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Katherine rushed down the street, her
heart racing with the panic of being late. Slung over her shoulder
was a military-style bag that held her portfolio, along with some
basic equipment and a pair of shoes — much nicer ones than the
battered Converse high-tops that allowed her to dart between and
around meandering sidewalk denizens through the art district. This
could be the break of a lifetime, and because her last client had
wanted to argue, she might miss it.






Katherine skidded to a stop at an
intersection, reaching out a hand to prop herself up while staring
across the busy street to watch the pedestrian light flash from
“Don’t Walk” to “Walk.” She took the opportunity to gasp down
lungfuls of air, her spinning mind attempting to calm itself enough
to estimate distances and time. She was only a handful of blocks
from the office, she thought, glancing at the street sign and back
at the light across from her.






The moment the light changed,
Katherine’s gaze darted to the oncoming traffic to watch it halt
and she was off again, threading her way among people who seemed to
have nowhere in particular to be. Why was it, she wondered, that
whenever you had an appointment, everyone else in the world was
perfectly content to get in your way and dawdle along
aimlessly?






Katherine caught the next intersection
just in time, her foot leaving the sidewalk a bare moment after the
light change. Her lungs were starting to protest; she wasn’t in bad
shape, she exercised fairly regularly, but her body was not up to a
sprint at her fastest speed from halfway across town. She shouldn’t
have agreed to meet with Alyx Winters. She should have at least
arranged it for after the meeting. Instead she’d let herself get
talked into coming by to discuss the proofs, and Alyx, in typical
form, had decided that she wanted more for her money than the
contract she had signed entitled her to.






In social matters, Alyx was enjoyable
— charming, the kind of trust-fund child that grew into her late
20s with a company in her name that she never had to actually worry
about running, always happy to pay the tab for an entire party or
loan a priceless accessory — insisting that the borrower wear it
because “it goes so perfectly with what you’re wearing and I never
wear it; it should get some use.” But in business matters, Alyx was
the biggest pain in the ass imaginable. She was always vague, the
kind to say in a meeting, “I don’t know what I want, but I’ll know
it when I see it.” Or use words that had no real
meaning.






Katherine was absorbed in these
thoughts as she rounded the corner and saw the pennants on the
outside of the Tycho Publishing building. She gathered up the last
of her nervous energy and picked up her pace, heading for the
doors. She could get inside, change her shoes and touch up her hair
and makeup maybe. She glanced down at her wrist at the positively
ancient watch that she wore and noted that she would have maybe a
few minutes to make herself presentable.






And anyway, if she explained that she
had been with a freelance client that had gone over, that should at
least make it look like she was working, right? Katherine felt a
wave of relief hit her as she approached the doors; this could be
the break of her career. No more picking up bits and pieces of
freelance work to keep herself afloat, no more ramen noodles with
eggs, ramen noodles with zucchini, ramen with canned tuna. She
would be just barely on time. Nearly there. Katherine started to
slow down, but she wouldn’t stop until she got to the
doors.
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