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I NOTICED THE FIRST serious gap in my memory eleven days after my training accident.

Before that, the memory lapses had been just small things: forgetting what high school I’d attended, blanking on who gave me my angel pendant. Little things that nagged at me when I tried to sleep at night but that I forgot during the day.

Until I found a secret message wadded up in the toe of my somck.

I almost didn’t read it. I was running a little behind schedule for my morning workout, and my instructor hated people to be late. Anaximander would be ten minutes early for his own death. I, however, was of the opinion that if Anaximander wanted me in the gym at 6:20A.M.he should say, “Angel, be there at 6:20A.M.,”not 6:30A.M.

Every morning I played a little game with myself, seeing if I could arrive exactly on time, neither early nor late, preventing a lecture from Anaximander while still annoying him.

I was already a couple of minutes late when my big toe encountered something in my sock. Impatiently, I yanked off the sock and pulled out the offending object.

I was about to throw it away when I noticed that it was a piece of paper neatly folded into a square, not a piece of lint as I had assumed. Frowning, I opened it. Pinholes in the paper spelled out three words: “Violet eyes lie.”

For half an instant I knew what the words meant—and then the world flipped on me.Dropping through murky green water like a stone. My hands and legs thrashing and struggling, but not bringing me closer to the surface. Pressure in my lungs, stopped breath; water getting darker and colder as I fall away from the light—

An eyeblink and I was back in my plain allwhite bedroom at SilverDollar.

I hated it when that happened. Really, really hated it.

I took a deep breath, swallowing back the thick nausea that had risen in my throat. I rubbed my hands down my sweatpants. My hands were damp, but my clothes weren’t. See? I told myself. You’re safe and dry. You’re not drowning.

Grimly, I forced myself to look back down at the message—“Violet eyes lie”—but its meaning now frustrated me.

I hurried into the tiny bathroom and washed away the greasy sweat that had sprung up on my skin. I sluiced the meager cup of water dispensed by the conservation sink over my face and stared at my reflection. My eyes were a purple-blue that could be called violet. Was the message calling mea liar? Why? I couldn’t remember telling any lies lately—nothing major anyway. Telling Anaximander I’d eaten a bran muffin, when actually I’d eaten a doughnut, didn’t count.

I couldn’trememberlying, but what if I had and just didn’t remember? A cold talon of fear scratched down my spine at the possibility.

I reread the message a third time. “Violet eyes lie.” The message seemed vaguely hostile to me, a threat.

But if it was a threat sent by some unknown enemy, why hide it in such an inobvious place, where it might never be found? Why not send an anonymous e-mail? Or write it in bloodred lipstick on the mirror if e-mail wasn’t dramatic enough?

Secrecy was the only reason I could think of to hide the message. The sender of the message had wanted to be sure that I, and nobody else, found it.

I automatically picked up a Clean-comb and started running it through my short blond hair, trying in vain to think of someone who might have left such a message. I’d been employed by the SilverDollar Mining Company for only two weeks, and, other than Anaximander, I knew only a few other employees casually. People to sit with at lunch or shoot a few hoops with after work. At eighteen I was SilverDollar’s youngest employee by a good six years, which kind of inhibited instant friendships.

I tried to picture Anaximander breaking into my room to leave mysterious messages in my sock drawer, but the image wouldn’t gel. Anaximander was far too dignified.

I put down the comb, my hair now clean and shiny after having been de-oiled by the Clean-comb, but my expression was unhappy. Reluctantly, I faced the truth. I knew who had sent the message, and it wasn’t Anaximander. I had recognized the note’s handwriting as soon as I’d seen it.

I had written it.

I tried to convince myself that it was impossible to identify handwriting made up of pinpricks, but I couldn’t. Thethad been crossed at a jaunty angle, and the top of theswas smaller than the bottom, both traits of mine. The message had been written by me, Angel Eastland, and not only had I forgotten what it meant, I couldn’t remember writing it in the first place.

Not good.

I touched the bandage on my forehead, and the blond girl in the mirror did the same. I had no memory of the training accident in which I’d hurt myself, but the doctor had told me that spot amnesia wasn’t unusual with head injuries so I hadn’t been concerned. But this was more than spot amnesia. Chilled, I wondered what else I had forgotten. Something important?

Something dangerous?

A sick feeling rode low in my stomach. Something was very wrong inside my own head.

The correct thing to do at that point would have been to go to the infirmary to tell Dr. Clark about not remembering the message, but something inside me balked. My breath came quicker as if I was afraid. Why didn’t I want to go to the doctor?

Five seconds later a soothing, plausible reasonoccurred to me. I couldn’t go to the doctor even if I wanted to; it was too early in the morning. My pulse eased up.

I looked at my watch, saw that I was late for my workout with Anaximander, and slammed out the door.

Four steps down the hall, I stopped, compelled to go back for the note. The door to my quarters had a cardlock, and the only thing likely to enter my room while I was gone was the housecleaning robot that came through the vents under my bed, but I felt better with the message in my pocket.

I sprinted down the red- and white-tiled halls, going from the Blue Section, where staff quarters were, past Gray (Work), and into Yellow Section (Exercise and Recreation). I stopped running once I turned down the last hallway so my breathing was under control when I arrived.

Anaximander frowned at me. “Angel, you’re late. On the job, timing is everything.” He saw nothing ironic about wasting the next ten minutes lecturing me for being six minutes late.

Although it was notoriously hard to read Augmented people, Anaximander didn’t seem to possess a sense of humor or much in the way of emotions at all. A tall black man with a shaved head, he rarely smiled, and his silver eyes, with their Augmented vision, gave nothing away.

I briefly considered confiding in him but decided against it. Anaximander spent a couple of hours a day training me to 

be a security investigator as he was, and did a diligent job, but I was always aware that he was also testing me to see if I was worth SilverDollar’s money.

There was no one at SilverDollar I could confide in.

I fought against the current of homesickness that threatened to sweep me away. I focused on Anaximander; he had information I needed. “How did I hurt my head?” I asked.

Anaximander stopped, thrown off balance by the abrupt change of subject. “You fell.”

Had I imagined a slight pause before he spoke? “Fell from where? Were you with me?”

“A rope. We were rope climbing.”

I accepted that in silence, but the answer felt unsatisfying, sparking no memories.

“Being late is also unprofessional.” Anaximander picked up his lecture where he’d left off.

My mind wandered. Why had the message been written in pinpricks? Hadn’t I had access to a pen?

“Okay, let’s get started,” Anaximander said long minutes later.

We did stretches and warm-up exercises for ten minutes. Anaximander had Augments in his legs, which meant that he could run me and any other un-Augmented person into the ground, but I was a lot more flexible than he was. I usually took pleasure in proving it, sitting and bending forward until my head touched the floor, but today the rote exercises irritated me. I was dying to get back to my room to examine the message again, maybe do a computer search on “Violet eyes lie.”

“Enough warm-up,” Anaximander said. “Let’s go outside and do a five-mile run.”

The restless thing inside me sat up and howled at the thought of yet another run. Boring, boring, boring. “Why?”

Anaximander turned his silver-eyed stare on me like a weapon. “Running is an excellent cardiovascular exercise.”

I cut him off. “No. I mean, why do I have to be in such great shape? What does it have to do with my job?” From what I’d been told, a security investigator acted like a troubleshooter, an outsider sent in to figure out what was causing the problem with a mining operation.

For a moment I thought I’d stumped Anaximander, but then he said smoothly, “Your fitness training is in case something goes wrong on the job. If you uncover some saboteurs, your life may depend on being able to run five miles faster than they can.”

I didn’t buy it. Did neither I, nor the hypothetical saboteurs, have an aircar? But I didn’t argue the point because it gave me an opportunity to twist things to my advantage. “Running while being chased is different from just running. Let’s practice chasing!” I threw excitement into my voice.

Anaximander was unmoved. He crossed his arms. “What do you have in mind?”

I noticed that the other employees using the gym were looking our way, curious. I pitched my idea to them. “The maze. One of us chases the other into the maze. We each carry a volleyball. The first to either nail the opponent or reach the exit wins.”

Grins and encouraging comments broke out.

“Sounds like fun.”

“You show her, Anaximander!”

“I’ll race you if he won’t.”

I raised a challenging eyebrow at Anaximander. “Well?”

“Throwing a volleyball isn’t very similar to taking down an opponent,” he observed.

I shrugged. “Okay. No volleyballs. We pretend that we have Knockout patches, and we try to tag each other. Are we on?”

A cool nod. “Yes. Who goes first? The person being chased has the advantage.”

I was feeling generous. “I’ll chase you. You can have a ten-second head start.”

The maze was in one of the gardens surrounding SilverDollar’s facility. I’d jogged past it with Anaximander but never gone inside. The walls were concrete, eight feet high, and covered with murals of mining scenes. Very tacky.

Most of our audience followed us outside, tracking through the dewy grass, and I chose Ben, a thin, dark-bearded techie whom I’d played basketball with, to stand as timekeeper.

“Wait,” I said, just as Anaximander was about to enter. I smiled at him. “Care to make a bet on the outcome?”

He shook his head. “I don’t bet.”

“Anyone else?” I looked hopefully at Ben.

“You’re hell on wheels on the basketball court,” Ben said. “I’d bet on you if you were going first, but no way can you win going second. I’ve seen you two run together.” Ben politely didn’t mention Anaximander’s many Augments, which would help him.

“It’s a bet then,” I said, swinging my arms to keep the muscles loose in the April morning chill.“Winner gets to use the loser’s employee debit card for one day.”

The others whistled appreciatively.

Ben insisted on a maximum spending allowance but accepted the bet. I tried not to show my relief. The bet was the best way that I’d thought of to get my hands on someone else’s debit card.

Anaximander looked impatient. “Can we start now?”

Ben clicked his stopwatch. “Go!”

Anaximander vanished into the maze. I listened for his footsteps but heard only a faint patter. I couldn’t tell which way he’d gone.

Ten seconds ticked by. “Go!” Ben shouted.

I entered the maze at a crouched run. The entrance bottleneck was the most obvious place for an ambush, and when I saw movement ahead of me I threw myself into a dive.

On the floor, I saw that it wasn’t Anaximander’s tall black form up ahead, but my own reflection in a mirror. Only the outside of the maze was painted; inside, all the walls were mirrored, throwing off infinities of possible turns. It took my eyes a moment to sort out the two true choices available to me: left, then straight ahead or right, then straight ahead.

Anaximander could follow two possible strategies: running flat out for the exit or lying in ambush. It all depended on whether or not he knew the maze. I didn’t see Anaximander as the type to be intrigued by a maze, but if he had walked through it even once he would be able to call up the layout from his Memory Recorder Augment and navigate it perfectly. If he didn’t know the maze, he riskedlosing time in a cul-de-sac and being tagged by me when he reversed, so ambush was the better option.

If so, he was sure to be waiting just beyond one of the passages. If I chose wrongly, he’d tag me as soon as I poked my head around the corner. If I chose correctly the game would become more complicated with the two of us hunting each other.

My odds of winning were less than fifty percent.

I’ve always hated losing. So I changed the rules.
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I FACED THE INNER WALL of the maze and jumped up. My hands caught the top edge of the mirrored wall, and I exhaled softly, trying not to grunt as I pulled myself up out of the maze.

The walls were six inches wide; no sweat for someone who’d had her own balance beam as a kid. From above I scoped out the layout of the maze: the right-hand path led to a dead end, while the left-hand one eventually wound around to the exit.

I spotted Anaximander running down the correct path, halfway through the maze.

“Hey!” One of the crowd at the exit saw me and pointed. After a jaunty wave, I ignored them, intent on the maze.

I started to run along the top of the wall but quickly realized I couldn’t catch up to Anaximander without going too fast and risking a bad fall. And losing.

I narrowed my eyes and took a closer look atthe maze, memorizing the hairpin turns and forks that led to the exit. Swiftly, I lowered myself back down to the ground. I took off at a run, taking the next three turns flat out. Left, right, right again.

The correct path went left next, but I kept running straight forward into a dead end. I charged my own reflection, leaping at the wall. I scrambled over it into the passageway beyond, saving myself a lengthy detour. Unfortunately, I was still behind Anaximander.

A second scramble over another wall did the trick. I was home free, within sight of the exit, when a sudden impulse of mischief seized me. Anaximander would be confident of victory, certain that even if I could catch him, I would come up from behind. Never in a million years would he expect me to have gotten ahead of him.

Ben poked his head into the maze, impatient to see who the winner would be, and I held a finger to my lips for silence. I flattened myself against the last corner.

I almost forgot about my reflection, but a movement from Ben in one of the mirrors reminded me. I retreated two steps, pulling my mirror image with me, just as Anaximander’s footsteps pounded up.

The second his reflection entered the mirror facing me, I launched myself forward. I slapped his arm.

“Tag! You’re It,” I started to say, but Anaximander cut the words off in my throat, grabbing my arm and twisting it behind my back. His arm hooked around my neck—and then loosened as he remembered that this was a friendly contest, not a truepursuit. He released me, and for a moment I saw astonishment on his face. “How did you get ahead of me?”

Ben answered. “She climbed over a couple of walls. She beat you to the exit, too, but went back for the double win.” He shook his head in disbelief. “I bet on the wrong person.”

I grinned.

Anaximander wasn’t impressed. As we exited the maze, he said coldly, “You cheated. The purpose of the chase was to test your fitness. You circumvented this.”

His words stole all the pleasure from my victory. I shrugged, trying to hide my hurt. “I thought the purpose of the exercise was to win.” Which I had.

He paused, then softened his stance. “You demonstrated great ingenuity. Nevertheless, I wished to test your abilities. We will repeat the exercise—”

“Oh, surely there’s no need for that,” a new voice said.

I turned and saw a short, little man with black hair and sideburns walking toward us. He wore a skintight gray suit with a purple iridescent sheen, the kind of outfit only the vain and rich wore and only the young and beautifulshouldwear. It threatened to burst at the seams when he flexed his biceps.

Ben and the other watchers scattered as he neared us, as if suddenly remembering other places they had to be.

“I was watching the contest from the second floor; Angel here seems very competent to me.” Heshowed off his dental work with a smile, but the warmth didn’t reach his close-set brown eyes. “I’m Edward Castellan, but please call me Eddy.”

I blinked once, then shook his manicured hand. His heavy gold ring pressed into my palm. I recognized the name of SilverDollar’s Head of Operations. Eddy? I was supposed to call him Eddy? “Nice to meet you,” I said politely.

“That was very impressive, Angel. We’re glad to have you on our team.” Up close, the tightness of his skin made me suspect that his muscles were from body-sculpting surgery, not anything as sweaty as exercise. “I think she’s ready to go on a real job, don’t you, Anaximander?”

When your boss suggests something you agree. “Very soon,” Anaximander stalled.

“Why wait?” Eddy said, still smiling, but with a hard edge to his voice. “Why don’t you take her along on the case you’re working on?”

I pricked up my ears, interested in spite of the bad vibes the two of them were giving off. I hadn’t realized Anaximander was working on an investigation during the hours I spent doing lessons.

“I don’t think this is the right case for Angel to start with,” Anaximander said.

“I insist. After all, you could use the help!” Eddy smiled as if making a joke, but I got an uneasy feeling that it wasn’t funny. “How long has the fugitive been eluding you now?”

“Five months, sir.” Anaximander’s voice was toneless, but something in his body language raised the hair on the back of my neck. He staggered slightly as if standing on the deck of a ship in stormy seas. He blinked—a purely habitualfunction as his silver eyes had no need of lubrication. He watched Eddy as a hypnotized bird might watch a snake.

Seriously creeped out, I followed his gaze to where Eddy was fiddling with a bizarre necklace he wore instead of a tie. A black, butterfly-shaped piece of plastic, three inches tall, that dangled from a black cord. The plastic had something engraved on it, but Eddy’s fingers hid all but the first two letters,A L.

“Well, I’m sure you’ll catch him soon,” Eddy said, a definite implied threat in his tone.Catch him soon, or else.“I have confidence in you, Anaximander. You’re our best investigator. At least until Angel here starts!” He clapped me on the shoulder, laughing heartily.

What a loser.

“So how are you doing, Angel?” Eddy asked. “Are you settling in here at SilverDollar?”

There’s something wrong with my memory,I thought but didn’t say. “Everything’s great. I’m enjoying working here.”

“Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. Anything, anytime, okay?” He winked.

“I will,” I lied.

After another minute of uncomfortable small talk, Eddy turned back to Anaximander. “I’m sure I’ll hear from you soon. When you catch the fugitive.”

A small bead of sweat had formed on Anaximander’s forehead. Amazing. I would have sworn he was too Augmented to still have sweat 

glands.

“Yes, sir.” Anaximander’s gaze remained locked on the token around Eddy’s neck.

What could it be? A good luck charm? It was rather large and clunky. It didn’t go with the corporate image.

Eddy nodded to us both and left. We stared after him for several moments in silence. I noticed that he had tiny feet.

Eddy. I couldn’t get over the little-boy nickname. Had he been trying to be buddies? Puhleeze.

I gave in to my curiosity. “What was he wearing around his neck?”

Anaximander shuddered as if coming out of a trance. “What?”

“The thing around his neck. What was it?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t notice it.” Anaximander began to walk back to the gym.

I stared after him, unable to tell from his enigmatic expression whether or not he was lying. I caught up with him at the door, before he could vanish for the day. “Tell me about this fugitive we’re after.” I didn’t like the way Eddy had forced my help on Anaximander, implying that he was incompetent, but I couldn’t help feeling a rush of anticipation. I was dying to get out of the classroom and do something. “Is it a saboteur?”

“No, a thief. He has something that belongs to SilverDollar that’s worth millions.”

“Do you know where he is?” I trotted at Anaximander’s side down the hallway.

“I’ve narrowed down the area,” Anaximander said precisely.

I raised an eyebrow, waiting.

“He was last seen in Taber two days ago.”

“So close?” I asked, astonished. Taber was onlytwenty kilometers away. I would have expected the thief to leave the province of Alberta, if not the entire continent-country of NorAm. Staying so close to SilverDollar’s Operations facility was either an act of idiocy or great daring, hiding in plain sight.

Anaximander nodded tersely. “He wants something we have. Until he gets it, he’s not going anywhere. I have a dozen men conducting a door-to-door search. He’ll be found soon.”

If he had eluded Anaximander, the most tenacious person I knew, for months, I didn’t think we could count on him turning up on a door-to-door search.

Taber. I cast my mind back to a map of the area I’d seen.

“You know,” I said, “if it were me, the Wasteland is where I’d go.” The stretch of barren land—once prosperous corn farmland—had been devastated by a man-made blight during the World Environmental Crisis. In the years since the crisis, eighty percent of arable land had been successfully reclaimed, but Taber’s soil was one of the unlucky varieties that the process didn’t work on. Now it was good only for collecting solar energy.

“Impossible,” Anaximander said flatly. “On sunny days the solar collectors are too hot. It would be like hiding in a frying pan. He would go blind from the mirror glare.”

A dart of annoyance pierced me. “The fact that it’s impossible just makes it safe. I’ll bet I could do it, and if I could, so could he.”

“No.”

“If I’m right, one of the solar collectors will beregistering slightly less energy than the rest of them,” I said.

Wordlessly, Anaximander moved to one of the numerous computer access points that dotted the complex. I watched over his shoulder as a hologram of blue hexes appeared. “There.” I pointed at a border hexagon that was shaded more green than blue. “That hex. Off by one and a half percent.”

“It could be anything,” Anaximander said. “A dead bird. A spot of rust.”

“It’s him. I know it.”

“So confident.” Anaximander stared at me for a moment. “All right. This afternoon we’ll search the solar collectors. Do your morning lessons, and then meet me at the aircar bay at one o’clock.”

I grinned at Anaximander’s departing back. Yes! My first assignment!

Back in my room, I changed clothes. Before dropping the exercise sweats on the floor for the housecleaning robots to launder, I carefully transferred the note to my white pants.

“Violet eyes lie.” I had written those words. What did they mean?

Lie to whom? About what?

I was starving, but that wasn’t why I hotfooted it over to the cafeteria. Ben was just finishing his breakfast when I arrived. He groaned when he saw me but paid for my stack of pancakes.

I snatched the debit card out of his hand when he would have pocketed it again. “That’s mine, I believe. Now what was that spending limit again?” I teased. “A hundred and fifty dollars? Two hundred?”

“Fifty!” Ben was on his feet, reaching for the card.

I laughed and eluded his grasp. “Okay, fifty it is. See you at lunch.” I waved him off.

After wolfing down my breakfast, I put in an hour doing lessons. Learning by computer was faster than classroom learning, but one hundred times duller. No other students to joke around with, no teacher to lure off topic . . . no one to tattle when I skipped out. I usually whipped through four modules a day in an effort to impress Anaximander, but since he had failed so far to notice my diligence I figured he wouldn’t notice today’s absence either.

I made it safely back to my quarters without encountering anyone and lost no time doing a computer database search on “Violet eyes lie.”

If the message I had received was secret or dangerous in some way, using Ben’s employee card instead of my own would prevent the search from showing up as a debit on my payroll statement. The precaution was probably unnecessary, but it made me feel better.

One hundred thirteen sites.

I screened through the first twenty article summaries, but none of them contained all three of my search terms so I paid for a full-text download. It brought me within sixteen dollars of the limit Ben had insisted on, but I had to know.

While the computer completed the download, I paced the room. My white bedroom and tiny bathroom looked plain and bare, incapable of concealing anything. Compelled, I searched my sock drawer for more secret messages. I felt slightly silly when my labors produced only a handful of lint, but not silly enough to stop myself from searching the rest of my clothes.

I had almost given up when I found another scrap of paper deep in a decorative pocket of my blue jeans. Before I read the pinprick message, I examined the paper it was written on. One edge was torn, and when I took out the “Violet eyes lie” message, the two pieces of paper matched up. It was a receipt for potatoes, not exactly helpful. A third of it was still missing; there must be at least one more message.

The message on the other side spelled “Renaissance.”

Renaissancereferred to a time in European history when there was a great flourishing of the arts and sciences, but the image that popped into my mind when I read it was of a hairy Neanderthal 

man.

And then I was drowning again for the second time that day.Cold water closing over my head; my boots dragging me down into the dark green depths.

When I surfaced again, I put my hand on the wall to steady myself. My pulse thundered in my neck. By the time I stopped being scared, I was angry. Why the hell did that keep happening?

In my mind, I went back over the times the drowning memory had overtaken me—eight times in all. I came to the disquieting realization that the episodes hadn’t started until after my training accident. Worse, they usually happened when I was trying to remember something and failing. The puzzle was that I couldn’t remember ever drowning either. In fact, I was positive I could swim.

The computer flashed blue, signaling that the download was complete.

I skimmed through the first one hundred articles the computer had pulled up but failed to find anything significant. Usually the wordsviolet, eyes,andliewere separated by a lot of text and were totally unrelated.

I was about to skip over an article titled “Movie Sets the Fashion: Violet Eyes In,” when a word farther down caught my eye. “Renaissance.” The second secret message I’d found. “The movieEscape from Historyis based on the true-life story of Project Renaissance.” Frustratingly, after that the article went back to talking about fashion. The last twelve articles were duds.

I took the results of my first search and added in the termRenaissance.One site only, the article I’d already read. Then I tried searching forProject Renaissanceand hit the jackpot: 20,529 hits. Too many to look through.

With only eleven dollars left on Ben’s debit card, I was faced with the choice of downloading a random sample of Project Renaissance articles, which might or might not be relevant, or downloadingEscape from History.I picked the movie.

Mistake.Escape from Historyhad a rating of one and a half stars out of five. In my opinion, they’d given it one star too many. It sucked.

Pallid blonde, who looks too old to still be in high school, is supersmart and is picked on by her 1950s-era classmates. Hunky guy moves to town and romances her, then vanishes. Everybody in town pretends they never met him. Blond girl discovers that the reason she’s supersmart is that she’s the result of an illegal genetic experiment called Project Renaissance. Scientists have beenwatching her from hidden cameras her whole life, the 1950s town where she lives is fake, and the year is actually 2098. She escapes and tracks down her boyfriend only to find out that he was part of the setup. He never loved her; the evil scientists hired him to get her pregnant. The movie ends with her supersmart baby being taken away from her to be raised in the fake 1950s town where she’d started out.

By the end of the movie, I wanted to slap the main character. She’d spent half the movie either in tears or screaming hysterically. If she was so supersmart, why had it taken her so long to figure out that her boyfriend was a scuzzball? His name, Judas, ought to have been a clue.

It was a stupid movie, but it scared the hell out of me. Because the blond girl’s name was Angel, and she had violet eyes. And the cardboard 1950s town and hidden cameras had struck a chord.

I had a terrible feeling that the Angel in the movie was supposed to be me.

Which was ridiculous. I did well at school— okay, very well—but I wasn’t genetically engineered to be supersmart like the blonde in the movie. Or at least I didn’t think so. The truth was, without classmates to compare myself to, I couldn’t judge how intelligent I was. I tried not to think about how easily I’d outwitted Anaximander in the maze.

The whole movie was so hokey I couldn’t tell what was based on truth and what was pure Hollywood. I was willing to believe that Project Renaissance had been a real genetic experiment aimed at creating supersmart people, but I still didn’t know what “Violet eyes lie” meant. Theblonde had been lied to, but had told no lies herself.

I gave Ben back his debit card at lunch and paid for my own sandwich. I sat by myself and didn’t attempt any conversation. Even after lunch, I was still so rattled I forgot to play my little head game and actually arrived at the aircar hangar at 12:50P.M.,the same time that Anaximander did.

“Ready to go, I see,” Anaximander said. If he was pleased, I couldn’t tell.

“Ready to catch the bad guy.” A sudden thought occurred to me. “What’s the fugitive’s name, anyhow?”

“Michael Vallant.”

In my mind I saw the face of a good-looking, dark-haired boy.

And then the image pitched me back into the drowning memory:falling through green water, arms flailing helplessly, sinking—
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I WAS GASPING FOR BREATH when I tore free of the memory, as if I really had been drowning. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find my clothes soaking wet, the sensation had been so real.

“Angel?” Anaximander was looking at me funny.

I faked up a smile. “It’s nothing.”

“Then let’s go.”

My smile slid off my face as soon as his back was turned. I shuddered. The drowning memory always made me feel horribly vulnerable.

“We’re taking the Black Panther,” Anaximander said a moment later.

Exhilaration blew away the lingering cobwebs of fear. “SilverDollar has a Black Panther?” Black Panthers were state-of-the-art aircars.

“Yes,” Anaximander said. “Mr. Castellan likes to have all the newest toys.”

The sleek, bullet-nosed craft was capable of speeds that scared any thinking person; as soon as I saw it my hands itched to take the controls.

To my surprise, Anaximander let me sit in the pilot’s seat. “Go ahead,” he said expressionlessly. “Take her up.”

It was another test. I had been studying for my pilot’s license, had spent hours flying—in virtual reality simulations. The Black Panther had a few extra controls. Fortunately, I had been watching the other times Anaximander had flown us so I knew how to start the engine. It purred smoothly under my hands.

I glanced at Anaximander, but he said nothing, waiting.

There was no way I was going to ask what to do next. He would tell me quick enough if I did anything wrong.

Fortunately, aircars were as close to idiot-proof as could be made. The computer called out the preflight checks, and I verified that all the gauges were lit and reading correctly.

“Please set course,” the computer said in my ear. I was wearing a headset, but Anaximander had an Earradio Augment and didn’t need one.

“The Wasteland.” I named the specific solar hex that was our destination.

A minute passed while the Panther’s computer consulted Alberta Air Traffic Control to lay in a course and altitude that would not cross anybody else’s flight path.

“Flight path laid in,” the computer said.

I switched on the AutoTakeoff, and the Black Panther rose straight up in the air. The aircar’s vertical takeoff never failed to put a grin on my face.

I hung onto the control yoke out of habit, but the computer did the flying.

The Black Panther accelerated smoothly instead of blasting forward the way I would have preferred, but the Wasteland was so close we’d barely started when we arrived.

Destination reached, the AutoPilot beeped, and the Panther went into a circling pattern at 914 meters. The computer polarized the cockpit windows against the blinding mirror glare from below.

“Shall I land?” I asked Anaximander. My fingers hovered over the AutoLanding switch.

“Yes, but do it manually. We don’t want the engine noise to alert the fugitive.” Anaximander reached over and turned off the ignition.

The four powerful engines faltered and then died.

The aircar bucked and bobbed, starting to fall and hitting air turbulence on the way down.

My heart stuttered and fell along with it. I pulled up hard on the control yoke, but without the engine power behind the aircar, we still fell. Glide landings had been covered in my VR simulations, but I’d spent most of my time practicing loops and barrel rolls and other fancy tricks. I hadn’t spent much time on the basics.

In VR, glide landings had seemed boring. Real life was a bit different.We were falling.My mouth dried.

Anaximander crossed his arms and watched me, seemingly unconcerned at our plummeting.

Pride rescued me from panic. Anaximander was in the copilot’s seat. If I screwed up, he could take over in a blink.

Besides, we were 914 meters above the ground.I glanced at the gauge. Make that 823 meters and gaining speed.

The aircar had only short stubby wings, but it had several flaps and extensions that I could deploy to increase my wingspan. After a frantic twenty-second hunt while we kept dropping like a stone, I found the correct buttons. The extensions, made of ultralight ultrastrong materials, snapped out, jolting the aircar, and this time when I pulled up on the control yoke our descent slowed.
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