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      1. Melting Walls

      

      The walls curled over Wisdom's head. Not a lot. Not even consistently. They were wavy, slowly undulating above her in ways that reminded her of the seaweed she'd seen in vids on other worlds. Melin didn't have oceans that Wisdom could go see. There was one little one that held most of the free water on Melin but it was super-salty and her Ma had always said that it wasn't worth the bother to go see it.

      Then she'd died and Wisdom hadn't had much choice about going anywhere. Sure, she had an ID and she was an official person, but without money and a job she'd not had a home for very long. The streets had been hard. Better than the Undercity. Hexal City was bad enough. No way was she heading down into the caverns and tunnels full of muck, killers and rapists.

      Once the Drath stopped the government it got easier. Everybody ran away from Hexal City and Wisdom had been able to get into stores and buildings and apartments to get food and shelter. At least until Borna Truman became the Prime Minister. Then people'd come back and she was out on the streets again.

      Stupid people. If they'd just stayed away a little longer, she would've stolen enough credits to get offworld. Other planets had to be better than Melin. Some of them. Not the Gensyn. Or Tasma. Or, like, a dozen others she couldn't quite think of right now. But somewhere.

      Instead she was in this stupid holding cell with stupid Guards outside the door and stupid drugs making the walls go all wavy.

      "I think they've taken effect," the interrogator said so dryly that Wisdom scowled at him. "What's your name?"

      "Says right there on my ID that you stole from me," Wisdom grumbled.

      "I still need you to repeat it for me," the interrogator said much too calmly.

      "Wisdom. Wisdom Westbrook."

      The raised eyebrow she got made Wisdom scowl. Like she'd chosen the name. Ma had always said that it was a prayer for her to be smarter and better than Ma ever had. Stupid little man, all fussy suit and perfect combed hair that didn't hide his bald spot at all. Who'd he think he was fooling?

      "Please limit yourself to answering the questions," the interrogator said as he tapped on his pad. His ears went red though.

      "I don't like these drugs," Wisdom complained. "I can't tell when I'm talking out loud or thinking things. Or I can't tell when I'm saying the things I'm talking out loud? Whatever. Something like that. And the walls are getting really wavy. It's disturbing."

      That snapped the interrogator's head right up. He stared at Wisdom for a long moment, the left side of his face sliding downwards as he right ear started waving like the walls. Then he cursed and ran for the door, leaving his pad behind. Also Wisdom's ID.

      Her ID. He didn't get to keep it. That was the only reason she hadn't been forced into labor camps or something stupid like that government school where the kids all came back pale and shaking and way too thin.

      Wisdom carefully reached across the table for her ID. Her fingers seemed to stretch and contort like they'd lost their bones but that was impossible. Her bones weren't changing. Just the way her mind was perceiving things. So her ID was right there and all she had to do was reach another inch or so and her fingertips would touch it.

      "How the hell could someone overdose on the… shit!"

      Hands grabbed at Wisdom before she could grab her ID again. They hauled her up and away from the table, out of the chair. She yelped and kept reaching for her ID. She needed it. No way was she getting kicked out of the city. She'd been born here. It was her ID. Ma had spent good credits on that thing and told Wisdom to never, ever lose it.

      They didn't listen.

      Everything swooped and whirled around her as they, whoever they were and Wisdom's eyes weren't letting her focus on anything anymore, ran with her on some sort of hoverbed through the hallways. Her lungs hurt. Throat felt too tight. And her heart kept thumping so hard that it made Wisdom's whole body shake for the thud-thud beats that were going faster and faster and faster.

      She just barely noticed the hiss against her neck.

      Hours.

      It felt like hours.

      Her whole body ached, especially her throat and chest. Someone had put something over her eyes. It was cool and damp.

      Hospital bed? She couldn't afford a hospital. Though…

      …If she really had overdosed on whatever that drug was then maybe she needed it, cost notwithstanding.

      "Ah, you're awake."

      The voice was calm, controlled, female. Firm fingers swept over Wisdom's arm to press against her wrist for a count of thirty or so. Wisdom tried to move and wow, way too sore and tired for that. For anything.

      "You had a violent allergic reaction to the interrogation drug," the woman said. "We managed to stabilize you but the new nanites in your system are still colonizing your body. Please do stay still."

      "My…" Her throat ached. Like, punched in the throat kind of ache. Wisdom still swallowed and winced for the pain of it. "ID."

      "You… didn't have one?"

      Wisdom shuddered and tried to move despite the woman holding her still. "Stole my ID!"

      "Damn it," the woman said. She sounded furious. "All right, stay right here. I'm going to find out what happened to your ID and bring it back to you. They didn't give us a name."

      "Wisdom… Westbrook."

      Wisdom sagged, exhausted by just that little struggle to move. Saying her name was hard as all hell. Came out too quiet, too.

      "Wisdom," the woman said, "I will get your ID back and those idiots are going to pay for taking it away from you. Honestly, arresting you when you had a valid ID in the first place was beyond the pale. Just stay still. I'll be back soon."

      She marched off, heels sounding like they were a meter high from how hard she stomped as she went. Wisdom really wanted to go with her. To help her get the ID back. But she was just too tired for that.

      Instead she sighed and let herself relax. This time sleep caught her more gently, giving her a second or two of warning before it dragged her into the darkness. What little dreaming she did was all about walls that shifted and being tied to weights so heavy that she couldn't move or anything.

      Second time she woke, the cool rag was gone. So was the smell of antiseptics and the distant beep of monitors. A fan hummed in the room, sending a cool wave of air over Wisdom's face. She blinked the sleep out of her eyes and then peered around the room.

      Started to.

      A beautiful woman, easily a head taller than Wisdom, with rich black skin and long box braids lay in the bed next to her. Her breathing was slow and easy. A book lay on her chest, the screen dimmed to almost nothing. Must've fallen asleep a good long while ago. Wisdom stared at her and then carefully eased up, shifting the covers so that she wouldn't wake the woman.

      Her ID sat on a neat little plastic table by the side of the bed. With it was a bottle of water and a sandwich wrapped in film. Wisdom stared at that. Food, just for the taking? And water? No one gave away water like that. It was too precious.

      But yes, it was her ID, just like she'd left it. The top right edge was creased and worn. The back was smudged with grease along the lower edge. And it lit up just right when Wisdom pressed her thumb over the verification chip.

      "Ah, good," the woman said.

      Wisdom rolled out of the bed and across the room, hissing at her.

      "Sorry," the woman said with a rueful little smile that Wisdom stared at. "You woke me when you sat up. The bed shifted. Honestly, I hadn't intended to fall asleep at all but the last few days have been utterly insane."

      "Who…?" Wisdom asked.

      She slowly eased up to standing, a bit stunned to realize that her body didn't hurt. Not at all. Throat felt fine. So did her arms and legs and they'd felt like she'd been beaten bloody when she was woke up before. Nothing hurt anymore.

      "My apologies," the woman said. She shut off her book and set it aside as she sat up. Really tall, really elegant, too. "My name is Kelsey Olhouser. I'm a Galactic Investigator sent to Melin to help Min-Su Truman sort out what happened here."

      Wisdom stared at her. For a long while. Long enough for Kelsey to go red in the cheeks and start twitching.

      "What's a Galactic Investigator doing paying attention to a random kid swept in off the streets and half-killed?" Wisdom asked because what else could she do?

      Kelsey shrugged. "I was there for an allergic reaction of my own. My nanites weren't quite enough to stay ahead of it. The sand mites are… rather horrible."
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