fear and from the pain that his sudden motion caused in her hand and fingers.
She shrank back in her seat as Carl looked at the gun for a moment. Then she saw him push a tiny lever on the handle. “Never heard of a safety switch, have you?”
Lespeth sat in wide-eyed fear as Carl turned the gun on her now and said, “How’d you get Bunny’s gun?”
Her teeth chattered, and she could feel every muscle in her limbs trembling. “He’s…drunk. It was sticking out of his coat pocket. It was…easy to just slip it out as I went out the door.”
“Goddamn it,” Carl hissed in disgust. The gun still trained on her, he said, “I oughta just drill you right here and be done with this whole mess, act like I didn’t know a goddam thing when McKenna gets back. Let Bunny hang for it.”
Lespeth said nothing, just looked at the little hole in the end of the gun barrel.
“Everything started falling apart the minute I saw you, you know that? It was all fine up to that point. And then that son of a bitch Taylor slugs me, which gets me in Dutch with McKenna. Next thing you know, I’m slugging Ethel and everything just goes to hell after that.”
He sat in silence, staring at her with his finger on the trigger.
“What are you going to do with me?” she finally managed to say, her voice little more than a breathy squeak.
“Now?” he said in disgust. “Now that Bunny’s screwed it all up…I don’t know.” He shook his head. “He might still have the guts to pull it off. If not…we go to Frisco. Start our own operation there. McKenna’ll get wind of it eventually, but maybe we go farther. New York maybe.”
“I don’t understand,” Lespeth managed to say after a few more seconds, her voice closer to normal now.
Her words seemed to anger Carl again. “Of course you don’t understand. And why? ‘Cause you’re a stupid little bitch, that’s why.” He leaned forward again, the gun closer to her, and he kept talking, anger and frustration in his eyes and his voice. “Me and Bunny had a plan, see? Set up our own business with you as the cash cow. Bunny had his job and I had mine. Only one of us held up his end, though. Now I gotta run. And goddamn it, I gotta go fast! Now where the hell is Ethel?” 
Her mind was racing, trying to process everything Carl threw at her while balancing this new information with what she knew about Bunny and the ropes in the back of the car behind Makke-da’s house. And now Carl had asked her a question about Ethel. It took her a moment to remember what had even happened between Ethel and Carl that had gotten the whole mess started. When she looked into Carl’s angry eyes, seeing the expectation in his expression, all she could manage to blurt out was, “I don’t know.”
“Liar!”
“I don’t know!” she repeated with more conviction this time. Carl might have been right, she told herself. She might have been a liar. But she didn’t see it that way. She was no more a liar than Mary Miles Minter’s characters had been liars in the films she’d watched in Pasadena on an afternoon that seemed a hundred years in the past. Those women on the screen had been putting on other identities. That wasn’t lying; it was evolving.
“Ethel called me on the phone this morning,” Carl said, his voice icy. “She sounded drunk. She said she was waiting for you.” On this last word, he used the gun like a pointer, aiming it at Lespeth’s head. When he spoke again, the ice had left his voice, and instead he shouted, “Waiting! How the hell could she be waiting for you to come see her if you don’t know where in hell she is!”
Despite her fear and the deep desire to make him stop yelling at her, Lespeth did not think he would fire the gun, not if he truly saw her as his “cash cow.” She also did not want to throw Ethel back into Carl’s clutches. So rather than tell the truth, she stuck to the answer she had been giving all along, saying, “I don’t know” with more determination than she had been able to muster before.
Carl shook his head, the menacing gun held steadily in his grip. He took a deep breath and in a much calmer voice said, “Safety’s off now, Lizzie,” he said. “Where’s Ethel?”
“You can’t kill me,” she said. “You need me, remember?”
“I never said anything about killing you,” Carl replied. “Shooting you, though, that’s another thing. I can make you wish you’d told me pretty damn fast.”
He lowered the gun, aiming it at her stomach. 
She saw that he was serious. She also realized that while Carl might have been aiming at a target that he thought would inflict damage without being fatal, the gun was actually trained on her heart. Hesitating only a moment, she said, “She’s at the Fremont on Olive.” Forcing herself to recall the number Ethel had spoken, she added, “Room…305.”
In her mind, she also added, I’m sorry, Ethel.
Carl gave her a cruel smile. Pointing the gun at Lespeth’s face again, he said, “You’re gonna be good now, ain’t you? You reach for the gun and it’s gonna go off. You try jumping out at a stop sign and you get one in the back. We pass a cop and you yell, then it’s all over. They’ll get me, sure, but I’m practically a dead man already. There’s maybe one chance in a thousand I make it out of this city alive, so killing you in the process just don’t make much difference.”
Lespeth took this in without a word or even a nod. She felt terribly afraid. “I’ll be good,” she said. In her mind, she added for now. Aloud, she said, “What are you going to do now?”
“Well, for starters, I’m gonna drive and we’re gonna get Ethel.” He started the car. “Then we’re gonna hide out ‘til I can get hold of Bunny and figure out what’s next.” He put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb.
Lespeth’s mind whirled as she tried to process everything she’d heard since getting in the car. “Where will you hide where McKenna can’t find you?” she asked, wanting to keep Carl talking in hopes that more information from him would provide at least some clarity.
“I got places. It’ll be a hell of a lot easier if Bunny finds enough courage in that bottle to hold up his end of the deal.”
“His end?”
Carl looked at her, his smile now smug. Lespeth thought he was weighing his options as he drove, struggling between the need to keep a secret and the need to brag about it. After a moment, the smugness won out as he shrugged and said, “You may as well know. It’s not like you’re getting away from me.” He cleared his throat. “There ain’t no way me and Bunny could take over even if we got you away from McKenna. Not with McKenna still alive, anyways. That was Bunny’s job. Mine was to take care of our other problem at the distribution end.”
Lespeth was confused but said nothing.
Carl gave her the smug smile again, clearly pleased that he was able to keep her in the dark as long as he wanted to. Then he fed out the rest of the line. “Bill Taylor. With that son of a bitch riding me every time I got near the Paramount lot and putting calls out to all the other studios to keep our boys from making deliveries, the whole thing was gonna go bust before long anyhow. Surprised McKenna didn’t put a hit on Taylor sooner. I took care of him tonight, though.”
Lespeth felt the blood drain from her face. “You killed Mr. Taylor,” she said, her voice barely audible.
“Shot the son of a bitch in the back,” Carl said with pride. “Right in his own living room.”
“You’re a murderer,” she said in complete disbelief. She tried to sink farther into the seat as Carl chuckled at this, a sense of hopelessness rising in her as she remembered the way Bunny’s dead body had looked on the floor of the third floor bedroom. Just like me, she thought. 
“Damn right,” Carl said as he drove. He looked at the road rather than at Lespeth, and she got the feeling he was talking more to himself than to her. “And I did it all for Ethel. We’ll get her now and lay low a couple days. If I can dodge the cops ‘til things quiet down, we’ll head to Frisco and set up shop. It won’t be as nice there without the studios to peddle to, but we’ll make it work.” He chuckled again at this, proud of himself. “We don’t need Bunny. And McKenna can just go to hell.”
 



 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Based on current projections for birth and death rates of our species and native Kestori, it is estimated that a critical imbalance will exist within another five hundred years. Given the inevitability of this crisis, it is the recommendation of this body that the search for a suitable replacement host commence as soon as possible.
From Proceedings of the Inter-Continental Council on Population Control and Host Management
Lappet Prefecture, Kestor, 16.8873.3.2
 
Carl parked not far away from the Fremont. Half turning toward her, he kept his eyes on Lespeth, Bunny’s gun still pointed at her, and with his other hand he reached into his jacket. Moments later, he pulled out a second gun and held it up for her to see. “That’s the one that took out Taylor,” he said with pride. When Lespeth gave no response, he shrugged and slid the gun back under his jacket, where she assumed he had a holster. Then he got out of the car, his every move deliberate, and indicated that Lespeth should slide across the seat to exit from the driver’s side as well. 
It had been dark inside the car, which had eased Lespeth’s paranoia about her appearance. She had not been without her symbiote since childhood; Pellik had reflected for her every aspect of her development on Kestor, and when she had begun the humanization process, he had helped her every step of the way. Now he was gone, and she was without the constant reassurance that she looked normal. His absence made her realize on a deeper level than ever how much she had depended on him. Forced to get out of the car and facing the prospect of walking under streetlights and into a fully lit building without Pellik’s visual input, she was terrified and wanted desperately to pull the mirror from her purse to check her skin and appearance. Carl would not stand for it, though; of this, she was sure. She was going to have to endure this new fear.
Once she was on the sidewalk, she felt Carl grab her right elbow and step in close to her. “We’re gonna walk in nice and easy,” he said. “Just a couple of friends going up to see Ethel. You get it?” 
She nodded. 
“I got the gun in my jacket pocket pointed right at you. Anything funny, and it’s over. If I don’t get what I want out of this, then you for sure ain’t getting out alive.”
Lespeth said nothing. She began to walk at Carl’s prodding. When they reached the corner, she stopped.
“What’s wrong?” Carl asked.
“I was here on Monday night. The clerk might remember me. I told him I was Ethel’s sister.”
Carl nodded. “What’d the clerk look like?”
Lespeth struggled to remember, but all she could offer was a helpless stare.
“Man or woman?” he asked.
“Man,” she said.
“Okay. If it’s the same clerk, you stick with the same story. If it’s different, you let me talk. Got it?”
“Yes.”
He squeezed her arm tighter. “You try anything in that lobby…you make that clerk think anything funny’s happening, and you’ll never see the sun come up again. You got it?”
“Yes.”
Carl stared at her for a moment, obviously trying to ascertain how truthful she was being. His gaze made her worry that something was amiss with her chromatophores. Then he nodded and nudged her forward, allowing the spike in her fear to ebb again. They went up the steps to the lobby doors. Lespeth was relieved to see a different clerk from the one who’d been here Monday night. The one on duty now, a smartly dressed young woman with wire-rimmed glasses perched on her nose, looked up as they entered and said, “Can I help you?”
“We’re here to see our friend, Ethel Mayberry,” Carl said. “She’s in room 305.”
The clerk looked down, no doubt consulting the registry. “Yes,” she said. “Shall I call up and let her know you’re coming?”
“No,” said Carl. “We want to surprise her.”
Lespeth felt as though it must be obvious to any observer that there was something amiss—that she and Carl must have appeared to be walking stiffly together, that their faces must have barely masked her fear and Carl’s nerves—but either the tension between them was undetectable or the clerk was oblivious, as she merely smiled at Carl and then looked away, letting them proceed without further comment.
They passed through the lobby and began climbing the stairs, Carl dropping a pace behind Lespeth as soon as they were out of the clerk’s sight; Lespeth assumed this move made Carl feel more in control of the situation, as it kept her vulnerable with the gun at her back. As a result, Lespeth arrived at Ethel’s door first with Carl behind her. She turned her head to give him a questioning glance, and when he nodded, she knocked and quietly called, “Ethel? It’s Lizzie.”
There was no response. Lespeth leaned forward, putting her ear to the door. Then she knocked once more, a bit harder this time, and called out to Ethel more loudly. Several seconds passed with no sign of movement from within. Again, she turned to Carl with a questioning look and saw with some alarm that he looked angry.
“If you’re lying,” he whispered through stiff lips. “If this ain’t her room…”
“It is,” she whispered back. “You saw the clerk check it. I can’t help it if she’s asleep or gone out.”
“Gone out with who?” he said, his voice louder now as his anger rose. “What else do you know?”
“Nothing,” Lespeth answered. She was worried that the gun would come out of his pocket at any moment, his patience and her life slipping away together. “There’s no one else. She’s never said a word to me about anyone but you.”
Carl pondered this for a moment and then nudged Lespeth aside to reach for the doorknob. She thought he was going to put his shoulder into the door and smash it in, but when he tried the knob, it turned, and the door opened with a click.
The room was dark. Carl stepped back from the door and gave Lespeth a push, indicating that she should enter first. She did, inching her way into the dark. “Ethel?” she called out tentatively. Behind her, Carl crossed the threshold and must have felt for a switch, as the overhead light came on, and they both stopped moving. Carl closed the door. 
They both stood still for a few seconds, looking at the wreck Ethel had made of the hotel room. Furniture was tipped over, cushions removed. One side of the curtains had been torn down, and bedding was everywhere but on the bed, strewn across the floor with most of Ethel’s clothes.
“She got robbed,” Carl said. “McKenna’s boys found her before me, got the juice back, maybe took her with them.”
“But how?” Lespeth replied. “They couldn’t have known she had it, could they? You didn’t tell them she’d taken it from you?”
Carl shook his head. “Maybe she blabbed. Maybe someone else got wind.”
“But why would they take her, too?”
“I don’t know.” He looked dejected. “Why does anybody do anything?”
Lespeth felt there was no point in continuing the conversation. She needed to find a way to get away from Carl, but for now the best she could hope for was a bit of distance. Taking a few tentative steps, she saw he did not follow, so she walked farther into the room, surveying the chaos and hoping to get a glimpse at a mirror. From her position in the center of the room, she was able to see into the bathroom, and there she froze. The light from the main room illuminated only a corner of the bathroom floor, so Lespeth could not be certain, but she knew that there was something dark on the white tile, and it looked like blood.
“Ethel?” she called out in alarm and hurried to the bathroom door.
“She there?” Carl called out in disbelief as Lespeth turned on the bathroom light.
Ethel was in the bathtub. She was nude, and she was dead, her head slumped forward at a terrible, unnatural angle. The water that barely covered her was stained a dark red, and one arm lolled out of the tub, the fingers almost touching the floor and the pool of blood Lespeth had seen from the other room. From where she stood, Lespeth could see the slashes on Ethel’s wrist and assumed the arm still in the water bore similar marks. Somewhere under the water would be the razor.
“No!” Carl shouted from behind her. He shoved past Lespeth, almost knocking her over, and dropped to his knees beside the tub. Oblivious of the blood he was getting on his pants, he leaned forward to raise Ethel’s head. Her eyes were closed, and they stayed that way. “No,” Carl said again, but this time it was through tears. He let go of Ethel’s head and then let his own hang down as he sobbed.
She had left a note in the basin, written on hotel stationery in her childlike hand. On the porcelain beneath it, the empty vials from Carl’s leather case rested in a jumble. Lespeth read the note aloud, her eyes shifting from the paper to her reflection in the mirror above the basin. The version of Lespeth phra Kalak-ka who looked back at her was both correct and alien, familiar yet surprising in its humanity. “I’m sorry,” she read. “Nothing will ever be this good again. Ethel.” And underneath that, as an afterthought, Ethel had written, “Someone needs to take care of Jimmy.” 
“She was still under the influence when she did it,” Lespeth said. 
Carl looked up, his expression part bemused and part angry.
“She was using the ‘juice,’ Carl,” Lespeth explained and then watched as his face grew even more pained. He deserved the pain, she told herself, and added aloud, “The euphoria was too much. It drove her mad. If she had just passed out from it, she would have woken up all right, but she kept using it and using it. It looks like it’s all gone. That’s why she did it. Because there wasn’t any more.”
I would have kissed you, she thought, looking down at the corpse, the note in her hand now. I would have helped you if you’d only asked.
It was too much. She let the trembling of Kestori grief overtake her for a few minutes, turning away as Carl sobbed on his knees beside the tub. In the main room, she dropped down onto Ethel’s unmade bed and let herself shake. She could have run, could have gotten away, but she felt so empty at that moment, so lost, that she did not have the willpower to break away.
After a while, the worst of her grief passed. Anger replaced it—anger at herself for having left Ethel alone with the “juice,” anger at Carl for putting Ethel in the situation she’d been in for the last few days, anger at Makke-da and Bettez-en. She pictured herself getting Bunny’s gun away from Carl and using it to force Bettez-en into taking her to the Bubble. Once there, she would tell the Directors about Makke-da and lead an expedition back to the Victorian so that he could be brought to justice. 
Even as she let herself imagine such triumph, she told herself it would not be so easy. Guns would be fired. Kestori would die. She told herself there had already been too many deaths: Tredig, Pellik, Bunny, Ethel, Mr. Taylor…She could not stand the thought of more misery being laid at her feet.
I just want to go home, she thought, imagining a vekkatch through which she could talk to Pellik’s ghost. The idea prompted her to look inside her purse in the faint hope that she would find her medjite revived, but when she pulled aside the corners of her handkerchief, she saw no sign of life in Pellik’s body. She let a fingertip stray across his blue skin for a moment and then folded the cloth over him again before closing the purse with a snap of finality.
Taking a deep breath, she stood up and went back to the bathroom door. Carl was still a wreck. She cleared her throat and said, “We should call the police.”
He shot her a panicked look. “No cops! Not ‘til I’m out of here.”
“Why?” she asked—even though she knew very well what the answer would be.
“I killed a man tonight, Lizzie! Or did you forget that little detail? And not just some nobody on Kelsey McKenna’s hit list. I shot a Hollywood director in the back! This guy had the ear of every executive in the city, and I put one in him. If the cops come around here, they’re gonna ask questions—where we live, who we work for…You’re gonna be fine, but if they’re already looking for me, then they’re gonna have me.” He shook his head and stood up, only then realizing that he had Ethel’s blood all over the knees of his pants. Looking down in even greater panic, he said, “We gotta get out of here. We gotta go now.”
Part of her earlier fantasy returning to her mind, she said, “I know where we can go.” Her voice was steadier than she would have imagined possible, as though there were no corpse in the tub, no blood on the floor.
He ignored her. “I gotta get hold of Bunny. If he didn’t finish off McKenna, then we gotta lay low. If he did…” Earlier, he might have had all the possibilities worked out, but with Ethel dead in the tub, panic seemed to be all he had left.
“You’re not going to hear from Bunny,” Lespeth said. She spoke like she was the one in charge now. “I didn’t lie to you when I said he was drunk, Carl, but I did lie when I said he walked me downstairs to the door of McKenna’s house.”
She would not have thought it possible that Carl’s face could grow paler after having found Ethel in the tub, but it did, his pallor fading to a sickening absence of color as he said, “What are you talking about?”
Knowing she could not give the true story of what had happened in the little bedroom high up in Makke-da’s house, she said, “He was so drunk that he dropped the key to the handcuffs when he checked on me. I found it on the floor and freed myself.” She hesitated a moment, trying to formulate a believable narrative without making it obvious to Carl that she was fabricating. For his part, Carl gave no indication that he doubted anything he was hearing. Finding confidence in the possibility that her story was being accepted as truth, Lespeth continued. “I was going to sneak out, but he came back. Maybe he realized he’d lost the key. I don’t know. All I do know is that I heard him coming. I didn’t know what he was planning, but I didn’t want to get locked up again, and I didn’t want to stay there any longer, knowing what McKenna was going to do with me…so I picked up a lamp, and when Bunny came back in, I hit him over the head.”
Carl shook his head at this but said nothing.
She continued, keeping eye contact with the man as she spoke. “When he was down, I hit him again. And I kept on hitting him until…there wasn’t much left to hit.” She took a breath and finished the story. “I found his gun and I went downstairs. The rest you know.”
Telling the story, Lespeth had hoped the details and her delivery would leave Carl dumbfounded, maybe even scared. When Carl continued staring wordlessly at her, she thought she had succeeded, but then he pulled Bunny’s gun from his coat pocket and aimed it at her. For a moment, Lespeth feared he might fire, ending her life and then probably pointing the gun at himself to bring the whole, sad night to an end for both of them. But the gun wavered, and she saw that his hand shook almost uncontrollably.
She saw his hesitation as an opportunity and kept talking. “McKenna’s men are going to be looking for me,” she said, keeping her eyes locked on his rather than on the nasty looking barrel of the gun. “And it probably won’t take long for them to figure we’re together. You need a place to hide, and I’ve got one.”
Silence hung between them for several uncomfortable seconds. Finally, Carl said, “Where?”
“I can’t say right now, but they won’t find you there, I promise. And I’ve got something even more for you. I’ve got one other person who can make the juice. My uncle. I’ll give him to you if you’ll take me to the place I want to go.”
Carl stared at her, dumbfounded. The gun no longer pointed at her but at a spot somewhere to her left. If he fired now, he would miss, and though he might correct his aim after only a second, the mistake would give her time to dodge and run if she needed it.
“And he’s got a suitcase full of cash that I’ll make sure you get as well.”
The gun’s muzzle dropped lower, aiming for the floor now.
“Grab that towel,” Lespeth said, gesturing with a nod. She felt fully in control now, and Carl seemed almost under a spell. “You’ll need to wipe that blood off your pants,” she went on. “It’s a good thing the material’s dark. It shouldn’t look too much like blood unless someone looks closely.”
Carl put the gun back in his coat pocket. Then he reached obediently for the towel Lespeth had indicated. Moments later, the towel streaked with blood, he dropped it onto the floor and staggered from the bathroom as though he were drunk.
Lespeth got out of his way. She gave Ethel one last, sad glance, took the opportunity to check her reflection in the mirror one more time, and then turned off the bathroom light. If she got the chance—and she was reasonably sure she would—she planned on calling the police from the public phone in the lobby of the Portsmouth, letting them know where to find Ethel and asking them to notify and take care of Jimmy. Thinking no more of it for now, however, she turned and followed Carl through the disarray and exited the hotel room, wishing she had found the room key in all the disorder so she could lock the door and seal Ethel away until the police arrived. There was nothing for it now, however, and so she left her friend in the unlocked room, wishing things had gone differently.
They did not look toward the front desk when they reached the lobby, but instead headed straight for the door and down the stairs to the street without glancing left or right. Carl no longer crowded in close to Lespeth as they walked but rather let her lead the way back to the car. For all she knew, he might have wondered why she had suddenly become so cooperative, but she did not let the possibility bother her. At the moment, moving quickly and not letting Carl think too much about anything was working in her favor. The cockiness he had exhibited in his admission of murder and his spelling out of the plan he had for taking over Makke-da’s operation had been reduced to passivity in the shock of grief he had felt at discovering Ethel, and he moved now almost like an automaton, following Lespeth’s lead despite his greater experience and better judgment. The spell would break eventually, she knew, but for now she would ride his stunned docility as far as it would take her. 
It was a short walk back to the car and from there a short drive to Hill Street. Lespeth directed Carl to the Portsmouth, but when he parked across the street along the edge of Pershing Square, they both saw the car with “Los Angeles Police Department” on its doors. It was parked in front of the hotel.
Bunny’s gun was in Carl’s hand as soon as he let go of the steering wheel. “Is this a trap?” he asked, pointing the gun at her again.
“No!” she said. “I don’t know why they’re there. It couldn’t have anything to do with you, though. How could it?” Lespeth could tell that his mind was working on the problem—logic clearly showed that it would have been impossible for her to lay a trap for him here at the Portsmouth—but the gun was still pointed at her, and it made her nervous. She kept talking, hoping she could make him see that she had nothing to do with the police car across the street. “You’ve never been here before. They’d have no way of connecting you to me even if they’ve already figured out that you killed Mr. Taylor. There’s probably been a robbery or a heart attack at the hotel. It’s a coincidence, Carl. Just a coincidence and nothing more.”
After a few more seconds, he nodded and lowered the gun. “All right. Let’s go, then. But if we see them cops in there, you just smile and keep moving. Make eye contact for just a second like you would if you crossed paths with any other stranger in the hallway and then look at me like I’m the most interesting person in the world. Don’t stare. And don’t look away too quick. You got it?”
“Yes.”
They left the car and crossed the street, heading for the stairs as they had done at the Fremont. 
“My room first,” Lespeth said. “I need one or two things. Then we’ll get my uncle.” She led the way to her door. 
Inside the room, she went straight to the bathroom to look at her face in the mirror. No matter how many times she checked her reflection this way, it still did not provide the peace of mind that Pellik had. As soon as she turned away, she wanted to look again and had to force herself to rejoin Carl in the main room. Closing the bathroom door, she went to the writing desk where she opened her purse and carefully removed the handkerchief with Pellik’s body still wrapped inside. She laid this aside and then put her camera inside the purse; the little box camera took up a sizable portion of the purse’s space, but there was still room for her dice, pen, and fan. She slipped these in beside the camera and then laid the folded handkerchief inside again before shutting the purse’s clasp.
Taking a quick look around the room, she told herself that nothing else in her possession really mattered. Her clothes and toiletries would be thrown away or given to the poor once the management realized she had abandoned her things and run out on her bill. “All right,” she said. “That’s it. My uncle’s room now. He’s not going to want to come willingly. You’re going to need your gun.”
“Wait,” Carl said, putting a hand on her forearm. “You came back here for a camera and some dice? You kidding me?”
“These things are very special to me.”
He shook his head in annoyance but said no more, following her from the room and waiting as she locked the door behind them.
Lespeth led the way to Bettez-en’s room and was surprised to see his door open in the hallway ahead of her. He must have just come in, she realized, which struck her as odd. Glancing at her wristwatch, she saw that it was almost ten o’clock, a strange time for Bettez-en to have been out, she supposed. Even so, she crossed the threshold, telling herself the old man’s degenerate habits were soon to be of no more concern to her, and then she stopped in surprise to see three men in the professor’s room, none of them Bettez-en. 
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Carl move on down the hallway. He had passed her by without missing a beat as though the pair had nothing to do with one another, leaving her to face the hotel’s night manager, a uniformed policeman, and another man in a suit who had a policeman’s badge attached to his lapel. She recognized the night manager immediately and remembered his name was Mr. Billings. He was portly and looked flustered, his expression changing to relief when he saw Lespeth enter the room.
“Miss Gallagher!” he said, a smile peaking out from under his mustache. “Do you have any idea where your—”
The man in the suit cut him off. He was stocky, in his late fifties, with bags under his eyes and droopy jowls. “Hang on,” he said with an irritated glance at Billings. “Miss, I’m Detective Windham, Los Angeles Police Department. You are…?”
Lespeth felt frozen. Carl had instructed her on what to do if she made casual contact with the police, but it had not occurred to her that they might be here, waiting for her in Bettez-en’s room. Glancing around, she saw now that the room was in disarray—not as bad as Ethel’s had been, but the knocked over chair and scattered papers made it look like something unpleasant had happened here. The aquarium lay sideways on the floor with its top off; the lizard had escaped and would no doubt make a wonderful surprise for the chambermaid or hotel guest who discovered it hiding under a bed or inside a drawer somewhere in the hotel. Bettez-en’s belongings did not appear scattered, and Lespeth’s eyes lighted on his data storage device, the fake copy of A Tale of Two Cities sitting on the little writing desk next to the solitary card game he had been playing.
“I’m Elizabeth Gallagher,” she finally managed to say, the detective’s no-nonsense stare prompting her to speak. “I’m…Mr. Petersen’s niece. What’s…Has something happened to my uncle?”
“When did you last see Mr. Petersen, Miss?” Windham asked.
“I…Monday evening, I suppose,” she said, deciding it would be best to tell the truth. She had not been in the hotel since the night Ethel had come to see her, and she knew it was possible that the staff had noticed her absence. It would not do to get caught in a lie now, not with Carl somewhere out in the hallway with his two guns, broken heart, and desperate need to get away. “I’ve been staying with a friend for a couple of days. I just got back.”
Windham had a small notebook in his hand. He held it up, a pencil in his other hand. “We’ll need the name of this friend,” he said.
She hoped her eyes did not betray the panic rising within her. She could give Carl over to the policemen, tell them right now that he had killed William Desmond Taylor, but she was running out of resources, and although Carl was dangerous, he might still be useful to her. “I…” she began. Then she glanced at Billings and looked shyly at the floor. “My friend…isn’t a woman if you know what I mean. Do I really need to bring names into this?”
The detective cleared his throat in sympathetic embarrassment but said, “It’s all confidential, Miss. I’ll just need the name in case we need to verify anything.”
“His name’s Bernard,” she said, thinking of Bunny. “Bernard Smith. He lives in Long Beach. I don’t know the address off the top of my head. I…I can get it.”
Windham nodded, scratching with his pencil. “That’s all right. We’ll look it up if we need to be in touch with him.”
“Where’s my uncle?” she asked.
“That’s just the thing—” Billings began, but the detective shot him another look, indicating that he alone should be doing the talking. Billings looked at the floor, chagrined.
“Another guest on this floor noticed your uncle’s door wide open and called down to the front desk after checking to see if Mr. Petersen was inside. There appears to have been a struggle here, but the door wasn’t forced, so it looks like your uncle let someone in and then things went badly from there. Do you know anyone who your uncle might have had trouble with?”
Prostitutes, Lespeth thought. Pimps, addicts, murderers, petty criminals, drug dealers. The list would go on and on. She glanced at Bettez-en’s fake book again, knowing the files hidden within contained names and addresses of many of the unfortunates the professor had interviewed, any one of whom could have been connected to his disappearance. But it hadn’t been any of them, she told herself. It had been Makke-da. Recalling her interview with the old Kestori, she remembered mentioning the park-like Square near the hotel where she and the research team had been living; though she hadn’t mentioned the Portsmouth specifically, there weren’t any other hotels directly bordering the Square. Makke-da had probably doubted her story about her superior having disappeared or—even if he had believed her—it had still been in his interests to put one of his men outside the Portsmouth with orders to watch for a middle-aged man coming and going and to report back with descriptions, possibly with photographs. It had only been a matter of time before they had Bettez-en’s room number. The actual confrontation had come this evening; recalling the jubilant mood of Makke-da and his party when they had left the big Victorian, Lespeth doubted that the old Kestori had come to abduct Bettez-en himself. He had ordered his men to grab up the professor and hold him while Makke-da went somewhere public, creating an alibi should anything with the kidnapping go wrong. By now, she thought, Makke-da had confirmed the professor’s identity, doubtless planning to auction off yet another Kestori to a wealthy bidder looking for a slave to produce the intoxicating juice. She wondered if Bettez-en’s kidnappers had also taken the counterfeit money he had squirreled away in the room; there was no sign of it, but that did not mean it was gone, and she wondered what the police would make of the money if they found it.
All of this raced through Lespeth’s mind in the seconds following Windham’s question. Betraying none of her thoughts and wondering how she could possibly get back to the Bubble now, she said, “I can’t think of a soul who’d want to harm my uncle.”
“You’re sure.”
“Absolutely.”
“All right, Miss Gallagher.” Windham nodded, closing the cover on his notebook. “If you think of anything else, we’d appreciate your getting in contact with us.”
“No one…saw him leave?” she asked.
“There’s a back stairway that leads to a service entrance. They probably went out that way. No one heard anything in the hallway, so it’s possible your uncle was subdued here in the room and then taken out unconscious.”
Lespeth raised a hand to her mouth, her eyes widened in an expression she had seen in films she had seen where the ingénue was confronted with some peril or terrible news.
“I’m sorry,” the detective said. “We don’t mean to alarm you. But you should be aware that this is serious.”
“I’m aware,” she said, lowering her hand. “Thank you.”
“Can you provide us with a list of your uncle’s friends and associates?”
For a moment, Lespeth considered saying that her uncle frequented a speakeasy south of downtown; it would be an easy thing to describe its location for the detective. She might even give a description of Makke-da or tell Windham that her uncle had mentioned Kelsey McKenna as someone who bore him a grudge. It wouldn’t be hard for the police to find Bettez-en then and free him from Makke-da’s clutches. Surely, Bettez-en could be persuaded to take her back to the Bubble out of gratitude once he learned that Lespeth had arranged his rescue. 
But as the detective was asking his question, Lespeth turned to look around the room again and spied the brass urn with Tredig’s ashes in it atop the chest of drawers. It was more than merely her lover’s remains; it symbolized everything that had gone wrong from the minute she had stepped through the Bubble. And, in looking at it, she understood that the plan she’d laid out in her mind wouldn’t work as smoothly as she imagined. There would be questions, investigations. Someone in authority would look into the source of the juice. Bettez-en would seek to make a deal with the authorities, giving them information on Lespeth and possibly even the location of the Bubble to avoid incarceration, or worse. The Bubble, she knew, was lost to her forever. 
So instead of giving the detective a lead that might save the professor, she simply said, “My uncle is very private. He never talks about what he does to spend his time.”
“I see.” Windham took a business card from inside his jacket and offered it to her. “If you think of anything, please call right away.”
“I will,” she said, taking the card and holding onto it. “I wonder,” she added, “if I might take a few things out of his room, just to hold onto them until he’s found.”
“Depends on what,” Windham said.
Lespeth pointed at the urn. “My cousin was killed in a car accident here several weeks ago. Those are his ashes. I’d hate to see anything happen to them while my uncle is missing.”
Windham looked at Mr. Billings, who gave an officious nod and said, “Yes, it’s true. Mr. Petersen’s nephew was struck by a delivery truck just outside the hotel. Such a tragedy.”
Windham nodded and said, “Go ahead then.”
Lespeth thanked him and crossed the room. As she did, she noticed movement near the ceiling. For a second, she thought it was Pellik but then realized it was a different medjite—either Bettez-en’s symbiote or Tredig’s. Whichever it was, the medjite was not bonded to her and could not form vekkatch
with her. Even so, the poor thing appeared to have detected her scent, as it flew down to land on her shoulder. Glancing at the three men in the room, she was pleased to see none of them had seemed to notice. 
She set her purse down for a moment and then lifted the urn from the bureau. Holding the container tightly in the crook of her arm, she picked up the purse again and turned so that the little creature on her shoulder would not be in the men’s direct line of sight. As she did, she saw her reflection in the mirror beside the wardrobe. The human version of Lespeth phra Kalak-ka that looked back caught her off guard, and she knew that the choice not to save Bettez-en amounted to the sealing of her fate; she would look this way for the rest of her life, playing at being human until she died somewhere on Earth.
A chill passed over her, and the detective must have seen that something had disturbed her. “Did you think of something else?” he asked.
“No,” Lespeth said, shaking her head. “It’s all just…so shocking.”
“I understand.”
Her eyes fell once more on the fake book on the writing desk, and she remembered Bettez-en’s reassurances when he had blindfolded her at the Bubble, telling her that the location of the portal to their world would be easily found in his files. 
Why should that be true? she wondered. The professor had lied about so many things. And yet…information in his files represented her last and only hope. Even if the Bubble’s location wasn’t hidden in the data concealed in the fake book, its presence here in the room disturbed her. If the detectives picked it up and found that it was not actually a book, they wouldn’t necessarily discover that it concealed alien technology. However, they might send it off to someone else…someone who would ask more questions, someone who would then try to find her and might even succeed.
During her training on Kestor, it had been stressed repeatedly that detection and capture must be avoided at all costs. Those things would lead to interrogation, her instructors had warned, and possibly torture or experimentation culminating in execution and dissection. Staring at the professor’s data storage device, she saw its presence so close to these authority figures as the next step in her undoing. Whether it contained information that could get her back to the Bubble or not, she knew it could not stay here.
Feeling uncertain of herself, she turned and pointed at the writing desk beside the window. “My uncle borrowed my copy of A Tale of Two Cities. I was actually coming to his room to ask for it back. May I take that as well?”
Windham’s expression shifted, one corner of his mouth rising as he thought about it. “Let me have a look at it first. Need to make sure he hasn’t slipped anything inside the pages that could give us a clue as to where he’s gone.”
Hearing these words, Lespeth cursed herself for drawing attention to the fake book. Telling herself it would have been smarter to leave the book in place and try to come back for it later, persuading Mr. Billings to let her into the room after the police had gone in the hope that the book was still there. It was too late for this course of action, though, so she said the only thing that made sense: “Of course.” 
She took the three paces to the desk, picked up the disguised data storage device, and moved as though she were about to extend it to the detective. And then, without giving herself the chance to think about it, she bolted instead, racing to the door and rounding the corner into the hallway as Windham shouted, “Stop!” She saw Carl waiting for her at the top of the stairs and ran toward him. The stairs seemed impossibly far away, and running with the book, the urn, and her purse made her feel awkward and slow. Behind her, she heard Windham shout again, “Stop! Hey! Stop that girl!” but she did not turn to see if he was chasing her or, if so, how much of a head start she had on the detective.
It must have taken Carl only a few seconds to understand the situation, as he turned and disappeared down the stairs before Lespeth was within twenty feet of him. When she got to the stairs herself, Lespeth hated that she had to slow down to make the turn and then to scamper down the steps with her arms still full of book, urn, and purse, but she did it, and she was glad to see that Carl waited for her at the bottom.
Behind her, at the top of the stairs, Lespeth heard Windham shout, “Stop or I’ll shoot!” She did not stop, though, but let out a little scream when she saw Carl pull Bunny’s gun from his pocket and aim up the stairs over her head. He fired, and the noise made the whole world go silent; a high-pitched whistle erased the sound of her feet on the stairs and her own gasping breaths. She raced past Carl, afraid to turn and look up the stairs, and thought she heard another gunshot but kept running. The lobby doors and Hill Street were beyond, and somewhere in the dark would be Carl’s car parked at the edge of the Square.
Lespeth burst through the doors and ran toward the street, remembering to look for oncoming traffic at only the last second. It was late, and the street was quiet, so she raced across the street to Carl’s car, and only then did she look to see if he followed. To her relief, he did, but he ran strangely, and when he was halfway across the street, he turned back to face the hotel and leveled his gun at the door in case the police were following him into the street. No one exited the building, though, and by the time he reached the driver’s side door of his car, Lespeth was already waiting in the passenger seat. The medjite from Bettez-en’s room—she assumed it must be Tredig’s—had flown off her shoulder in the commotion but had remained with her, and it rested on her shoulder again as Carl threw open his door and jumped into the car.
He had left his key in the ignition, and now he pushed the starter to bring the engine to life. Lespeth felt as though she could barely breathe, and she wanted to scream as the car leaped away from the curb. When she looked back, she saw the uniformed policeman exiting the hotel and aiming his gun up the street toward them for a moment before he apparently thought better of it and ran back inside.
“Did you shoot him?” she asked, her voice still sounding far away in her own head.
“I think so,” Carl said, sounding like he was speaking at her through a pillow.
“What do we do?” Lespeth asked, panic rising within her.
Carl was silent for a moment before answering. “What we need to do is get down to Long Beach. There’s a crooked vet in an animal hospital down there who can sew me up.”
“What do you mean?”
“That son of a bitch shot me!” 
“Where?”
“Here!” Carl said. He pointed with his right hand at his left shoulder, on the driver’s side of the car where Lespeth could not see the wound.
“Is it bad?”
“It hurts like hell, and I think it’s still in there. Jesus Christ! Do you know how to drive?”
“No! Can you keep going?”
“I think.”
Lespeth took a deep breath. She looked behind them to make sure they were not being pursued. Then she looked down at the urn and the book to make sure they had both made it into the car with her. 
“What the hell happened in there?” he yelled. “Why’d you run like that?”
“I…I can’t explain,” was all she managed to say, her mind racing. Trusting that Carl was keeping his eyes on the road, she pulled open the cover of A Tale of Two Cities. The first few pages looked like those of a regular book, and as she flipped through them, one of Bettez-en’s playing cards fell out, slipped between the pages for no reason she could fathom. Beyond those first few pages, the book appeared to be a solid mass of hard polymer. She knew there must be a switch somewhere, maybe hidden in the spine, that would turn on the book’s projector, allowing it to function much like the smaller data storage units in her and Tredig’s dice. That would have to wait until Carl got them to his animal hospital, she thought. She would find a quiet place and turn the device on, searching through the files to see if the Bubble’s coordinates really were hidden there or if Bettez-en had merely lied to her about one more thing.
Closing the book, she looked at the playing card. Like some of the ones in Makke-da’s tattoos, this one had a face, a symbol, and a letter. The symbol was a diamond and the letter in the corners was a Q.
“What’s that?” Carl asked.
“A playing card,” Lespeth said, glancing at Carl, who had taken his eyes off the road for a moment to watch what she was doing. Wondering if it had some significance, she ventured a question: “What is this one?”
“That? What are you? Stupid? It’s the queen of diamonds.”
She stared at the card, looking at the odd drawing of the queen and the letter next to the diamond symbol. Q stands for queen, she thought, but she knew the cards on Makke-da’s tattoo had shown women as well, but with different letters. “What do the N and W stand for on the other cards?”
He didn’t answer at once. A wave of pain hit him as the car went over a rough section of road. When he spoke, it wasn’t to answer her question. “I knew you were a stupid bitch,” he said.
She ignored the insult. A nagging feeling had hold of her. She couldn’t get the memory of Makke-da’s tattoo out of her mind. “What do they mean?” she repeated. “The N and the W?”
“There are no N and W on cards,” he said, disgust and pain in his voice as he brought the car to a stop at a light.
“None?”
“Jesus!” Carl responded in exasperation.
“North and West,” she whispered, recalling one of her first conversations with Jimmy.
“What?”
She felt like she had been hit in the face again, so stunned was she at the revelation.
“We have to get back to Jimmy,” she said.
“What? That moron? What the hell can he do for us?”
“We have to!” she repeated, urgency in her voice.
“Are you crazy?”
“No.” She set the book and urn on the seat between them and leaned over to touch Carl’s right arm as he drove. “You remember I told you my uncle was like me? McKenna grabbed him, too. But there’s a place where everyone is like me, and Jimmy’s the only one who can get me there. There are people there who can help you. Doctors. They’ll fix you up better than your crooked old cat doctor will. And then you can come back with all the juice you can possibly use. And money, too. They’ll give you so much money for helping me get back, Carl. You won’t believe it.”
The light changed and he put the car in gear, driving in silence for several seconds. Finally, he said, “And you can’t just get there on your own? You need the moron’s help?”
“I know it sounds crazy, but yes. That’s the truth. I can’t explain it any more.” 
She struggled to understand herself why Makke-da had used the human system of coordinates on his tattoo. Perhaps it had been a safeguard against the loss of whatever Kestori technology he’d had back in ’98. That technology might have become lost or disabled, but the human technology of compasses and maps could always be found. She could think of no other explanation.
Her mind racing, she said, “If you don’t want to go, then just pull over here and let me out. I’ll find Jimmy myself and you can go find your animal doctor.”
Carl shook his head. “I ain’t coming out of this night with nothing, and right now you’re all I got.” He pulled the car over and let it idle at the curb while he pulled gingerly at his sleeve to examine the bullet wound. “It’s definitely still in there,” he said without looking up at her, “with bits of my jacket and shirt, too. That’s the stuff that’ll get infected if I don’t bleed to death right here.” Finally, he turned his head to regard her. “Are you lying to me?”
“No, Carl. I swear. On Ethel’s life, I swear it.”
Carl winced at the mention of Ethel’s name, as though her memory were cause for greater pain than the bullet in his arm. After a moment’s thought, he nodded. “If you try to double-cross me, I’ll make you suffer. And I’ll make that goddamn moron suffer worse, and I’ll do it first so’s you have to watch him. You get me?”
She nodded.
Carl stared at her. Lespeth felt as though he were trying to see the truth behind her eyes, something she knew he could never guess at. Then, without a word, he checked his mirror and made a U-turn in the street. Lespeth felt herself relax a bit, knowing the car was heading toward Bunker Hill—toward Jimmy, but also toward the police who might be out in force around the downtown area looking for Carl’s car. She forced herself to think of things much farther away, though, of the desert and the shack and the Bubble and all that lay beyond it, the secret of how to get there locked in digital bytes within the technology she carried, waiting for Jimmy to make it real.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
Consider the native Kestori. They have been bred for docility now, but did they not resist our symbiosis when it first began? History shows that it is so. Now we face a new horizon, much as our ancestors did when they looked very different from the way we appear now. The challenges we face are nothing new. They take a new shape, and that is all. I am confident we will prevail and thrive as we always have.
Cisket ajra Akkat-ha, Council of Directors, Transcript of Address to the Directors, 16.8909.9.18
Archives, Center for Earth Studies, Rakka University, Kestor
 
“We can’t tell him about Ethel,” Lespeth said as they walked down the hallway. “Not right away. I’ll tell him when I think it’s time.”
“If you say,” Carl said. He walked beside her but only because she slowed her pace to match his. Now that she was on his left side, she could see the circle of red on his shoulder, and it glistened sickeningly under the hallway lights.
As they had made their way toward Bunker Hill, Lespeth had considered her options. Her preference would be to separate somehow from Carl after she got Jimmy’s help, but that was impractical, as she needed transportation into the desert. She still had some money in her purse, but not enough to hire a car to take her all that way, and even if she could find another ride, she doubted a stranger, or even a cab driver, would be willing to drive her to such a remote location and then leave her there. Her best choice lay in Jimmy, but only if he knew how to drive. In that case, they would need to get the car away from Carl, she thought, and so she watched the circle of blood on his shoulder with considerable interest, wondering if it would lead to him losing consciousness so she and Jimmy could slip away into the night.
They had driven up Grand, passed Ethel’s building, and turned down the hill to find a parking spot on the darker Clay Street under the Angel’s Flight tracks. It was a more secluded spot, one that the police would be less likely to check if they were on the lookout for the car, Carl explained as they exited. 
Lespeth took her time getting out, using the delay to physically lift Tredig’s medjite from her shoulder unobserved and cup it in her palm, inviting it to slip into the wexip
in her skin. As she followed Carl to the concrete steps that led back to Grand, she tried reaching out with her mind to form vekkatch
with the medjite, but nothing happened. At the very least, she knew the little medjite would be able to feed now that it was in her wexip.
It had clearly been a challenge for Carl to climb the steps, and when they reached the top, he had been out of breath, needing to rest for a minute before finishing the trek to Ethel’s building. It was just as well, for Lespeth felt once more the feeling of her throat closing on her, the inability to swallow. The sensation had not recurred since before her last encounter with Bunny, and she had hoped the condition—whatever it was—had gone away. Now it came back more severely than before, and she felt herself wanting to gag. At the same time, a deep and strange urge arose within her, a compulsion to stick her tongue out—or, rather, to find somewhere to stick it. The feeling made her dizzy for a moment, and she willed herself not to faint again. Not for the first time since her initial loss of consciousness at Paramount, she wondered if there was something terribly wrong with her. 
These strange sensations passed before Carl had regained his breath, so Lespeth was ready to move on once Carl indicated the same. She had tucked Bettez-en’s data storage device into one of her coat pockets, which it barely fit into, and she carried the urn, not having wanted to risk leaving any of these precious items unattended in Carl’s car. Now she felt strange carrying the urn down the dimly lit hallway. Regardless, when they reached the right door, she knocked lightly, much as she had done when they had reached Ethel’s room at the Fremont. Repeating this gave her an uneasy feeling, as though her actions would lead to a similar, tragic result. 
When there was no answer, it brought back the memory of the last thing she had said to Jimmy, advising him to pack up and go back to Iowa if neither she nor Ethel returned after a few days. Dreading the thought of opening the door to find an empty room, she knocked again and held her breath in anticipation. 
But then she heard the lock click, and the door opened. Jimmy stood before her in pajamas, the room dark behind him. He rubbed his eyes with his knuckles and then said, “Lizzie? What are you doing here?” Before she could answer, he must have noticed Carl standing behind her, as his expression shifted to one of displeasure and he added, “With him?”
“I’m sorry if I woke you, Jimmy,” Lespeth said. She turned to look at Carl, whose expression had also shifted upon catching sight of Ethel’s brother. He looked like he had spotted a rat and wanted to stomp on it. She turned back to Jimmy, forcing a smile, “We’ve been looking for Ethel together. She’s not back yet, is she?”
“No.”
“Jimmy, there’s something I need your help with. Can we come in?”
“Sure,” he said, stepping aside and swinging the door farther open. “Am I going to help you find Ethel?”
It tore at Lespeth’s heart to lie to him about his sister, but there was nothing else she could do right now. “No, this is different,” she said as she led the way into the apartment.
Jimmy turned on a light, revealing that Lespeth’s fears about his leaving had not been unfounded. A well-worn suitcase lay on the floor, its lid up to reveal a pile of men’s clothes inside it. All the disarray from Jimmy’s maps had been straightened up, and there was a paper bag next to the suitcase with rolled pieces of paper sticking out the top. The bed was perfectly made, but there was still a pile of blankets on the floor. Even though his sister had been gone for several nights, Lespeth saw that Jimmy had not had the nerve to move into her bed, opting to stay on the floor instead.
“I need the bathroom,” Carl said as soon as the door had closed behind him. He was not asking Jimmy’s permission but rather making an announcement that neither Jimmy nor Lespeth had any influence on. He walked past them, went into the bathroom, and closed the door.
“Jimmy,” Lespeth whispered as soon as Carl was out of the room. “Do you know how to drive a car?”
“Kind of,” he said at normal volume. When Lespeth put a finger to her lips, he repeated in a whisper, “Kind of.”
“Okay, what exactly does that mean?” she whispered back.
“I drove my uncle’s tractor. It was just a Model-T with a converter on the back.”
“So you do know how to drive a car.”
“But just in the fields. I’ve never driven on a street, or in traffic.”
Lespeth thought about this. It wouldn’t be ideal, but if Carl became incapacitated or she was able to get his guns away from him, it was at least possible she could coax Jimmy into driving Carl’s car. At the same time, his fears might overwhelm him, leaving her in a hard situation.
“All right,” she whispered. “Let’s keep it our secret that I asked you, okay?”
Jimmy nodded his response.
Speaking normally again, Lespeth said, “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to come back and check on you. Have you been all right?”
“I’ve been pretty lonely,” he said. “I cried a lot the first couple days ‘cause it was lonely and kind of scary, too, at night. Ethel always told me I should cry into a pillow so the neighbors wouldn’t hear, so that’s what I did.”
“Oh, Jimmy,” she said, rubbing his shoulder. “I’m sorry it’s been so hard for you.” It would break his heart when she finally told him the truth about his sister, but that was going to have to wait.
“It’s okay,” he said. “I’ve gotten used to it now. I haven’t cried once since Tuesday.”
“That’s good.” Lespeth turned toward the suitcase and bag on the floor. “It looks like you decided to take my advice.”
He regarded his packed belongings with a sad expression and shrugged. “What choice do I have? If Ethel doesn’t come back, I’ll get kicked out of here pretty fast. I’ve heard about that kind of thing before. They don’t even let you take your things. They just throw you out. I don’t want that to happen.”
“I understand. You’re making the right choice, Jimmy. But…” She pointed to the bag of maps and said, “I was really hoping that before you left, you could make me one more map.”
His eyes lit up at the prospect and he gave her an enthusiastic “Okay.”
“I hope you can do it. All I have are coordinates. Longitude and latitude, I think.”
“Oh, that’s easy.”
She smiled. “Good.” Hesitating a moment, she said, “Jimmy, there are some things I haven’t told you about myself, about where I come from. I…the people where I’m from are very clever and have invented machines that are very different from anything you’ve seen.” She saw he was smiling at her, unfazed by this information, but she knew he did not really comprehend everything she was explaining; he smiled out of politeness and possibly nerves. “I need to show you something on one of those machines right now. I can’t explain any more than that, okay?”
“Okay.”
She pulled her dice from her purse and set them on the table where Jimmy had previously kept his mapmaking supplies. Just as she had done in Tredig’s room, she turned on the little machines and waited until each found the other’s signal. When the square of light appeared on the wall, Lespeth looked at Jimmy to see his response and was pleased to see him staring in awe but not in fear.
“That’s a projector,” he said. “How’d it fit in those dice?”
“It’s a trick,” she said. “Pretty neat, right?”
“I’ll say.”
“Just wait.”
Looking at the icons within the square of light, she waited for the dice to find the signal being put out by the camera hidden inside her purse. Once it did, she went to the wall and tapped on the lights to reveal the files within the camera’s memory. Seconds later, the square of light was taken up by the photos she had taken of Kels erla Makke-da’s tattooed torso. Selecting what looked like the clearest shot, she zoomed in on the center of the image and the playing cards held in the octopus’s tentacles, feeling her throat begin to go dry again as she manipulated the image on the wall. Panic rose in her, but she forced herself to keep going, determined not to let Jimmy see how distressed she was becoming. 
“Do the numbers on the cards look like coordinates?” she managed to ask, her tongue feeling thick in her mouth. “With the N and the W? Like on your maps?”
Jimmy nodded. “Who is that man? He looks familiar.”
“Don’t worry about him,” she said. “He’s…bad. If you ever see him, you turn around and go the other way, do you understand?”
“Yes,” he said, sounding rebuked. “But why?”
“It’s not important, Jimmy.” She knew that her desperate tone could easily be mistaken for anger, but her anxiety was growing with each second, and now the compulsion to stick her tongue out was beginning to recur as well. Easing Jimmy’s feelings was not something she felt she had the time or energy for. 
“Do you have paper and pencil?” Lespeth asked. When he brought her a blank sheet from his pile of supplies, she asked him to copy the numbers from the cards, not trusting herself to be able to write them correctly. She made a pretense of licking her lips just to be able to satisfy the urge to stick out her tongue. 
From beyond the bathroom door, she heard Carl call out, “Lizzie?”
He sounded both frightened and weak. For a moment, she thought of leaving him in the bathroom. He was bleeding and might die, but not having to deal with his volatility might make things easier. Thinking of Jimmy trying to drive a car on the actual road rather than in a field made her reconsider, however. While it was true that there wasn’t likely to be much traffic this late at night, a simple mistake on Jimmy’s part now could be very costly to her plans. 
She pulled the tip of her tongue back into her mouth and tried to swallow before she said, “Can you draw me a map showing how to get to that exact spot?”
A smile spread across Jimmy’s face. “It’ll take me a little while. I’ll have to grid the map, but yeah. I can do that.”
The dice and the photo of Makke-da were forgotten now as he began unpacking his mapmaking materials, a look of pure satisfaction on his face.
Moments later, Lespeth was at the bathroom door. “Carl?” she called out.
“Come in,” he answered, the words almost a groan.
The door was unlocked, and she pushed it open to find a scene reminiscent of her earlier discovery of Ethel. Carl was not in the tub, and he was not suicidal, but there was plenty of blood on the floor and in the bathroom sink. He had removed his coat and shirt, and the undershirt he had on was mostly free of blood. Lespeth saw the bloody shirt on the floor, the strap of Carl’s holster sticking out from under it. He sat on the edge of the tub, slumped over and looking as though he was about to fall the rest of the way to the floor. The medicine cabinet above the basin was open, and several products from within had been strewn across the floor as Carl had tried to administer first aid to his wounded arm. All he had really managed to do was use a towel and washcloth to stop the bleeding. He held a bloody towel in his hand now, which Lespeth assumed he had been using to apply pressure to the wound.
It was not the blood or the disarray or even Carl’s state of distress that drew Lespeth’s attention. It was the bullet hole in his upper arm, a few centimeters below the shoulder. The wound was small, and while a surprising amount of blood must have already leaked from it, Carl appeared to have staunched the flow. She stared at the bullet hole, and the feelings in her throat and tongue intensified. When she closed and locked the door behind her, it was instinct that guided her, the same instinct that drew her now to Carl, her eyes seeing him not as her dead friend’s lover, not as a person in distress, not even as a human being. He was the object of her need and nothing more.
Lespeth dropped to her knees before him. She heard Carl moan, possibly in pain and possibly in protest. He made a feeble attempt to reach for the gun tucked into his belt, but Lespeth restrained his hand easily, and he did not resist. She put her hand behind his neck and drew him toward her, their lips touching. Carl’s eyes widened at this, but he did not struggle against her, and he let her kiss him. Her saliva did its work on him quickly, and he slid down the edge of the tub to land hard on the floor beside her in a complete stupor.
Lespeth paid his intoxication no mind, pulling her lips from his and dropping her head to his shoulder. When she put her mouth over the bullet wound, it must have caused Carl pain, but her saliva was keeping him from reacting to it; he made no sound and gave no sign of protest. Then, instinct still guiding her every move, she stuck the tip of her tongue into the bullet hole, pushing it into the flesh as far as she could. When she felt the tip of her tongue open and her sexual organ prod deeper into Carl’s body, it gave her more profound satisfaction than she had ever known. As she felt her bodily fluids enter the wound, she knew that her larva—the product of her and Tredig’s union—had been safely transferred into the host’s body; a sense of relief filled her with even greater euphoria.
She pulled her mouth away and looked up at Carl’s vacant stare, wiping moisture from her chin and breathing heavily. Her mind whirled, and emotions cascaded within her. She was glad to know that there was now an explanation for the strange sensations she’d been feeling for the last several days—from losing consciousness at the studio to feeling dizzy at the Pike and elsewhere to experiencing the sensations of constriction and the impulse to stick her tongue out. No longer would she need to worry that there was something amiss, that she was suffering from some condition that human doctors could not treat or even be asked about. At the same time, she felt even more confused at the presence of a viable larva within her. She was not supposed to have been fertile when she had been with Tredig, had never made the choice to be fertile in her life, and yet she knew she had deposited a tiny version of herself and her lost mate within the flesh of Carl’s upper arm. 
Tredig’s voice called out to her from memory: “Is there any chance you’re fertile?” he had asked. And Bettez-en had asked a similar question: “You’re not…gravid, are you?” Both had hinted at the possibility that Lespeth’s fertility might complicate the mission, and Bettez-en had suggested that the Center had been pushing the goals of Earth research in the direction of studying the suitability of human beings as hosts for Kestori offspring, but she had never been informed of this by the Center and had never been directed to initiate the process of making her reproductive system receptive to such a thing—not that she would have been willing to do so had the order been given. Even so, it had happened. She could not guess how, but wondered if some aspect of her humanization had had something to do with it; perhaps the loss of her tail had changed her body chemistry, or maybe something in Earth’s atmosphere had rendered her fertile without her knowing it.
She got to her feet, telling herself that trying to understand the how of it was pointless. There was no denying what had happened; she might grasp everything later, but for now she had to focus on what was right in front of her. She and Tredig would have a child. Now that it had been implanted, it would grow and travel deeper into the host’s body, nourishing itself on Carl’s flesh for the next few months, and then it would emerge. It was a process Carl might survive, and also one that he might not; even so, his continued existence was vital for at least the period of her offspring’s growth within his body. She wondered if interacting with Carl’s body chemistry would lead her child to begin the mimicry process before birth, causing it to emerge appearing human, or partly human. Would it be without a tail? And would it have hair? Or would it look Kestori? 
There could be no way to know ahead of time, and speculation would not serve her in any way. Forward movement was all that mattered now. There would be time for questions—and answers, she hoped—later. 
She turned to the medicine cabinet and closed the door so she could look at her face in the mirror. All looked well, but her earlier feelings of paranoia arose once more at not being able to see in the ultraviolet spectrum. Turning her palm upwards, she massaged the tiny flap of the wexip and coaxed the medjite out. Once it had emerged, she held her palm higher so she could lock eyes with the little creature and try to form vekkatch again. This time, it worked. In seconds, she was looking at her image through this new medjite’s eyes, and the fruitfulness of her effort brought with it a stab of pain at the memory of Pellik’s end. Painful or not, however, she could not ignore what the vekkatch revealed: an alarming hint of purple emerging in her skin, probably the result of the last hour’s emotional upheavals. 
Thank you, she thought as she began to adjust her skin tone. You are Entipp? she asked, using the name of Tredig’s medjite. The mere act of communicating through the vekkatch filled her with guilt and grief over Pellik. Necessary though it was to connect with the other medjite, she couldn’t help feeling that the new union, formed so soon after Pellik’s loss, was a kind of betrayal that she wanted nothing more than to put an end to.
Yes, came the reply. Where Tredig?
Lespeth felt a flutter at her core. The professor never had his medjite tell you?
No.
I’m sorry, Entipp. Very sorry. But Tredig died in the accident.
Entipp feared. Entipp tried, tried, tried to make vekkatch with him, but him slept so far down after…after…
I know, Entipp. I know. 
Where your medjite? Pellik?
Also dead.
Bad world. Must go home.
I’m trying, Entipp. And I’m also very upset right now. I can’t keep vekkatch with you right now.
Understand, came the reply.
She broke the connection immediately, but the emotional pain it had caused did not dissipate so easily. Even so, when she let Entipp fly into the air above her, she felt grateful to know she would have his eyes to see through if she needed them. 
Reaching down for Carl’s hands, she attempted to pull him to his feet, but she did not have the strength. Seconds later, she had the bathroom door unlocked and opened. “Jimmy!” she called out. “I need your help.”
She heard the sound of Jimmy’s chair moving and then his footsteps across the wooden floor.
“That’s an awful bad mess,” he said when he reached the door and looked into the bathroom. “Ethel’s gonna hate that.”
Lespeth felt a pang at the mention of her friend, but she ignored it. “Don’t worry about it now,” she said. “I’ll take care of the mess. Ethel won’t need to know a thing.” She pushed the door open wider so Jimmy could enter. “We need to get him onto the bed. Can you lift him?”
“He’s drunk, isn’t he?” Jimmy said, judgment in his tone.
“No, I gave him some medicine. He’ll come around in a minute, but first I need to get him on the bed and get that wound covered.” Then she repeated her question. “Can you lift him?”
Jimmy said nothing but bent down and reached around Carl so his arms were beneath the other man’s armpits. With an awkward stagger, Jimmy straightened up and pulled Carl from the floor, getting to a standing position but teetering as he did. They looked like a pair of drunks trying to dance with each other.
“Don’t fall!” Lespeth said and began guiding Jimmy out of the bathroom and toward the bed. “Let him down,” she directed when Jimmy had bumped the backs of Carl’s legs against the bedframe. “Easy. Try not to let him fall.”
She felt deep relief and gratitude when Carl had been lowered to the bed without any bumps. “Thank you, Jimmy,” she said before she ushered him out of the way. “I’ll take over from here.”
Returning to the bathroom, she found Ethel had had very few first aid products. There were no bandages big enough for Carl’s upper arm, so she came back to the bed and started tearing strips from the sheets.
“Ethel’s gonna be mad,” Jimmy said.
“I’ll buy Ethel new sheets,” she said, focusing on Carl’s arm. Unsure of the best approach, she laid out several wide strips of cotton beside him and then began wrapping his arm. Her first attempt appeared too tight, and she imagined him pulling the bandage off and causing trauma to the wound, so she undid her work and started again. When she was finished, she tied the ends of the strips as neatly as she could and then left her patient to rest.
Sitting at the edge of the bed, her gaze shifted from Carl to Jimmy, who worked with his back to her, his shoulders hunched as he labored over the map she had asked him to draw. Carl did not appear to be asleep, but he did not seem to be fully conscious either; whether it was from blood loss, the effects of her bodily fluids, or a combination of the two, she could not tell. He quite simply remained in a stupor.
Lespeth had laid her coat across the foot of the bed while talking with Jimmy about making the map. Now she went to it and removed the fake A Tale of Two Cities from the pocket. Giving Carl a quick glance to make sure he still seemed unaware of his surroundings, she opened the data storage device and ran a finger along its spine to find its switch. When it clicked on, a light emanated from a lens in the back cover, making a square of light on the wall similar to the one the dice had cast.
Jimmy looked up from his work. “You have another one of those?”
“Yes,” she said. “Try not to worry about it. I’m checking to see if I’ve got more information to help you with your map.”
“Okay,” he said and bent back to his work while Lespeth turned her attention to Bettez-en’s files.
They looked like copies of Tredig’s but with many more pieces of data. These, too, were divided into the same categories: articles, interviews, and images. She did not expect the professor to have had a file so clearly labeled as “Directions to the Bubble.” Rather, he most likely would have disguised the file. There was not enough time for her to open all the documents, so instead she arranged the files by size, reasoning that the directions to the Bubble would take up much less data than the articles, films and sound files. Scanning the columns of data in the illuminated square before her, she saw no obvious candidates. She did open several of the smaller files she found, but they all turned out to be exactly what they were labeled as. Angered at this final deception of Bettez-en’s, she closed the book and said, “I’m afraid I don’t have any more information for you, Jimmy.”
“That’s okay,” he said, seeming truly unfazed by her failure.
When she returned to Carl, she found him more alert. He opened his eyes when she sat on the bed again, and he appeared to be able to focus on her.
“Carl?” she asked.
He made no response.
“Can you hear me?”
This time he spoke, but he did not answer directly. “What did you do to me?” he asked, his words slurred.
“I wrapped your wound and brought you out of the bathroom. You lost a lot of blood.”
“You…kissed me.”
She smiled. “I think you were dreaming that.”
He said nothing, merely gave her a look that she interpreted as part confusion and part fear. The woman he knew as Lizzie Gallagher, she realized, was no longer a mere woman in Carl’s eyes. She knew he couldn’t have a true inkling of her actual nature, but he definitely looked at her as something other.
“You lost a lot of blood,” she repeated. “But you’re going to be all right now. I’m sure of it.”
“Gonna hole up here. ‘Til the heat’s off.”
“No,” she said. “Remember I told you Jimmy’s going to make a map to show us how to get to my friends? They’ll take care of you. How’s the map coming, Jimmy?”
“Almost done,” Jimmy said.
“Do you think you’ll be able to drive?” she asked. 
Carl nodded, which gave her a feeling of relief. Knowing that Jimmy could drive if there were no other options had given her a measure of comfort, but if she could avoid involving Jimmy any further, she would be pleased. She didn’t like the idea of dragging Jimmy all the way to the Bubble and then leaving him there to fend for himself. If Carl could recover from his wound long enough to get her out to the desert, everything else would fall into place. 
“Lemme sit up,” Carl said.
“Are you sure?” she asked, imagining the bullet wound beginning to bleed again.
Carl looked at her with more presence of mind than he had shown since regaining consciousness. His gaze was commanding, suggesting he would not suffer having to repeat himself. Lespeth complied, taking Carl’s right hand and pulling him up as gently as she could. He winced as he sat up and pulled his hand back from her, using it to push his body toward the headboard and then leaning heavily against a pillow there. Lespeth was grateful to see no new blood seeping into the bandage.
She let him sit quietly for a few minutes. Then, trying to sound as casual about it as possible, she said, “Carl, do you know McKenna’s address? The house where I was being held?”
He did not answer right away but finally said, “Yeah. Why?”
“If that’s where they’ve taken my uncle, we could let the police know. It might take care of your problem with McKenna.”
He looked thoughtful for a moment and then told her the street address. 
“Jimmy?” she asked.
“Yeah?”
“Can you write down what Carl just said, please?”
“Are you gonna want another map?” he asked, his tone hopeful.
“No, Jimmy. Just write it down, please. You can even write it on the same sheet you’re putting the map on.”
“Okay,” he said.
 “Okay,” she repeated. Then, to Carl, she said, “We can make an anonymous call tomorrow.”
He nodded, but not with satisfaction. “I don’t like any of this. It makes you seem…strange.”
“I am strange, Carl,” she said. “Stranger than you can imagine.”
With that, she turned to watch Jimmy work, ignoring the cold stare she would have sworn she could feel on the back of her neck.
The room remained quiet as Jimmy worked. After another ten minutes, he said, “This is kind of hard. I don’t know if I can do this one.”
“What do you mean?” Lespeth asked, apprehension rising within her.
Jimmy had a map of California spread out on the desk, and had drawn a detailed version of a section of the state on a new sheet of paper. This map was covered in a grid that he had placed an X on. Now he pointed at it. “This is the spot, or right around there,” he said. 
“So what’s the problem?” Carl said. He was edging himself off the bed, and when Lespeth glanced his way she saw that he winced from pain at the movement.
“It’s between this place called Indio,” Jimmy said, moving his finger, “and this one called 29 Palms.” The X he had made was in a large area between these two locations, and save for Jimmy’s mark, the region was virtually blank. When Lespeth looked at the larger California map, she saw that the same was true there as well.
“There aren’t any roads,” Lespeth said. This made sense to her, as she knew the location of the Bubble was remote. This had been done by design, the location chosen due to the small likelihood it would be discovered.
“There probably are,” Jimmy said. “Little ones. Gravel ones, or just dirt. But they’re not on this map. So I can’t show you exactly how to get there.”
He looked crestfallen.
“It’s all right,” she said, rubbing his shoulder. “You’ve gotten us in the region at least. I’m sure we can find a road once we get out there.”
“That might not be so easy.”
“How far is it?” Carl asked. “From here, I mean.”
Jimmy took a few minutes with a ruler and a pencil, taking measurements on the map and then adding a column of numbers. “About a hundred and forty miles,” he said.
“How long will that take?” Lespeth asked.
“At least six hours,” Carl said. “More if we gotta poke around in the dark looking for a gravel road that ain’t on the map. You sure this is worth the trouble?”
“Definitely,” Lespeth answered. 
Carl looked around on the unmade bed, his movements deliberate in an attempt to keep his pain from spiking. “You got a shirt I can use?” he asked Jimmy.
“I think so,” Jimmy said. Lespeth could see from his expression that lending Carl anything was extremely distasteful to Jimmy, but he was so good-natured that he couldn’t refuse Carl’s request. The contrast made Lespeth smile, and she watched as Jimmy went to a dresser drawer to retrieve a shirt that she was sure would be too large for Carl. 
“We should start now,” Carl said. “I want to get out of the city before it’s light out. That cop could have gotten a good enough look at my car outside your hotel, Lizzie. If there’s roadblocks out of town, our goose is cooked no matter what. If there’s not, though, it’s gonna be easier to disappear in the dark than it’s gonna be if we wait ‘til morning.”
Lespeth helped him with the shirt. He slipped his good arm through one sleeve and then let her drape the other side of the shirt over the wounded shoulder so he wore it as half shirt and half cape. The injured arm stuck through the opening where the buttons should meet, and Lespeth stopped him, getting the idea to fashion a sling from one of Ethel’s pillowcases that she tore to be able to tie around Carl’s neck. Then she draped the shirt over the hurt shoulder one more time and watched him get to his feet. The gun, she realized, was still tucked into his belt, and she wished she had wrested it from him during the time he had been incapacitated. Aside from feeling obvious pain, Carl seemed not in the least debilitated now. Perhaps he had gotten used to his feelings of blood loss, Lespeth thought, or perhaps her saliva was still affecting him, acting as an anesthetic that enabled him to function closer to normal.
Turning her focus back to Jimmy, she asked, “May we take the map, Jimmy? I don’t think I’ll be able to bring it back.”
“Sure,” Jimmy said, and he began to fold it.
“Jimmy…” Lespeth said, her voice tremulous now. “There’s something I need to say before we go.”
“Hang on, hang on,” Carl said. “There’s no need for that. No need for goodbyes. Lover boy is coming with us.”
Lespeth shot him a surprised look. “Why? There’s no reason to get him involved in this!”
Carl ignored her, looking instead at Jimmy. “Can you drive, genius?”
“Kind of,” he said, getting the same confused expression on his face as he had had when Lespeth asked him the same question. “I used to drive my uncle’s tractor. It was a converted Model-T. But that’s all.”
“That’s good enough.”
“He’s never driven on the streets,” Lespeth said in alarm. “You can’t expect him to—”
Carl turned on her angrily. “If one more dame tells me what I can and can’t do, I’m gonna blow a fuse, you hear me?” He pulled out the gun and used it as a pointer as he continued speaking, aiming it first at Lespeth and then at Jimmy. “You’re gonna shut up now. I heard enough outta you already. He’s gonna drive once we’re out of the city. I’ll drive ‘til then, but I can’t say as I got a hundred and forty miles in me with this arm stiffening up on me. Besides, if there’s a roadblock, I’m gonna be the one who rams it, not him. But he’s coming with us either way. You got it?”
Lespeth nodded.
Carl turned to Jimmy. “You got it?”
“Yes. But I don’t like the way you talk to her. And I don’t like you pointing that gun. It’s dangerous.”
Carl gave him a patronizing smile, and Lespeth feared it would be followed by violence. Instead, Carl stared for several seconds, probably weighing the wisdom of shooting the pair of them and being done with the whole business. He must have thought better of it, as he lowered the gun without further comment.
Lespeth took a deep breath, squeezed Jimmy’s shoulder as a sign of gratitude for his having come to her defense, and then said, “You’d better get some clothes on, Jimmy.”
“All right,” he said. He gathered a few items and went into the bathroom to change.
When Jimmy was ready, Carl insisted that Jimmy and Lespeth stand together at the corner of the room farthest from the door. Then he went into the bathroom, leaving the door halfway open. Moments later, they heard the sound of him urinating, and Lespeth understood why Carl had sent her and Jimmy to the corner—if they tried to leave while he was in the bathroom, Carl would have heard and come out with his gun to stop them. She glanced at Jimmy, who was staring at the floor, probably uncomfortable because of the sound coming from the bathroom.
Carl came out without a word, and they left the room. Although Jimmy protested that he should use the fire escape, Carl insisted they all go together through the lobby and the front doors. It was late, he explained, and there would be no one on duty in the lobby to question Jimmy’s presence in Ethel’s room or to demand extra rent for a second occupant. Jimmy acquiesced with some reluctance. Before leaving the room, Lespeth formed vekkatch with Entipp again, instructing the medjite to follow closely and then breaking the painful connection as soon as she received Entipp’s agreement. Then they exited, Lespeth carrying her purse, the urn, and the fake copy of A Tale of Two Cities. Jimmy had his maps, and Carl went empty-handed with Bunny’s gun in his jacket pocket. 
They made their way back to Clay Street, and when they were in sight of Carl’s car, he signaled them to stop. Handing Jimmy the car key, he whispered, “You go ahead first. Open the door and get in. Then just wait a second ‘til we come along behind.”
Jimmy hesitated a moment and then followed instructions. When he was out of earshot, Lespeth whispered, “What’s the point of that?”
Carl did not answer at first, intently watching Jimmy head to the car. When Jimmy reached it, opened the door and got in, Lespeth heard Carl let his breath out and realized he had been holding it while Jimmy went on alone. Finally, he looked at her and said, “In case the coppers found my car and had it staked out. I figured if somebody was gonna get drilled by a trigger-happy cop, it wasn’t gonna be me.”
“You’re a monster,” Lespeth said, no longer mindful of raising his ire or of the gun he probably had his good hand on inside his jacket pocket. She marched away from him to join Jimmy.
Carl reached the car seconds later, ordering Lespeth into the back and getting Jimmy to move over to the passenger seat. He started the car and put it in gear. Then they were rolling through the dark on Clay Street before heading down the hill. 
Carl sat erect, leaning forward with his good hand at the top of the steering wheel. From her vantage point, Lespeth could see he was darting his face to the left and right at every intersection, probably looking for the patrol cars that might very well be seeking him. She supposed there would be a direct correlation between the severity of Detective Windham’s wounds and the intensity of the police department’s search for the shooter; if the detective had died, she assumed, there would surely be roadblocks set up at most exit points from the downtown area. After several blocks, Carl seemed to relax a bit, and Lespeth did the same, relieved that the lack of police activity suggested she would not have to add Windham to the list of things she felt awful about.
They soon crossed the Los Angeles River, leaving downtown behind and rolling eastward toward Boyle Heights. In the back seat, Lespeth wondered if this was the same bridge she had crossed on her first day here, and the thought made her miss Pellik all the more. On the other side of the river, Carl pulled over. Leaving the engine running, he said, “Your turn, Ol’ Jimmy.” Lespeth could see the apprehension on Jimmy’s face despite the car’s dark interior. Carl must have seen it also, as he said, “It’s easy. Stop at the stop signs and red lights. Go at everything else. You need to study your map first?”
“No,” Jimmy said. “I know the way.”
Carl nodded, got out of the car, and walked around to the passenger side as Jimmy slid across the seat to get behind the wheel. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Lespeth asked before Carl could get back into the car.
“I’m sure. I wish I knew what it was all about, though.”
“I’ll explain it all before we’re done, Jimmy. I promise.”
And then Carl was opening the door. She leaned back in her seat and listened as Carl talked Jimmy through the steps of getting the car moving again. After a few jerks, the car rolled smoothly from the curb and away into the night.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Given this most recent (and disturbing) data, I would recommend that the Directors move forward with the suggested next phase of human exploration despite Professor kra Bettez-en’s objections. In order to prevent any undermining of our orders, I would also recommend that the subject in question be put into place without the professor’s knowledge of the change to the mission. It is bad enough that he has been made aware of the possibility that plans have changed and may be discussing these ideas with his subordinate. What needs to happen now is implementation. A discussion of professional ethics can take place at a later date when the professor has returned to Kestor.
-- Patomel oba Rakketh-et, from a transcript of his address to the Directors, 16.8909.9.18
Archives, Center for Earth Studies, Rakka University, Kestor
 
Sometime between four and five in the morning, Lespeth was jolted awake in the back seat by the slowing of the car. She opened her eyes, alert and alarmed, surprised that she had fallen asleep despite the promise she’d made to herself to remain vigilant in case Carl should say or do anything abusive toward Jimmy. In the dark interior of the car, she could see that Jimmy still drove and that Carl was still in the passenger seat, sitting sideways with his back to the door, his head back against the window; outside, all was dark, but Lespeth thought she could make out the shape of mountains in the distance, a deeper black that rose against the dark plain of desert that the road wound its way through.
Entipp? she called out through the vekkatch.
Yes?
Check me, please.
The medjite had crawled into the wexip on the drive and exited now, buzzing in the air before her for a moment. When she was satisfied that there was no slippage in her appearance, she thanked the symbiote and broke vekkatch again before turning her attention to what was happening in the front seat.
Jimmy was pulling the car over to the side of the road, something Carl seemed unaware of, and Lespeth assumed he had also fallen asleep.
“Why are we stopping?” she said as quietly as she could.
Before Jimmy could answer, Carl moaned.
“Something’s wrong with him,” Jimmy said.
Lespeth leaned forward, reaching across the front seat to touch Carl’s cheek. He felt warm.
“How long has he been like this?”
“A little while,” Jimmy said. “I don’t know how long. Half an hour?”
“I think he has a fever.”
“Should we get him to a doctor?” Jimmy asked.
Lespeth considered the question, wondering what a fever in the host might do to the larva nestling into Carl’s flesh. The fever was most likely a result of Carl’s body reacting to the bullet. But it was also possible, she realized, that the larva might be causing the fever, that humans might be fundamentally unsuitable hosts, the body reacting to the foreign presence within it in an effort to eradicate it. If so, reducing Carl’s fever was essential, but she knew that finding a doctor would only put her larva in further danger; a human physician would see the bullet wound and insist on treating it, possibly probing the wound for the bullet and doing damage to Lespeth’s offspring. No, she realized. It would be risky continuing on through the darkness with Carl possibly growing more feverish as they went, but stopping would be riskier. She counted on being able to find the Bubble and getting help for Carl and her larva on the other side of it.
“Let’s wait,” she said. “How much farther do you think it is?”
“It’s hard to tell.”
Carl moaned again. Leaning farther forward, Lespeth snaked her hand down Carl’s right arm to find the gun still in his grasp. With a tentative tug, she tried removing it, but her efforts were not gentle enough, and Carl awoke with a start. Immediately, the gun was up and leveled at Lespeth, holding it so close to her that she could smell the oil on the weapon. It did not have the pleasant scent of sewing machine oil.
“What gives?” Carl said.
“You’re not well. The bullet wound…You have a fever.”
“A fever ain’t nothing.”
“You were moaning. With the gun in your hand, I was afraid it might go off if you moved around too much.”
“No one’s getting shot as long as nobody tries taking the gun again. You got it?”
“Yes,” Lespeth said.
Carl lowered the gun. “Why’d we stop?”
“You were moaning, like I said. Jimmy was worried.”
“Just drive. Let me do the worrying.”
Lespeth sat back, and Jimmy put the car in gear again. She watched Carl as the car rolled on. It did not take long for it to look like he was asleep again, but Lespeth could not be sure, and she was not familiar enough with human illnesses to know exactly how the fever or any infection from the bullet would affect Carl.
“Jimmy?” she said quietly after a long period of silence.
“Yeah?”
“Don’t be shocked.”
“At what?”
“I have to do something.”
She leaned farther forward, half of her body extending over the seatback. Then she half turned so her lips were inches from Carl’s. Licking her lips first, she kissed Carl. There was nothing romantic about it, nothing that suggested tenderness between the two. Her goal was simply to get her intoxicating saliva into his mouth, and she did, as quickly as she could. When she pulled her mouth away again, Carl slumped against the door, looking almost like a dead man. Lespeth glanced down to see the gun slip from Carl’s hand, and she picked it up. Before withdrawing into the back seat again, she reached a hand inside Carl’s coat, wondering if he had managed to slip on his shoulder holster before they had left Bunker Hill. The last time she had seen it, the holster had been on the bathroom floor beneath Carl’s bloody shirt; Carl had been alone in the bathroom before the trio had left, and although he had been rather incapacitated, Lespeth knew he’d had enough presence of mind to recall the second gun—the one he’d killed William Desmond Taylor with—and know it shouldn’t be left behind. There was no holster on his shoulder, though, and its absence didn’t surprise her; had Carl managed to wrestle himself into the holster with his wounded shoulder, that would have been reason for surprise, she thought. 
She sat back and tucked Bunny’s gun into her jacket pocket. 
“Why did you do that?” Jimmy asked. He sounded confused and disturbed, as though Lespeth had just betrayed a sacred trust.
“I’ll explain,” she said, leaning forward in her seat again so her mouth was near Jimmy’s ear. She wanted to be able to talk without the noise from the tires on the highway drowning out her words or making her feel like she had to speak more loudly than she felt comfortable doing. “It’s complicated, though. There are actually quite a few things I need to tell you,” Lespeth said. “One of them is very sad.”
Jimmy did not react right away. He watched the road intently, but Lespeth noticed a change in his scent. The odor he gave off now was one she had come to associate with fear. “What is it?” he finally asked.
“It’s about Ethel, Jimmy. She’s…Something made her very sad, and she hurt herself very badly because she thought it would make the other pain go away.”
Jimmy was silent for several seconds as he processed this. Finally, he said, “She died, didn’t she?”
“She did, Jimmy. I’m sorry.”
He lapsed into silence again. Then he said, “I’m sorry, too. I was kind of starting to think that might have happened.”
“Why?”
He shrugged. “Since I came out here, she wasn’t the same as she used to be back home. She changed. She was sad a lot of the time. Sometimes…sometimes she would get so sad she would take a razor and make little cuts in her skin, way up on her shoulders where you wouldn’t see it if she kept her sleeves down. She said it made her feel better, but I always told her it was dangerous and to stop. I told her she was going to cut herself so bad one of these days that it wouldn’t stop bleeding. That’s what happened, isn’t it?”
“That’s what happened,” Lespeth said, a tremor of emotion passing through her as she thought of the suffering Jimmy had described—both Ethel’s and his own. “I’m so sorry you had to see her do that.”
“Me too,” he said.
Without saying another word, Jimmy pulled to the shoulder again. Lespeth almost asked what he was doing, but then she heard him sobbing. Somehow in his grief, Jimmy had the presence of mind to take the car out of gear. He slumped forward with his hands atop the steering wheel and his forehead pressed against his knuckles. Lespeth recalled Ethel’s description of Jimmy’s mewling sound, and now she heard it, a high pitched crying moan that she felt would awaken Carl despite the potency of the fluids she had pumped into him.
Glancing warily at Carl, she saw no sign of a reaction. In the dark interior of the car, she thought Carl’s features looked even more sinister than when fully visible in the light. And in observing him now as she let Jimmy grieve, Lespeth realized she had made a mistake while still in Jimmy and Ethel’s room. If she had not been so stricken with grief over Pellik, she would have kept vekkatch with Entipp; that way, when Carl went into the bathroom and insisted that she and Jimmy stay away from the open door, she could have sent the medjite into the room to watch Carl. Entipp would have seen Carl urinating, yes, but he would also have seen if Carl did anything with the second gun.
He wouldn’t have left it, she thought. And he couldn’t have gotten the shoulder holster back on. So what did he do with it?
Careful not to probe too forcefully and arouse Carl from his stupor, she snaked her hand into the sling she had fashioned from Ethel’s pillowcase. She tasted the cotton with her fingertips and then, a moment later, felt metal and tasted something acrid. A moment later, she had the second gun in her hand and slipped it into her remaining empty coat pocket.
Looking again at Carl, she thought, You’ve been neutered now. No more harm will come from you.
In the driver’s seat, Jimmy had stopped his sobbing. He sat back in the seat and used the backs of his hands to wipe at his cheeks.
“I’m sorry, Jimmy,” she said.
“Me, too,” came his croaked reply.
Lespeth let a few moments of silence linger between them. Then she said, “What are you going to do now?”
He shrugged. “Go back for my things, I guess. Find a new place to live. Find a job somewhere.”
“You should go back to Iowa, Jimmy. Or somewhere else. Anywhere but here. Find a company that makes maps and show them what you can do.”
“I could do that,” he said, his tone suggesting his thoughts were far away.
Lespeth took a deep breath and said, “Or I suppose…if you wanted, you could come with me.”
She knew it was cruel to offer this as a possibility since the decision would not be hers or Jimmy’s to make. The Directors would make that call. Talking them into taking Carl through the Bubble would be one thing, but when she explained about the larva burrowing inside him, she expected they would listen. Getting them to accept Jimmy would be more difficult.
“Where are you going?”
“I don’t come from Nebraska, Jimmy. I come from very far away.”
“Asia?”
“No. Farther. Do you remember when we were at the top of the Ferris wheel and we talked about the stars and people from the stars finding a way to travel from one planet to another?”
“Yes.”
“I wasn’t just making that up, Jimmy. I come from a planet very far away, and that’s where I’m going back to once we find that spot on the map.”
Jimmy remained silent. Lespeth assumed he was trying to process what she’d just said and hoped he wasn’t scared or upset. The smell of fear had not returned, but he did give off an unpleasant odor that she could not place. She was about to prompt him with a question when he simply said, “Is Carl going, too?”
She looked over at Carl. He appeared to be in a complete stupor, unaware of their conversation or anything else around him. “Yes, but for different reasons,” she said. “He doesn’t know about the planet. He thinks my people are out here in the desert and that they’ll give him lots of money and other things he wants.”
“Is that what they’re going to do?” Jimmy whispered back.
“I don’t know,” Lespeth replied. “I don’t know anything that’s going to happen. I just know that I need to get home.” 
“Would I like it there?”
“Yes. I think so. It’s very nice.”
“And you’d stay with me? Like Ethel did?”
“I would. I promise.”
“It’s a big decision,” he said.
“Yes.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“Do,” she replied.
He put the car in gear again, and they drove on, Carl moaning occasionally but showing no other sign that the fever was worsening. 
When the sun began to rise, casting its glow on the desert, Lespeth’s thoughts turned to Tredig. The last time she had seen this landscape had been on the morning of her arrival on Earth, and she had caught her first sight of the desert’s beauty only after Bettez-en had consented to remove the blindfold, having driven her far enough from the Bubble to ensure its secrecy. At that time, the Joshua trees and sagebrush and distant craggy mountains had all struck her as so beautiful, as something wonderful that she would soon be sharing with Tredig. She wondered if he had been up early enough that day to watch the city grow lighter with the rising sun, and it struck her as both tragic and beautiful that—if he had actually witnessed the day’s dawning—he could not have known it would be the last sunrise he would see. Life was so fleeting, she realized as the landscape around her grew into clearer and clearer definition with the growing daylight. She felt swept up with the urge to catch every bit of it, every bit of life, and the thought of the tiny life growing within Carl made her tremble for a moment.
Once the sun had fully risen, Jimmy pulled over again, consulting his maps and looking at his compass. 
“Do you know where we are?” Lespeth asked.
“Yes, but it’s hard to know how to get to where you want to be without roads marked on the map.”
“I know the road we need isn’t paved,” she said, remembering how bumpy the drive had been when she had made it with Bettez-en, blindfolded beside him in his car. “If you see a dirt road joining up with the main one, maybe you should take it.”
“There might be more than one, though.”
“There might. Maybe we should try them all.”
“Until we run out of gas,” Jimmy said. “And that wouldn’t be good.”
“It wouldn’t,” Lespeth agreed.
They drove on, and when a dirt road branched off to the north, Jimmy slowed the car. Lespeth peered out the window, trying to remember what things had looked like after Bettez-en had removed her blindfold before turning onto the paved road. She could not be sure if this was the right road or not, but she said, “Let’s try it” regardless. 
Once the car made the turn, the smooth drive immediately became bumpy, and Carl moaned. Lespeth put her hand on his forehead. He still felt hot, but she didn’t think he was any worse than before. When he moaned again, she said, “Sorry about this, Jimmy,” and leaned over to put her lips to Carl’s once more, forcing his mouth open so she could further sedate him. After she sat back again, the moaning ceased.
It was not the right road. When they had driven about half a mile, Lespeth spotted a structure ahead. At first, she assumed it was the shack; excitement and apprehension flooded her system simultaneously at the thought of what she would need to do next. But then she realized that the structure was too large to be the Bubble’s hiding place. The shack was small, no more than three meters square, she recalled. The building ahead of them was at least three times that size, and now she saw that there were three old, rusting cars parked around it and what looked like a still functioning truck. It was someone’s house.
“Turn around,” she said. “That’s not it.”
“You’re sure?” 
“Yes. We’re looking for a smaller place.”
Jimmy stopped the car.
“The road’s too narrow for me to turn around,” he said. “Can I just go up to the house? I think there’s room there.”
Lespeth thought about it—a car full of strangers, one of them incapacitated, pulling up to a house in the early morning like this. Their presence would draw the attention of anyone inside, and it might be the kind of attention Lespeth did not want. She thought of her captivity in Makke-da’s house, and though she doubted anything as unpleasant would happen here, she wanted nothing to do with anyone who might slow her progress to the Bubble, especially now that they appeared to be so close to it.
“No, Jimmy. I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’ll need to back up if you don’t think you can turn around.”
At first Jimmy could not get the car into reverse, and he came close to panicking, but Lespeth put her hand on his shoulder and told him to relax for a moment. When he tried again, the car began rolling backwards. Lespeth looked out the back window to help guide him. It was slow going, but they eventually came to a spot where the road was wide enough for Jimmy to point the car in the right direction, and soon they were back on the paved road again.
It was several miles before they came to another turnoff. This one was so rustic that Jimmy passed it at first, not realizing it was a road. Lespeth had spotted it, though, and called out from the back seat. On the main road, it was easier to turn around, and soon the car was bouncing along a dirt track that led northeastward into the desert. As Jimmy maneuvered the car onto the new path, Lespeth told herself the area looked more like what she remembered from her first morning on Earth; still, she could not be certain that it was the right road. In some places, however, the road was so poorly maintained that it looked indistinguishable from the desert it cut through, and this gave Lespeth a feeling of hope that they were finally on the right path.
After more than a mile, the car came to a spot where another, even narrower road branched off to the right. While the road they had been on had been pointing more directly north for the last several hundred feet, this offshoot seemed to veer in the northeasterly direction they had started in.
Jimmy braked at the rustic intersection and looked at his compass, then at the map. A glance backward at Lespeth told her he was undecided.
She closed her eyes, trying to remember the day she had last been driven through the desert and wishing not for the first time that she had Jimmy’s uncanny sense of direction. No memory of a turn or a stop came to her, but she knew that a lack of memory could hardly be taken as conclusive evidence. This road looked like it saw little if any use. Lespeth knew that Bettez-en had made no mention of traveling to the Bubble since the trip on which he had retrieved her, and while it was possible that he had returned in secret since then, she doubted it. There were no tire tracks in the dirt, or at least none that she could see. 
“Does that one go in the right direction?” she asked.
“I think so,” Jimmy said.
“We should take it.”
Seconds later, the car was bouncing along the primitive road, Joshua trees and smaller plants growing right up to it. It was slow traveling. At times, Jimmy had to stop the car and peer through the windshield to determine where the road was. After several seconds, he or Lespeth would point at what seemed to be a likely choice and the car would advance. 
Lespeth began feeling despondent, worried that this was the wrong road. She imagined them running out of gas and needing to walk back to the main road for help. It might be difficult then to avoid the attention of the police if someone else spotted them and made a call about people needing assistance. That would be disastrous, especially with Carl’s bullet wound. 
Then, as Lespeth was still wondering how long this could go on, the car crested a low hill to reveal a small, dilapidated shack in the shadow of the next hill a hundred meters away. 
“That’s it!” she said, her tone exuberant.
Her voice was loud enough to cause Carl to stir again. He pulled himself into a straighter sitting position in the seat and looked around. When his eyes fixed on the shack, Lespeth’s words must finally have registered. “That’s it?” he exclaimed, his voice a bit slurred. “Are you goddamn kidding me?”
His incredulity was probably justified, Lespeth thought. The structure was no bigger than twice the size of an outhouse and high enough only for a man to stand in. It looked to be at least a hundred years old and appeared to have been abandoned and neglected for most of that time. Lespeth knew that this was by design; the building was nowhere near as old as it appeared, and its rustic façade was meant to discourage wanderers from investigating should anyone stumble across the little edifice. 
“That’s it,” she said. “We’re very good at concealing things.”
“The hell you are!” he said, and with his good arm he began feeling around on the seat. Lespeth realized he was looking for the gun, probably assuming he had let go of it in his sleep.
“It’s back here with me, Carl,” she said. “And don’t bother looking for the one you hid in the sling. I have that, too. I’ve learned how to take the safety off now, and I’ve got it pointed right at you.” As quietly as she could, she reached into her pocket to pull the gun out lest Carl turn and look over the seat to catch her in a lie.
“This is a goddamn double cross! You brought me out here to be done with me! You gonna drill me when my back’s turned?”
Lespeth wanted to say, “Like you did to Mr. Taylor?” but she held back. 
“No,” she said instead, hoping her fear did not come through in her voice. “You have to trust me. Everything is the way I said it would be. We keep things secret. Everything. There’s no one there now, but once we’re inside I’ll be able to call them. You’ll see. There’s nothing wrong.”
He half turned in the seat, wincing at the pain in his arm, but she could tell that he saw the gun in her hand. She read the slight nod he gave her as temporary surrender. It made her nervous, though. 
He’s planning something, she thought. But so am I.

“Nothing funny is going to happen,” she said aloud. “You’re going to have to trust me.” When she saw Carl scoff, she knew that being reasonable with Carl was going to get her nowhere; she raised the gun a bit higher so he could see that it was pointed squarely at his face. “Give Jimmy your good hand,” she said.
“What?” he asked, incredulity in his voice. 
“Just give him your good hand.” When he made no move, an image flashed into Lespeth’s mind—an image of her human self blended with the visage of Mary Miles Minter. She thought again of the way Minter’s characters had taken on other personas when she needed them in the films Lespeth had watched in Pasadena. It was a shape-shifting trick not much different than the transformation Lespeth had undergone before coming to Earth, and one she was still perfecting. Without letting herself think about it, she added, “To echo what you told me last night, Carl, I’m not going to kill you, but I can make things awfully painful for you if you don’t cooperate. Now give Jimmy your good hand unless you want to get shot again.”
They were words a gun moll might have said in one of the narratives she had read while researching human behavior for Bettez-en, or perhaps words that could have flowed off the lips of one of the women in the speakeasy; it was not the language of a Kestori scholar. Still, the words had come out. And, a moment later, she saw that they worked.
Slowly, Carl extended his right hand toward Jimmy. 
“Take it, Jimmy. And hold on as hard as you can.”
“What are you going to do?” Jimmy asked. He sounded scared.
“Don’t worry. Just the same as I did earlier. And nothing bad happened then.”
He looked as though he did not understand, but Lespeth made no effort to explain herself further. She leaned forward, the gun still trained on Carl, and made to kiss him again.
“No!” he said, drawing his face away from hers and moving to yank his hand from Jimmy’s grasp.
“Yes,” she said. “Don’t forget the gun. I can get you to behave yourself by giving you pain or pleasure. Which is it going to be?”
He said nothing but did not move away when she approached him again. 
She let the kiss last a long while. At first, she felt him resisting, trying to pull his head away, but then he relaxed. She kept the flow of saliva going long after he gave up all effort to fight back. When she pulled her lips away, she saw his eyes had closed. 
“You can let go of his hand now, Jimmy,” she said. Then she watched as Carl slumped against the door again once Jimmy had released his hold on him.
“How do you do that?” Jimmy asked.
“It’s a trick my people have. It doesn’t scare you, does it?”
“A little.”
“I’m sorry. I’ll try not to do it again unless I have to.”
Jimmy nodded but did not say anything. She continued leaning against the seat and then pointed at the shack in the distance.
“Go on, Jimmy,” she said. “Let’s go down there.”
The car rolled forward and stopped several meters from the shack. Then Jimmy turned the switch that killed the engine. 
“Will you come with me?” Lespeth asked Jimmy.
“I’m scared.” There was no shame in the admission.
“I understand. You don’t have to come inside. Not yet. But I don’t want to leave you alone here with Carl in case he wakes up again.”
“Okay,” he said, still sounding uncertain.
“Let me have the key.”
Jimmy pulled the key from the ignition and handed it to Lespeth. She tucked it into the pocket of her coat.
“Come on, then,” she said. “Come out of the car with me. You don’t have to go any closer than this if you don’t want to.”
Relaxing her grip on the gun, she turned in the seat to gather her purse, Bettez-en’s data storage device, and Tredig’s urn. Then she opened the door and slid out of the car. Entipp had been in the wexip for a long time, and now Lespeth moved the muscles in her hand to open the flap of skin that concealed the medjite. He flew out and circled in the air above her, waiting—Lespeth guessed—for her to form vekkatch with him. She thought about it for a moment but let it go when she considered the pain her encounters with Entipp had already caused her. Maybe later, she thought. Maybe when we’re home again. Not now, though.

The smell of the desert struck her senses once she was out of the car; she remembered the clean scent from her first morning on Earth, and though she supposed there must be plenty of other places in the region that smelled this way, the scent merely bolstered the certainty she’d already felt about the spot Jimmy’s map and Kels erla Makke-da’s tattooed coordinates had led her to.
Almost home, she thought.
Turning to Jimmy, she said, “Are you sure you’re going to wait here?”
He merely nodded in response. Lespeth gave him a smile. Then she tucked the gun into her pocket to free one of her hands so she could give Jimmy’s arm a gentle squeeze. “It’s going to be okay,” she said. “I promise.”
Without another word, she turned and walked to the shack. A simple wooden latch held the door closed. Lespeth turned it on its rusty nail and pulled the door open with a squeak of hinges. 
The interior was as she remembered it—old, unfinished boards and no windows. There was nothing inside save spider webs and lizard droppings. Fortunately, the control terminal had still been open when she had passed through the Bubble, and she remembered its approximate location. Crossing to the left side of the room, she felt along the floor where it met the wall. The loose board was a foot away from where she had thought it would be. She set her purse, the urn and the fake book on the floor. Then she pulled the board up to reveal a sealed metal box beneath. It had no visible hinges or locking method. Should any human be so inquisitive as to find the box in its hidden chamber in this remote location, the explorer would likely grow frustrated with the find, as it seemed impossible to open. And should the box be somehow forcibly removed, Lespeth knew it would be rendered impregnable by being dislodged from a plate beneath it that served both as a link to hidden solar collectors and as a kind of panic switch that would trigger a complete seizing of the interior controls if tampered with. 
Running her fingers along the top of the gray box, she felt a section whose texture was smoother than the rest. She tapped this area three times, paused, and tapped twice again, struck by the absurd coincidence that this had been the same code Carl had used when knocking at the door of the speakeasy. The panel she had tapped transformed now to reveal itself as a digital touchscreen keyboard with Ferchii letters displayed in luminous green. Without hesitation, she entered her code onto the screen and pushed the button that sent the information into the system. 
She sat back and then stood, watching the wall opposite the door. At first there was no sign that anything was happening, but then she felt the floor begin to vibrate beneath her feet. Anticipation surged within her, and she had the absurd wish that she could sip the sewing machine oil one more time to alleviate her nervousness. Soon enough, she told herself, there would be no need for anything like that—not for sewing machine oil or subterfuge, no more second guessing and no more peril. Once the Bubble materialized and she could see home on the other side, everything would fall into place again. Everything would make sense.
But it didn’t. 
The Bubble did appear, as she had expected, starting as a shimmer along the wall and then growing into a brighter light that seemed to bulge forth from the roughhewn wood as a clear, transparent membrane. And beyond the membrane was the lab at the Center for Earth Studies, looking exactly as she knew it would with its sterile atmosphere and monitors mounted on the walls. 
What did not make sense, though, were the feelings that rose within her when she saw the Kestori on the other side of the Bubble looking back at her. 
It was an alien. Tall, slim, and graceful with light purple skin, it had wide set eyes and no nose. The Kestori wore the shimmering gray uniform of the Center, and behind it Lespeth could see its beautiful tail standing erect and alert at this unexpected opening of the connection between worlds. Part of Lespeth’s mind registered her kinship with the being on the other side of the Bubble; it was a mirror image of what she had been before her transformation had begun, and gazing at it filled her with a sense of comfort. At the same time, another part of her—a loud and dominant part of her thoughts—insisted that the thing she now looked at was not a part of this world, and staring at it was terribly jarring. Simultaneously familiar and strange, the Kestori’s appearance made Lespeth feel split in two, her competing perceptions sending her thoughts into a jumble.
I’m becoming human, she thought, and she knew that the transformation that had begun on Kestor had taken a turn in a way that the Directors could never have guessed possible. Again, she thought of Minter’s characters, two people at once—or three if one considered the persona of the actor underneath the women she was playing. How many people have I become? she wondered. And are any of them still Kestori?
She stood and stared for several seconds, locking eyes with the alien who seemed so close to her even though he was light years away. The membrane of the Bubble did not allow the transfer of scents, so she could not identify the Kestori on the other side who stared blankly back at her. 
“Lespeth phra Kalak-ka?” he finally said, incredulous. 
It felt so strange to hear Ferchii being spoken, and she almost responded in English. Instead, she consciously thought about what she wanted to say in her native language, knowing it was imperative that everything she had to say be understood on the other side of the Bubble. 
 “Yes,” she said. “To whom am I speaking?”
“I am Bekit epa Palind-er,” he said, his tone unsteady.
Lespeth recalled him, a researcher two years behind her in the program. Before Lespeth's transformation and training had been completed, she had had conversations with Bekit about his desire to follow her and others into the field, and she was relieved to see that he had not yet begun the humanization process. 
He looked at her now and said, “This was not a scheduled linking of worlds. Has something untoward occurred?”
“Yes,” she began. “Several untoward things, in fact.”
“Where is Ronod kra Bettez-en? He is supposed to be the primary contact for your mission.”
“Professor kra Bettez-en is missing. I believe he has been taken by Kels erla Makke-da.”
In true Kestori form, there was no change in Bekit’s facial expression. Had Lespeth been with him on his side of the Bubble, she knew there would have been a shift in his scent at the mention of Makke-da’s name. His odor would have signaled incredulity and possibly alarm. With the membrane between them, however, she could detect no such shift and could only guess at her younger colleague’s reaction.
After a moment’s silence, Bekit said, “I need to get the Directors.” He moved his hands toward the terminal in front of him, and Lespeth knew he was about to close the connection between their worlds, probably locking it so that she could not re-establish contact on her own.
“Wait!” she said. “There are things you need to know. Tredig is dead, killed in an accident. I have his remains here.” She held up the urn as evidence although she did not expect Bekit to understand what it was. “Professor kra Bettez-en shifted the goals of the mission without permission. He…he had Tredig doing research that was not part of the protocols. And he wanted me to do the same. He has become…corrupted, much like Kels erla Makke-da did.” She wanted to say that Bettez-en was as bad as Makke-da, but she held back, not wanting to overwhelm the Kestori on the other side of the Bubble by detailing the killings Bettez-en had confessed to. There would be time for that later.
“And there is one other thing,” she added after a moment’s hesitation. She broke eye contact with Bekit as she began to speak but then forced herself to look into his eyes again. “Tredig and I…produced offspring before he was killed. The larva is now implanted in a host. A human host. And I have brought him here with me. Him and one other.” She paused again and then finished by saying, “I request permission to cross through the Bubble with them both.”
Bekit said nothing. She thought she saw his tail twitch but could not be sure. Then his fingers jumped on the terminal, and the Bubble closed with a rush of air that shifted the fake ringlets in her scalp.
She let out her breath and felt herself relax a little. There was nothing more she could do now besides wait. Setting Tredig’s urn upon the floor, she said, “You’re almost home.” Then she turned toward the doorway and stepped outside to check on Jimmy.
He was not in sight. 
All she saw were the sand covered hills and Joshua trees that spiked their way into the horizon. Carl’s car was still parked near the shack, but when she looked toward it, her fear response spiked. When she had left the car, Carl had been incapacitated, slumped against the passenger’s door. Now, that door was open, and there was no sign of Carl.
“No,” she said, and she ran to the car to look inside, hoping to find Jimmy cowering within even though she knew such hopes were futile.
The car was empty. She closed the door and turned toward the shack. “Jimmy!” she called out into the still morning.
There was only silence. Then she heard the distant squawk of a bird’s call, and finally heard Jimmy say, “Over here.” He sounded scared and small and far away. His voice had come from the other side of the shack.
Without considering the effect it would have on her, she formed vekkatch with Entipp, who had gone into the shack with her and come out again, ever maintaining a spot a meter in the air above her. Entipp! she called to him as soon as their connection was established. I need to see the other humans. Fly high! Please!
Through the vekkatch, she watched as Entipp’s perspective on the scene changed. At first, she could see only herself next to Carl’s car with sand and a few scraggly bushes nearby. But as the medjite rose into the air, she saw the shack, and then she saw Jimmy standing behind it. Carl was beside him. It was difficult for Lespeth to tell from this angle, but Carl looked a bit unsteady on his feet. One thing she was certain of, though—he had a gun aimed at Jimmy’s head.
How? she thought as she pulled one gun from her coat pocket and checked her purse to see the other weapon still tucked inside. The how of it didn’t matter, she realized. Carl somehow had had one more weapon, maybe hidden inside the car, and he was using it to subdue and threaten Jimmy. She held the gun from her pocket out in front of her, mindful of disengaging the safety switch this time. 
Making a wide circle around the shack, she reached a point where she could see the two men without needing Entipp’s perspective. “Are you okay, Jimmy?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he said, but he didn’t sound convincing. He sounded like a child who had been bested in a simple game by more worldly playmates.
“Thought you were pretty smart, didn’t you?” Carl said. “I was smarter this time, though.” He spit on the ground. “That’s all I needed to do, see? Just fake like I swallowed your poison and passed out. Then spit it out once you and the dummy had left me alone.” He stared for a moment and then smiled at his cleverness. Moving deliberately, he put the gun in his other hand; though the arm was still in the sling, the hand had no problem keeping the gun trained on Jimmy. With his good arm now free, Carl pulled up on the left leg of his pants, revealing the little holster Lespeth had first seen when Mr. Taylor’s men had presented Carl to their superior at the studio. They had taken the little gun from him then, but Carl had obviously had no trouble replacing it. “You knew about that one, didn’t you?” he asked as he put the gun back in his better hand. “And you forgot all about it. Not so smart at all.”
Lespeth opted not to take the bait. With the gun in her hand, she felt even more like one of the tough women from the speakeasy. “I think you should let Jimmy go, Carl,” she said.
“I think you should drop that gun in the sand,” Carl answered. His tone seemed venomous, and she guessed that he would not hesitate to shoot Jimmy if things did not go his way. 
Before she could formulate a reply, she felt the ground shake beneath her feet, and she knew the Bubble was opening again inside the shack.
Carl felt it, too, momentary panic in his eyes.
When the vibration ceased, he said, “Earthquake,” and smiled, as if to show that he had control even over the trembling of the ground.
And then she saw that something behind her drew Carl’s attention. His eyes shifted, panic and incredulity crossing his face. Moving more swiftly than she would have thought him capable, Carl swung the hand that held the gun, pointing it toward a spot off to Lespeth’s left and firing before she had the chance to look in the direction he was aiming.
There were shouts behind her, and she pivoted to see that four Kestori had emerged from the shack and rounded the corner, no doubt drawn by her scent and those of her human companions. One had gone down, the target of Carl’s gunshot, and the other three stooped to aid the fallen Kestori and to shield themselves from harm. Lespeth looked their way for only a second and then back at Carl.
His eyes were wild with emotion at the sight of the Kestori. He might have been feeling fear of these inhuman things, or rage at Lespeth for having lured him out here to end up among them. Had she been better able to smell him, she might have gotten a clearer understanding of his emotional state, but the scent of gun powder obliterated everything else. Even so, she guessed that at least part of Carl’s emotional distress was aimed at her since he caught her gaze when she turned her head back toward him and Jimmy. His eyes locked on hers, and she thought she saw hatred there.
He blames me for everything, she thought in the brief time that it took Carl to shift his aim away from the Kestori and toward her, the little circular opening at the tip of the gun seeming so much larger now that she was looking into it. 
She hesitated only a moment before she squeezed the trigger. It was long enough to let her think of her larva somewhere in Carl’s body, of the trauma it would suffer at the shock to its host even if the bullet struck far away from its nesting site and affected none of the systems it was living off of. It was long enough for her to realize that Jimmy would be the next victim if she did nothing, long enough for her to weigh Jimmy’s life against the tiny connection she had to Tredig somewhere in Carl’s flesh. And it was long enough to give Carl the opportunity to fire his gun as well.
Both guns roared in the still morning air, the reports deafening. Lespeth felt a powerful force strike her in the chest and knew Carl had aimed at what he thought was her heart. It knocked her backwards, the sky taking up her whole range of vision before she had the chance to see if her aim had been accurate enough to stop Carl’s rampage. Pain radiating through her body, she tried to listen for another gunshot but heard nothing beyond the ringing in her ears.
Then there were footsteps on the ground. One of the Kestori was at her side. She did not recognize his scent. 
“Which human is the host?” he asked in Ferchii, his voice seeming far away.
Confused and disoriented, she said nothing.
He repeated the question in awkward English. “Where lies your offspring? Fallen man or running man?”
She almost said “fallen man” but then realized in horror that she might just as easily have shot Jimmy and that it might be Carl who was running away. When she tried to lift her head to see which man had gone down, the pain in her chest increased to a terrible degree, and she gave up trying.
“Carl,” was all she managed to say before blackness took her.



 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
In light of this morning’s tragedy, there will need to be some changes made. The political climate right now is such that the murder of Bill Taylor is likely to blow up in our faces if it turns out that there’s anything like an Arbuckle scandal brewing under the surface. The love letters retrieved from Taylor’s apartment before the arrival of the police definitely cast some doubt on Miss Minter. Since it seems quite possible that other letters may surface, it would be best if we re-cast the leads in the films she has been scheduled for. To that end, a screen test crossed my desk earlier this week, a young woman already employed at the studio named Elizabeth Gallagher. Her resemblance to Minter is strong but not too strong. Unless you have a better prospect in mind, I would recommend contacting this Elizabeth Gallagher in the costume department and get her signed to a contract as quickly as possible. She strikes me as the impressionable type. I expect you’ll have no trouble getting her to sign, especially if you tell her she’s going to be a star.
Internal Memo, Famous Players-Lasky-Paramount Studios, Hollywood, California
Dated February 2, 1922
 
When she regained consciousness, Lespeth saw Jimmy and Bekit leaning over her. The sight of the incongruous pair made her wish she had practiced human laughter more diligently, but her feelings of amusement dissipated immediately as her body began to register the pain that radiated out from her chest. She tried to move, but the pain increased with her effort, so she lay still while Bekit put a comforting hand on her shoulder. Jimmy looked like he wanted to speak, but his quivering chin kept him silent as he fought back tears.
“It’s okay, Jimmy,” she managed to say and forced a smile for him. Expecting that she had been unconscious for only a short time and that Bekit was merely the first Kestori to reach her side, she added, “They’ll take care of me.”
She detected a definite shift in Bekit’s scent then, his odor indicating social discomfort. Something she had said had made him feel awkward.
“Is it so bad, then?” she asked in Ferchii.
“No,” he said. After a moment, he added, “It looks like the projectile went straight through you without doing major damage. You have an exit wound on your back.”
Lespeth took a moment to center herself, concentrating on the pain and experiencing it more and more as a localized point of searing heat in the center of her chest. Unlike human anatomy, this region of her body had a layer similar to cartilage beneath the soft outer tissue. Her reproductive center was located within, and she focused on it now, concentrating on closing the wounds at the entry and exit points and knitting the cells within that the bullet had torn through. Where it had taken her months back on Kestor to grow human breasts and a nose and reshape her face to match those of human beings, repairing this inner damage would be faster, in part because her body’s natural healing system would already have started the process. Had the projectile hit a major artery, the results would have been different, and she felt grateful that this was not the case.
With a better understanding of her condition now, she turned her focus back to Bekit. “Why do you appear so uncomfortable, my colleague?” she asked.
Bekit smelled embarrassed at this. He was probably berating himself for his youthfulness and inexperience, she realized, and yet she felt no compulsion to ease his discomfort. After several seconds, he said, “I…I cannot say.”
She thought about this for a moment before replying. “You are forbidden to say.”
“Yes.”
She nodded. 
“Is the other human dead? Did I kill him?”
She dreaded Bekit’s answer, fearing for her larva.
“No,” he said without hesitation, and the relief she felt almost made her forget her pain.
“Good. I am grateful to you for saying so. Now…please bring me someone who is not forbidden to speak to me about other matters.”
Bekit hesitated a moment before withdrawing the hand that still gripped her shoulder. Then he stood without a word and was gone.
“Jimmy?” she asked in English.
“Yeah?” His voice trembled.
“Give me your hand.” He did, and she squeezed it. “I’m going to be all right. I know it’s hard for you to understand, but my people…we have the ability to heal from things like this very quickly. I promise. It’s going to be okay. You don’t have to be so scared.”
“Okay,” he said, but she could still detect fear in his voice and expression. She knew his compliance was another manifestation of his general willingness to be helpful and obedient.
“Good,” she said, not wanting to let on that he had not been successful in masking his fear. “I need you to do me a favor, okay?”
“All right.”
“Go back to the car and get the map you made. You brought others, right?”
“I did.”
“A map of the whole region?”
He nodded.
“Bring them all, okay?”
He gave her a doubtful look and then said, “I ran away ‘cause I was scared. But then I came back.” 
“I know, Jimmy. I know. Thank you. Can you just get the maps now? And then you can stay with me?”
He nodded and withdrew.
Left alone, she tried to focus on healing her wound but could not fully concentrate. The morning sky above her was bright and blue and cloudless, offering no view of the stars that would have been visible in abundance during the night. Even so, she thought of Kestor somewhere far above her. It was odd, she realized, that she still thought of Kestor as a planet far away rather than a place she could access by walking a short distance and passing through the membrane of the Bubble. 
Before Jimmy or Bekit could return, Entipp flew down and landed on her hand. 
You die, too? he asked.
No. Not yet. Not now. We’ll go back to Kestor soon. After a while, you’ll get to meet Tredig’s child. I think…I think that’s who you should bond with—rather than me.
If Lespeth wish.
I do, she thought. 
A memory had popped into her mind at the thought of her larva: a voice in all the confusion after the shooting had stopped. “Where lies your offspring?” someone had asked.
It was such a simple question, straightforward and clear. Like glass, she thought, and it cut her like glass as well. It brought realizations, and with them a calm resolve.
Thank you, Entipp. Thank you for helping me. And Tredig. I will say goodbye now. She broke vekkatch without giving the medjite a chance to reply, relieved to feel empty again in the place where Pellik should have been.
When Jimmy returned, Entipp flew into the air again. Lespeth got Jimmy to extend his hand, and he helped her into a sitting position. Movement caused a spike in her pain, but once she was sitting up, she felt it level off again. Turning her head slightly, she could see the blood on the ground that had spilled from the exit wound in her back, and she knew that somewhere in the sagebrush and sand behind her would be the little chunk of metal that had passed through her body.
Moments later, Bekit returned with a uniformed Kestori whom Lespeth recognized as Patomel oba Rakketh-et. He was the chief researcher at the Center. Lespeth knew that from a technical standpoint he was subordinate to the large circle of Directors who made all major decisions regarding Earth studies, but that he was also a powerful entity to whom the Directors often deferred and whose opinions were greatly respected. As soon as he was close enough for Lespeth to retrieve his scent, she realized he was the Kestori who had asked about her offspring, and she felt the same slicing thrust of emotion she had experienced before Jimmy returned with the maps.
“Lespeth phra Kalak-ka,” he said in Ferchii, his tone suggesting relief at finding her alive and sitting up. “We must get you through the Bubble so that you can receive the aid you need.”
There was no indication as to why this had not been done already, which Lespeth understood. Her survival, she realized, was now of secondary importance.
“My child?” she asked.
Rakketh-et hesitated a moment and then said, “The larva appears uninjured.”
“And the human?”
“It will survive.”
Lespeth nodded. “Thank you,” she said and took a deep, painful breath before continuing. “I assume there are no plans for removal to a Kestori host.”
Rakketh-et said nothing at first, and Lespeth detected discomfort in his scent. Then he said, “Such decisions do not need to be made at this time. Stability of all parties is our primary focus, as is the attaining of some information from you. I am gladdened to find your wounds are not life threatening.”
He wanted to interview her, she realized. This was not what she had in mind.
“Patomel oba Rakketh-et,” she said. “I will tell you what is most important for you to know. The rest you will need to figure out for yourself.”
An acrid scent emanated from the chief researcher, and Lespeth noticed odors of shock and embarrassment from Bekit. She supposed she was giving off strong scents of her own but paid them no mind. 
She continued. “Before I say another word about the mission, though, I want answers from you.”
Rakketh-et leaned back, as though physically affronted by her words. She guessed he was on the verge of taking an authoritative tone, of issuing commands in hopes of containing the situation through dominance. Lespeth had no intention of letting him speak from a position of power, though. She no longer saw herself as the subordinate, no longer the researcher who hoped to please her superiors. Lespeth phra Kalak-ka had passed through the Bubble more than a month ago, and sometime since—maybe only in the last hour—had become a true hybrid, both Lespeth and Elizabeth Gallagher fused into one being, and she spoke from a position of certainty she had never known on Kestor.
“You were not surprised to hear that I had implanted a larva in the human,” she said, her voice steady although the words brought a surge of emotion she feared she would not be able to contain.
“It is possible that you read something in my tone,” Rakketh-et said, “that was not necessarily there.”
“You had only a short time to process the information,” she countered. “I sensed urgency and concern, but not surprise. One would think that the first incident of human-Kestori symbiosis, especially with it being unplanned, would have prompted some surprise.”
“It did,” Rakketh-et said. “You should not presume to know my thoughts, Lespeth phra Kalak-ka.”
He sounded defensive but also angry. Lespeth had no intention of letting him use anger to get the upper hand. “Who knew?” she said. And before he could answer, she added, “Just the Directors? Or Ronod kra Bettez-en, too? And Tredig? They suspected the truth, had been forewarned. But did they actually know?”
“Know what?” Rakketh-et said. His tail had been halfway erect upon his arrival, but now it stood straight up behind him, indicating heightened emotion.
“That my fertility was tampered with before I passed through the Bubble,” she said, one hand going to the side of her neck where she had received the final set of injections before departing Kestor. The Immersion team had told her they were inoculations, and she remembered how her skin had been bruised on that first day on Earth. Had the Immersion team known what they were giving her, she wondered, or had they been kept ignorant as well? Whatever had really been in the injection had not only made her fertile but had given her a strong desire to mate, which explained the desperation she had felt that afternoon in her room when she had feared Tredig would leave without taking the opportunity to be intimate with her.
Rakketh-et sounded indignant. “Preposterous,” he said.
“Accurate,” she countered. “There is no other explanation.”
Again, she recalled Bettez-en’s and Tredig’s comments about the new direction the Center was thinking of moving in regarding procreation and symbiosis. She decided that they had been truthful with her in suggesting these were merely points of concern rather than actual shifts in policy that they were complicit in concealing from her. At the very least, she had to believe that Tredig had not willingly deceived her.
“Why?” she asked.
Rakketh-et said nothing.
“Why?” she repeated, louder and more urgently. She saw Jimmy flinch at this and knew she was scaring him, but she could not help herself.
“A disease has spread among the native Kestori,” Rakketh-et said after another few moments of silence. “Their fertility rate has dropped dramatically. As a result, projected rates of birth and death among our people and the native Kestori have been determined to be inaccurate. We originally thought we had several hundred years to find a new host species, but it would appear now that, unless this disease can be mitigated, we will have a crisis in less than a hundred years.”
Lespeth imagined the colonies where the native Kestori lived and reproduced, selectively bred for docility and other desirable traits for a thousand years. She had never been to one of these colonies but knew enough about them. Like every member of her species, she knew that these beings—identical to her in every outward way imaginable—were key to their survival. She had fantasized about the day when she and Tredig would visit a colony to pick out the host for their offspring, and now she wondered if those places had become very different with the spread of this new disease. 
It didn’t matter. 
“I understand that this is a serious issue,” she said, “but it did not give you the right to tamper with my body or to trick me into reproducing. What were you expecting would happen?”
Rakketh-et’s tail drooped as he said, “We were going to inform Professor kra Bettez-en the next time he checked in at the Bubble and give him instructions on how to find a suitable host. He was overdue by two cycles, though, and we feared that the experiment was going to fail. I am pleased to see that you were able to select—”
She stopped him there, raising a hand in a thoroughly human gesture that indicated she could hear no more. To listen to her and Tredig’s offspring being referred to as an “experiment” was more than she could stand.
Looking toward Jimmy, she said in English, “Can I have the maps?”
He handed them to her without a word.
“Ronod kra Bettez-en is corrupt,” she said in Ferchii. “He confessed to murdering some of his colleagues from the Makke-da expedition and would have murdered me if he had had the chance. He has abandoned the protocols of the mission and has been seduced by a condition called vice.” Here, she used the English word, as there was no Ferchii equivalent. “It is a temptation to lie, cheat, and steal for personal gain, to live lasciviously and in pursuit of pleasure for pleasure’s sake despite the cost. Humans murder one another for such gain. The same occurred with Tredig but to a lesser degree. It is the same thing that happened to Kels erla Makke-da. It is…the same thing that has been happening to me.” She thought now of the sewing machine oil, of her strange feelings in Long Beach; she thought of swinging the lamp to crush Bunny’s skull and the shots that rang out when she ran from the Portsmouth for the last time. She thought, too, of the strange feelings she had had upon first seeing Bekit on the other side of the Bubble, feelings that had told her how fundamentally different he was from her.
Disturbing and embarrassing as these thoughts were, her emotions were not strong enough to cause her to break her gaze. She looked into Rakketh-et’s eyes and did not look away. When she spoke next, there was no shame in her voice.
“I have reached a conclusion during my brief time on Earth. And it is that the Center should abandon the prospect of colonizing this planet. The dominant species holds too strong an influence. They are a corrupting force, like a disease, driven by the desire to be more than they are. Their fantasies overtake their reality, resulting in terrible actions perpetrated on each other and, often, themselves. I fear…I fear for the larva you now have on Kestor embedded in its human host. I beg of you to remove it and implant it into a native Kestori at the first opportunity, lest contact with the host shape it in ways we cannot anticipate.”
She wanted to say that her child should be born with a tail, that it should look like Tredig and not like Carl, but her emotions overwhelmed her. She began to tremble and had to focus on centering herself before she could continue.
Rakketh-et took advantage of the silence to say, “What you suggest is highly unusual and not at all in keeping with the conclusions we have reached previously. All of Ronod kra Bettez-en’s reports have indicated otherwise, and now you accuse him of terrible crimes when he has no opportunity to defend himself. Have you no information at all on his whereabouts?”
“I do,” she said, “along with the location of Kels erla Makke-da,” she said. “He has led a life of crime and degradation on Earth for all the years since his failed mission. He held me captive until I escaped, and he now holds Ronod kra Bettez-en. My friend Jimmy can show you with these how to find them.” She passed the maps to Rakketh-et. “If the Immersion team has members ready to pass through the Bubble, I would recommend you send them as soon as possible, or else Bettez-en may be gone, perhaps both of them. You will need to send your team with weapons.”
Rakketh-et smelled confused. “You know as well as I do that the Center forbids the transport of technology through the Bubble, save for the recording and storage of data. Weapons are out of the question.”
“Then you will lose your opportunity to bring Kels erla Makke-da to justice and to force Ronod kra Bettez-en to return to Kestor. That, or you will lose more researchers to Makke-da’s weapons. He has no qualms against using them.”
Rakketh-et looked at Jimmy’s maps. “Would you consent to guide us there before you return to Kestor?”
Lespeth stared at him, part of her struggling to understand his audacity while another part struggled with something larger.
“No,” she said after several seconds. “I will not consent. And…I will not be returning to Kestor.”
He gave off the scent of incredulity then and took several seconds to process what she’d just said. “You must,” he finally ventured. “We cannot abide another Kestori living unsupervised among the humans.”
“Then give me another planet to go to. Another that the Center is considering for exploration. Send me anywhere, but not back to Kestor. I…I fear that I carry the…disease of humanness. I would not infect my fellow Kestori. I can think of nothing that would be worse.”
“You have suffered a trauma, Lespeth phra Kalak-ka,” Rakketh-et offered. “Several, in fact. You need some time to rehabilitate. Then you will see the errors embedded in these thoughts.”
“They are not errors,” Lespeth said. “I speak the truth. I do not claim to have become fully human. I would not want to be. But I stand by my statement that I am no longer fully Kestori either. I am…caught in between, as though trapped in the membrane of the Bubble.”
“Lespeth phra Kalak-ka,” Rakketh-et said after she was finished. “It occurs to me that you have been treated poorly. You were made an unwitting subject of experimentation, something that I and the Directors gave our approval to. It was unethical and, I now realize, dangerous. You have every right to sever yourself from our purpose. Could I grant you a place on some other viable planet, I would, but it would require years of study on your part, a whole new physical transformation. It hardly seems practical.”
Lespeth felt her agitation ebb at the Director’s apology, and his assessment of the situation on other planets struck her as painfully accurate. “What am I to do then?” she asked.
“You will not reconsider returning to Kestor? The knowledge you could impart would be invaluable.”
“And dangerous,” she countered, shaking her head. “As I said, the human condition is like a virus, waiting to infect the Kestori and make us like them. If I return to Kestor…”
“We would take every precaution. And it is not within your nature to do harm to others.”
“But I have done harm here. And might again,” she said.
Rakketh-et remained silent for some time. He put his fingers in the sand and traced circles there without looking at what he was doing. Tasting the planet, Lespeth thought. When he stopped, he looked at Lespeth and said, “Is it possible…that you are mistaken about the human condition? Might you have been unduly influenced by the corruption of Makke-da and Bettez-en?”
She shook her head. “There is too much evidence,” she said, her mind replaying all the terrible stories in the newspapers, Tredig’s interviews with prostitutes, the speakeasy, the burlesque show, Ethel dead, Mr. Taylor murdered…
“Evidence can be misinterpreted,” Rakketh-et said. “Might there be another explanation?”
“I cannot imagine what.” She shook her head. “I would grant that it may be possible, but…I cannot return to Kestor. I cannot abide the risk.” She gave her former superior a long, meaningful gaze. If she had had the vekkatch open, she could have seen her expression through Entipp’s eyes, but she had seen herself enough through Pellik’s gaze to know how her face must appear to Rakketh-et now. She had seen the same imploring expression on a Pasadena movie screen, and though she knew the Kestori before her could not interpret it the way a human would, she counted on its power regardless. “As I said before, I have done damage here,” she said, not taking her eyes from Rakketh-et’s. “Inadvertently to be sure, but damage nonetheless. I want the chance to make amends, to this human who has accompanied me, and others if I can. And…I want the chance to discover what I have become—not Kestori, not human. Something in between. This change in me…it is partly your doing. You say that I have been badly treated. Make amends, then. Do so now. You have it in your power.”
Several seconds passed in silence between them. Finally, Rakketh-et looked away. 
* * * * * * * *
It took Jimmy several attempts to start Carl’s car. When the engine roared to life, Lespeth told herself it was a beautiful sound. She looked through the windshield at the shack, strangely happy to be pulling away from something she had sought so desperately to get back to. In a few days, she knew, the little structure would be reduced to ash once the team from Kestor had passed through it one last time. She hoped they would have Makke-da and Bettez-en in their custody then, but if they did not, it would not be a tragedy. Bettez-en would suffer while under Makke-da’s power, and if the extraction team failed to capture the pair, Lespeth was sure he would suffer further in whatever situation Makke-da sold him into. For his part, Makke-da was old by Kestori standards, and if he managed to evade the team, he could not do much more harm to humanity in the time left to him. While it was true that humans would suffer as long as they had access to the “juice,” Ethel had taught her that human suffering was in many ways a constant; it was only the particulars that changed. Though the “juice” might have terrible effects on those who imbibed in it, their pain would not do irreparable harm to the species.
As Jimmy put the car into gear and turned it around in the little clearing before the shack, Lespeth did the human thing and waved goodbye to Bekit and Rakketh-et, who stood beside the door. She saw the pair exchange glances and knew that if she could smell them now, she would detect confusion; had they been human, they would have shrugged. And then she smiled as first Bekit and then Rakketh-et extended their hands and made awkward attempts to return the wave. Moments later, the car crested the little hill that the road had led them down earlier, and the shack and the aliens were lost from sight.
It seemed to take almost no time to get back to the main road. The fear and anxiety she had felt on the way into the secluded spot had made the road seem endless in the early morning hours, but now her heart was lighter and the way more familiar; her changed perspective made the distance traveled on the rustic road seem shorter by half. 
As they approached the intersection with the main highway, Lespeth said, “I’m going to have to change my appearance a bit.”
Jimmy glanced at her and said. “Okay. Your hair and stuff?”
She smiled. “No. My hair will stay the same, but…my nose will change some. My eyes will be wider. And I think I’ll change my cheekbones a bit as well.”
“Why so much?”
“There’s a chance the police will be looking for me after what happened with Carl last night. And I really don’t want anyone mistaking me for Mary Miles Minter ever again.”
“You can do all that?”
“I can.”
Jimmy smiled at this. “Wow.”
“You’ve had quite an education since last night,” she said.
“I’ll say.”
“You’re all right with it all? With knowing…how different I am?”
“Yeah,” he said. “That’s okay. I mean, I’m different from you, so why shouldn’t you be different from me?”
The car jostled as it passed through deep ruts in the road where erosion had washed dirt away, and the suitcase in the back seat shifted, almost falling on the floor. It was filled with counterfeit money, enough to help Lespeth and Jimmy get past the disruption that Carl had brought into their lives. 
She thought of Carl now, unsure of his fate but certain that Rakketh-et—despite his complicity in having deceived her once—would “hold up his end of the bargain,” as the humans said, transferring her larva to a suitable Kestori host and ensuring that her child would be raised safely on its home planet. The larva had been exposed to Carl’s body chemistry for such a short time, she surmised, that the impact must be minimal if not non-existent. And Carl…Lespeth nodded, knowing that Mr. Taylor’s murderer would be used as host for other Kestori offspring as the Center continued studying human-Kestori symbiosis. He would be used up, she knew, eaten slowly by larvae who would themselves be studied to see what effect their host had had on their development. She hoped the experiments would lead the Center to act on her recommendation and abandon Earth as a suitable site for colonization. If they did, she thought, so be it. And if they didn’t…she did not want to know.
It was enough to know that her child would be raised on Kestor and that when it was old enough its caretakers would introduce it to Entipp, who would guide the child and help it grow in the absence of its parents. For her part, she knew she would have to get along without a medjite’s help. It would not be easy and would require considerable consultation with her strange reflection, but it was possible. If Makke-da had been able to get along for a few years without a medjite, she would be able to as well.
When the car nosed onto the paved road, Jimmy stopped and looked in both directions. To their right was the way back to Los Angeles and Hollywood.
“You’re sure you won’t mind leaving all your things behind?” Lespeth asked. “Your maps and your clothes?”
“I’m sure. I can get more clothes, and I can draw more maps, too.”
“We’ll have a lot of country to cover,” Lespeth said. “You should have no problem getting ideas for new maps.”
“I’ll say.”
“Somewhere along the way, I’m going to want to stop at a lake,” she said.
“What lake?”
“Just any lake. You can find one for us. My friend’s ashes are in urn in the back. I want to scatter them in a lake somewhere. Somewhere nice.”
“Will that make you sad?”
“A little. But it’s all right. He belongs here, not at home.”
“I think we’ll be able to find a place.”
“That’s good.” She nodded. “And I’ll need to burn a little something else first. It may seem strange to you, but it’s a little insect body I saved. I’ll put the ashes together and then say goodbye.”
“Like a pet?”
“Yes.”
“I had a dog that died once. I’ll show you where my uncle buried it when we get to my Aunt Wilma’s farm.”
“All right, Jimmy. That will be good.”
She reached out and squeezed Jimmy’s hand as he turned the car to the left, amazed at the maps in his mind that made sense out of chaos, and possibilities out of the streamer of highway that stretched into the east and far off Iowa. As the car accelerated away from the rustic intersection and the troublesome city to their rear, Lespeth phra Kalak-ka felt as though a weight lifted from her chest. She did not look back. 
 

Click Here to Sign Up Now!!
 



Author’s Note
Thank you for reading The Unhuman Condition. I hope you enjoyed following Lespeth’s adventures in old Hollywood and Los Angeles. Her story is one I’ve wanted to tell for a long time, but it kept getting pushed aside by other projects. I’m pleased that I waited because if I had written the book when I first got the idea (about ten years ago), I’m sure it wouldn’t have come out the same way. 
When I was in graduate school, I got pulled into reading Hollywood writers of the 1920s and ‘30s and eventually wrote my dissertation on the subject. Doing research on those authors—people like F. Scott Fitzgerald, Nathanael West, John Fante, and others—led to explorations of Hollywood culture during the period, one aspect of which was the scandals that erupted in the early 1920s around the Fatty Arbuckle case and the (still unsolved) murder of William Desmond Taylor. When not doing research, I toyed with the idea of writing a historical novel that tied those scandals and a few others together in bizarre ways. 
That project never got off ground, but when I got the idea to write about aliens doing research on human beings and using an old hotel in Los Angeles as their base, I knew I needed to work that older, rough idea into the plot.
I hope you’re pleased with the way it came together. If you are, I would be most grateful if you would take a moment to leave a review. A lot of the time, potential readers are reluctant to give indie novelists a chance, so your review could be the thing that lets another reader know it’s a book worth checking out. 
You might also want to head over my website or sign up for my newsletter to be kept up to date on new releases, book sales, and other developments. If you sign up, you’ll get a free copy of Rough Edges, a collection of my short stories that’s not available anywhere else online. Finally, you can also connect with me on Facebook. I’d be glad to hear from you.
Best wishes,
Richard Levesque
 



OTHER BOOKS BY RICHARD LEVESQUE
 
Most of my writing is informed by my interest in classic science fiction as well as Hollywood and Los Angeles culture, especially hard-boiled noir. You’ll find that my books fall into two broad categories: Echoes and Disruptions. The book you just finished is one my Echoes novels, so let’s start with those. If you want, you can skip to the Disruptions collection instead.
 
ECHOES
In my Echoes novels, you’ll find hints of nostalgia–the world as it used to be, but with a twist. You’ll find a time-traveling hack science fiction writer, a reluctant demon slayer in old Hollywood, a lawyer for the undead, and a professor hoping to unravel the mystery of a lost science fiction writer while trying to heal from wounds that run deeper than he knows.
 



TAKE BACK TOMORROW

"Raymond Chandler meets Robert Heinlein in this fun and inventive crossover SF novel from Richard Levesque."--J. Orr, Amazon Reviews 
 
Eddie Royce is an up-and-coming science fiction writer with a terrible secret: he cheats. 
 
He knew he'd get caught, of course. Eventually. But not like this. When disaster finally strikes, it strikes big, and Eddie is confronted by the worst person imaginable: his idol, the SF master, Chester Blackwood.
 
To Eddie's great surprise, however, Blackwood has secrets of his own, and instead of outing him, the master story-teller quickly embroils Eddie in a real-life mystery of time travel, beautiful women, and Hollywood gangsters. But then Blackwood disappears, so if Eddie wants to keep both the fame and the girl, he's going to have to do the one thing he's never been able to get right before: plot his way out of a crisis.
 
And the stakes if he fails? The very future of science fiction itself.
 
DOWNLOAD FROM AMAZON
THE
DEVIL
YOU
KNOW

 
1946: The war may be over, but in Hollywood all hell is breaking loose.
 
When Marie Doyle discovers that demons are seducing the young women of Hollywood, she doesn’t know where to turn for help. But when a demon takes the soul of her best friend, Marie has no choice but to stop them herself.
 
Church secretary, war widow, and now demon slayer, Marie enters a world she never knew existed—a world not just of desperate ingénues and Hollywood scandals, but also one of ravenous monsters.
 
The devil you know may be better than the devil you don’t, but for Marie Doyle the choice might not matter. With demons on the loose and no one else aware of the truth, her only option is to send them back to hell—even if it means risking her soul.
 
DOWNLOAD FROM AMAZON
 
FOUNDLINGS
 

Derek Chandler had it all—the education, the promising future, the beautiful wife—but a tragic accident changed everything and his life now stands in ruins. Haunted by the ghosts of what might have been, Derek tries to lose himself in his new job, but what begins as a minor academic mystery soon unravels, leaving him with the burden of a second truncated life: that of long-vanished science fiction writer, Kichiro Nakamura. 
 
Convinced that finding Kichiro is somehow the key to finding his own peace, Derek is drawn into a frantic search of modern and post-war Los Angeles as he tries to reconstruct the shattered kaleidoscope of American and Japanese cultures. And the key to everything just might be the beautiful—and very suspicious—tattoo artist, Yuki Kamikaze.
 
DOWNLOAD FROM AMAZON
 
 
DEAD
MAN’S
HAND
ACE
STUBBLE #1
 
 

Zombies, werewolves, vampires, rival Bowie tribute bands, and conjoined twin mobsters...it's all in a day's work for Ace Stubble, a gritty lawyer whose clients are the undead and paranormal. Feeling a bit worn out, Ace just wants a vacation. But when a cute hacker with a big problem talks Ace into helping her out, he decides to call in some favors and be the good guy. It's not long before he's in deep trouble, and it's going to take more than smooth talk and quick wits if he wants to get out of this bind in one piece.
 
DOWNLOAD FOR FREE FROM AMAZON
 
 
UNFINISHED
BUSINESS
ACE
STUBBLE #2
 

It's another open and shut case for Ace Stubble, lawyer for the undead and disembodied. At least that's what he thinks. When Cordelia Dearborn--a ghost with a shady past--hires Ace to rid her home of pesky, freeloading descendants, Ace figures he'll have no problem collecting his fee. But there's more to this case than a cranky old ghost and houseful of unwanted people.
 
Everyone in the Dearborn family--the living, the dead, and the mentally ill--has a secret or two, and Ace can't avoid getting caught up in all of them. It doesn't help that Cordelia's beautiful granddaughter seems willing to do anything to keep from being evicted. It's all such a mess that no one--neither the living nor the dead--seems aware that there's bigger trouble brewing in the house. Ace Stubble has faced danger before, but is he ready for what's living in the basement of the Dearborn estate?
 
DOWNLOAD FROM AMAZON
 
DISRUPTIONS
In my Disruptions novels, you’ll find that the future is just a bit dark. If the world is still around, it’s a world where technology is re-shaping our connections to one another and where corporations impact everything from our sense of self to our ability to sleep and dream. And then again, the world may not even survive as we know it, as you’ll discover when you delve into my post-apocalyptic novel to find out who survives and who doesn’t.
 
STRICTLY ANALOG
 

What’s a private detective to do in a future where nothing is private any more?
 
For Ted Lomax, the answer is to find clients who need their info kept off the grid, and that’s what Ted has done for years, skirting the high tech that runs the new California and living on the fringes of society. But when his daughter is accused of murdering her boyfriend–an agent in the Secret Police–Ted has to dig himself out of the hole he’s been in for years in order to save her.
 
Before long, he’s pulled into a shadow world of underground hackers, high-end programmers, and renegade gear-heads, all of whom seem to have a stake in California’s future. The further he digs into the case, the clearer it becomes that it’s about more than one dead agent. Solving it might save his daughter. And it might get him killed. And it just might open the door to secrets that reach back to the attack that almost killed him eighteen years before. At any rate, Ted Lomax will never be the same.
 
DOWNLOAD FROM AMAZON
 
 
THE
GIRL
AT
THE
END
OF
THE
WORLD

Her fight begins the day the world ends.
 
Scarlett Fisher is an average California teenager. She likes hanging out with her friends and talking on the phone. She does all right at school, and she's made the best of her parents' divorce. But in one way, she's special: on her fifteenth birthday, a fast-moving plague wipes out everyone she’s ever known, yet somehow it passes her by.
 
Her family dead, alone in a corpse-strewn metropolis, she has no choice but to survive. She needs food, shelter, a safe place to sleep. She discovers that an ordinary girl is capable of extraordinary things, and that she's more resilient than she imagined. Even so, she wishes more than anything that she could just find another survivor.
 
Unfortunately for Scarlett, not everyone who survived the plague is looking for companionship. And she’s about to find out just how difficult survival really is.
 
DOWNLOAD FROM AMAZON
 
THE
SOMNISCIENT
 

When reformed dream hacker Nix Nighthawk's sleep chip malfunctions, he is forced to seek help from a world he is trying to avoid—his old friends in the pirate dream network. But that world has changed, and Nix soon finds himself at the center of a complex plot to overthrow the vast corporation that controls every aspect of society. Betrayed by his lover, his friends, and even the technology that defines him, he has to choose: go back to living his safe and controlled existence, or be the hero and join forces with the revolutionary known only as The Somniscient.
 
DOWNLOAD FROM AMAZON
 
 
Interested in the Echoes Collection? Click Here.
 



About the Author
Richard Levesque was either born too late or too early. 
You decide.
On the one hand, he’s consumed with writing the kind of stories Raymond Chandler might have come up with if he’d been interested in time travel and aliens rather than murders and femmes fatale. 
And on the other hand, he likes taking those noir-ish ideas and projecting them into the near future, a time where he imagines our technology has overtaken us and where the kind of integrity found among some of those detectives from old literary LA might still come in handy.
When he’s not thinking of intricate plots for his characters to struggle their way out of, he’s busy teaching English at Fullerton College in Southern California, where he’s lived most of his life. He does not own a fedora or a trench coat, but he is a sucker for wet, dark streets, long, ominous shadows and a gritty soundtrack playing somewhere in the background.



Table of Contents
Acknowledgments
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Author’s Note
Other Books by Richard Levesque
About the Author
Disruptions
Here


images/00009.jpg





images/00008.jpg
DEAD MAN'S
HAND 2
e
é g%‘.'f'{ X
i

BIGIARDNUE





images/00011.jpg
STRICTLY,
)

b

RICHARD LEVESQUE





images/00010.jpg
™=GRL "

AT THE

EKD

OF THE

SWORLD






images/00012.jpg





cover.jpeg
Trapped on an &7
Alien World.

The Natives Call it
“Earth.”

2

mETITEYY "."=

il o=

=4





images/00004.jpg
FOUNDLINGS

RICHARD LEVESQUE






images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg
UNFINISHED
=BUSINESS=

o

?

RICHARD LEVESQUE





images/00007.jpg





