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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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from the Victoria Hourly Province

HOMELESS CHICKS TAKEN UNDER WING OF LOCAL PATRIOT

Ella Ponsonby has opened her home and her heart to the frightened, lonely children evacuated from Denver Springs in the continuing unpleasantness. The adorable waifs, made homeless by the threat of light raids, adore kind Mrs. Ponsonby. “She’s a saint,” says a fifteen-year-old lucky enough to have been taken under her wing. “She’s like a mother to us.”

“I’m just glad to do my bit for the Red Cross,” Mrs. Ponsonby says wistfully. “I love all my chicks like they was me own.”

Mrs. Ponsonby retired to neutral Victoria three years ago, just before the Western States allies joined the Commonwealth-in the war against Quebec.

“At first I just opened my home to the children of friends back in the Western States,” recalled Mrs. Ponsonby, a retired Hellene of Hydra Corp in Denver Springs, “but then I heard the Red Cross had many lonely and helpless refugee children, and that’s when I opened my home to total strangers.”

(Caring Mrs. Ponsonby outside her home, which she turned into a shelter for homeless waifs, Screen 2. How to adopt a waif for the duration, Red Cross, Screen 279.)


CHAPTER ONE

When the mail rang, I didn’t exactly race to answer it. In the first place, I was in the middle of diping Verity Ann and to stop would have meant starting all over again. Since I had already reached the stage where I had my knee on her stomach and was yelling, “Just wait till Mrs. Ponsonby gets home. I’ll tell her you were a naughty, naughty girl,” I thought I’d better finish the job.

In the second place, the mailboy kept delivering government handouts and neutrality guidelines just so he could flirt with whoever answered the door. He had already delivered today’s real mail, a letter from Mrs. Ponsonby’s sister in Yellowknife, and had spent half an hour talking to fifteen-year-old Chilkie. Besides, if he was delivering real mail, it was probably a notice saying another evacuee was available and asking if dear, kindhearted Mrs. Ponsonby was interested, in which case I didn’t want it. I couldn’t silence the bell on my wrist terminal because I was using both hands to keep the baby from wriggling out of her paper dipe, which meant the only other working doorbell in the house was still ringing, too. But Chilkie was safely up another flight and out of hearing even the racket in the kitchen, so if I just ignored it maybe he would give up and go away.

He didn’t, and as I made one final heroic effort and got the Velcro grips firmly fastened over Verity Ann’s fat little bottom, it occurred to me that the reason for all this frantic ringing might be a letter from my father. I scooped up the baby and ran downstairs.

Six-year-old Beejum already had the door open and was telling the mailboy that Chilkie wasn’t in, like I had told him to do. “Ariadne is, though, Skids. Do you want to talk to her?”

“Sure,” Skids said, leering across Beejum at me. “I always want to talk to you.”

“Well, I don’t want to talk to you.”

He shrugged. “Okay, then, where’s Chilkie?”

“Her parents in Denver Springs sent for her.”

“She doesn’t have any …” Beejum said, and I grabbed for the letter and shut the door all in one motion.

“Parents,” Beejum finished, sounding outraged. “You know that, Ariadne.”

“Of course I know it. But how do you know Skids isn’t a spy?”

“A spy?” Beejum said, his eyes lighting up.

“Careless words can lose the war,” I said, and fumbled with the envelope, trying to get the silly thing open. “Why can’t they use the comm like they do at home? You’d never catch them delivering the mail by hand in Denver Springs.”

“Is it a letter from a spy?” Beejum said.

“No.” It wasn’t from my father either. I could see that without even opening it. It lacked the censorship and neutral communication stickers that were splattered all over everything that came from the Western States. It had a Victoria internal comm sticker heat-stuck to the perforation line, and there was no way it was going to come open without tearing the thin hardcopy inside.

“Why can’t you Victorians do anything the simple way?” I said, struggling to keep Verity Ann balanced and get the envelope opened at the same time. “There’re a lot more chances for spies to waylay a boy on a gyroscooter than to intercept a comm signal.”

Beejum shrugged.

“Here,” I said, handing him the hardcopy and repositioning Verity Ann. “Is Chilkie still upstairs?”

“Yeah. On the third floor. With the twins.” Beejum said, solemnly examining the perforation. “They threw up.”

“I suppose I’d better see if I can help her,” I said, and started up the stairs. Carrying Verity Ann was like lugging around the wrong end of an energized magnet, and the prospect of the upchucking twins was almost more than I could bear. There seemed to be no limits to Mrs. Ponsonby’s generosity where evacuees were concerned. She had taken the twins only a week ago, and right now she was down at the Red Cross Shelter seeing if there were any more evacuees available. I hoped there weren’t. There were already nine of us, and the only one old enough to help me was Chilkie, who was not exactly in love with children.

Neither was I, and becoming less so with every passing day. Mrs. Ponsonby had been delighted to get me since I was over the usual evacuee age and that meant she could take in a lot more children and collect her Red Cross bonuses for them without doing any of the work. Mrs. Ponsonby had told the Red Cross people she needed double bonuses so she could “restore” her two-hundred-year-old wreck of a house, but she didn’t spend them on any improvements I could see.

The room I shared with Beejum and the baby leaked, the voice recognition unit on the household computer didn’t work, and the plumbing was a real mess. The house got its hot water and heat from a natural hot spring under the house, but the pipes were as old as the house and so heavily encrusted with minerals that there was hardly any water pressure and often no heat. Mrs. Ponsonby had gotten an extra bonus last month to fix the pipes, but she hadn’t made any moves in that direction so far. When the water stopped altogether, which, according to my calculations, would happen any day now, she would be forced to do something about it. I could hardly wait.

“Here,” Beejum said before I got halfway up the stairs. He was holding out the opened hardcopy to me. Verity Ann lunged for it and practically pitched over the banister.

“Thank you,” I said, and took it from him. I sat down on the stairs and handed Verity Ann the comm sticker to chew on. The letter read, “My dear Ariadne, I just received a letter from your mother. Until now, I had no idea you were in Victoria. Please say you will come to luncheon today at one o’clock at the Empress Hotel to make up for my unintentional neglect of an old friend’s daughter.” It was signed with a neat facsimile signature that read, “Clare.” And at the bottom was added, “I realize this is short notice. If you can’t come, just call the Empress and leave a message for me.”

Verity Ann was choking on the sticker. I smacked her on the back and caught the soggy red wad in my hand. I fumbled in my pocket for a honey teat for her, trying to think who Clare could be. I was sure I’d never heard the name before. Maybe she was someone who had worked at Hydra Corp and then married into another corporation. Or maybe this woman was writing to someone else altogether, and I was not going to get to go to lunch at the Empress at all, but instead was going to stand in front of Mrs. Ponsonby’s old-fashioned hand console, trying to call up something everybody would eat for lunch, the twins wouldn’t promptly cancel, and Mrs. Ponsonby wouldn’t condemn as too expensive.

All of a sudden I knew I couldn’t face another one of Mrs. Ponsonby’s Home for Evacuated Children lunches. If this Clare woman had made a mistake, she wouldn’t know it till she saw me, and if I was lucky, not until some time after we’d ordered. And I would get lunch and a little kindness and (if she really did know my mother) a chance to complain about being a full-time baby-sitter. She might even put in a good word for me about going home. Light raids or no, Denver Springs had to be better than this.

I didn’t tell Chilkie I was going until I’d put Verity Ann down for her nap, changed into my best jams and sandals, and put everything I needed into my bag. Then I went into the kitchen and said casually, “Guess what I got in the mail today. An invitation to lunch.”

“The mail came?” Chilkie said. “Did Skids bring it?”

I was tempted to say no. Chilkie seemed to think Skids was crazy about her, but he never missed a chance to flirt with me and probably with every other female on his route.

“Skids wanted to talk to you,” Beejum said, “but …”

“You were upstairs,” I said hastily, “and he was in a hurry. I’m going out. Tell Mrs. Ponsonby I’ll be back by four.”

“Four!” she said, outraged. “You can’t leave me here all afternoon by myself. What about Verity Ann? What about Beejum?”

Ordinarily I would have tried to be reasonable and explain to Chilkie how badly I needed this lunch out, but I knew she’d throw a fit.

She had thrown one when I showed her the ferry pass I’d stolen from Mrs. Ponsonby, even though she knew perfectly well that it was impossible to get out of Victoria without one, and that I was determined to go home.

“You can’t go off and leave me with all those brats!” she had wailed.

“I won’t go until you turn sixteen and you can come with me. Then we’ll leave together,” I’d said. When she had realized I wasn’t going to run off and leave her, she’d even helped with my escape plans, though lately she was so involved with her Romeo mailboy, she wasn’t much help. I’d had to do the pipes myself.

But even though I’d promised not to run off to Denver Springs before her birthday, I took my handy-dandy escape kit with me everywhere I went, including now.

“I’m just going downtown,” I said patiently. “Verity Ann’s asleep, and Beejum’s in your room, going through the love letters Skids sent you.”

She yelped and dived past me up the stairs. I checked to make sure the twins were strapped in their high chairs and out of reach of anything sharp or edible, and walked back to the foot of the stairs. “I don’t know what you’re getting so upset about,” I yelled up at Chilkie. “He can’t read yet. Goodbye.”

She yelped again, and I made my getaway, nearly crashing into the mailboy as I went. “Give me a lift to the tube stop, will you, Skids?” I said.

“Sure,” he said. “Where are the two of us going?”

“We’re not going anywhere,” I said, climbing onto the padded bar behind him. “I’m going down to the harbor.”

He gave me that Romeo grin of his and peeled away from the curb, barely giving me time to throw my arms around his waist and hang on. He stopped the scooter right in front of the airlock to the vacuum tube where the magnetic levitation cars ran every few minutes. “You sure you don’t want me to go with you?” he asked.

“I’m sure,” I said, trying to get the pleats back in my jams with my fingers.

“You don’t know what you’re missing,” he said, grinning, and then in the same breath, he added, “Is Chilkie still at home?”

He stomped down hard on the accelerator and breezed off before I could answer. I hurried through the airlock and into a waiting maglev. The airlock sealed and the car moved through the translucent tube silently. I sank into the padded seat, feeling better than I had in months.

When I’d first gotten to Victoria, I’d been hopping mad at Mother and Dad for sending me to a strange country, away from home and company, in the middle of a war. They hadn’t sent me at the start of the war, which was when everybody was getting killed in laser-light raids they didn’t have any warning of. I had been working with Mother on important war work then, the GEM biot project, as an apprentice biologist, waiting the last months till my sixteenth birthday so I could get full researcher status, and nobody had seemed at all concerned about my being lased.

Then, suddenly, right before my birthday, I’d been packed off to adamantly neutral Vancouver Island because Denver Springs was “too dangerous.” Well, Victoria wasn’t all that safe either, what with babies throwing up right and left and Mrs. Ponsonby cutting our lunches down to malnutrition levels, and pretty soon I was so mad at Mrs. Ponsonby I stopped being angry with Mother and Dad.

The tabloids helped soften my attitude toward them, too. If you could believe the reports on the terminals at every street corner. Denver Springs was taking a real beating. Quebec had really stepped up their light raids, though according to the tabloids only on military and commercial targets. But Hydra Corp was a commercial target, wasn’t it? And there were rumors of something I found even scarier than batellite attacks: drought. Maybe my parents had known more than they were telling when they sent me away so abruptly.

I didn’t stop being mad at Mrs. Ponsonby, but there wasn’t much I could do about her, so I concentrated on getting back home. I wrote pleading letters to Dad and reasonable ones to Mother. Dad’s letters back to me were sympathetic but firm. They contained explanations of why I couldn’t come home that had been lined out by the censors. I imagined all kinds of terrible things in the blank spaces.

Mother had no patience with my homesickness. She had come to Hydra Corp from Quebec at fifteen, an orphan and refugee, had married my father by the time she was sixteen, and had never looked back once. “I spent my time trying to fit into my new situation, to make friends of my co-workers and new family instead of weeping over the family I’d lost. I suggest you try to do the same,” she wrote.

Of course she hadn’t been homesick. She’d had to escape from Quebec after the takeover, and besides, she’d had my father and all of Hydra Corp to help her fit in.

Mother’s letters had convinced me of one thing. She would never send for me unless I had a better reason for wanting to come home than homesickness. I had tried to give her that reason by setting up a laboratory in Mrs. Ponsonby’s basement laundry room. It was totally private since Mrs. Ponsonby would never think of doing the laundry herself.

Unbeknownst to anybody, I had brought some live GEM biots and an assortment of experimental hydra with me. I had some wild idea of making a breakthrough in the GEM research that was giving Mother such fits, and coming home in triumph. There was nothing wrong with the little genetically engineered memory chips except that they wouldn’t replicate. I tried everything I could think of in my limited lab, including putting some of them in the freezer, an experiment which resulted in Mrs. Ponsonby’s dumping them down the sink because she thought they were leftovers. Nothing worked, so I quit fiddling with them and started working on something more practical: an escape plan.

The hydra I’d brought were easier to grow. The little water-pumping and cleansing organisms are the bread and butter of Hydra Corp, for they make arid Denver Springs into the lush oasis it is by tapping water tables too far down for the best mechanical pumps to reach. But the hydra can be adapted for lots of other purposes. For one thing, you can dry up springs as well as tap them by merely strengthening the hydra’s cell walls. Hydra Corp did it all the time, to cap water sources that were too polluted for even the hydra to clean, and even to convince nonpaying customers to settle their bills. They could also stop up Mrs. Ponsonby’s plumbing so that she would get in trouble with the Red Cross and lose her license to keep evacuees. So I had worked on mutating the hydra and putting them down the pipes; even with the mineral crusting already there, I figured it would take a while.

What worked promptly was a nifty little mutation that had the consistency of putty and the color of skin. It would cover up my evacuation tattoo when the time came to get out of Victoria.

And then Dad’s letters stopped coming. He had never written all that regularly, but always more than once a week, and I hadn’t heard from him in over a month. Mother’s letters had always come once a month and practically on the same day (I figured she had me on her terminal calendar: form letter and fill in the blanks). I had gotten six letters from her in the past month, and not one of them mentioned Dad. Her letters had never been chatty, but now they were totally without news, vague in a way that was disturbing. The tabloids had daily stories of terrible city-leveling light raids and sabotage, but she didn’t mention them or her research or anything. It was as if the letters were written in a vacuum. As if, I thought as I got off the maglev, she were trying to keep something from me.

I stopped short. That was the real reason I was trotting down to the harbor in silk jams to meet somebody I didn’t know. I had been trying this whole month to convince myself Dad was too busy to write and Mother was only being her usual businesslike self, but I hadn’t bought it. Mother was keeping something from me, and I was going to find out from this Clare person what it was.

I walked across the street to the Empress Hotel. It’s a massive building, almost a hundred years old, and it’s patterned on an even older building that stood there near the head of Victoria’s harbor for more than a century. The tabloids are always full of gossip items about who’s staying at the Empress, and there was a gaggle of reporters in fedoras on the front steps who looked up as I walked past and then down again since it was obvious I wasn’t anybody. The doorman didn’t even bother to look up and neither did the desk clerks in the huge lobby.

I didn’t know where I was going. I knew from the tabloids that high tea was served in the lobby, but they also talked about a dining room and a bar, and something called a garden cafe. I could see several middle-aged ladies sitting alone at tables on the terrace, but none of them looked at all interested in my arrival, and I had a feeling I would be stopped short by the management if I went up to one of them uninvited. So I hesitated, biting my lip, and looking very much like an evacuee. It must have been a snap for Clare to find me.

“Ariadne,” said a voice from behind me.

“Mother! What in the world are you …” I said, wheeling around. “I mean … I thought …” For one wild moment there I had been sure it was Mother saying my name, but of course it wasn’t. It was simply an accident of voice, the fact that I had been thinking so much about Mother on the way down here. “You must be Clare.” I said lamely.

“Yes,” she said. She had blond, straight hair and blue eyes. “I thought we’d have lunch in the Garden Cafe. It’s a little old-fashioned, but still very nice.” She nodded to a waiter hovering nearby, and he led us to a table.

Very nice was hardly the word. Real cloth tablecloths and stainless-steel silverware, real china plates. The waiter handed us menus instead of bringing up a terminal. The menus were cards printed by an old-fashioned impact printer. Lines were drawn through two of the entrees, and there was a disclaimer about the management being able to make substitutions without notice, subject to the market, etc., which meant the tubes to the Commonwealth and the Western States had been blockaded again, or Quebec had hijacked a load of honey and sunflower seeds in one of its many “neutral country checks.”

“They used to have terminals at each seating, very nice,” Clare said. “The war has even touched the Empress, though not her service, I’m glad to say.” She laid her menu flat on the table. “I’d suggest seafood, something caught here in the Strait. Anything else may not be available.”

Clare was elegantly dressed in a skirt and fitted jacket cut from what I thought was real wool. She had on earrings and a delicate shoulder chain. She looked like one of the rich and famous whose pictures were always on the tabloids, having lunch at the Empress Hotel. Her voice, which really didn’t sound that much like Mother’s, had the clipped Victorian Commonwealth accent.

I said, “Where do you know my mother from?”

“That’s a long story,” she said. “Let’s order first and then I’ll tell you all about it.”

She beckoned to the waiter, and he was at her elbow instantly. Clare ordered a seafood salad, and I mumbled that I would like the same thing. After he’d disappeared, Clare said, “How are you enjoying Victoria? It’s not like home and company, is it?”

“No,” I said, and found myself telling her all about Mrs. Ponsonby and her baby factory. I hadn’t meant to blurt everything out like that and wasn’t quite sure why I had except that I really had about reached the end of my rope and that comment about home and company had made me feel she might understand what no one else in this benighted country seemed to, that I did not just miss Denver Springs, I missed Hydra Corp.

I talked for a good five minutes about Mrs. Ponsonby and the babies and Chilkie and Skids before I remembered I hadn’t asked her about Dad and the funny change in Mother’s letters, which was what I had come here to find out about, and I hadn’t let her get a word in edgewise. At least I hadn’t said anything about my trying to sabotage Mrs. Ponsonby’s pipes with my biot garden, but the way things were going, I probably would the next time I opened my mouth.

I was glad when the waiter appeared at my elbow, scattering paper doilies everywhere, and filling cups with chamomile and milk, making conversation impossible. Clare smiled and shrugged, and we both sat silently until he had left us alone with two heaps of what looked like canned salmon on a lettuce leaf.

“Oh, dear, the war has affected the Empress more than I’d realized,” she said. “I’d hoped for fresh salmon.” She picked up one of about five forks and smiled at me. “Sorry. I suppose you can get this at Mrs. Ponsonby’s.”

I didn’t dare get started again, so I smiled back, grabbed for a fork, any fork, and dug into my salad. It was canned salmon. We ate in silence for a few minutes, as if she were waiting for me to start chattering again. Finally she said, “You must be thinking it was very rude of me not to have gotten in touch with you before now, but I didn’t know you were here. Your mother wrote me a month ago, but I didn’t get back to the island till yesterday.”

A month ago was when my father stopped writing. I looked up at her, my heart starting to pound. She looked down at her lettuce. “I’ve been up in Yellowknife on government business for several months. Otherwise I would have contacted you sooner. It sounds like you’ve been very unhappy.”

“I wish I were home with Mother and Dad,” I said. “There’s so much censoring on the tabloids I can’t find out anything about Denver Springs. Did Mother say anything about how Dad was handling the light raids in her letter?”

“What?” Clare said. There it was again, something, some flicker of nervousness or tension every time we got close to the subject of my father.

“Have there been any laser raids close to Hydra Corp?” I said.

She took a sip of her tea and then looked up at me. “I only know what I see on the tabloids, I’m afraid. They didn’t mention any escalation in light raids. I didn’t read about any civilian raids. I’m sure your mother’s fine.”

She was lying. Or maybe phrasing her words so they were the literal truth, but a lie nevertheless. She had not said there weren’t any civilian light raids. She had said the tabloids hadn’t mentioned escalation. And she had said, “Your mother is fine.” Not, “Your mother and father.” The waiter came back. He removed the plates and then brought over the pastry cart. It had apparently not been hit by the blockades. I stared at the iced cakes and carob mousse for so long that Clare said, “Two of the raspberry torte.” The waiter cut a hefty slice for me. I let him put the plate in front of me, wondering if he could see how shaky I was. Something was definitely wrong at home, and Clare knew about it.

Clare picked up another of the forks and said, “Why don’t you come stay with me?”

“What?” I said.

“I live in a big old house on the north end of the island. I have plenty of room, and I can guarantee there are no dipes to change, no babies to take care of. I’d love the company. Please say you’ll come.”

If I had come to this luncheon only to confirm my fears, she had done just that. Dad hadn’t written me in a month and there was something wrong about Mother’s letters. She had written Clare and told her what was wrong, and it must be bad, very bad, if she had to appeal to a friend I didn’t even know to take in her daughter.

I made a great show of eating my cake and drinking the rest of my lukewarm tea. Then I said, “I’ve written my father to ask him if I can come home. I don’t think I should give you my answer till I hear from him.”

She tried to smile. “You do realize you can get mail just as easily at my home?”

“Probably more easily,” I said lightly. “Our mailboy, Skids, isn’t very reliable. But even if I have my mail forwarded, I can’t just leave Mrs. Ponsonby without anybody. She’ll give all my work to poor Chilkie. I’ve got to give her a couple of days at least to find somebody to adopt who’s old enough to change dipes.”

The waiter left a chrome-plated check readout facedown on the pewter tray. Clare palmed it to check the amount, then added a tip and signed off with a four-character input. The waiter did his faster-than-light act, and we pushed back our chairs. “All right, Ariadne,” Clare said. “I’ll call day after tomorrow. I admire your loyalty to your friend, but …”

But what? Am I going to hear something in a few more days? Am I going to get a black-bordered letter handed to me by Skids?

“You’re right,” I said. “I can’t wait forever. I’ll tell Mrs. Ponsonby tonight and do my packing. You can pick me up tomorrow.” I hesitated. “It’s very nice of you to ask me to come stay with you.”

“I’m happy to do it,” Clare said, and immediately seemed more relaxed. “Can I give you a lift home?” she said at the door of the hotel. She gestured toward the old Parliament building at the head of the harbor. “My gullwing’s tethered a few blocks away.”

“No, thanks. I don’t think it would be a good idea for you to bring me home. Mrs. Ponsonby isn’t going to be very happy about this. I’d better tell her by myself. I’ll take the maglev.” I leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you so much for asking me. You don’t know how much this means to me.” I hurried down the steps and across to the maglev station.

I hoped I’d convinced her I intended to accept her invitation. If I hadn’t, and she reacted in the wrong way to that impulsive kiss, she might call Mrs. Ponsonby’s this afternoon. Even if she didn’t, Mrs. Ponsonby would give me only until four on the dot to get back and start ordering supper for the children. It was already three. I waited on the platform till three cars had gone by, then went back outside to make sure Clare was gone. She was. I hurried out of the station and down to the harbor.

That last bit of conversation was the hardest thing I’d ever done. You can get mail at my house, huh? She knew perfectly well that I was not going to get a letter from my father. That was why she had asked me to lunch and offered me her house. Because she pitied me. Because something had happened to my father. And it had something to do with a light raid.

When was she going to tell me? When we were safely at her house, at the north end of the island where there was no maglev service, where I couldn’t possibly run home? Or did she and Mother plan to keep up this act of careful letters and edited conversations until the end of the war?

I didn’t care what they planned. I had a plan of my own. Chilkie would never understand me abandoning her this way, but I couldn’t take the risk of calling Mrs. Ponsonby’s house to let her know what I was going to do. I would send her a comm message once I got home.

At the ferry station I went into the privy and locked myself in one of the cubicles. I opened my bag and pulled out the makeup plat I had stolen from Mrs. Ponsonby. I had practiced doing my face to look older until I could manage it in a couple of minutes, which paid off now. I piled my hair up on top of my head, and then pulled out the mutant hydra. I was glad I had grabbed them at the last minute. I peeled the layer of biots from between the plastic sheets and slipped it on the back of my hand. The little darlings promptly turned flesh-colored and spread out into a single opaque layer over my tattoo. I snapped higher heels onto my sandals and put on another layer of Mrs. Ponsonby’s lavender lipstick. Halfway home, already, I thought, and wondered what I would find when I got there.
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