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Prologue 
This is a confession, but a brief one. 
I didn't want to have to do it to her. I would have infinitely preferred some other solution. Still, there we are. It 

makes sense, really, given the rules of life on earth; and she asked for it. I just wish there was another way, 
something more self-contained, economical, and shapely. But there isn't. That's life, as I say, and my most sacred 
duty is to make it lifelike. Oh, hell. Let's get it over with. 

•           •           • 
 
Part One 
 

1 
•           •          • 

Special   Damage 
 
Her first feeling, as she smelled the air, was one of intense and helpless gratitude. I'm all right, she thought with a 

gasp. Time—it's starting again. She tried to blink away all the water in her eyes, but there was too much to deal with 
and she soon shut them tight. 

Someone leaned over her and said with a voice so close that it might have come from within her own head, 'Are 
you all right now?' 

She nodded. 'Yes,' she said. 
'I'll leave you then. You're on your own now. Take care. Be good.' 
'Thank you,' she said. 'I'm sorry.' 
She opened her eyes and sat up. Whoever had spoken was no longer there, but other people were moving about 

near by, people who for some reason were all there just to help her through. How kind they must be, she thought, 
how kind they are, to do all this for me. 

She was in a white room, lying on a spindly white trolley. She thought about this for a while. It seemed quite an 
appropriate place to be. She would be all right here, she thought. 

Outside, a man in white walked quickly past. He hesitated, then poked his head round the door. His posture 
suddenly relaxed. 'Come on, get up,' he said wearily, his eyes closed. 

'What?' 
''Get up. It's time. You're all right, come on.' He walked forward, glancing sideways at a low table on which various 

items were scattered. 'These all your things?' he said. 
She looked: a black bag, some scraps of green paper, a small golden cylinder. 'Yes,' she said secretively, 'these all 

my things.' 
'You better be off then.' 
'Yes all right,' she said. She swung herself over the trolley's side. She stared down at her legs and moaned. The 

poor flesh was all churned and torn. Reflexively she reached down to touch. Her flesh was whole. The shreds were 
part of some wispy material laid over her skin. She was all right. 

The man snorted. 'Where you been,' he said, his voice moistening. 
'Can't tell,' she muttered. 


