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One

Jack Stein swung hisfeet off the desk and leaned forward to run hishands over theflat surface. It wasa
good height, agood build. It had taken afull night to remove the old desk and grow the new onein its
place, but he was happy with the results. The Y orkstone programs weren't quite as sophisticated as
those he' d known back in the Locality, but then Y orkstone wasn't as big aresidence.

He sighed and turned his chair to look out the window. Windows were good. That was one thing he
didn’t miss about the L ocality—blank featurdesswalls. Of course, back in the Locality, Scenics made up
for thelack of windows, but they didn’t have Scenicsin Y orkstone. Semiclear ceiling panelslooked out
onto sky, red sky, instead of some designer smulation meant to distract the populace from what was
going on insde and help them pretend that they lived in ared environment. Y orkstone took afar more
subtle approach to things. He could amost believe they lived in anormd, old-style city. It had been
amost two years since he and Billie had lft the Locality, but there were il things about the place that he
missed, despite the many shortcomings. There wasjust something about daily normality that didn’t Sit
well with Jack.

One of thetrgps of the programmable resdenceslike the Locdlity, like Y orkstone, was that you could
get caught up for hours growing furniture in new postions, changing the layout of aroom. It was just
another time sink helping him to avoid facing what was redly going on here with hisand Billi€ sexistence,

“Diary,” he said, and the opposite wall’ s surface bled lines and shapes until asimulacrum of his
handipad’ s date page sharpened in front of him. He had it set to WEEK, and as he turned to faceit, the
blank empty page stared back at him accusingly. “Month,” he said. A couple of pissant jobsin the last
few weeks and that’ s al he had to show. He stood and crossed back to the window, looking down
across acity that at least functioned, and maybe that was the problem. Thingsworked in Y orkstone. It
was aclean city. Clean and ordered. People had less need of the services of the likes of Jack Stein,
psychic investigator. Well, he needed to do something about it soon, or he and Billie would be forced
into the sort of place that Jack could have put up with if he was on his own, but with her around . . .

He shook his head and made alow sound of displeasurein histhroat. It was about time fate started
throwing something hisway. It had been too long since hisinner senses had prodded him into anything
that really meant something. His dreamswere il full, but the problem was, they werefull of crap. The
missing relative. Thelost object. HE d even had one or two pets crop up in hisinner landscape. In the
past, even if his dreams had been barren, he' d been ableto rely in part upon his other senses, hisinnate
sense of knowing. He didn’t even fed anything in hisgut, or he hadn’t for some time now, and that was
unusud. Jack had spent mogt of hislife teetering on the edge of an inner chasm—or at least that’ swhat it
felt like—but even that reassuring discomfort was nowhereto be fet. If something didn’t happen soon,
he' d have to start thinking about a“ proper” job. He had a quick thought.



“Change the window display. Read JACK STEIN, INVESTIGATOR.”

The word PSY CHIC bled away and INVESTIGATOR dipped into position beneath the curved arch of
his name. Not that people could redly see it from the Street, but it was something. The letters cast
lengthening shadows in reverse across the new, pae desk. Anybody coming into the office would get the
right fegling. It was important to convey the proper image, after all.

“Jack, what are you doing? Are you rearranging the office again?’ There was a sound of exasperation in
Billi€ svoice, but then that wasn't unusud.

Heturned to look at her. Billie had shot up sincethey’d arrived in Y orkstone. She'd dso let her hair
grow out, but tended to weer it in atangle of unkempt waves. She stood leaning in the doorway looking
a him disgpprovingly, her smooth, pae features marked with afrown. Shewas dill dim, dmost too dim,
but her face had started to gain marks of maturity—dightly longer, lessrounded at the cheeks—that sat
more comfortably with her attitude. It was amost asif she had started to grow into the sense of age that
she dready possessed. Damn her. Sometimes, there was no doubt who she believed wasthered childin
ther relationship. The kid wastrying to run him again.

“Wadll, it gives me something to do, doesn’t it?” he said.
“Uh-huh,” she said, nodding dowly, sternly unimpressed. “And what else are you going to do, Jack?’
He dghed. “What do you mean?’

“You know what | mean. Y ou can St here playing with your furniture or flipping through your diary, but
that isn't going to get us anything to eet, isit?’ She crossed her arms.

Heturned away from her and looked out the window. “All right, you suggest something.”

“Nuh-uh,” she said. “Not me. It syour turn. Y ou just want to sit here waiting for stuff to happen. |
aways end up making the suggestions. Why don't you try doing something? Redlly doing something.
How did you get work before? Y ou know, back there.”

He spun the chair back and forth with one hand. She was referring to the Locdlity. Shedtill didn't like
talking about the place. “I dunno. Taking to people. Bars. Stuff like that. | knew some old contacts back
there. Referrals. The Locdity was different, Billie. Thisplace, well, it' sjust too clean. Y ou know that.

Y ou’ ve seen what I’ m talking about. We ve been herelong enough to know what it’ slike. Thingsjust
don’t work the same way here. Everything’ stoo norma. Back in the Locdity you knew stuff was going
to happen. Here, even looking for it doesn’t seem to do any good.”

“Yeah, right.” She shook her head, her mouth set into athin line, then disappeared into the other room to
continue whatever she was doing. No doubt she wasimmersed in one of her numerouslearning
programs. Her capacity to absorb knowledge was just unbelievable sometimes. She liked challenges too.
Not that he' d had anything to give her in that regard for awhile. She' d be asking—no, demanding—to
go out and get something to eat soon. The inevitable accusatory prompt. They were the two things that
seemed to drive her: information and food. Ultimately, he guessed that there was more than one sort of

hunger.

She was right though; he wasjust avoiding things. Okay, they’ d picked Y orkstone pretty much at
random when they’ d left the Locality, and normally Jack would have trusted his gut to lead him
somewhere that made sense. Theright place at theright time. It had always worked that way in the past.
Maybeit had been right, asfar as Billie was concerned, for what she needed. It had given her achance
to escape the memories of her life back in Old, the tainted existence she' d been forced to lead among the



deaze and the lowlifes who made that part of the city their own. Now and again they talked about it, but
her answers were always clipped and reserved. She carried the marks of that life around with her till.
For the most part, the subject was strictly out of bounds. Jack had learned that, to both their displeasure,
more than once. Two years, and the details were as sketchy asthey’ d ever been. And asfor her

family . .. wdl, therewas alimit to the amount of Billi€ swrath he wanted to face. He frowned at that
thought. Jesus. Who exactly was the kid here? He gave aquick snort to himself.

And they were stuck with Y orkstone too. It had gotten to the point now where they couldn’t afford to
move anywhere else even if Jack had wanted to. He needed a job. One big job and they’ d have some
choices again. With asigh, he ran hisfingers back through his hair and wandered out into the living room.
It wastimeslike these that he missed having a separate office away from the place helived, but with Billie
and the extra expense, that was yet another dream, and not a particularly useful one at that. Dreams.
Well, it had been awhile since his dreams had given him anything particularly useful anyway.

“Hey, Billie”

She looked away from the wall screen and gave him ablank look, waiting for him to say something.
“Okay. All right. | get the message.” He shrugged. “ Do something for me, will you?’

It wasBillie' sturnto Sgh. “What isit?’

Helooked at her for a couple of moments before answering. It was hard enough to get her engaged in
things at the best of times these days, and if he could get her to fed like shewasinvolved . . .

“Well, you're so eager for meto pick up some work, why don’t you get me alist of barsin the area.
Maybe | can do what you suggested and find some work. After I’ ve checked some of them out, | might
be able to get them to put some discreet notices up or something. What do you think?”

She shrugged. “Uh-huh. | can do that. Y ou'll haveto wait. I'm in the middle of something.”

He glanced at the screen. It looked like some sort of electrical diagram with a screed of
incomprehensible notes. He was glad he’ d indgsted she enroll in the city’ s educationa program, but some
of the things she chose to focus on continued to amaze him. How a fourteen-year-old—well dmost
fourteen—Kkid could get buried in that sort of stuff, or even want to get buried in it, he couldn’t imagine.
Maybe he should encourage her to go out and find some friends. The problem was, with what she’' d seen
and done, any kids her age were aproblem for her and anyone older was going to look at her askance.
She seemed happier on her own anyway.

“Okay, well, I'm going to make some coffee. I'll wait. When you' re ready, Billie.”

She nodded absentmindedly, clearly not catching his sarcasm. “1 won't belong. | just want to get through
thismodule”

Jack headed into the kitchen areaand brewed himsalf acup. It was about his fourth for the day, or
maybefifth. HE d lost count. He' d given up asking Billieif shewanted any long ago.

While he waited for the coffee unit to finish its cycle, he drummed on the counter with hisfingers, thinking.
Despite dl the good intentions when they’ d come here, Jack’ slife hadn’t realy moved on that much.
Sure, he had Billie now, and she did alot to kegp him in line—he hadn’t touched a stim patch for
months—but that was't the point. There had to be more than this. In some ways, he even felt guilty for
thelife he was offering her, or not offering her. It was better than living on the urges of predatorslike
Pinpin Dan, but how much of alife wasit? He needed to do something right for her, or at least make the



attempt, though he was damned if he knew what that was.

The coffeefinished brewing and he leaned back against the counter, sipping dowly and staring into
nothing, waiting for Billie to decide she was ready to help him out.

It hadn’t taken long for Billie to compile the list and upload it to his handipad. Out on the street, Jack
pulled out the device and flipped it open. What she’ d come up with looked comprehensive, but then he
wouldn't have expected anything else from her. Theloca neighborhood boasted afew bars, but Jack
doubted that any of them would prove that useful. Standing on the Street corner, staring down at the list
on his handipad, trying to make a decision, he scratched the back of his head and glanced up and down
the street. The nearest was aplace caled 1.D. It didn't sound too promising, not with aname like that.

A shuttlewhirred quietly past and headed uptown. Jack watched it disappear into the distance. Maybe
he needed to head for somewhere less ordered. There was aseamier sideto Y orkstone, up near the
port. Mot cities had that kind of place—stations, ports, docks—but the Y orkstone facility was agood
haf an hour away by shuttle. Smaler than the Locdlity, Y orkstone was till large enough to require
decent shuttle transport. Better to start somewhere easy. He might just get lucky. He looked down at the
list again, hislips pressed tightly together. So, scratch 1.D. It was bound to be full of designer labelsand
the trendy set. There was another place called the Keg. Okay, a couple of blocks farther away, but it
sounded a bit more promising. Sometimes you could get afed for aplace just from the name.

Jack watched the surrounding Streets as he walked, more out of ingtinct than anything ese. An old lady
strolled up the other Side in the opposite direction, leading adog, tugging at the leash, but her pet had
decided to make a stop at one of the treeslining the sidewalk. That was another difference between

Y orkstone and the L ocdity. Theloca governance had taken the trouble to have redl trees, gardens,
spread throughout the city rather than confined to central gathering areaslikethe Locality’s Centra Park.
All very pleasant. All very civilized. There was nothing wrong withit at all.

The dog finished what it was doing and the woman walked on, not bothering to do anything about what
her pet had |eft behind. The city’ s programming would seeto that. The inbuilt biomemory could tell what
it could use and what was supposed to be on the streets. And as he watched, a piece of the pavement
bulged, hollowed, swallowed the smdll pile, leaving things asif nothing had ever been thereto taint the
pristine surrounds. And pristineit was. All around, nest ordered buildings echoed the suburban idedl.
Jack shook his head. He redlly was going to have to do something about this. He and Billiejust didn’t fit
in comfortably here.

They’d ended up in this particular suburb by default rather than by any conscious plan. Thisarea,
Grandleigh, was amixture of small business and residentia. The bar he was heading for now was on the
border of awarehousing area of the city, but Grandleigh sat in that trangtiond area between, warehouses
on one side and plush apartment blocks on the other. Cheap enough to be affordable, but still pleasant in
its layout. Whoever had designed and programmed this city in thefirst place had been careful about the
zoning, making sure that no one area had the potentia to upset the careful civic order. Civic order—what
sort of background was that for someone like Jack Stein?

It took him about twenty minutesto find his destination. The Keg sat in anarrow Side street about
hafway aong, stuck between two warehouses. A large blank building stood on the other side, probably
alocd authority parking area by the looks of it. Most of the residentsrelied on the shuttle, not owning
vehicles of their own, but there was always a need for trangport for those who kept the place running.
The Street itself wasempty. A small sign, glowing red in the wall above alow doorway, discreetly
announced the establishment. The letters weren't even moving. Another quick shake of hishead and a



sgh, and Jack headed toward the entrance. It didn't look at al like the sort of place wherehe'd find
what he needed. There was something too clean about it. Going in was better than having to face Billi€' s
stern disapproval right now though, and he could do with adrink. Drinking was another thing he didn't
do very much of anymore,

Steps led down behind the door. It looked like the owners had taken advantage of unused space beneath
an old office building to set up the bar. As he opened the door, the smell of beer and the noise of voices
and music greeted him. A long, low bar, smulated wood. Lines of bottles dlong a series of mirrored
shelves. A cluster of men at one end of the bar. Even the floor looked asif it was made of dark wooden
boards. Jack stood at the doorway for amoment, taking it al in. Round tables dotted the open spacein
front of the bar, with low seats around them. Thislooked like atraditiona drinking hole. Whoever ran the
place had taken trouble to make the place have the look and fed of something old and comfortable. It
took redl effort to have actual barstoolsin aplace. Y ou had to have them shipped in. They weren't the
sort of thing built into the city’ s programming.

He headed toward the bar. One of the men at the other end gestured with his chinin Jack’ s direction,
drawing the barman’ s attention. The barman, who had been leaning at the end of the bar in conversation,
gave Jack a speculative look, pushed himsdf upright after shoving acloth into his belt, and wandered
dowly down the length of the bar in Jack’ sdirection. Y eah, traditiond al right. Right down to the
barman.

“What can | get you?’

Jack glanced at the bottles arrayed behind the barman’ s head. “Y eah, scotch, thanks. Better makeit a
double.”

Heflipped out his handipad, placing it carefully on the bar beside him. The barman was back in acouple
of moments. No casual conversation. He placed the glass down and pulled areader from his pocket,
pointed it at Jack’ s handipad, then dipped it away again before wandering back up to the other end of
the bar to rgoin hisgroup. That wasit.

Jack lifted his glass and swirled the contents before taking asip, looking through the golden liquid.
Friendly place. He dipped his handipad away and glanced up at the group at the other end of the bar.
They were obvioudy regulars. One of them was watching him, not too surreptitioudy ether, hiseyes
dightly narrowed. There were other glancestoo. The place clearly wasn't used to casual customers.
There was something dightly familiar about the man’ sface aswell. Jack’ s own eyes narrowed as he
spped, carefully looking away, trying to work out what it was. Hetried to get a better look in the mirror
behind the bar, but the barman blocked his view. He glanced over at agroup of three sitting at one of the
tablesin the corner. A man and two women. Something about them too.

Jack spotted another tablein the other corner and headed that way, carrying his glass dangling between
two fingers and a thumb, glancing at them as he passed. There was asort of sameness about them, about
the group at the end of the bar. He shook his head as he sat. They didn’t look like the sort of people he
was hereto find, but then why should they be? Another aspect of Y orkstone' s clean and proper
population. He pulled out one of thelow chairsand s, leaning back, giving himself agood view of the
bar’ s other occupants. No, he' d finish hisdrink and move on. The port would probably offer more than
Billigslig after dl.

As hetook another large sip, the guy who had been watching him reached up ahand to rub the back of
his neck, tilted his head to one Side, said something to one of his companions and, carrying his beer,
grolled over in Jack’ sdirection. He was a broad, heavyset guy, thinning gray hair, athick nose, and
thick, dark eyebrows, set beneath a contemplative frown. Slowly Jack lowered his glass and leaned



forward.
“Don’t | know you?’ said the man.
“I don’'t know. Do you?’ said Jack.

The man rubbed hisjaw with hisfree hand. Jack took in the details as he did. He wore aplain shirt,
barely disguisng amiddle-aged paunch, and conservative trousers. Sengble black shoes showing agood
shine sat beneath them. Jack groaned inwardly. Stupid. He glanced around at the bar’ s other occupants,
then back up at the guy. It suddenly made sense.

“Yeah,” said theman. “You're Stone. . . Jack or John or something, isn't it? Y ou' re that investigator.
Private. I'mright, aren't |7’

Jack gestured at the chair beside him. *Y ou might aswell st down. And it's Stein. Jack Stein.”

“I knew | wasright. Always been good with faces. Y ou'reinto dl of that weird shit, that psychic stuff,
aren't you?I’'mright, aren’'t 17 He waved hisfingersin emphasis and then sat down, planting his beer on
thetable. “| wastdling Steve, my partner over there, that | knew you.”

Jack looked over at the men clustered at the end of the bar and gave abrief nod. Of al the placesto end
up. Trust Jack Stein to walk into acop bar. Herein Y orkstone the police were more like petty
bureaucrats than any proper law enforcement. The city’ sred crimelevel wasminimad. At least they
weren't smply corporate muscle like they were back at the Locality.

“Y eah, you got me,” said Jack.
“I ran into you on that abduction case, what, last year sometime?”’
“Uh-huh,” said Jack. “ Sorry, can’t remember your name.”

And he couldn’t. He remembered their brief interaction. At first the cop and his partner had dismissed
him out of hand. The partner had made no bones about how he felt about what Jack did, or anything that
hinted at the psychic at dl.

His companion thrust out ahand. “Morrish. Jm Morrish.”
Jack shook the proffered hand. “ Y eah, | remember. Investigator Morrish.”

Morrish gestured over at the bar with histhumb. “That one over there’ smy partner. Therat-faced one.”
He gave achuckle. “ Steve Laduce.”

Jack gave another nod toward the bar end. The scowl on the face of Morrish’s partner sat firmly in
place. Oh, he remembered Jack too. That much was clear.

“So, what brings you here? Y ou just in the neighborhood or what?’
Jack dowly shook his head. “No, just out sniffing around. See what | might come up with.”

Morrish grinned. There was nothing maliciousin the expression. “Well, you're not going to find alot here,
aeyou?’

Jack grunted. Redlly. A Yorkstone cop bar. They were the last people he wanted to make contact with.
Hewaswary of the police, dways had been, and he didn’t particularly like drawing their attention to him
or what he was doing. “No, | guess not.”



Morrish leaned forward, looking serious. “Y ou know, Stein, | never did quite get what you did or how
you did it, but it seemed to help in that Delynnething. I don’t think we would have found her without you.
| remember that.” Hejerked his thumb back over his shoulder. “If Steve had had hisway, we would
have arrested you as an accessory at thetime. Said you knew too much. Couldn’'t be naturd. Hewas
convinced you weretied into it somehow. | guess|’m abit more open-minded.”

Jack looked up and met another scowl from that end of the bar.

Morrish leaned back, his paunch becoming al the more evident, before taking a hedthy swallow of his
beer. “And me, I’'m grateful for whatever it was. | don't have to understand it if it gets me results.”

Jack smply nodded, taking another sip of hisown drink, trying to avoid the hostility emanating from the
other sde of the room.

Morrish leaned forward again, carefully placing his glass down, leaning on hiselbows and folding his
hands together in front of him. “So, explain it to me again, Stein. | never did quite get what it was that you
did.”

Jack suppressed a brief agh. Either the guy was setting him up, just playing dumb, or heredly didn’t
know. He gave adight shrug. “I fed things. | get impressonsfrom things. Y ou might even call some of
them visions. Objects contain their own energies, and some of us can fed things from them. Those
fedings are like pointersto bits of information that | can use to solve cases. Sometimesthey' re just
warnings. | dso have dreams.”

“Yeah, but wedl havedreams. . .”

Jack turned hisface dowly back from scanning the bar to look a him. “Thetrick isto know what they
mean, Investigator.”

Morrish shook his head and grimaced. “I guess|’m not redlly going to get it. I'm not surel redly
understand, and to be honest, I’ m not redly sure | want to understand. All that stuff makes me sort of
uncomfortable. And call me Jm, okay? All | know isthat without you, we wouldn't have been able to
break the case and she' d likely be dead now. Funny running into you again though. Especidly here” He
chuckled.

“Yeah, funny,” said Jack wryly.

“Can| get you adrink?’ asked Morrish.

“No, thanks,” said Jack. “I redlly ought to be going.”
“All right, if youthink . . .”

“Yeah.” Jack downed the rest of his scotch and placed the empty glass down on the table with findlity. “I
should be going.”

“Well, good to seeyou again,” said Morrish. “Here, take my card.” Hefished insgde histop pocket and
didasmdll, plain card across the table. Jack dipped it away without looking &t it.

“Thanks.” He pushed back his chair and stood, then headed for the door.

“Good seeing you,” he said as he pulled open the door and headed up to the street outside. He could
have thought of a number of people it would be good to see, and not a single one of them was a cop.



Out on the street, Jack looked in both directions, his hands shoved deep in his pockets. In the old days
he could have walked into abar, any bar, and it would have been the right one. So much for Lucky
Stein. He grimaced and headed up toward the intersection. He might aswell face it—he wasn't going to
find what he needed thisway.

Two

When Jack got back from the bar, Billie was waiting for him, standing just inside the door as he opened
it. She must have had the system dert her. There was something about the way she looked, on edge,
dightly nervous. He was just about to ask her what was wrong when she desperately waved ahand to
dill him, her eyeswidening in warning.

“Shhh. Someone here. Y ou' ve got aviditor,” she whispered. “A woman. She'sin your office waiting for
you.”

“Wadl, what' swrong with—7?" he started in anormal voice, but she waved him down again.

She wiped some hair away from her face. It was till astangled asit had been when she got up. “I don’t
likeher.”

Jack frowned. “What' s that supposed to mean? What does she want? Who is she?’

Billie shrugged. “A client maybe. | don’t know. | just don't like her.”

“Dammit, Billie. A dient? |sn’'t that what we want?’

“I guess. . "

“Yeah, well, if she' sgot acase for me and she' swilling to pay, what’ s the problem?’

Billie shrugged.

“Okay, I'm going into see her. Y ou wait in the living room, will you? Find something to do.”
Ashewaked past her, heading for the office, Billie grabbed hisarm.

“Wha?' hesad.

“Just be careful.”

He shook his head and continued into the office. He didn’t know what the hell Billi€' s problem was, but it
wasn't going to get in the way of ajob. Not now.

Jack stopped just outside the room, waiting, seeing if some sense of the woman beyond the door would
cometo him. Just as he’ d tried to explain to Morrish in the bar, alot of what he did worked on his
extended senses, but the place ingde him, high up in his gut where such fedings grew, smply remained
blank. He grimaced. It seemed his senses had deserted him for now. He opened the door and stepped
ingde

The woman was seated on one of the chairs Jack reserved for clients, though they saw little enough use
these days. He couldn’t see her face from his position by the doorway, so he pulled off his coat, hung it
beside the door, and crossed to his own chair, spesking as he walked.

“Hdlo, I'm Jack Stein. What can | do for you?’



Ashetook his sedt, he studied her. She was dim, mid-thirties, reasonably attractive, but in an odd sort of
way. You couldn’t say she was exactly good-looking, but there was something about her. Striking. That
was the word. Her auburn hair was done in an elaborate braiding at the top of her head, and her blue
eyes|ooked across at him appraisingly. The cut of her clothes was stylish—nothing chegp about
them—>but there was aflavor of something exatic, asif they came from somewherefar avay. Smple
drop earrings complemented her hair color, slver with some sort of red stonein the shape of teardrops.
Around her neck she wore asilver necklace with ateardrop pendant matching the earrings. She watched
him, waiting.

Jack couldn’t seewhat Billi€' s problem was. If there was something about this woman, hewasn't getting
any red sense of it. Besides, wasn't he supposed to be the psychic? He crossed hislegsin front of him,
linking hisfingers behind his neck as he waited for her to respond.

“Y ou were recommended to me, Mr. Stein.”

“Uh-huh.” Her voice had adight accent, nothing he could pin down. He didn’t know anyone who would
be likely to recommend himin Y orkstone, and since they’ d | eft the L ocdlity, he’ d hardly made asplash.
Hedecided to let it passfor now. If he needed to, he could find out more later.

Shelooked at him, clearly waiting for him to say something else. When it became clear that he was dso
waliting, she spoke again. “I understand you arereliableand . . . discreet.”

Jack unlinked hisfingers and sat forward. “Y eah, well, that comes with theterritory, Ms. .. .”
“Oh, | am sorry. My nameis Farrell. Bridgett Farrell.”
“So, how can | help you, Ms. Farrell?’

She pressed thetip of her tongue lightly between her lips before continuing. Jack watched with
fascination. That smple touch, the barest contact on those perfectly formed lips, drew his attention, held
him.

“Areyousure. ..” shesaid, glancing around the room.

Jack cleared histhroat. “ Y es, you can talk here. We' re perfectly secure and what goes on in thisroom
daysinthisroom.”

She reached across the desk with one hand, touching Jack’ s forearm with the tips of her gloved fingers.
“But what about the girl?’

Jack sat back, pulling hisarm out of her reach. Gloves? Who wore gloves?“Don’'t worry about my
niece, Ms. Farrell. She can't hear usin here anyway.”

She hesitated before withdrawing her hand, then gave him the dightest smile. “All right. If you say s0.”
Again the dight moistening of her lipswith thetip of her tongue, and she folded her hands gently in her
lap. Jack was starting to see what Billie meant. Thiswas performance, al performance, designed to keep
Jack’ s attention divided—and it was doing its job. He focused on the single deep-red teardrop
suspended at her throat.

Again he cleared histhroat. Her eyes widened, blinked a couple of times, and then she relaxed again.
“I have aproblem that you might be able to help mewith. | hope you can help me, Mr. Stein.”

Jack was quickly starting to lose his patience, not only with her, but with himsalf aswell. Shewas



dragging this out for too long and his concentration was starting to wander. It had been along time
snce...

He gave adight shake of hishead. “Go on.”
“There san item of mine that has gone missing. | would like it found and returned.”
“Okay ..."

“This object is something of great significanceto me. | would be prepared to offer you handsome
payment for itsreturn.”

Now shewas garting to talk hislanguage. Shetilted her head dightly, reaching up to play with one of the
earrings, watching him with wide, clear and liquid eyes. The performance was't even subtle. Well,
maybe she was used to getting what she wanted as far as men were concerned, but on this occasion, she
might just betrying to play the wrong man.

“Listen, Ms. Farrell, | don’'t know what you think you' re trying to achieve here. | don’t think I’'m
interested.” He stood and crossed to look out the window. Too many complications. Way too many.

“| don’t know what you' re saying, Mr. Stein. | came hereto offer you acommission. If you have a
problemwiththet . ..”

Jack kept looking out the window as he answered. He d seen the type before, and sometimes you didn’t
need a psychic sense to be able to read someone.

“Y eah, maybe s0, Ms. Farrell. | think there smoreto it than that, isn’t there? Y ou don’t know me. If you
think you can play me, then you' re making amistake. Tell methe whole story and | might be willing to
take your case. Otherwise, | think our businessisfinished.”

“I don't know what you mean. What are you saying?’ she said, al innocence.

Jack whirled on her then, leaning acrossthetable. “Listen. Y ou say thisitem, whatever it is, has gone
missing. That'sonly part of thegory, isTtit? Isn'tit?’

She backed away in her chair, looking shocked. But that too was an act, and Jack knew it.
“Wdl ...” hesad.

“All right. You'reright. It hasn't just gone missing. Someone hastakenit.” She sighed, some of the
coquettishness gone from her.

“Better,” he said, findly relaxing back into his chair. “Now, tel me the whole sory.”

She took a deep breath, then nodded. “1’m sorry. Until aweek ago, | had the object in my possession.
Therewas only one person who knew about it and | think he’ staken it. | need to get it back, very
bedly.”

Jack said nothing, watching impassively, waiting for her to continue. Simple observation had told him
what she was doing, but nothing about her had sparked anything in his extended sensesyet. Billiewasa
pretty good judge of character on first impressions. Maybe it was just the woman's cultivated
performance that had prompted her caution.

“Okay,” he sad findly. “What isthisthing you' relooking for?’



“It'san artifact.” Her tongue crept back between her lips and then withdrew, followed by her teeth
pressing down on her bottom lip, chewing dightly.

“A what?" said Jack.

“An artifact. It' san object. Metal. Sort of like atablet, about thisbig.” She held her hands about a foot
goartinillugration. “It has symbols across its top surface and tracing aong the edges.”

“Metd, you say.”

“Yes, metd, but it' sextremely light. Extremely light and extremely hard. It' sadark gray-black. Slightly
wider at one end than the other.”

“And how thick isthisthing?

She held her thumb and forefinger apart about midextension.

“And the back?’

“Slightly pitted, but smooth.”

“No symbols?’

“No.” She shook her head.

“Anything dse aout it, any other distinguishing marks?’

She shook her head again. “1 would have thought it was particular enough by itself.”
“Have you got apicture of thisthing?’

Again she shook her head. Some of the previous false demeanor was starting to creep back, the
uncertainty, the vulnerability, and she waslooking at him with adightly startled, nervous expression.

“Hmm,” Jack said, looking down at the desk. He looked up again quickly, watching as her expression
changed. “ So, who isthis guy who is supposed to have taken it?’

“Hisname s Talbot. Carl Tabot.”

“And what isthis Tabot to you?’

She frowned. “Nothing. An acquaintance.”

Jack turned his chair back to face the window. “ Are you sure?’
“Of course’'m sure.”

“If he'snothing to you,” Jack said dowly, “how do you know him?Why do you think he took this
thing?’

She paused before answering. In the silence, Jack spun his chair dowly back around to face her and
leaned forward, elbows on the desk, hands crossed in front of him. Her hand drifted to the drop at her
throat.

“He was the only onewho knew about it. I'm sure of it.”



“Why areyou so sure, Ms. Farrell?’
“Because | told no one apart from Carl. No one at all. It wastoo important.”
Jack narrowed hiseyes. “ Sowhy tel him?’

“Because | trusted him,” she said. “We ve known each other for sometime, only casudly. | had no
reason to think he' d betray me.”

“Hmmm. And there’ s no chance someone might have stumbled upon it by accident, seized the
opportunity.”

“No.” She shook her head.

Jack watched her, saying nothing. It didn’t wash. Why would shetell a mere acquaintance about this
thing if it was so vauable? Bridgett Farrdll till wasn't telling him everything. For now, though, the
prospect of afee was driving him more than his suspicions about her. He didn’'t want to think about the
other thing that was driving him right now, and it was nothing in his head.

“Okay,” hesadfindly. “I'll takethe case. | fill have my reservations, Ms. Farrell, but I'm prepared to
put those aside for the moment. | think I’m going to need some more to go on though. And despiteits
gpparent importance, you say you haven't got apicture of thisthing.”

She shook her head.

“Of Tdbot?’

“No.”

Grest. Just grest.

“Fifteen hundred aday plus expenses.”

Shedidn’t flinch. He nodded. “ So whereisthis Tabot now?’ he said.

“I don’'t know,” she said. “Why do you think I'm here, Mr. Stein?’

“| should ask you the same question, Ms. Farrell. Why are you here? Y ou're not from Y orkstone.”
“No, I'm not. | have reasonsfor being here. It' sabusiness matter. | think Carl is somewhere here too.”
Jack rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. “What makes you think that?’

“Wereinasmilar line of business. | just have good reason for believing he' s here. Is't that enough?”
“Isthat it? That'sdl?’ said Jack. She nodded.

Hewasn't happy, but he guessed it would do for now. He said, “ Okay, I’m going to have to get you to
do a couple of things. We can do the second one in afew minutes, but first I’ m going to have to ask you
to take off your gloves.”

She frowned.

“It'ssomething | need to do,” he explained, barely suppressing asigh. “I need to hold your hand to get
animpression, to seeif there sanything | can pick up from the contact. It's part of how | work.”



Therewasalittleflicker of her brow, and then abrief half smile. Taking her time, finger by finger, she
pulled off the soft, black gloves and dropped them into her Iap, then reached her hand out across the
desk again. Not once during the entire process did she break eye contact. Trying to ignore the look, Jack
reached across and took her right hand in his own.

It wasimmediate. Jack’ s head was awash with stars. Black night, sky. He sucked in his breath. Shooting
lines, etched in whitefire, skittered acrossthe field, sharp, pointed, bladdike tips. The bottom of his
stomach fell away. A deep shuddering breath, and he struggled for redlity. He couldn’t fed anything. He
couldn’t see. He closed hiseyes, drawing on hisresources, willing himself to fed hisbody. Sowly,
painfully, hereleased hisgrip. Histeeth clamped shut. Grimacing, he snapped his head back,
remembering how to breathe. Remembering where he was. He forced his eyes open.

Hewas back in his office. The room was there just as it had been before. Breathing shallowly, he relaxed
the pressurein hisjaw and then took another deep breath, dowly letting it out and lowering hishead to
face her again.

Bridgett Farrell waswatching him with awide-eyed expression, genuinethistime. “What isit?’ shesaid.
“Areyoudl right?’

Jack took a second to control his bresthing properly. It had been along time since he' d felt anything with
that intendity. A long time. His heart was il racing.

“Okay, yeah, I'mfine” hesaid, forcing himself to speak dowly. He' d been expecting something to do
with Tabot, someimpression. Not this vast wash of sky and gars. “ There s definitely something there,
something that has got me interested. What more can you tell me about this artifact?’

“It'ssomething of great importanceto my family. I1t's something old. We re not sure where it came from,
but it’ sbeenin my family for years”

Okay, so family heirloom. But that didn’t explain the whole thing with the stars and sky. No way. He
desperately needed to focus. He was awash with the sensation of vast cold and an inability to draw
breath. Not good. He needed to get agrip.

“Ms. Farrell, | need you to try and draw thisthing for me. Please go over to the wall and just trace your
finger acrossthe surface.

“Image,” hesaid to thewall.

She stood, picking her gloves up from her 1ap and placing them on the desk, and then crossed to the
wall, looking alittle confused.

“Thaet'sit. Just use your index finger.” Hewas dtill finding it hard to think. The vison'sintensity had
washed dl red thought away, and he could use the moment’ s respite thislittle exercise would give him to
regain some sort of composure.

Hesitantly, she reached out and traced aline. “Oh,” she said, asadark line appeared acrossthewall’s
surfacein her finger’ swake. She reached out again, this time with more confidence, and traced another
line. Within moments she had sketched a shape. She stood back, nodded to herself, and then made some
markings on the area representing the upper surface. It was a crude drawing, but it was giving Jack the
generd ideaof what hewaslooking for.

“Save,” hesaid. Thewholewall flickered briefly and Jack frowned. What the hell wasthat? The home
system just didn't get interference. He looked around the office quickly, but there was nothing elseto



suggest anything was out of place.

Bridgett Farrell moved back to her chair, crossed her legs after Sitting, then reached acrossto snag her
gloves, pulling them on and adjusting the fingers one a atime. She seemed not to have noticed the brief
aberration on the screen.

Jack took a couple of moments before speaking.
“Right. Ms. Farrell. Um. . . . describe Tabot for me. Tell mewhat helookslike.”

She peered acrossthe desk at him, sizing him up. “Dark hair, alittle shorter, alittle bigger than you.
Square jaw. Five o’ clock shadow.”

“Bigger?
“Yes, youknow . ..” She pressed her hands to her shoulders.
“Hmmm.”

“How does he dress?”’

“Smart. Hehas style”

Okay. And Jack didn’t. He shrugged. He had a picture forming in his head, but he had no idea whether it
might be accurate. If this Farrell woman was anything to go by, there' d be atouch of something foreign
about Tabot’ slook, his clothes, something. Something out of the ordinary. He might be making
assumptions here, but it was afair bet. Jack didn’t think it very likely that Tabot came from Y orkstone,
especidly asshe'd said hewas* heretoo,” implying that it was for the same sort of reason shewas.

“Does he come from around here, Ms. Farrell?’
She gave alittle shake of her head. “No. But does that matter?’

“Not redly, but it gives me some pointers about who I’ m looking for. | think I’ ve got enough to go on for
now,” hesad findly. “It'sapity you haven't got more| can use. Clear image,” he said. He could recall it
later, get Billieto work oniit. “Where can | get hold of you?’

Therewasadight quirk of her lipsat that. “I’'m staying a the Excelsior.”

Jack nodded. He knew it well. Y orkstone didn’t have too many luxury hotels and The Excelsior sat bang
inthe middle of the main shopping digtrict. Y ou could hardly missit.

“Fine. | think | have enough. Just onelast thing. I'd like to start with aretainer. Three thousand should do
it”

She reached into her bag and pulled out a handipad. There wasn't the dightest hesitation. She keyed a
few commands and then swung around to face the wall.

Thetransfer went through in moments, the wall mapping the success of the transaction.

Jack nodded dowly. “Yeah, that'll doit,” hesaid. “I'll seeyou out.” Whatever the hdll it was, she wanted
thisthing back pretty badly—and whatever it was, it had to be worth a damned |ot more than she was
prepared to pay for the services of one Jack Stein.

Jack stood, waiting as she aso got to her feet, then walked her out of the office and to the door. Billie



was howherein sight.

At the door she paused, turning to place one gloved hand upon his upper arm. Shewaslittle, this Bridgett
Farrell, smal and petite, but her presence was bigger than Jack might have at first expected. Somehow
he' d thought she was larger. She barely came up to his shoulder.

“When will | hear from you, Mr. Stein?’ she said. There was something deep and throaty in her voice.
“I'll bein touch.”

She gave aquick nervous smile and turned, walking off down the halway toward the elevator. Jack
dtared after her, watching the prim measured steps, the careful carriage. Billie had seenit; there was
something not quite right about this woman, but for fifteen hundred aday, plus expenses, Jack could
ignorethat fact, at least for now. And there were other things that might just keep him interested for a
little longer too.

Three

Jack came back into the living room to face glaring eyes and firmly crossed arms. Billie sood in the
room’s center, staring at him accusingly.

“What?' he said.

She turned away from him, her arms still crossed. She said something that he didn’t quite catch. “What,
Billie? What?”

“I toldyou | didn't like her.”

“Y eah, fine. What about it? She' saclient. We can do with the money.”

She spun about, her chin stuck out. “ So why were you holding hands with her?’
“Jesus. Were you spying on me?’

“Nuh-uh.” She shook her head.

“I don't believe you.”

That was what that flicker in thewall had been al abouit. Billie had programmed the home system to spy
on his office. She probably had it set up to work from her bedroom, somewhere strictly out of boundsto
him by mutua agreement. Damn, but she was good. He pursed hislips. Okay, she was smart, but how
the hell was he supposad to maintain some sort of order in their life, when she was starting to do
whatever she wanted without even consulting him? It wasn't good that she was listening in ether.
Sometimes there were thingsthat he' d just rather she didn’t hear.

Jack sighed and sat, running hisfingers back through hishair. “Listen, | was't holding hands with her.
She' sgiven melimited stuff to go on. | was seeing if there was anything else | could pick up on.
That's...all.”

It was asif shewas being possessve. Thelast time he' d seen her like that was with the Van der Stegen
woman, over two years ago. Thistime, there was another edge to it. Not one that he could afford to let
get out of hand. Their relationship was taut enough asit was, without the other implications. Implications
that he really didn’'t want to think about. There was no way he was going to let on to her about the other
thoughts he' d had, right now.



She hdd her lipsin atight line, but her face relaxed alittle.

“Yeah, and you'reright,” he continued. “ There' s something about her that | don’t quite trust. But we' ve
been there before, Billie. Y ou know aswel as| do that we need thisjob. She' s going to pay, we can live
withit”

She humphed, but hiswords seemed to have mallified her. She sat on achair opposite, pulling her legs
up infront of her. “ So tell me?’

“Location. Retrievd. She' slost something.” He shrugged.

“What else?’ Shewaslooking down at her fingers, picking a the nail on onefinger.
“ She saysthis thing has been taken by some guy called Talbot.”

“What thing?’ Shelooked up & him.

“Last image,” said Jack. The quick sketch bled into existence on the living room wall. He jerked his head
ait. “That thing.”

Billie sudied the drawing and then frowned. “Huh? What isit?’

Jack sighed. “Don’'t know. She called it an artifact. Something old. Not much more than that. She said it
was afamily heirloom. | don't think that’ s enough to go on though. | need you to find out what thisis,
Billie”

Shewas il gtaring a the sketch. “Uh-huh.”
Jack waited till her attention swung back to him.

“There' s something about thisthing, Billie. | don’t know what, but | think there smoreto it than it seems.
| got some pretty strong impressionsin there. The same with thiswoman, Bridgett Farrell. | need you to
do some work on her and on the Tabot guy too.”

Her eyes narrowed and she gave aquick nod. “ Talbot. What Tabot?’
“Cal.”
“Uh-huh.”

“And that'sit for now. Me, | need to work out what they’ re doing in Y orkstone. She' s staying at the
Excdsor.”

Billierolled her eyes. “1 know sheis.”

Of course shedid.

“Okay. | need coffee. Y ou want anything?’
“Nuh-uh. Soon.”

Jack frowned. Billie shook her head, then mimed pushing stuff into her mouth with her fingers, looking at
him like hewasanidiot. “Got it?’

“Yeah, yeah. All right. Soon, okay?’



He pushed himself to his feet and headed into the kitchen to leave her to it. He knew better than to
disturb her when she was focused on her particular talent. He' d talk about the whole sky/stars thing later
when she' d tracked down some more information. Billie accepted what he did, what hisinner sensestold
him, but she wasjust aslikely to take whatever impressions he’ d received and run with them, distracting
her from the matter at hand. Sometimes that Smply confused the process rather than helpediit.

Ashewaited for the coffee, he decided he missed having awindow in the kitchen. 1t would be good to
be able to stare out at the street while he was waiting for things to happen, not that there was that much
to see. Instead he was | eft with histhoughtsto play with. If they’ d been in adifferent place in the building,
he would have been able to program one, just like he could program the furniture and the other parts of
the gpartment, but he doubted the neighbors would appreciate a new window looking into their

bedroom, even if the building would have let him.

He and Billie had been together for two years now, and in the beginning they’ d been through afair bit.
Thelife he gave her was better than anything she’ d had back in the Locality, but there were times, like
now, when he suspected it might not be enough. The way she talked to people, the way she reacted. It
was't so different, he supposed, from when he d first met her, but he sometimes wondered whether too
much of his own attitude and brusque approach to life had somehow rubbed off on her. That attitude was
part of the reason they functioned so well together, but it couldn’t be good for ayoung girl like Billie. And
shewasjust that—ayoung girl.

The coffeemaker announced it had finished its cycle, and he poured himsalf amug and headed back into
the living room. Billie was squatting on the couch, head tilted up, staring at alist on the wallscreen. She
barely glanced at Jack as he reentered.

He spped at the coffee, watching her focus and concentration, envying it alittle. Too much distracted him
to do such detailed searching—Ilittle echoes, resonances that set off tangentsin his brain. She seemed to
be able to refine her attention, streaming it into an almost obsessive directedness. Ten minutes later, she
was gill scrolling through screens and his coffee mug was empty.

“Food, Billie”

Shewaved a him for quiet.

“Comeon. It' sgetting late. And let meguess. .. Mally’s, right?’

That stopped her. She glanced at Jack, back at the wallscreen, then back at him again. “ Save,” she said.

Asthey |eft their building, Jack scanned the surrounding area, looking for anything out of place, not
expecting to find anything in particular, but old habits died hard. Y orkstone' s socid planning had done
much to make the city cleaner, morefriendly to normd life. The grime and underlying sense that
everything might fall gpart was absent. Despite himself, Jack dmost missed it, that edgy sense of being
just on thelip of ayawning gap. The shuttle stop was not too far from the gpartment, but whereas Jack’s
old placein the Locdity had been on amain thoroughfare, here they lived in apleasant little Side Street.

Y orkstone had invested more in the maintenance end of the programming spectrum, and though there
was the inevitable decay as the pseudo-organic builders reached the end of their lifecycle, it seemed to
happen much farther down toward the city’ stail. In the Locdity, you would have seen the marks of that
crumbling edge closer to the city’ s center. In the Locality, people till lived and worked right within that
urban tarnish, the falling apart a constant reminder in the back of the consciousness. Y orkstone’ s owners
and desgnerswere more careful. The residentid areas were defined well away from those sections



where things dowly stopped working. Y ou could amost believe you were in one of the old, fixed cities,
rather than amobile, half-adive urban containment.

Jack and Billie strolled up their street, heading for the shuttle. It was dark now. Far above, the ceiling
panels revealed a clear, cloudless sky beyond their transparent vault. Jack looked up asthey walked,
swallowing back the dight chill that came with the Starry black picture above them. Outside it would be
cold, far colder than the regulated temperature insgde. Cold white light, touches of something elsetracing
the edges. The vision washed back into his senses, prompted by the night sky. The sensory flash had
been intense. Too intense. He hadn't had anything likeit for well over ayear now, and that sudden
forgotten power was unsettling. He knew, without thinking about it, that they were about to get involved
in something big. He tore his gaze from the sky above and glanced across at Billie. No point in worrying
her about it right now. He could wait until they’ d eaten and gotten back to the apartment to broach his
suspicions.

Billie was humming as they boarded the shuttle, and her gpparent quick mood change set him thinking
again. Asthey took their seats, a couple toward the other end of the shuttle smiled at them, then politely
looked away to watch the passing scenery. So different. Everything about this place was different. The
shuttle cars were clean. The people were clean, friendly, polite. The education program was certainly
better than anything offered back at the Locality. Back there, you made your own existence. Everything
was available, aslong asyou could pay for it. Here, money was till involved, but it was a different
equation. Society functioned in an ordered fashion. In the Locality, you made your own luck and that was
how things worked. That was the funny thing. For years and years Jack had done just that, made his own
luck, as haphazard asthat had been. But now, herein Y orkstone, that facility no longer served in the way
it had. Maybe he just didn’t need to be lucky here.

A sharp nudge brought him back to himsdf.
“ Jack?"

“Yeah, sorry.” It wastheir stop.

“What isit?’ shesaid.

“Nothing. | wasjust thinking.” She peered up at hisface, but seemed content with hisanswer. She
tugged a hisarm.

The shuttle dowed, the doors hissed open, and together they stepped out into balmy, temperateair ina
tree-lined plaza. This, their nearest commercia area, was open, lines of stores on either sdewith
glasdike fronts. Advertising crawled up wals and acrosslintels, but it wasin subtle, muted tones, not
glaring. Therewere no advertisng dronesin sght. Back in the Locality, aplacelike thiswould befull of
the short mobile devices, programmed to tag passersby and hit them with bursts of light and noise. It was
one of the many things heredly didn’t miss.

Moally’ ssat diagondly across from the shuttle stop and he and Billie walked across, the lightness il
present in her steps. Funny, Jack thought as he stepped through the door into the dightly cooler
temperature of the storeitself, he' d even become used to the taste of Mally’s. There was atime when he
wouldn’t go near it to save hislife. It was some vague principle thing. He' d always objected, for some
reason, to the prepackaged synthetic muck, but now . . . now, he seemed to eat the stuff more often than
not. Hewasn't the only one doing the influencing in this partnership. Billie was influencing him in her own,
sometimes less than subtle, way.

They ordered—Billie her standard Mollyburger and fries, and Jack thefried onion ringsand asalad as
well asaburger, acouple of drinks—and headed for atable by the front window. Jack picked dowly at



hisfries
“Tell me, Billie. What wasit about Bridgett Farrell that you didn't like?’

She shrugged, taking a big mouthful and chewing enthusiagticaly, swinging her legs back and forth under
the table. She reached for her drink.

Jack watched her. “Listen, I’'m curious. What was it?’

“I dunno. Shewasfake. | could tell as soon as she walked in. That fake voice. The fake way she held
hersdf. It wasn't red. | don't like people likethat. Y ou can't trust them.” She shrugged again, more
interested in the food in front of her than pursuing Jack’ sline of thinking.

Jack thought that over. Okay, he knew that, but Billie seemed to have made the decison in an ingtant.
She would have taken the Farrell woman into the office and left her as quickly as possible. What wasiit?
He d never redly worked out whether that sense she had was innate, something smilar to Jack’sown
talents, or something born of experience gathered in the life she'd led down in Old back at the Locdity.
Could you learn surviva sense or did you haveto haveit in thefirst place? Because that was what it was
al about—aurvival.

“Ever sncel’ve known you,” he said, “you’ ve been quick to make up your mind about people, haven't
you? Wasit dwayslike that? Before, | mean.”

She shrugged again, reaching for her fries.

“No, comeon, Billie. I’'m trying to work something out here.”

She stopped with afry hafway to her mouth and stared at him. “What for?’
“Just anideal’ m working with.”

Shefinished the action, popping the fry into her mouth and reaching for another. He sat waiting for her to
answer, but the answer never came. He knew better than to push her if she didn’t want to talk about
something. Maybe he'd try again later. He speared aforkful of sdlad and lifted it to his mouth, ingpecting
it before popping it in. The salad was merely areaction to their constant diet of processed pap. Fooling
himsdf that he was making some attempt at being healthy. But then, Jack had aways been pretty good at
fooling himsdf.

Clang. The sound reverberated around and through him, loud, sonorous. Clang. Thereit wasagain. He
couldfed it in hisguts, in the back of histeeth. Sowly he opened his eyes. He was standing in the middle
of aflat plain, dark gray, featurdless. Clang. Ask not for whom the bell talls.

Thiswas adream. Had to be.
Clang.

Jack tried to pick out something, anything that would pin down where he was supposed to be. The
surface upon which he stood was smooth and dark. Hard. He could sense the hardness through hisfeet.
Above him therewas. . . nothing. No, that wasn't quite right. It too was gray and featureless, but if he
concentrated, he could fed rather than see aroiling motion in the reachesfar above.

Hewilled himsdf larger.



Clang.

He was stuck. Too much inactivity. He was out of practice, knew he was. He bunched hiswill and tried
again. Thistimeit had an effect, but instead of growing in size, hisfeet left the surface he was standing on.
Okay, so thiswas going to be aflying dream, wasit? Graduadly he floated upward, dowly picking up
speed, heading . . . no, it wasn't skyward . . . what was it?

Clang.

The sound seemed to propd him with greater peed, pushing him up into what was evident now asa
swirling gray fog. His head, hisbody, eased into it. And then it was dl around him. Therewas no feeling
to the wafting nothingness, no taste, no smell. He had expected clammy dampness, but it was swirling
nothingness. He could see shapes and patternsin the gray, but that wasn't why he was here, he knew.
Hewilled himsdf farther. In the midst of the blankness, he couldn’'t tell if hewas moving at dl.

Then, suddenly, his head was clear, then his shoulders, then the rest of his body. He floated in a between
place. Below him was a cloudscape, dark, the color of thunderstorms and threatened energy. Above
him . . . Jack narrowed his eyes, trying to work out exactly what it was that lay above him. It took a
moment to make sense of it. It waslike the dightly arched ceiling pandls of Y orkstone, but instead of
being clear, they were matte, dark gray. The roof space swept over him and off into the distancetill it
merged with the mist in one blurred continuous line. Behind him it was the same, and off to elther sde.

Clang.

Agan hewilled himsdlf higher. He picked up speed, rushing toward the hard, flat surface above him—but
no, it wasn't flat. Now that he was closer, he could see there were marks on the vault’ s undernesth. Vast

protrusonsin curves and lines, spelling out incomprehensible symbols. They were hard, solid, and hewas
picking up speed. If hedidn’t do something, he was going to crash into those ridges. He clamped hisjaw

tight, painfully willing himsdf to dow.

Clang.

The noise was coming from the surface above him, an echoing vibration pulsing down through the
surrounding space. It waslikethat. It was like some giant metallic heartbeat. He was dowing; he could
senseit.

Right then, he knew, he reminded himsdf. Thiswas adream. Things could happen to himin adream. He
could dam againgt that solid surface and wake, shaken, but undamaged. But that was logic, and dreams
weren't dways logica. With another effort of will, heforced his passage dower, feding arising sense of

panic.

Success.

He was hovering now, floating just below the vast surface. There was no fedling of height. It was natural
just to float here. No fear of falling.

Clang.
Thevibration shook him. It rattled histeeth, hisbones.

Hetried to make out the symbals, but they were too big. They stretched away on either side, far too
large to see the sense of the shapes. He was too close.

And then darkness was replaced by light.



Jack opened hiseyes and stared at the ceiling—his bedroom ceiling.

“Arghh,” he groaned to himsalf. He wasn't finished yet. He needed to get back into the dream and work
out what it wastelling him.

He closed hiseyes again, trying to force himsdlf back into the dreamstate, but it was gone. He could fed
the last vestigestrickling away.

He groaned again and rolled over onto hisside.

Just before he' d surfaced, there' d been light, bright and blue-white. Illumination in the distance.
Traceries, dmost spiderwebs of light. That had meant something. It was dmost asif that huge, stretching
surface had been like asky, but asky that was solid, siretching out to eternity. The growing light—it was
amogt like asunrise, shafts of blue-white shooting across the surface, casting shadowsin the distance.

No, he didn’t have enough. There was nothing there yet. Not anything he could hold on to.

Four

Jack was puttering around in the kitchen when Billie finaly arose. She appeared in the kitchen doorway
rubbing her hand through atangle of blond hair, eyes haf shut, stifling ayawn.

“Hey,” hesad.
“Hmmmmph.”

“How long do you think it will take to get something on this Talbot guy?’ He could start the work himsdlf,
but Billie was so much better, so much quicker than he was, and he didn’t want to waste any time. Since
they’d been in Y orkstone, she' d gotten even better. It scemed to take her mere moments to make
connections, draw the references that would lead her down a path, mining information like she was
amost scenting it. She seemed to sense patternsinnately. But not in the morning.

She screwed up her face and looked at him blearily through narrowed eyes. Shewasn't very good in the
mornings, but then neither was he. Not that Jack ever had any proper sense of what time of day it was.
Living in and out of dreamstate did that to you. There was no defined deep pattern, no regular hours of
unconsciousness to order or organize hislife. With Billie, it was just morning.

“Okay, takeyour time,” he said. “But | need to get moving on this pretty quickly. If we're not careful,
Tabot will skip, if he hasn't done so dready.”

Shewaved ahand at him and headed for the freezer, looking for the boxed synthetic milk.

“Okay,” he said. Better to leave her to struggle into consciousnessin her own time. Half an hour elther
way wasn't going to kill it. He poured another mug of coffee and headed for the living room, leaving Billie
to clatter and fumble around in the kitchen behind him. He placed his coffee down and leaned forward.
“Lagtimage” hesad.

The sketched object took shapein thewall and he stared at it, chewing at his bottom lip. The Farrell
woman had said it was dark gray, metd. That certainly coincided with his dream image from last night.
And those squiggles she’ d drawn on the upper surface could have been the vast shapes above him while
he d floated just beneath the endless ceiling. It was only arude sketch, and there was not enough detail

to tell whether there was anything to indicate light, or asun, or something like that. Thisthing was a chunk
of metdl. It wasn't particularly big, and it certainly didn’'t ook like it was apart of something larger. The



designs aong the side edges meant that it hadn’t been broken off from something €l se along those Sides,
but he didn’t know what was on the other edges at either end. For al he knew they could be rough and
unmarked, meaning the thing could have been snapped off from something, anything, larger.

Billie stumbled past, heading for her room and the shower. Jack closed his eyes, holding on to the sketch,
trying to giveit solidity and shape. Nothing there. Nothing sparking inside his head or in hisguts. He
grimaced and opened his eyes again. Redlly, he' d seen nothing quite like the object before, but asfar as
he could tdll, there wasn't anything about it that would make it particularly valuable. There was no
accounting for the taste of people who collected things though. Rarity, age, dl gave objectsvaue. Asfar
as Jack was concerned, the real value lay in the energies that objects accumulated over the years, but he
wasn't going to get anywhere near those from a smple hand-rendered sketch.

Billie regppeared, dressed in pale, loose, comfortable clothes. Her hair was as messed up asit had been
before she went for her shower. She moved over to the couch and shoved Jack out of the way.

13 Hw! ”
She gave him adismissive look. “Wdl, do you want meto do this stuff or don’t you?”

“Y eah, yeah. Okay, I’'m going for awak and leave you toit.” He had no other option redlly. He could
go back into the office, but he’ d only end up playing with the furniture or the window displays again, or
amply staring at hisempty diary. He had far too little to occupy himsdlf with. What alife.

He actually ended up getting on the shuttle and heading into one of the shopping digtricts, to wander
among the storefronts and the people. Large department stores clustered together, one on top of the
other. In between lay cafés, bars, and restaurants. He wandered for awhile, browsing dong the catalog
boardsingde the stores, randomly flicking from page to page, watching as the images formed and
re-formed in front of him. He tapped at them randomly, not looking for anything in particular, just seeing
what there was to see. Appliances, new mediatoys, top-of-the-range handipads that put his own to
shame. They were there, page after page. Y ou could do al of thisfrom the comfort of your own persona
wallscreen, but there was something about the ritual of “going shopping” that people till clung to,
regardless. He wandered out of the store and into the next one.

Thisonewas afashion chain, and Jack, redlizing where he was, glanced down at his old long coat. It had
lasted for years, but it wouldn't survive for years more. Maybe it was about time he did something about
it. He headed for the relevant department on one of the upper floors, dl the while watching. People
browsed, camly, unhurriedly. There was a pace of life here. Where was the edge?

He wandered over to the coat section and scanned the boards, fedling dightly foolish. Nothing redly
grabbed him. He liked hisold coat. He ran hisfinger down the displays and tapped on something vaguely
amilar. Animage of Jack Stein sprang into being in front of him, wearing the coat in the catalog. The
store system had automatically mapped him as soon as he' d started browsing the displays. He walked
around theimage of himsdlf, consdering, casting asemicritica gaze. It was dightly disconcerting to be
standing behind yoursalf, seeing yoursalf from the back as others saw you. He reached up ahand to
smooth down the back of his hair. Maybe he needed a change. He crossed back to the board and
changed the color, watching as dark brown bled into gray-black. Y eah, maybe. The problem with these
images was that you couldn’t adjust things like lifting the collar. They were set for optimum display, but
optimum in the mind of the marketing functions. He glanced &t the price, then shook his head.

“Forget it, Stein.”



A voice came from the board. “ Can we be of further assstance?’
“No, that’ sfine,” he said, tapping at the board to kill the display.

“May we suggest the latest seasond line?” Images flashed in quick succession across what had been,
moments before, astraightforward catalog display. All of them were Jack, dressed in arange of different
coats and outfits. Theyelow, asit flashed past, was just smply obnoxious. He thought he’ d killed the

disolay.
“No, that’sfine,” he said abit more forcefully, and headed for the exit shaking his head.

Hefound himsdlf out on the street afew moments later, suddenly redlizing that without even thinking
about it he had come to a section quite close to the upper end of Y orkstone. Not too far away sat the
Excesior. He glanced about, establishing his bearings. The hotel was about two blocks virtua north. The
problem with living in any of the urban structures, such as'Y orkstone or the Locdlity, wasthat direction
wastrangtory. Asthe cities crawled across the landscape, seeking the replenishing materia's, constantly
renewing themselves and their Sructures, they changed direction, driven by the autoprogrammed sensors
built into their leading edges. This meant they often moved in vast arcs, shifting their compass bearing as
they traveled. But city maps were dtill city maps, and the top of the map was north, whichever way they
werefacing. So Jack turned “north” and started walking. It was close enough that he didn’t need to hop
ashuttle.

There was no mistaking the Excelsior. The gold and glass entrance portico shonein the middle of its
block, stylized with pillars and rotating doors reminiscent of abygone style. He stood, hands on hips,
looking at it, just appreciating it for what it was for afew moments before heading to the front doors. He
was here; he might aswell visit Bridgett Farrell and seeif he could work out what she was hiding.

The large glass doors whooshed open to allow him entrance, and he walked into awide polished
gpace—shining marble, bronze pots, plants, and red people. There was afront desk, wide and richly
polished, looking like it was made of granite. He knew it couldn’t be the case, but the effect would have
taken some programming. He' d never been insde the Excelsior before, and despite himsdlf, Jack was
impressed. He wandered over to the desk, wondering what he was supposed to do for attention. A
amiling person, crisply uniformed, wasingantly in front of him.

“Canl hdpyou, Sr?’

Jack ignored the dight flicker in the man’ s eyes, the unspoken And what precisely do you want here?
You don’t really belong, do you?

“I’d like to speak to one of your guests.”
“Certainly, Sr. The guest’ sname?’
“Ms. Farrell. Ms. Bridgett Farrell.”

The clerk fiddled with something on the desk’ s surface, and a scrolling list appeared. He tapped once or
twice and then nodded. “I’'m afraid Ms. Farrell isnot in.”

“You're sure?’
“Yes, quite certain, Sir. If you'd like to leave amessage, perhaps. . .”

“No, that’ sokay. I’ll catch up with her later.”



So, awasted journey. Well, not entirely wasted. He had the confirmation that she could afford his
sarvices. Anyone who stayed in a place like this had to be able to afford someone like Jack Stein.

As he waked away from the front desk, he could fed the clerk watching him. But that was not dl he
could feel. Someone & se was watching him too. He knew that feding of old. Slowing hispace alittle, he
glanced around the lobby, trying to make it not too obvious. There. Over to one Side, on one of the large,
comfortable pseudo-leather lounges, sat asmal man. He caught Jack’ slook and quickly averted his
gaze. The observation had been more than casual. Jack was sure of it. Behind him, the clerk was saying
something to a coworker. Sound carried well across thislobby, and he could amost make out every
gyllable. Jack moved over to one of the information displays and started scrolling through, keeping one
eye on the guy on the couch.

Wasit the Farrell name that had drawn the attention, or was it something €lse? Something was sparking
ingde him, telling him, aknotted expectation nestled in his abdomen. The man was round-faced, dark
mousey hair, dark eyes. He was dressed nondescriptly, a plain jacket and trousers and acasua shirt.
Right now, he was studioudy not making eye contact with Jack’ s carefully undirected gaze. Pretending
that he had found what he was looking for, Jack headed for the entrance. Asthe doors swung open with
his approach, he turned, looking back over his shoulder. The guy waswatching him al right, and he
quickly looked away again. Nodding to himsalf, Jack stepped out of the lobby and into the street. All
right, that had been strange.

He strolled casudly afew doors down, then dipped into adoorway, watching back the way he had
come. Nobody €l se gppeared through the tdl hotel doors. Maybe he' d just been imagining it, inventing
things he could chase to keep himself occupied, but he didn’t think so.

“Hmmm,” he said to himself, barely noticing that he’ d made the sound.

Something to think about anyway. It probably wasn't Jack who was being watched—it could just aswell
be Bridgett Farrdll, and that put an interesting spin on things. His guts were telling him something anyway,
and that was progress.

Shoving hishandsin his pockets, he walked dowly back toward the department stores and the shuttle
that would take him home,

By the time he got back to the apartment, Billie had made red progress. She looked up as Jack walked
into the living room. She had that look of accomplishment on her face, and the set of her shoulderstold
him she thought she had achieved something.

“S0...7 hesad.

“Wdll ... Taboat, Carl.”

“Uh-huh?’ He sat down on the seat opposite her, waiting while she drew the moment out.
“Antiques”

“Good. Yes. That doesn't surprise me. What else?’

“Arrived in Y orkstone four days ago. Registered at the Excelsior.”

She gave Jack apointed look and he frowned at that revelation.



“What the hell?” That didn’'t make any senseat dl. If Talbot wasregistered at the Excelsor, then.. . . No.
That just didn’t make any kind of sense. Farrell would hardly hire him to look for the guy if hewas
gtaying at the same hotel, would she? The place was small enough, exclusive enough that she’ d haveto
have someideaif he wasthere. It was possible she didn’t, but not likely.

“And?" he asked, ignoring Billie' stold-you-so |ook.
“Hasn't checked out.”

“Okay, this makes absolutely no damned sense at dll. If both of them areregistered at the Excelsior. . . .
Dammit. | wasjust up there.” He sat forward and scratched rapidly at histemple, grimaced and shook
his head. “Y ou got a picture?’

“Uh-huh,” shesaid. “Carl Tdbot file. Picture” she directed at the wall.

A man looking just as Bridgett Farrell had described gppeared on the wallscreen. It wasn't agood
picture, an identity shot or something like that, but all the featureswere there. Front on, dark hair, square
jaw, dightly shadowed. Widdly set dark eyes beneath fine dark brows. Olive skin. Slightly tight mouth.
He stared out of the wall arrogantly.

Jack whipped out his handipad and directed the system to download the image. He looked at it, trying to
divine anything fromit, but it wasjust apicture.

“Antiques, Billie. Anything more than that? What about antiques?’

“Deder. Import/export. That'sall.” She shrugged. “ Getting that much was hard.”
“Isthere an address?’

“Not here. It's not onworld. Somewhere called Utrecht. Baance City.”

He d never heard of it. But then the universe was no longer atiny place. There were worlds upon worlds
that he' d never heard of. The new jump drive developed by Outreach Industries had opened up the
known universe to everyone. No longer did people haveto rely on the old, conventional means of travel.
What had once been an impossible dream for those without the wealth to afford it was becoming

ble, well within the means of common people, and now those common people were moving to
places previoudy inhabited only by corporations and the impossibly wedlthy. There were other
implications aswell. Knowledge was growing at an exponentia rate, and there was no way anybody
could possibly keep up with it, et done someone with limited resources like Jack. Just aswell Billiewas
S0 good at ferreting out information from the vast array of systemsthat spanned the increasingly known
worlds.

So this Carl Tabot, offworld antique dedler, had taken this artifact. Maybe he’ d done it asacommission
job. Something for a collector. It was not unheard of. The heirloom story was becoming less and less
likely. He didn't even know what Bridgett Farrell did. She' d said this Talbot was nothing to her, but that
didn’'t seem very likely either.

“Jack?’ Billiewaslooking a him, expectantly.

“Yeeh, sorry. | wasthinking. What isit?’

“I haven't had enough time to find anything about this thing you' re supposed to find.”
“Yegh, but. .. .”



“Thereé smore.” Thistime she waslooking more than pleased with herself.

“Okay, give”

“Thereisno Bridgett Farrell. Couldn’t find her anywhere. Apart from the Excelsior, there' s nothing.”
That wasn't good. He narrowed his eyes at her and sat back. “Nothing at dl?’

“Nuh-uh.”

“Shit.” Billiemight seeit asavictory, but it more than complicated things. “Do me afavor? Look for any
known linksto Carl Tabot. People. Especialy women. It might be along shot, but it sworth atry.”

She grimaced, but nodded.

So, his mystery woman was more than asimple mystery, and she was certainly being less than honest
with him. Now that he had confirmation, he had a bit more work to do. Part of that would be to work
out the exact nature of the game she was playing with him. The prospect intrigued him. He was sarting to
get more interested. Probably more interested than he should be.

Five

Jack paced back and forth in front of his desk, trying to work out what the best course of action would
be. Sowhat if the Farrell woman was afake, and in more ways than one; he’' d kind of expected that.
Still, she had seemed convinced that Carl Tabot had taken the artifact. If he could find Talbot, he could
find what she waslooking for. He could fed! it.

He wandered past the shelves on one side of the office and noticed the card he' d casually dropped there
the day before. Pausing, he picked it up and looked down at it thoughtfully. He hadn’t even bothered to
upload the information to his handipad yet. JIM MORRISH. INVESTIGATOR. He dug out his
handipad, swiped the card, and then flicked it back to lie on the shelf. HE d fileit away later. Y ou never
knew when a contact might come in useful, cop or not.

“Cdl Excdsor Hotd,” he said, turning to thewall.

The desk personality took shapein thewall infront of him, and he leaned back on the edge of the desk.
“Wecometo the Excelsior Hotel. How may we assst you?’

“Could you put me through to one of your guests, please?’
“Of course, Sr. Guest’ s name?”’

“Talbot. Mr. Carl Talbot.” If Talbot wasthere, Jack could pretend to be a collector, looking for what
Tabot might haveto offer. He'd at least thought that much through. He waited while the hotel program
did itsstuff.

“I’'m sorry. We have no guest by that name.”
“What?You' re sure?’

“Yes, sr. We have no guest by that name.”
“Look, put me through to a person, will you?’

The program paused again. “How may | assst you?’



Dammit. The programs were good, but sometimes there was alimit to what they could do.
“Put methroughto...ah... Reservations.”
“Connecting you now.”

Moments later, another program took shape on thewall in front of him. He didn’'t want aprogram. This
time the program was a pleasantly smiling femalereplica

“Resarvations. May | be of assistance?”’
“Can | speak to aperson, please?”’

“Please sate clearly your requirements and | will try and fulfill your request. We currently have a
weekend specid in effect. Would you like to hear the specid rates?’

“No, thank you.”

“How many people would you like to book for?’
“Ligten. Can | talk to the manager, please?”’
“Connecting you now.”

Therewasalong pause, and Jack could fed hisfrustration building. A bored-looking young man in hotel
livery—red jacket, dark shirt—took shape on the screen, looking away at something to one side. Jack
coughed. The young man looked up, momentarily confused, then regained composure, smoothing his
jacket and Sitting up, looking dightly abashed at having been caught doing something else.

“Yes, sr. How can | help you?’

“Sorry,” said Jack. “1 was having afew problems with your desk programs. I’ m trying to track down one
of your guests. We have some business together.”

“Certainly, sr. Can you tel methe guest’sname?’
“Carl Talbot. We were supposed to have a busi ness appointment this evening.”

The reservations manager fiddled with something beside him, then looked up at the screen again,
obvioudy watching asplit display.

“I’'m sorry, dr. Mr. Tabot has checked out.”
“Canyou tdl mewhat time?’

“Y es, about three 0’ clock.”

“Wasthere any forwarding informetion left?’

“No, I’'m sorry. But thereisamessage waiting for him. We were ingtructed to hold any messages that
camein.”

Okay, so someone el se clearly knew Tabot had been staying there. “ Can you tell mewho it’ sfrom?’

“I'm sorry. I’m not able to give you that information. Would you like to leave amessage too? Though if
he has checked out, | can’'t guarantee that he'll collect it.”



“No, that’ sokay,” said Jack. “ Thanksfor your help.” He cut the connection; then, rethinking, he called
the hotd again.

“I'd like to speak to one of your guests, please.”
“Yesgr. Guest’'sname?’
“Bridgett Farrdl.”

There was another brief pause as the desk program processed. “I’ m sorry, Sir. That guest is not taking
cdlsat the present time. Would you like to leave amessage?’

Jack suppressed agrowl of frustration. “No, that’s okay.” He cut the connection again.

He had no choice but to go up there and confront his client with what he knew, try to get some more
information from her about what wasreally going on. Finding an extraexcuse for having aface-to-face
was just an extra bonus. He grimaced. He had to stop thinking like that. The woman wastrouble.

He shut down the wallscreen and headed into the living room. Once again Billie was staring at the screen,
cross-referencing index materia. The digplay was plit into multiple panels. One held the finger sketch
that Bridgett Farrdll had left, another showed an article, yet another seemed to be some sort of catalog
listing, and yet another showed scrolling text. Billie's gaze flicked from oneto the other.

“Right panel. Hold,” she said. “Pause.” Shelooked up at Jack, aquestion on her face.
“I haveto go up to the hotel again. Bridgett Farrell or whoever sheisisn't taking calls”
Billiejust nodded.

“You okay?’ he asked her.

“Uhrhuh.”

“Okay, I'll seeyouinawhile”” She'd dready lost interest in him and was back watching the scrolling
displays.

Jack nodded to himsalf and headed for the door. It looked like she was going to be occupied for awhile
yel.

As hel€eft the gpartment, something snagged his attention. He stopped in midstep, looking up and down
the street, dowly turning, trying to find out what had set off hisinterna darms. The Sreet wasfairly
empty. Anold guy walked farther down the same side of the Street, heading in the opposite direction
from the shuttle stop. A dight breeze riffled through the leaves in the surrounding trees and a couple of
leaves floated down to be quickly snatched up by the pavement. He looked around again. Nothing
unusud at all.

Hetried to shake the feding away from him and headed toward the shuttle stop, walking dowly, his
hands shoved in his pockets. As he neared the end of their street, the feeling was back. He stopped
again. Thedightest flicker of movement from the other side of the street drew him. Acrossfrom where he
stood, on the other side, someone had been standing in adoorway, partially shadowed. As soon as Jack
had looked in that direction, the figure had dipped quickly back inside. It had been too quick for Jack to
make out any real details, but whoever it was had been short and male, dark haired. He had picked up
that much. The face had been a mere pae smudge. He stood watching the doorway for a couple of
minutes, waiting to seeif whoever it waswould regppear. Maybe it had been nothing, hisimagination



working overtime again, but he' d learned long ago to trust those feelings. When it became clear that
whoever it was had gone, he shook his head and wandered on. If he was redlly being watched, he' d find
out about it soon enough, but it added an interesting element to the mix. Why would anyone be watching
him particularly? Wasit the guy from the hotel |obby?

Therewas no shuttlein sight, and he waited, riffling through the possibilities. What about Billie? If there
was someone watching the apartment, or watching him, then it affected Billie by default. No, she'd be
fine. Billie knew how to look after hersalf. Besides, the shuttle had appeared farther down the street. He
watched and waited for it to pull in, and then climbed on board. A family group at the other end looked
like they were heading for a shopping expedition near the end of theline, just ashe' d done earlier.
Despite the system access to everything you needed, people still went shopping. People liked going
shopping. Maybe it wasthe actua socid nature of it, but even that was't true anymore. Maybe it was
like the entertainment center. Y ou went with crowds of strangers and sat there, not interacting with them,
but sharing it al the same. He shrugged. Not Jack. He preferred watching avid a home, the old stuff
with real actorsand red settings—not that you could redlly tell the difference these days. He could do
without the crowds and the people. Mostly, he could do without the people. Billie was no different. She
was just as happy as he was with their strangely cosseted existence. He wondered briefly if that was
partly hisinfluence or whether she was like that naturally. Whatever, it seemed to suit them, together. Too
much andysis and he could drive himsdlf crazy. He grimaced at himsdlf. For someone who spent histime
anayzing impressions and the feglings he got from people, he didn’t do avery good job of it when it
cameto himsdf. Nor, cometo think of it, asfar as Billie was concerned.

He was gill musing when they reached the end of the line, and he looked up, semisurprised thet they
were aready there. He stepped out of the shuttle into the stop, the curved white arcs above him blocking
the outside view. Plenty of people still walked between the stores and Sitting aress, looking perfectly
content with their Y orkstone existence. Jack gave alittle sigh. He too had become part of this. At least,
for now, it looked like he had something he could get histeeth into.

He grolled in the direction of the Excelsior, taking histime—checking not only with hiseyes, but dso
with hisinner senses, testing if there was anything out of place. Hisinternd aarmswere out of practice,
rusty, and he wanted to give them thetimeto trigger if there redly was anything there, though the place
was redly too public for there to be much of arisk.

The Excelsor’slobby wasjust asit had been before. He walked up to the front desk, giving the place a
quick scan. A couple of businessmen sat intall lounge chairsin front of atable, deep in conversation, but
gpart from the staff, they were the only other occupants. There was a different person behind the desk.

“Welcometo the Excesior. May | help you?’ She had abright smile, and Jack felt himself smile back.

“Good afternoon. I’ d like to spesk to Ms. Bridgett Farrell. She’ s staying here. | don’t know the room
number.”

The woman gave him another smile. “ Of course, sr. One moment.”

Again therituad with the desktop and abrief frown.

“I'msorry,” shesaid. “Ms. Farrell has checked out.”

“What?’

“Ms. Farrdll has checked out. I'm sorry.” She spread her hands in agesture of apology.

Jack shook his head. “But that’ simpossible. There must be some mistake.”



“I’'m sorry, sir. No mistake. She checked out about twenty minutes ago. Y ou’ ve just missed her.” Her
glanceflickered to the Side, asif seeking backup in case Jack was going to turn difficult.

“Were you here when she left? Do you remember her?’
“I’'m sorry. I’vejust come on.”

“Y eah, well, thanks.” He turned away from the desk and stalked over to one of the large comfortable
couchesthat now sat empty around the lobby. Twenty minutes. She could be just about anywherein

Y orkstone within the space of twenty minutes. He sat heavily, propping his elbows on hisknees and
gtaring at the floor. She was gone. Not good. So, if histhought processes weren't betraying him, was his
fee. The three thousand retainer was a start, but it wasn't anything like he expected out of this case.
Nothing likeit. He shook his head again. What the hell was going on? Maybe she had cause. He was
probably just being paranoid. For whatever reason, she’ d needed to take off, and al he had to do was
wait for her to contact him. Or maybe something had happened to her . . .

Whatever thisartifact was, it was vauable, but, presuming he found the thing, he could hardly get it to her
if she had disappeared too. Somehow, though, he suspected that someone would pay for itsreturn. All
he needed to do was work out who that someone was.

Right about now, Jack really needed Billie to determine what the object was, how it was significant. He
aso needed to find Carl Talbot and work out how hewastied into things, what his connection to
Bridgett Farrell was. He should just walk away from this, he knew, but he wasin too far. He
sraightened, ran hisfingersthrough his hair, scratched his head and stood. He didn’t have much of a
choiceredly. He could fed thiswasbig, had the potentid to be big, if only he could start to tie off some
of these loose ends that kept appearing without a moment’ swarning. Damn the Farrell woman, anyway.
He' d comedl theway up here for nothing. He gritted histeeth and let adow breath out through his nose.
Stupid, Stein. Stupid. He was | etting the woman influence his thinking.

When Jack got back to the apartment, Billie was nowhere to be seen. He stood in the center of theliving
room, trying to ignore the spark of cold growing deep in his abdomen. He shouldn't have lft her. His
guts had been tdlling him something as he’ d left for the Excelsor and he' d ignored them. His memories
flashed back to the Locality and the cold spot in his middle grew colder. He' d come back to an empty
gpartment once before with Billie nowhere to be seen. That time she'd been taken . . . taken by Pinpin
Dan. But there was no Pinpin Dan here. Heironymous Dan was dead and the network of people he dealt
with wasfar behind, back inthe Locality. No, this couldn’t be the same thing. Y orkstone was different.
He swallowed.

“Billie? hecdled.

A few moments later she appeared in her bedroom doorway, her clothes rumpled.
“What?’

“Oh, shit, sorry. | thought for amoment you weren't here.” Hefdt himsdf relax.
“Got tired. Couldn’t think.”

“Yeeh, sorry.”

She wandered into the kitchen, poured herself a glass of water and came back in, clambered onto the
couch, pulled her legs up in front of her and took a couple of sips.



“WdlI?" she sad with abig sniff.

Jack collgpsed into the chair. “ She'sgone.”

“What do you mean?’ Billie frowned acrossat him.
“Gone. Checked out. Don't know where sheis.”

Billie shook her head. “Great. What are you going to do?’

Jack leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. “Don’'t know yet. | need to think about it abit more.
There' s something going on here.” He lowered hisface again and looked at her. Her lipsweresetina
thin disgpproving line and her eyes were narrowed. He ignored the expression.

“Did you get anywhere with the artifact?”’

She sighed and pushed atangle of hair away from her forehead. “Maybe.” She shrugged. “I need to look
somemore.”

“ Okw,”

Jack glanced at the time display. He still had about an hour before things started shutting down for the
evening. “Ligten, I've had athought. I’'m going to try something.”

She gave ahdf shrug and then took another Sip of the water. He left her sitting there and went into the
office, heading straight for the shelf where he’ d dropped the card. Investigator Jm Morrish. HE d run into
Morrish again for some reason, and right now it was time to put that coincidence to thetest. Taking his
seet, he put inthe call.

“Y orkstone police.” Another front desk program.
“Investigator Morrish, please.”
“Connecting you now.”

Jm Morrish’s big doughy face floated into the screen. “Morrish,” he said, al business, but then hisface
brokeinto agrin. “Stein. Hello. | didn’t expect to get acall from you so soon.”

“Y eah, wdl, you know. It' s funny how things happen.”
“What can | do for you?’

Jack paused for amoment, collecting his thoughts before continuing. “It' sacaseI’mworking on,” he
sad. “1 wasjust wondering if you' d heard anything.”

The grin faded and Morrish leaned forward. “What isit?’
“I'm looking for thisguy called Carl Tabot. | waswondering if you' d heard the name.”

Therewas aflicker of afrown and Morrish leaned in still closer. “Y ou know I’ m happy to help you out,
Jack, but there are other people around here who might not be so happy. It's not proper procedure, you
know.”

“Yeah, | know,” said Jack. “But . . "

Morrish looked away to either side, then back at the screen. In the background Jack could see



movement, the vague shapes of other desks, other people. A police station was ill a police station no
matter whereit was. A large board was on onewall with papers and pictures stuck onit. They didn’t
even use the building’ s programmed capacity. Morrish frowned and then shook his head. “No, the
name snot familiar, but Il keep my ears open for you.”

“I'd gppreciateit, Im,” Jack said. He didn’t want to mention the Farrell woman, not yet. He was certain
that if he found Tabot, then he' d find her and possbly the artifact too. “Y ou know where | am,” he said.

“Yeah. It'son file somewhere. | canlook it up. See you sometime for that drink, hey?”

Jack nodded and cut the connection.

SX

It took Billie two daysto come up with something relevant to the artifact, and even then Jack wasn't sure
how useful it was.

“Sotdl me”

Shewas grinning from ear to ear, standing in the middle of the living room, waving ahand at the
wall—very different from her usua huddled postion in the corner of the couch.

“It wasredly hard, but | did it. It'sarcheology.”
“It swhat?’

“ Archeology,” shesad triumphantly.

“I don't getit.”

“There sthisplanet and they’ re doing dl this archeology stuff there. Only it’ s different.
Xeno-archeology.”

“Huh?’

“It'slike archeology, but it’ sdien archeology.” She sat down, waiting for him to catch some of her
excitement, pulling her legsup in front of her and clasping her aromsin front of them, rocking dightly back
and forth. Jack couldn’t share the enthusiasm. It made no sense to him. What the hell did archeology
have to do with finding amissing object, and afamily heirloom &t that?

Jack paced theroom. “I don't get it. | don’t know anything about diens. What diens?’

She' d stopped rocking and had started to acquire that set to her jaw that told him she wasn’t impressed.
Shesighed. “Don't you read anything, Jack?’

He shrugged. “Yeah, sure. But | don't see. . .”

Sherolled her eyes.

He came back and sat. “ Okay. Tel me.”

“It was on the newsfeeds a couple of years ago, but | found something and | remembered about it. It was
an article. They said they’ d found something on aplanet caled Mandaa There sbeen abig project
there, digging through what' sleft from somedien civilization. It' sredly interesting.”



If it had been a couple of years ago, his attention had probably been elsewhere. * Y eah, okay. |
remember something afew years back about some dien ruins or something, but what’ sthat got to do
with thisthing?’

“Well, they found something there.” Shewas hdf grinning again.
“Don'ttdl me...”

Billie nodded. “The article was talking about thistablet, made of some metd that they didn’t know
anything about. Well, they thought it was metd, but they weren't sure. There wasn't anything they could
test it with. They were redlly excited back then, but then things sort of went avay when they made no
progress. Theinterest kind of died. Anyway, thisthing had designs on it, and they thought that it was
some sort of trandation device, or akey or something. Because of where they found it, they said it had
been |eft asapointer.”

Jack leaned forward, suddenly interested again. That would tiein with the dream he' d had, that cast
metdlic sky Stretching to the horizon with strange markings dl over it, shafts of light heading into the
distance. But what would someone like Bridgett Farrell want with something like that?

“Jack?’
“Yeah. .. sorry. Thinking.”
“Do you want to seethe article?”’

“No, it wouldn’t make any sense to me probably anyway. You just tell me about it.” Jack scratched his
head. “I didn’'t know there redlly were any diens. | think | dismissed it as speculation at thetime.”

Shenodded. “They don't know if they' re ill dlive. All they’vefound isafew ruinsand thingson a
couple of planets. They're till trying to work out what they were and whether it’s some ancient
civilization that al died out, or whether it was the end of an empire or something like that. They haven't
even worked out what they looked like yet. There' s been ateam on this place Mandalafor nearly two
years.”

“A team from where?’
“Some university. | can’t remember the name, but | can go back and find out.”

Y eah, okay, that made sense, but he ill couldn’t see that there could be anything to link either Bridgett
Farrell or the mysterious disappearing Carl Ta bot to an archeological dig on some deserted planet. At
least he assumed it was deserted.

“Which universty?’
“I said | canlook it up,” she said, ahint of exasperation creeping into her voice.

“No, don’t bother now. Later will do.” There were other things about an operation like that that they’d
need to find out too. Something that big didn’t exist in avacuum. He grinned at the thought. Maybeit did.
He didn’t know anything about Mandaa, what sort of planet it was, anything. It could be an airlessrock
for dl he knew.

Billiewas|ooking a him strangdly. “What' s o funny?’

“No, nothing, sorry. Tell memore.” He sat forward, hishands linked in front of him, totaly attentive. “ So



how do you know thisthing is the same one from Mandda?’
“They had apicture”

Jack nodded. “Okay, I’'m going to need you to find out anything you can about the archeologica team,
about the university and about this planet Mandala. We aso need to find out if there’ s any record of our
Bridgett Farrdll leaving Y orkstone. Somehow, | don't think she has. What' s she doing here? That' sthe
guestion. Why here and not somewhere e se? It’ s hardly the place for interplanetary commerce. I’ ve got
ahunch that whatever brought her herein thefirst place is going to be keeping her here.”

A low inggtent chiming from thewall interrupted hisflow. Damn. He knew that sound. It was different
from the normal toneindicating acall. He waved Billie awvay, and she jumped quickly off the couch and
disappeared into the bedroom. She knew the sound too. Police.

“Answer,” said Jack. Morrish’ sface, larger than life, appeared acrossthe wall.
“Hello, Stein.”

“Hello, Invedtigator,” said Jack, waiting.

“I thought I'd giveyou acal.”

“Uh-huh. What can | do for you?’

“Wadll, you know that guy you were asking about, Carl Tabot?’

Jack nodded.

Morrish waited a couple of seconds, his eyes narrowed dightly. The guy waslike an open book. He was
clearly waiting to seeif Jack gave any reaction.

“Wdl, wefound him.”

Jack leaned forward. “ Great,” he said. “Whereishe?’
“Thisisdgrictly off therecord, Stein.”

“Yeah, okay.”

“| should have said we found what' s |ft of him.”

Jack felt achill run through him. “Where? How?’

“That’ s not important right now. Someone had taken to him with a high-powered energy weapon. Not a
pretty Sght, Stein.”

So that' swhat this was about, and that’ swhy Morrish was caling him on the police channel. He could
just as easily have used a private line. Or maybe Jack wasjust reading too much intoit.

“Jesus, I’'m sorry.”

Morrish looked down, and then dowly looked up again. “What do you know about it, Jack?’
Jack stood. “Nothing. Thisisthefirst I’ ve heard of it.”

“Why did you want to find Carl Tabot?’



“Y ou know better than that, Morrish. | can’t tell you.” He walked around behind the couch and leaned
forward, his hands on its back, thinking hard. Someone had taken Tabot out of the picture and there had
to be areason for that. This artifact had suddenly become even more interesting.

“Ligten, Stein, I'm doing you afavor cdling you, now do meafavor. Why did you want him?’

Jack walked back around in front of the couch and spread his hands. “1 can’'t help you, Jm. Asmuch as
I"d liketo. | just don’t know, right now. | have no idea why someone would want to kill thisguy and |
have no idea who might want to kill thisguy. | just wanted to find him. | don’t even know if the case has
anything to do with whoever got rid of him or why they might want to do so. Who knowswheat this
Tabot wasinto? | don't. Do you?’

Morrish gave a short unamused laugh. “Pretty good, Jack. Not good enough though. | can’t tell you
anything ether. Y ou know that.”

“Y egh, well, give me the same respect, Morrish. If | could give you anything | would.”

Morrish pursed hislips and nodded. “All right. But keep in touch. We Il betalking again.” Thewall
blanked and Jack stood where he was, staring at it.

Talbot dead. No Bridgett Farrell. It was getting better and better. And now he' d probably pissed off
Morrish, hisonly decent contact in the department.

“Billie?”

She appeared from her room, glanced nervoudy at the wall, and then took up her usua position on the
couch.

“Did youligen?
“Nuh-uh,” she said.
“Talbot's dead.”

She blinked a couple of times as she processed the statement. “So | guesswe don’t haveto find him,”
she said, and shrugged.

“Y egh, you guessright,” said Jack, shaking his head and turning away. “But | guesswe haveto find
Bridgett Farrell now, don’'t we? She sthe only link to finding this artifact, and finding the artifact isthe
only way we're going to turn this case into something that’ sworth anything.” He turned back to face her.
“ S0, thetask now just got al the more smple. We haveto find Farrell.”

She shrugged again. 1 guess.”

“Wadll, you' re damned right we do. Listen, | think now’ sthe timefor me to do some work. Y ou do what
you want for awhile. I’'m going to need a bit of space in the office undisturbed. Okay?Y ou’ ve got
enough to do, don’'t you?’

Shelooked at him, her chin thrust out. “I want to go out.”

“Y eah, you do that, Billie.” For some reason, her sudden threatened petulance was starting to annoy him,
especidly after what he' d felt on coming back to the gpartment and thinking she was gone.

“Aren’t you going to come?’



“No, Billie. I told you. | have to do some work, some rea work for once, okay? Y ou go out.”

Heturned, headed into the office, and closed the door. She' d be perfectly al right on her own. She'd
probably catch the shuttle up to Molly’ s or somewhere, and she had enough credit on her own handipad
for whatever she needed to do. Besides, if she got into trouble, she could call, couldn’t she. He stood
behind the door, debating for amoment, and then shook his head. No, she'd befine.

“Lock,” hesad. “Dark.”

The windows opagued, turning from transparent to darkened gray, letting the minimum of light through. In
the dimness he stripped off his coat, shirt, shoes and trousers, then stepped across to the couch that sat

at one side of the office. He reached up to a shelf above the couch and pulled down the inducer pads that
would force him down into deep state. It had been awhile since he'd donethis. In Y orkstone, he' d been
forced to adapt his office space into aworkroom as well, putting up with the dual purpose. Back in the
Locality, he' d had separate space for these procedures, but here, with Billie, he just couldn’t afford the
luxury.

With awry grimace, he affixed the inducer padsto histemples and lay back on the couch, forcing his
breething dower, trying to clear hismind.

“Commence,” he said quietly. He closed his eyes, shutting out the gray dim shapes of the office, trying to
clear them from his consciousness. He fdt the waves starting to pressin on his avareness as the inducer
started working, teasing him away from consciousness, away into darkness and deep. That was his cue.
Jack conjured animage of Tabot in hismind, trying to forget what Morrish had told him. He brought the
artifact into his perception, trying to hold the two images together in hismind as he drifted farther and
farther downward into blackness.

There waslight. Blue-white light picked out details of alandscape unfamiliar to him. Jack sood ina
pretty field, squinting againg the glare. Grass, wild and tangled and sprinkled with tall wildflowers,
sretched out toward alow hill in one direction, and what he presumed were treesin the other. They
didn’t look like trees, but they grew out of the ground and were clustered together. In place of trunks,
four large branches stuck into the ground, and they were dick, reflecting back the bright light. A single
spire reached skyward on each one, making it look like acluster of framed cathedrals. Theair carried a
tang. Jack wrinkled his nose. It was abit like old sweat. He turned dowly, looking for some clue that
might tell him where he was. Which way was he supposed to go? He thought about heading for the trees,
but there seemed to be nothing prompting him to go in that particular direction. For amoment hetried
willing himself upward, but in thisinstance he seemed confined to the ground. No flying here. Pity. Witha
shrug, he started walking in the direction of the low hill.

Ashe neared, afigure crested the rise, silhouetted with glare so he could not make out the features. He
stopped walking and waited. The figure stood at the top of the rise, seeming as though it was looking
down at him. Jack couldn’'t quite tell. The figure started down the gentle dope and started to become
more digtinct. It was aman, and as he drew closer, Jack could see exactly who it was. Carl Tabot was
heading down the hill in his direction, wearing a pale suit and half-open shirt, hishair dicked into place
like something out of the old vids. Tabot took histime, and Jack waited. He glanced behind him once or
twice, but the cathedra treeswere il there, so he turned his gaze back to watch Tabot’' s steady
approach. When Talbot was about ten feet away—though distance was always deceptive in the dream

landscape—he stopped.
“Hello,” said Tabot.



“Hey,” said Jack.

Therewasaslence, followed by adight buzzing intheair, like the sound of insects.
“What are you doing here?’ said Tabot.

“I guess|’m looking for you,” Jack answered dowly.

Tabot nodded. The sweat smell wasjoined by the hint of ozone.

“Where are we?’ asked Jack.

Tabot shrugged. “1 wish | knew. Y ou wish you knew.”

Sometimes dream statements weren’t quite what you expected, but Jack just accepted it for what it was.
“Who killed you?’ he asked.

Tabot frowned, puzzling over the question. “Am | dead?’

“Yeah, sorry.”

Tabot's eyeswidened. The buzz had grown louder, pounding in Jack’ s ears.

A bright flash lit the landscape, a 9zzling rush, and then the buzzing was suddenly gone. The sharp smell
of burning filled theair. Talbot sill stood in front of him, but half hisface had been burned away; onearm
was gone, leaving just a blackened ssump. Hisremaining eye was il wide.

“Seewha you done,” he said with what remained of his mouth.
“I'vedone?’ said Jack. “That wasn't my fault. I’'m not responsible.”

He glanced back over his shoulder, but when he looked back, Tabot was gone. Even the awful burning
el wasgone.

Suddenly Jack was standing on top of the hill, looking down into awide valey. Down at the bottom in
thevalley’ s center sat what looked like another forest of cathedra trees. Something moved between the
spires, flashing in the light, sending star-shaped flashes across the valley floor. Still the glarewas
interfering with the clarity of hisvison. Perhapsthey were birds. Some sort of shiny bird. But then he
redlized that couldn’t beright, not at this distance. They were just too big.

Tabot’ svoice camefrom theair around him. “ "Ere, Yack. 'Ere.’ At's’ ereyou going.” Thewordswere
amost incomprehensible. The sight of the damaged Tabot had unsettled him, and as he headed down
into the valey his heart was pounding. Sometimes he wished he could just conjure thingsin the
dreamgtate; apair of sunglasses would be really good right now, but as much control as he had, he could
only push and cgole the dream, prod it into adirection that might yield results. He shielded his eyeswith
one hand as he walked.

The buzzing was back, muttering in the back of his consciousness and working on his back teeth. He
kept walking, glancing around, looking for details, checking for anything that could possibly beaclue.
The sky, though washed out with brightness, was dightly wrong. Beneath the glare there was agreenish
tinge. A clump of cathedra trees appeared to one Sde, and thistime they really were trees. Something
dark and spiny lumbered between the legs and disappeared from sight. Jack swallowed. He turned his
attention back to his destination and continued walking.



He d been walking for what seemed like hours now, and still the shining target seemed no closer. It was
far, far away, and the valley stretched on in front of him. He stopped, Staring into the distant structures.
He was convinced they were structures now. Some vast, artificia construction.

He looked to one sde. There sitting on the ground, her legs crossed, picking at the stalks of vegetation in
front of her, wasBillie.

“Billie?’
The buzzing got louder.
“You' d better get down, Jack.”

Therewas abright flash and aloud crack. Jack threw himsdlf to the ground as something sizzled through
the air above him. The smell of burning followed. Jack’ s face was buried in the grass. He clambered to
his feet, brushing himself off and looked around. A broad swathe of ground had been seared clean. Billie
wasgoneagan.

Clearly, it was not agood place to be. He willed himsdlf closer to his destination, but that didn’t work
ether. Thiswas getting nowhere. Again, the buzzing was starting to intensify. No, he’ d had enough
warnings. Pushing hard, he willed himsalf awake. The brightness faded, drifting away into atissue of
smoke, and he struggled up through layered clouds toward consciousness. He broke through the midts,
and he was awake. Fuzzy, but awake.

Working his mouth and reaching for hiswater bottle, Jack sat up. Well, that had given him nothing. He
worked histhumbnail under the inducer pad at one temple and glanced at thewall display.

He' d been under for about an hour and ahaf. Maybe there were no clues for himto find in his
subconscious extra senses. The dream seemed to have been fed by things that had happened: Tabot’s
death, Billi€' s discussion about aien archeology. He needed more, but right now, he didn’t quite know
where hewas going to find it. With agrimace, he scraped off the other inducer pad, placed them both on
the shelf above the couch, took another sip, and swirled the water around in his mouth before
swalowing. He would have at |east expected some appearance of Bridgett Farrell in the dream if she
was truly connected to Tabot and the artifact, but there had been no sign of her. That was the problem
when he had nothing redlly to work with. Normally he would have had some sort of object he could use
asapsychic cue, feeding from its energies, but right now he had nothing as substantid asthat. Hereally
needed something more physical to work with. He had to work with energies, not mere speculation.

He pushed himsdlf off the couch and reached for his clothes. As he pulled them on, he wondered again
whether he should just drop the whole thing. He had the retainer, the so-called client had disappeared,
and Tabot was out of the picture. Somehow, he had the fegling thiswas going to turn out to be alot
bigger than asmple three grand retainer though. There had to be something that was dragging
offworldersto asafe little backwater like Y orkstone.

“Windows clear,” he said.

The opague toning faded and his officefilled with light, but it was fading light. It was starting to grow dark
outsde. He stepped out of the office and into the living room.

“Billie?” Therewas no sign of her. He thought about calling her handipad, but then reconsidered. If she
thought he was checking up on her, he'd bein trouble. It had only been a couple of hours though, hadn’t



it? He couldn’t help fedling uneasy, but it was probably just ahangover from the dream. Ultimately, it was
ahangover from other thingstoo, but he preferred not to think about those,

Seven

The system announced someone at the door. Jack frowned. He' d been looking through Billi€ s notes,
waiting for her to appesar. If it was Billie, she would have used her own access commands.

“Whoisit?’ hesad. “ Show me.”

Two men stood at the door—two men he didn’t redly want to see right now. Jm Morrish and his
partner, Steve Laduce. Morrish was looking dightly uncomfortable and rocking back and forth on his
hedls, looking at hisfeet. Laduce was staring at the door, a set expression on hisface, arms crossed.

Jack sighed and headed for the entrance. He wasn't going to let them in. He could dedl with whatever
they wanted at the front door.

He opened the door and stood looking at them, one face to the other. Morrish looked up from hisfest,
mesting Jack’ s gaze with a sheepish expression. Laduce hit him with ahodtile sare.

“What can | do for you, gentlemen?” said Jack.
“I think you know, Stein,” said Laduce.

Morrish waved his partner to silence. “Listen, Jack. We d like you to come with us, answer afew
questions.”

“Uh-huh,” said Jack, shoving his handsin his pockets and leaning against the doorway. “ And why would
you want meto do that? What' s wrong with right here?’

“Listen, don’'t make thisany harder than it needsto be. There arejust afew unanswered pointswe' d like
to clear up.”

Jack crossed hisarms. “We can clear them up here and now, can’t we?’
“We d prefer if you cameto our place,” said Morrish.
“Get your coat, Stein,” said Laduce.

Jack nodded, taking a heavy breath, and headed back into the living room to do just that. Morrish’s
earlier cal had been thefirst probe. Now they wanted to take things further. As he reached for the coat,
he spoke.

“Message. Billie, police have taken me. I'm down &t their offices answering some questions. Should be
back soon. End.”

L aduce had waked in after him and stood in the doorway, looking around the room, adight sneer on his
thin, pointed face. “Come on, Stein.”

Jack turned, narrowing hiseyes at the man. “I didn’t ask you in. I’ d thank you to wait outside. I'll be with
you inamoment.”

Laduce shrugged. “Whatever,” he said, making no move to shift from his postion.
Jack sighed and shook his head, pulling his coat on. He stepped across to the coffee table and scooped



up hishandipad. All the time Laduce watched him, the hostile glare unwavering.
“Y ou're not going to need that.”

“Yeah, well. Let me decide what | need and don’t need,” said Jack, shoving the handipad in his pocket.
No way hewas going to let them stop him taking it; his handipad was hislink to Billieif he needed it. He
pushed past Laduce and headed for the door. Laduce took amoment, giving the living room one last
scan, and then turned to follow. Jack didn’t know what he' d ever doneto this guy, but there’ d been clear
animosity from the start. Jack assumed L aduce was the sort of hard-nosed practical cop who wanted
nothing to do with anything weird or out of the ordinary. To him, Jack was definitely that, and therefore

uspicious.
At the doorway, Morrish refused to meet his gaze.

Together Morrish and Laduce, one on ether side, accompanied him down to the street and to awaiting
police trangport. Across the road there were faces at windows, clearly watching what was going on. Jack
closed hiseyes briefly. Okay, so now he' d become the point of excitement in their otherwise ordered
and ordinary lives. He pressed hislipstogether and alowed himsdlf to be shepherded to the transport.

“Ligten, guys. Do we haveto do this?” said Jack.

L aduce snorted and Morrish said nothing. Okay, so that wasthe way it was going to be. They eased him
into the back and then took positionsin the front, giving the transport directions. Police headquarters.
Fine. He glanced out the back as the vehicle took off, watching as the faces tracked his progress up the
street. Standing outside a building afew doors up, a short man stood watching, unremarkable round face,
blank expression, dark hair, his hands in the pockets of a short brown coat. Jack had seen that face
before. And in that moment, Jack’ s concern for Billie suddenly grew. Who the hell wasthis guy, and why
was he watching them? He tracked the man until they turned the corner and he was obscured from view.

He settled back in the seat to wait, reminding himself al the time that Billie was perfectly capable of
looking after herself. Right now, he had to worry about what the police had Sitting in their often
dow-moving minds. They didn’t have that much to keep them occupied in Y orkstone.

They pulled up behind the police building and Jack was led past the front desk, through the main
reception area, and into the offices proper. Doors opened automatically, the police identification program
easing the way. Morrish and Laduce led him to an interview room—a bare empty space, adesk, three
chairs—and left him there. There was no need for anything e sein the room. Thewallsthemsdves could
relay images to adjoining rooms. Everything would be recorded. They were probably in anearby room
right now, watching him and working out the strategy between themselves. Jack pulled out a chair and sat
behind the desk, ready to wait. If they thought they were going to make him swest, they werein for a
surprise. He pulled out his handipad and occupied himsdlf spinning it around and around on the smooth
table surface with one finger. After about ten minutes, both investigators appeared—the pride of

Y orkston€e' s detective force. He dipped the handipad away, then smiled at them and tilted his head. It
brought an immediate reaction.

Laduce crossed quickly in front of Jack, planted his fists on the table surface, and leaned forward.
“I don’t think you' ve got anything to smile about,” he growled.
“Yeah, whatever,” said Jack, and looked away. He didn’t want to get caught up in Laduce slittle game.

Morrish had been standing by the door with hisarmsfolded. Hejoined his partner at the table and pulled
out achair, then sat.



“Jack, it d be better if you helped us out here.”

Jack looked from oneto the other. “L ook, | don’'t know what you want meto say. | guessthisis about
the Tabot case, right? I’ ve dready given you everything | know.”

Morrish nodded. Laduce leaned forward across the table again. “ And what do you know about that,
Stein?It’sabit funny, don’t you think? Y ou start asking around for this Carl Tabot, and then he winds
up dead. What have you got to say about that?’

Jack shrugged. * Stuff just happens, doesn't it? 1 didn’'t know this Tabot. | waslooking for him for a
client. | didn't find him. Y ou found him first. End of story.”

“Y es, we know you were looking for him,” said Laduce. “Y ou were at the hotdl. Y ou called a couple of
times. And dl this happened just before Talbot met his unfortunate demise. So, what exactly have you
got to do withit, Stein?Y ou can't tell me you' re not involved.”

Jack leaned back and crossed hisarms, pulling back from theintensity of Laduce' s probing stare.
“Absolutdy nothing,” hesaid. “1’vetold you everything | can.”

Laduce turned away from the table, stepping back to lean against the wall near the door, shoving his
handsinto his pockets, but not bresking the hard, accusatory gaze. The guy really didn't like him. Jack
shrugged the glare away and turned his attention to the table in front of him.

Morrish rubbed the back of his neck, then looked at Jack’sface. “Y ou know, you say this sort of shit
happens. Wdll, shit doesn’t happen in Y orkstone. Not thiskind of shit, anyway. Do you know the
number of murderswe ve had herein the last few years? Y ou can count them on the fingers of one hand.
Y ou haveto look at it from our point of view. It'skind of suspicious, don’t you think? Everything’ s quiet,
you start asking around, and then someone winds up dead. How do you think it looks from our

perspective?’

“That’ sjust dumb, Morrish,” said Jack, abit of exasperation starting to feed into hisvoice. “Look, | get
cdledinonacase. You get called in on acase. It just happens to be the same case in aroundabout way.
| can’t do anything about that. I’d be alot happier if that wasn't the way it was, but it is. What can | tell
you?’

Laduce strode across to the table, spun achair around and sat, one hand leaning on the back. “Y ou can
tell us everything you damn well know about this Talbot. | don’t care what you say, Stein. You stink. |
can smell it on you. Y ou’ ve got something to do with this. | wouldn’t be surprised if you' re the one who
took the guy out.”

Jack glared back at him. “What' s your problem, Laduce?’
“I don't like you, Stein. That’ swhat my problemis. Y ou’' re my problem.”
“Oh, giveit arest.”

“What?" said Laduce, nearly spitting theword a him. “I don’t haveto like you or that crap you pretend
to be ableto do. Y ou don’'t fool me, Stein.”

So that wasit. What Jack did, what he was, threatened some people. They were afraid of it, and
sometimesthat fear Smply trandated into hodtility.

“Can’'t help you, Laduce.”



Laduce quickly stood and strode back to the door to glower across the room. Meanwhile, Morrish just
sat there looking on. He was giving Jack a half-apologetic look. “1 don’'t know what to say to you, Stein.
I’'m haf willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, but you haveto admit it sal pretty strange. Steve
hereisn’t so ready to cut you any dack. | think it would help if you told us what you were working on.
That' sgoing to help usrule you out. Doesn't that make sense?’

“No cando,” said Jack, and shook his head. “Client confidentidity.” He wasn't redly in aposition where
he could even feed them someline yet. He couldn’t afford to have them messing up thetrall. If the police
got involved, they would only get in hisway.

His answer brought a snort of derision from the door. Jack ignored it.

At that moment, Jack’ s handipad chose to vibrate; atrilling tone came from his coat pocket. He went to
reach for it, but Laduce was across like a shot, grabbing the handipad from his grasp, right out of the
pocket, none too gently, and holding it doft.

“And | think we'll take care of thistoo.”

Jack growled through gritted teeth, but he knew there wasllittle he could do about it. Laduce thumbed
the handipad off and the sound died.

“Wadl,” said Morrish. “1 think we' |l leave you here to think about thingsfor awhile.”
“Hey, comeon. You can't hold me,” said Jack.

“We can do anything we damned well please,” said Laduce with agrin.

“If you change your mind,” said Morrish, “we' Il come and talk to you again.”

They left him gtting there, nothing to look at but the empty chairs and the walls. No doubt they werein
the next room watching him again. There wasn't even anywhere he could lie down.

He sat and thought about what they wanted. He couldn’t tell them about Bridgett Farrell. She wasthe
only link to thiswhole thing, and the only link to hisfee. If he brought her into it, it wasjust aslikely that
any of their efforts—his and Billie s—would have been for nothing. No, he couldn’t risk it.

Whether he liked it or not, he wasn't any closer to a solution either. He was certainly no closer to
tracking down this artifact, and when it cameto it, he suspected that the artifact itself wasthe ultimate key
todl this. He ground his jaw and drummed hisfingers on thetable.

An hour later and he was il grinding histeeth and drumming hisfingers on the table. He was debating
sretching out on the table itsalf, or on the floor in the corner, when the door opened. Morrish waked in.
Thistimehewasaone.

“Wall, any thoughts, Jack?’ said Morrish, standing in the doorway, the door haf open.
Jack shook hishead. “I can't, Morrish. There snothing | can giveyou.”

“Wall . . . it doesn’'t look good then, doesit?” Again Morrish’s expression was almost gpologetic. “It
lookslike you' re going to be spending alittle more time with us.”

“Oh, comeon. You' vegot to bejoking.”

“My hands aretied. Come on.” He gestured for Jack to get up, led him out of the room and down a
corridor. They passed Laduce on the way, who gave him amalicious little smile, and then hewasled



down into the bowels of the police complex. Plain, unadorned corridors, neutral wals. At least the
holding cdllsin aplace like thiswere going to be clean. Thiswasn't the first time he' d spent anight
locked up, but thistime, theinjustice of it was rankling.

AsMorrish led him into the standard, small space—bed, chair and waste facilities—he sighed. “ Come
on, Jack. It doesn’'t have to belike this. Give us something to work with.”

Jack said nothing.
With ashake of hishead, Morrish seded the door behind him.

Jack headed for the low bed, stripped off his coat, laid it acrossthe chair and clambered upon the bed
and lay back, hisfingerslinked behind his head, ready for along wait. It wasn't too bad. Ashe'd
suspected, it was clean and functiond, not too different from his old workspace back in the Locality.
Hopefully, Billie had gotten his message by now, and she'd know what to do. Sit tight and wait. It was
unlikely she' d comelooking for him. Since her time living with the fringe dwellersin the Locdity, and
more with Pinpin Dan, she had ared averson to authorities. He could hardly see her turning up at the
police station of her own volition. It was probably she who had called before. As soon as Laduce had
switched off Jack’ s handipad, she would have drawn her own conclusions. But maybe, in the meantime,
it would give her more time to come up with something.

Meanwhile, Jack was hoping that Morrish and Laduce would tire of this game. He thought they wouldn’t
be able to hold him for too long, or at least he hoped they couldn’t. Maybe they could. He shook his
head. It was unlikely. Not in aplacelike Y orkstone. Anyway, he' d be here until the morning at least.
Morrish and his partner would be leaving for the day soon. He glanced around, redizing that he had no
way of knowing what timeit was. With along low sigh, he settled back and closed his eyes.

Jack spent adreamless night, despite the Smilarity of the environment to the places in which he was used
to dreaming, the Spartan, featureless nature of hisworkrooms. There till wasn't enough to prompt his
subconscious mind to lead him down the path he needed to travel. He woke early and spent thetime
pacing back and forth across the small space, waiting for someone to come and see him. The last contact
he' d had was when auniformed officer had brought him something to eet. He' d merely picked at i,
findly gotten sick of looking at it, and digposed of everything, tray and dl, into thewall unit.

When someonefinaly did show up, it was Laduce, rather than Morrish. He entered the small holding cell
and looked down at Jack with a smug expresson.

“Seemsyou had avigtor last night, Stein.”

“Huh? Who?" said Jack.

“Young blond girl. A bit wild-eyed, according to the guys on the desk.”
Billie. Billie had actudly cometo police headquarters?

“So, what are you doing with agirl that age?’

Jack gave him adisgusted look. “Y ou can check if you want. She'smy niece. | |eft her amessage before
we |eft the gpartment.”

“Oh, don’'t worry, we will check.”



Jack shook his head and reached for his coat. The sooner he could get out of here, the sooner he could
do something to divert attention from Billie. He didn’t want her involved.

“I don’'t know where you think you'regoing,” said Laduce, the smirk till there.
“What do you mean? Y ou can’'t hold me here anymore.”

Laduce took astep forward. “ That' s where you' re wrong, my friend. We can keep you here aslong as
wewant.”

Jack dropped his coat back on the chair. “Fine. If that’ sthe way you want to play it. | want to see
Morrigh.”

“He'snotinyet.”
“I'll wait,” said Jack, and sat. Laduce gave asniff and left him there, locking the door behind him.

It was about another half hour before Morrish made an appearance. “Morning, Jack. Y ou've had some
timetothink, | see”

“Yeah, | dept well, thank you for asking.”

Morrish shook his head, pulled out the chair and sat. Jack knew he had no choice. He was worried
about Billie. Already she’ d been donefor the night, and there was that little guy hanging around the
gpartment. If she' d been concerned enough to show up at the police building, he needed to get out of
here. Spending another night here was't going to get him anywhere at dl. He had to give them
something, though it went against everything he normaly kept to. He sat back on the bed and looked up
a the ceiling before findly looking back at Morrish.

“Okay,” he said with aheavy sigh. “I’m working on a case for some woman caled Bridgett Farrell. She
wanted meto find this Tabot guy and get back something she thought he' d stolen from her.”

“I see)” said Morrish dowly. “And whereisthis Farrell woman now?’
“I havenoidea,” said Jack withashrug. “I wish | did.”

Morrish leaned forward on the chair. “ Okay, well, where was she?’
“She was daying a the Excelsor.”

Morrish narrowed his eyes and frowned, processing that.

“Yeah, | know,” said Jack. “It'sal screwed up. | know. Talbot was staying there too. | didn’t know that
a thetime.”

“It doesn’'t sound very likely, Stein.” Morrish was staring at him with narrowed eyes, testing for achink,
waiting for himto dip.

“Yeah, | know that too. That's partly thereason | didn’t want to say anything before I’ d worked out
what was going on. | was going to sound likeanidiot.”

“Uh-huh. And what about this thing Talbot was supposed to have taken?’

Jack shrugged. “ Some sort of antique. All | was supposed to do wasfind Tabot and ddliver it to Farrell
once I’ d gotten hold of it. She didn’t give me much to go on. Whatever it was, it sounded like it was



vauable”

Morrish sat back again, testing what Jack wastelling him. Finally he shook hishead. “ And you had
nothing to do with Tabot’ s death.”

“Come on, Morrish. What do you think | am?’

There was slence for a couple of seconds. Findly, Morrish heaved asigh. “Well, we know this Talbot
was an antique dedler, so that much makes sense, but | don't like it. Of course we' re going to haveto
check your story. Steve' sgoing to like it even less. If Tabot was supposed to havethis artifact, whereis
it now? Maybe we should search your apartment, Jack.”

Jack responded with adight shrug.

There was a pause as Morrish considered hisreaction. After amoment, Morrish stood. “ Okay, I’'m
going to let you out. Maybe against my better judgment. Don't go too far away. We might want to talk to
you again soon.”

“Thanks,” said Jack.

Morrish waited while Jack pulled on his coat. “ Go home. Get yourself cleaned up. If you're smart, you'll
stay out of it. And on the way out, stay out of Steve' sway, okay?’

“Yeah,” said Jack. Right now, the prospect of getting back to the apartment, climbing into a hot shower
and checking that Billie was okay was foremost in his mind, not necessarily in that order. Laduce could
think what he wanted.

Eight

“Jack? Isthat you?’

Billie appeared in the kitchen doorway, one hand behind her back.
“Yeah. Sorry.”

She dowly withdrew the hand, revediing alarge knife,

“Y ou can put that down, | think. Not agood ideaanyway, Billie.”

She dowly dipped the knife away out of view. “I wasworried.” With her free hand, she pushed her hair
out of her face. “ And there’ s been this guy hanging around outside. | could see him from the window. He
couldn't seeme.”

“He bothering you?’

Shegaveadight shrug. “Dunno.”

“What did helook like?’

“Short. Brown coat. Brown hair. Kind of ordinary.”

“I think 1 know the man you mean. I’ ve seen him too.”

Jack shrugged off hiscoat and let it fall over the back of the couch. Billie stepped forward and touched
hisarm.



“I tried to cdl you.”

“Yeah, | know. That bastard L aduce took away my handipad. At least | got it back before they let me
go. You did more than that though, didn’t you?’

She looked down at her feet.

“Wadll, listen, | redlly appreciateit, Billie. There was no need to come down there, you know?’
Shelooked up, nodded, and stepped back again.

“Listen, Billie, | need to take a shower, get into something clean. Then we can talk, okay?’

“I found out some stuff,” she said. She was checking hisface, hisbody, clearly testing to seeif hewasdl
right.

“Look, I’'m okay,” he said, heading for the shower. “Let’shave alook a what you' ve got when | get

She gave aquick nod, her teeth pressed against her lower lip, and then disappeared into her own room,
leaving himtoit.

Jack took histime under the shower, |etting the sharp, hot stream pound away at the stiffnesshe’d
developed sitting and lying in the same position in the police cell. There hadn’t been much space to move
around in there. Hefelt aneed to get clean, fed fresh, and he even took the timeto shave. A while later
he emerged, feding somewhat human and smdling dightly lesslike something half deed. Billiewaswaiting
for him, her position and expresson teling him that she’ d relaxed alittle bit. She was till checking him
out as he sat.

“So, what did they want?’

Jack sighed. “Y ou know what they’re like. They can’t work out things for themselves so they haveto
point the finger a someone. They think | had something to do with Talbot’ s death.”

She pursed her lips.
“Anyway, tdl mewhat you' ve found out.”
“Uh-huh.” Sheturned her atention to the screen. “File. Mandala”

Step by step, Billie guided the screen through various pictures and images. Theinformation she'd
gathered was comprehensive. Mandaaitsalf was an oxygen-rich world, fifth in asystem of planets having
sx intotal. Its sun was dightly toward the blue end of the spectrum, but far enough away from Mandaa
itself to makeit habitable, if alittle warm. Therewas athriving colony there, and they’ d used the weether
patterns and vast stretches of unspoiled landscape to sell the place as a playground destination for the
rich and famous, where they could vacation undisturbed by those lesswell-off than themsalves.

“Okay, so that’s Mandala. Funny place for an archeological site,” said Jack. “It doesn’t look like it sthe
sort of planet that would encourage it. How do they deal with the tourists?’

Billie shrugged. “Thisisthe site. There snot much | could find. They useit asan atraction. Toursand
suff. Exclusive vistswith tour guides. | found afew articles and things, but they don’t seem to know very
much about it.”

“Wdl, how the hdll can it beatouris attraction?’ said Jack.



Billie shrugged. “ Something to do with being exclusive, | guess. Only giveit to people who can afford it.”

A picture blossomed on thewall and Jack |eaned forward. From what he could make out—the image
was not very clear—Ilarge square structures stood grouped in fours, Sde by side, clustered buildings.
They were blocky and thick, square in shape, and apart from small doorways at their bases, they seemed
to have no other features. He couldn’t tell how big they were. The doors could be astall as buildingson
their own. There were no interna shots.

“Well, that doesn’t tell us much. Do you know what they’ re finding there?”
She shrugged. “ Too hard. | need some moretime.”
“Okay, Billie. That’sgood. Isthere anything el se?

“Uh-huh. Whoever is paying for dl thiswork doesn’'t want peopleto find out. There sthe university, but
thered funding is coming from another company. It' sashell and there' satrail, but | don't know whereit
ends. | couldn't find it yet.”

“ Anything about the artifact?’

She grinned. “ There was atiny news article about stuff being stolen from the site. | nearly missed it.”
“Uh-huh.” Now they were getting somewhere. “Did they say anything ese?’

“Y egh. Something about archeologica significance.”

“I bet there was. Hmm, okay, | think things are starting to come together. I’'m not sure how yet, but this
isgredt, Billie”

She seemed to be waiting for something.
“Wdl ...

“The university, Jack.”

“What about it?”

“UBC. The University of Baance City.”
“Utrecht,” they said together.

She sat back and crossed her arms triumphantly. Jack nodded dowly and, just as dowly, he started to
orin.

Tabot came from Utrecht. The archeological team was from Utrecht. There was the connection.

Jack stood and started pacing. He was thinking, and Billie sat watching as he worked it through in his
head. He paced around the living room and into the office. He was being stupid. Of course therewas a
link between Farrell and Tabot, but if he had stolen the artifact from her, what were they doing in the
same hotd? Who was to say that she' d even had the damned thing in the first place? The whole family
heirloom story was becoming lessand lesslikely. Aswasthefact that she' d hired him. Why in the hell
would she hire someone like Jack to track down someone who was staying & the same hotel? That il
didn’'t make sense.

Jack scratched at the back of his head and looked out the window and stopped in midaction. Acrossthe



other side of the Street, standing in the doorway, was the guy who seemed to have been appearing
everywhere over the last couple of days. Something nasty was working in the depths of Jack’ s guts. He
curled hislip. The man was clearly watching the windows. Jack couldn’t tell if he could see him, but right
now, he didn’t care. He was going to do something about this. He walked back into the living room and
grabbed his coat.

Billie looked suddenly panicked.
“It' sdl right,” said Jack. “It'sabout time | found out what our little friend wants.”

He strode quickly to the front door, out to the elevator, and down to the street. He wanted to catch his
new friend by surprise. Oncein thelobby he paused, hanging back, giving aquick surreptitious glance
around the doorway, confirming that the guy was till there. Hewas, still staring up at the windows. Jack
dashed acrossthe sireet. He was fully two-thirds of the way across, his coat flying behind him, when the
man looked down and noticed. His bland round face paled, hisjaw dropped open, and he reached into
his coat and started backing away. Jack was on him in an instant. He pushed, hishand flat in theman’s
chest, forcing him back.

“Who are you? What do you want?’
Thelittle man’ s gaze flickered nervoudy from side to side, his hand till buried in his coat pocket.

Jack shoved again. “Comeon. Tak,” he said from between closed teeth, reinforcing the words with yet
another shove. The man’ sface went from shocked to hostile.

“I wouldn't do that,” he said quietly. “Not if you know what’ s good for you.”
“Isthat right?” said Jack, giving another shove.

The man was agood head shorter than Jack, but Jack felt no qualms about monstering him. Jack didn’t
like being watched, and he liked it even lesswhen Billie wasinvolved.

The little man had had enough. He shoved forward with the hand buried in hisright jacket pocket, and
Jack felt something hard pressing againgt his abdomen. The guy looked down significantly at the bulge
and then back at Jack’ sface.

In one quick motion, Jack seized the guy’ sjacket, pulling the shoulders back and down around hisarms.
Then he dapped him, hard, once, twice.

“Y ou go away now, littleman,” said Jack. “Don’t come back until you' re ready to play with the big
mys.”

The guy’ s eyeswidened and his face blanched again, thistimein fury, the marks of Jack’ s hands standing
out clear and red on his cheeks. Even though his arms were pinned by his own jacket, he shoved forward
with whatever he had in his pocket.

“You'regoing to be sorry.”

“Y eah, we' |l see about that. Y ou go and tell whoever you' re working for that if he wantsto talk to Jack
Stein, then he should talk to Jack Stein. He shouldn't send hislackeys.” He grabbed a good handful of
jacket and shook. “Y ou got that?’

Thefury grew. Jack dapped him again, and in the next motion, he soun the little man around, dug his
hand into the right jacket pocket and wrenched the obvious weapon out of the guy’ s hand. He grabbed



his shoulder and spun him back around. He waved anasty little gunin the guy’ sface.

“And before you start playing with toys, you better learn how to use them.” He gave him another dap
and pushed him out of the lobby entrance and onto the street. “Now get. Don’t come back.” He shoved
the gun deep into his pocket and watched as their erstwhile watcher pulled hisjacket back on, adjusting
it as he walked quickly up the street, looking back over his shoulder with a glare of absolute hodtility.
Jack stared back. Whoever he was, this guy was just what he' d said, alackey. He was the sort who
wouldn’t spit without his master’ s permisson.

Hewas just about to head back over to the gpartment when he had a thought. He dug in his pocket and
drew out the gun, turning it over and over. No way was this the weapon that had seen to Carl Tabot.
Thiswould put asmal and nasty holein someone, but it was't going to take off haf aface and an arm.
He put the gun away again and crossed the road, first checking to see that their watcher wastruly gone.
A couple of minutes later, he was back up in the apartment.

“Wdll, | don't think he' s going to be bothering us again. At least not for awhile.” He tossed the gun onto
thelow table. Billie reached for it. “No,” said Jack quickly. “Leavethat done.” He leaned over and
swept it away, shoving it up into ahigh shelf. She knew it wasthere, but he thought she' d take his
warning. Billiewasn't gupid.

“What did you do?’ she said.

“Just showed him that he needsto be alittle more respectful of other peopl€e sprivacy. | sent him away,
back to hisbosswith histail between hislegs”

“Hisboss?’

“That sort dways has aboss. Can't do anything on their own. Somehow, | think we' re going to be
getting another call. Maybe I’m wrong, but you know . . . I've got thisfeding . . .” He grinned and turned
away. Billiejust shook her head.

Therewas il one thing that didn’t make sensein the middle of everything elsethat was adding up to a
tangled confusion. What the hell were these people doing in Y orkstone? Y orkstone was anice city. Carl
Tabot, Bridgett Farrell, they just didn't belong in aplace likethis. Even Morrish had said it. It made him
question again what he was doing here himsdlf. Jack had smply been coasting for too long, but thistimeit
was adifferent sort of coagting. In his previous existence, before he' d met Billie, he'd let fate play its
hand, always counting on circumstance to lead him in the right direction, allowing hisinner sensesto do
thework for him. Now, in this environment, it was different. The placeitself had become the excuse.
Nothing turned up because there was nothing to turn up.

And now he was getting frustrated. The suspected call had not happened, Billie was getting nowhere
further with her research, nor wasthere any sign of Bridgeit Farrell. At least the police had not been
back, but he suspected that wouldn't last either. He couldn’t imagine that they’ d managed to work out
anything on their own.

Laduce s snide comments had set him thinking about Billie again too, and that wasn't agood thing. Thar
relationship wasfull of unexplained tension recently. Maybe it was just because she was getting older.
He d thought, maybe, that getting to Y orkstone would have given her what she needed.

Regardless, there were more important things to dedl with, matters more pressing. He was achieving
nothing Sitting in his office, fiddling, ressting the urgeto play around with the furniture. He called up the



notes Billie had been working on and scanned through them, looking for clues. He went back to the
pictures of Mandda, studying them. There had to be something he was missing. He narrowed his eyes at
the picture of the archeologica site, trying to blur the image, looking for correspondences. He sat back
and shook his head with asigh. Nothing was coming. Once again he called up the sketch of the artifact,
saring at it till it too blurred into a meaningless smudge. He stood, cleared down the screen, and walked
over to thewindow, his hands clasped behind his back. He d wasted dmost an entire day since the
incident with the guy on the street and had nothing to show for it. Hefdt like growling, growling at the
world and growling at Y orkstone in particular.

The system announced acall and he turned dowly, ahaf smileforming on hisface. Thiswasit. It had
taken longer than he' d expected.

“Answer. Thisis Jack Ste—" Hisvoice drifted off to nothing. Bridgett Farrell waslooking at him from
the wallscreen. She moistened her lipswith thetip of her tongue and spoke.

“Haveyou got it, Jack?’
“Havel got wha?’

Shelifted afinger to her lips and spoke in an even quieter tone. “The object, of course.” Shewas clearly
nervous, glancing off to theside.

“Whereareyou, Ms. Farrdl?’

“I can't tell you that. Not now. | need you to help me, Jack. | think I'min trouble.”
Jack walked closer to the screen. “Why would that be, Ms. Farrell?”

“Have you found Tabot?’

Jack looked down at hisfingernails, then dowly back up at her. “ Tabot's dead.”

She gasped. Shelooked shaken. Either she was being genuine or shewas really good. At this point, he
didn’t know which one. Shelooked asif she was struggling to maintain cam.

“If Carl’ s dead, then someone else has to have the artifact.” Shebit her lip. “Y ou haveto hdp me. I'll
double your fee. I’ [l double the amount. Just help mefind it, Jack.”

Jack’ s head wastticking. He had to find this woman. She was going to lead him to the artifact one way or
another, unknowingly or with full knowledge of what she was doing. Somehow, he thought it wasthe
latter. He il didn’t know how much sheredlly knew and how much shewastelling him, but he was
going to play dong for now and seeif he could come up with the answer. There was some reason she
was keeping things from him. Maybe she redlly was scared.

“Ligten, Ms. Farrdl.”

“Cadll me Bridgett, please.” Her hand was playing with the pendant at her throat.

“Why” said Jack. “What do other people call you?’

There wasadight flicker of her eyes at that, but she let the comment pass. “ Can | trust you, Jack?’

“I don't know, Ms. Farrell. Can | trust you? What can you tell me about a place called Mandaa? Or
maybe Baance City?’



She looked away. The hand that had been playing at her pendant drifted up to touch her hair, and she
moistened her lips once more. Again she glanced to the Side, then leaned in closer.

“None of that’ simportant, Jack. All that mattersisthe artifact.”

Jack leaned back on the desk. “It’ s been acouple of days, Ms. Farrell, and you' re nowhere to be seen.
I’m afraid your retainer hasrun out. I’ m going to have to see some sort of mark of good faith.”

She tutted and sighed. “Why?’

“Because you' ve been taking up my time on what seems like a pointless exercise. If you expect meto
keep working on this, I’'m going to need some more. Show methat you mean it, Ms. Farrell.”

“Isthat al it'sgoing to take. . . | would have expected alittle more trust from you, Jack.” Her handipad
lifted into view. “How much?’

“Six, no, ten should doit.”

She pressed her lipstogether and nodded. A small split panel emerged at the bottom of his screen
showing the transfer taking place.

“Okay,” said Jack. “1 need to know where you are.”
“I'll beintouch,” shesaid. Thewall went blank.

What the hell was thiswoman playing at? Jack ran hisfingers back through hishair and grimaced. He d
just ensured that he wastruly tied in now. He turned away from the screen to see Billie standing in the
doorway watching him.

“What are you doing, Billie?”

She shrugged. “I heard voices. . .”

“How much did you see?”’

“Enough.” She shook her head, turned, and walked back into the living room, leaving him standing there.
“What am | supposed to do, Billie?’ he said, but she had aready gone.

“What am | supposed to do?’ he breathed.

Carl Talbot wasback. The“after” Carl Tabot, not the “before.”

Jack suppressed the gag reflex that threatened to overwhelm him. It wasjust adream, but the natural
reaction wasthere, forcing himto fight it.

“Yack Stein,” said Tabot from hisruined face.

Jack tried to look away, past the blasted features, trying to determine where they were. Above him lay a
broad ceiling. No, it wasn't acelling. It was farther away than that, far, far above. It was. . . it was Ky,
but dark, leaden gray. That was al he could see. They were standing on nothing, floating. Quick traceries
of light shot back and forth below them. Jack tried to look everywhere but at the face that was speaking
tohim.



“You...haf...t0go.”
“What isit, Carl? Wheredo | haveto go?’

Tabot tried to wave hisarm. His remaining eye looked surprised. He gestured with the other, good arm.
The sky disappeared. Thelightsin the darkness disappeared. Blanknessremained. They floated in
nothing. Jack peered into the nothingness, trying to work out what he was supposed to be seeing. There,
over Talbot’'s maimed shoulder, something was forming, far away now. He concentrated. Quad shapes.
Quad shapes like four thick, stocky legs, joined to acentra spire that reached up into the sky. The same
shapes he' d seen before.

“"Erel” said Tabot emphatically. “ Y ou haf to go.”
“Why do | haveto go there, Carl? Tel me.”

Tabot drifted into vaporous wisps and blew away, saying nothing more. Jack was | eft with the structural
imagein front of him. He stared at it, imprinting it deeply.

Then he was somewhere ese. He was standing on a plain. Silver shapes whipped above his head, amost
too fast to follow. One zipped silently past, whipping his head back as hetried to track it.

Heturned to follow it into the distance.

Something was standing behind him. It wastall, with four legs spaced evenly around athick centra body.
It ssemed smooth, featurdess, shining dightly with adeek, silvery dickness. At first he thought it was
some sort of sculpture, the same sort of structure as the other things he’ d seen, but on asmdller scale.
And then it moved. Jack took astep back. Again, one of the four legs swung forward, repositioning the
body. The top of the thick central shaft tilted forward. The whole thing looked ponderous, awkward.
About hafway up the shaft, something dowly bulged, then separated. A section folded down and then
another. Behind one of the sections there was a hollow. Jack shook his head. Thiswasjust weird, and
the weirdness was working in his chest, making his heart pound faster. There was something in the
hollow. Despite the fear starting to rise within him, he looked closer. There was a shape in there,
something flat, rectangular. He recognized that shape. It was the artifact.

The sectionsthat had folded down swung back up, and the hollow was concedled once more. The
bulging torus dowly merged back into the shaft, and then the thing was gone.

Jack swallowed.

Hewoke, staring at the ceiling in the darkness, knowing what he had to do, but struggling with a deep
sense of unease. How do you deal with something that’ struly alien? He was used to things that he could
control, even in the dreamgtate. Thoughts, symbols, had their place in the human psyche, and they were
things he could cometo gripswith. If hisvisonswere suddenly taking him into an areawherethe energies
had nothing to do with humanity, he had no guarantee that he could control that. He had no guarantee
that there were any psychic anchor points he could hold on to. What would stop the dreams from
sweeping him away completely? Maybe thistime he redlly was getting in too degp—Iost subconscioudy
inandien civilization. He didn't think it was possible, but sometimes, even he didn’t know how his
abilitiesworked. Alien sendings? Alien minds? No, it didn’t bear thinking about.

It was along, long while before deep found him again.

Nine



Jack wasn't quite sure how Billie was going to take his news, so he waited till she was showered and
well and truly awake before he mentioned it. Asit was, he needn’t have bothered.

“Weneed to go on abit of atrip,” hetold her.
She stopped running her fingers through wet hair, waiting for him to continue.

“I had adream last night. | think I know how to work out this whole mess. | thought about going aone,
but with you dong, it’ sthe perfect cover. I’ m about to be your rich uncle, Billie.”

“Okay. Where?’

“We re going to Mandaa.”

Her eyeswidened. “Redly?”’

“Yeah. We have to go to the archeologica ste. | don't know why, but that’s what we haveto do.”
“Yed” she sad, jJumping up and spinning around on the spot.

He stared at her. He d been expecting something, anything, but not this. Billie just didn’t get excited
about stuff. Just when he thought he had her al figured out, she went and did something thet screwed it al
up agan.

“What . .. 7" hesaid dowly.

She grabbed hisarm and swung it. “1t' sgrest. | never thought . . . It'sgreat. We reredly going there?”
He carefully extricated hisarm from her grip and stepped back out of range. “1 don't get it, Billie.”
“What' s not to get? Just imagineit. Think about it.” Shethrust her armswide. “ Aliens.”

“Y eah, well, we' re going to have to get some bookings worked out. Find out where we' re going to stay.
It' sgoing to cog, but despite what you might think, that little conversation yesterday afternoon with
Bridgett Farrell seemsto have comein useful.”

She shrugged and turned away, heading straight for the wallscreen.

“What are you doing?’

“Looking for timetables and prices. And checking out Mandaa bookings. Who do you want to be?’
“It' sthet easy for you?’ hesaid.

“Uh-huh,” she replied without turning around. “Who do you want to be?’

“Y eah, wdll, we can’t use my name. Think of something, will you, Billie? Whatever it is, we ve got to
makeit believable. Y ou' re my niece and I’ m taking you to Mandala as atreat because you redly want to
seethedienruins”

“What isthereto believe?’ she said, looking back at him over her shoulder with agrin.
“What do you mean?’

“| do redly want to seethedienruins”



Heléeft her toit. She' d have the best deal set up soon, and whatever ID they needed shecould set upina
matter of minutes. Her time with Pinpin Dan sometimes came in useful. She aready had afile of prepared
IDsthat Jack had used in the past.

The problem of Morrish and Laduce still remained. How would it look if he suddenly skipped town? Not
only town, but the planet aswell. If Laduce found out, he’ d be after Jack like aman on amission.
Hopefully the pair of them would be dow-moving enough not to get around to him before he and Billie
got back, if they did get back. And if not, he’ d dedl with it when he had to. All he knew wasthat he had
to do this. The dead Carl Tabot had told him so.

Hewas Jack Stinson, CEO of Carmody Industries. The company name was vague enough to be any of
anumber of conglomeratesthat Stretched across the system. Mining mainly. Helooked down &t the ID.
Okay, but there was something wrong about it. It didn't fed right.

“Billie, what’ swrong here?’ He scratched his head.

“Look at you, Jack.”

“What?’

“Look at that coat. Look at your clothes. Do you look likea CEO?
“Mirror,” hesad.

Thewal redigned itself and became reflective. Helooked at himsdlf criticdly. Billiewasright. Helooked
nothing like a CEO. Forget the clothes, the dight stubble was okay, but the unkempt hair, the whole
demeanor. He straightened his stance and pulled at his deeves, trying to smooth things. It wasn't
working. They had to go shopping. He grimaced. They had little enough of Bridgett Farrdll’ sfunds |l ft,
maybe a couple of grand after Billie had made the bookings. The resort had taken up most of the money,
the transport agood dice of what was left. Maybe a couple of grand would be enough. Billie needed
some stuff too. High end.

“Yeah. Okay. WEe re going shopping,” hetold her. She grinned and gave alittle jump. Suddenly it
seemed that everything they were doing pleased her. She was happier than he’ d seen her inalong time.
It made him wonder. Was heredly giving her enough? He knew that alot of her attitude was Smple
bravado, but underneath that, he didn’t know if shewas redly happy. She seemed content with him, but
that didn’t mean she was happy, did it? He shook the thoughts away and checked the handipad to see
how much they did have left. Two thousand three hundred and fifty-eight. Well, it looked like they
weren't going to be getting room service when they got to Mandda

“Comeon,” sad Billie, dragging a hisdeeve. “What are you waiting for?’
“Can’'t wedo thishere?” hesaid.
“No, Jack. Are you stupid? Not for the kind of stuff we need.”

She was probably right. He dipped the handipad away and followed Billie out of the gpartment,
wondering now, for atotally different reason, what he was getting himsdf into.

Asthey climbed aboard the shuttle he grabbed her shoulder, pulling her down to one end of the
compartment. Up at the end, they were far enough away from the other passengersto talk.



“Okay, let’ s go through what we need to do,” he said asthey sat.
“It sample,” she said, glancing around the carriage.
“Y eah, okay, it may be smple, but | need to hear it again.”

Sherolled her eyes, then became al serious. “Y ou’re Jack Stinson. We re visiting Mandala as avacation
treat for your niece, Susan.” She tapped her chest, then continued. “We get on atransport out to the
port. We catch aship to the relay station. We jump to Antioch. From Antioch we get the private liner to
Mandaa. There' sashuttle there that will take usto the resort. It’'s called the Mandala Country Club.”

He nodded. It seemed smple enough. They could work out the way to get to the archeologica site when
they got there. The resort pages had talked about organized trips out to the ruins. He suspected it was a
fairly sandard excursion from the place. It was just the sort of thing that rich tourists would love to brag
about when they got back home. “So, isthere acity name? Y ou’ ve only talked about thisresort.”

She frowned. “No. Mandaa skind of funny. It'sal Manddathis, Mandaathat. The ste hasaname and
that’ sabout it. It' s called the City of Trees.”

“Huh,” said Jack. “Why?’
“Well, they say it lookslike abig forest of squaretrees.”

“Hmm,” said Jack. He remembered the strange forests that had populated the dream. That structurein
the distance suddenly made more sense. The City of Trees. It had to be the same place.

“How long are we going to betraveling?’ he asked after afew moments.

“ Altogether? Probably about aday.” She shrugged again. “Mostly we' |l be waiting. Y ou know, the ships
takeamogst notimeat dl.”

He did know, and so did she. The new drives developed by Outreach had totally changed travel. Now,
getting from one place to another between the stars was a most instantaneous. The routes were
expanding daily. Despite the ease, hefelt acertain leve of discomfort traveling on ships developed and
supported by Outreach. Merely thinking about it sparked a nagging nervous unease. There was too much
history there with Outreach, and mostly, history he would prefer to forget. In many ways, he just
couldn’t. Outreach had used the mining crew from Dairil 111 as experimenta subjectsintherr initid tests of
the new drive, often with disastrous consequences. There were places people just weren't meant to go.
He swdlowed, pushing the thought away.

“Okay, that seemsto all work,” he said.

They changed shuttles about halfway up. The shopping district they were heading for was a the more
exclusive end of the spectrum, and Jack, picking intermittently at his coat and light swester, felt dightly
uncomfortable. There was achangein their fellow passengers. They were better turned out; there was an
auraof affluence about them. He could see the style, sense the difference, but it was nothing he' d ever
redlly aspired to. He sniffed, trying to suppress the fedings. They wereirraiond. Billiewasfine; shewas
watching the outsde, everything they passed, the people, the buildings, the streets. He wished she' d done
something about her hair before heading up here, but it was a bit late now.

Assoon asthey aighted, Billie dragged Jack straight away toward ahuge glitzy department store. He let
himsdf be dragged, knowing who wasin control here. He just had to keep an eye on the funds. They
went from department to department, Billie leading the way, Jack looking at things she suggested,
shaking his head when the price was too high. Findly, they ended with a couple of tops, two pairs of



trousers, some new shoes, ajacket, and acoat. Then it was Billie sturn. Shewas easier, and the results
were less expensive. Jeans and tops and awell-cut jacket. He guessed it was enough. They choseto
take the purchases with them, rather than waiting for them to be ddlivered. Ddlivery, though reasonably
efficient, was variablein timing, and they were due to leave on the following morning. At last, Jack was
relieved that Billie ssemed to have decided they had enough.

“Okay. Can we go home now?’ he said.

“Nuh-uh.”

He stood outside the store, arms full of packages, and shook his head. “Why not? What now?’
“Luggage,” shesad smply. “We need to have the right luggage.”

Shewasright. If they weretruly going to look the part, they couldn’t only dressit. Luggage wasthe
perfect prop. He put down acouple of packages and reached for his handipad. They’d already taken a
healthy chunk out of the remaining funds. He chewed at his bottom lip and then looked up at her
impatient stance.

“Okay, you'reright, but we need to do it carefully. I’m not sure thisistheright place to get what we

Shelooked at the surrounding stores and finally nodded. “Leaveit to me.” Bardly leaving him timeto
grab the packages, she dragged him toward the shuttle stop.

A short ride later they were in another shopping area, but this one wasin a section of the city marked by
more moderate appointments. Billie headed straight for asmall store. Jack stopped, waiting for her to
redlize that he wasn't following.

Sheturned. “What?’
“What isthis, Billie?’
“Trust me,” shesad, waving him forward.

With ashake of his head, he followed. THE COPY SHOP sat atop the doorway in muted letters. Jack
wandered in, putting the various packages down on the floor behind the doorway. Billie was dready
leaning across the counter talking to someone. And thiswas areal someone instead of some program.

The man behind the counter nodded and then disappeared into the back of the store. Moments later, he
appeared carrying two findy crafted travel bags, one larger, one smdler, in front of him. He planted them
on the counter. Jack walked over, nodded to the man, then reached out a hand to the bags. They looked
like top-of-the-line leather and they felt likeit. Red |eather was something well out of Jack’ s usud range,
particularly in something as practica asluggage. The man mentioned a price and Jack frowned, believing
he' d misheard. Billie said yes, immediately.

Jack had some doubts. “Isthislegit?’ he said to the storekeeper.

“Wadll, certainly,” said the man. “The big |abels recognize that people are going to copy their look and
fed. Aslong aswe display the officid hologram”—He reached over to one of the bags and opened it,
turning asmal label out so Jack could seeit—"then everything’ sfine. The differenceis durability and,
ultimately, quaity. That' swhat you pay for with the originals.”

“Well, okay,” said Jack, but he was ill alittle dubious.



“Would you like me to have them delivered?’

“No, we'll takethem with us,” said Jack, pulling out his handipad to make the purchase. He reached for
the bags, took them over near the door, and started piling their packagesinsde them.

Within moments, they were outsde the door.
“Y ou want to explain thisto me?’ said Jack, repositioning the bagstill he felt comfortable.

“Sure,” shesad. “They're programmed copies. They look like thered thing, fed likethered thing, they
have the labels, but they break down after awhile. They cogt alot lessand they last alot less.” She
shrugged. “They’ re what we need, right?’

And shewasright. Not even thinking in those terms, about labels and designers and thingslike thet, he
hadn’t even known such things existed. So how wasit that Billie did? He suddenly felt guilty, redizing that
he knew far less about what she occupied her time with than he probably should. If he' d taken on the
responsihility, the least he could do wasfollow it through.

Billiewas|ooking thoughtful.

“What isit?" asked Jack, wondering what was next.

“We need some accessories. People with money aways have accessories.”

“And how do you know that?’ said Jack, putting down the bags and waiting for her to answer.

She gavealittle shrug. “I’ ve seen people with money, haven't you, Jack? It snot hard.” She waslooking
a him with that faintly exasperated expresson again. Findly she gave alittle shake of her head and
headed off toward another line of stores. “Come on. Thisway. | know what we need.”

With afrown, Jack stooped and hefted the bags again. “Okay, wait,” he said. “Where are we going?’
Hedidn't even want to think about how much more they were going to eat into the remaining funds.

“Just down thisway. It'snot far,” she shot back over her shoulder, not even waiting for him.

As she disappeared insgde a doorway, he quickened his pace to catch up. The store was full of stuff.
That’ sthe only way he could think of it. There were glasses and smal trendy little bags, handipad cases
inbright colors, al sorts of things—he couldn’t even tell what purpose they might serve. It was stuff, and
al of it suff that meant nothing to him. Billie was standing, leaning over a counter, peering down &t the
contents. There were no display boards here. Jack guessed that this kind of merchandise people wanted
to pick up and fed, to play with, to try it on. Jack joined her at the counter.

Billie looked up at him as he stepped up and pointed down at apair of glasses.

“These are great,” she said. “Y ou can touch them and they change color according to a voice command.
They can beredly dark, or you can mirror them, or do anything you want.”

“But we don't need sunglassesin here,” said Jack, confused.
Billie shook her head. “We don't need them, but they look good. Everybody’ s wearing them.”
Jack grunted. “Not everybody.”

“Yeah, well ...” said Billie, looking back down into the case. “Those ones, | think,” she said. She
glanced back up at Jack’ sface. “Uh-huh. | think they’re good.”



She thumbed the pad at the side of the display, and an assistant was with them in a couple of seconds.
“Well havethosg, | think. Can wetry them on?’

The assistant opened the case and handed the glasses over. Jack dipped them on, and Billie nodded
aoprovingly.

“Y es, they’re good. Do you want to look?’ she asked Jack.
He shook his head and she sighed. “Y es, we' |l take them,” shetold the assigtant.

The assistant sarted to launch into aspid about the various features, but Jack cut her off with awave of
hishand. “That’sfine,” he said, and opened up his handipad to pay. The assstant looked dightly
disappointed, but put the payment through. Billie was leaning back over the display case, looking at other
items. She found something for herself, and again, Jack paid.

“Don’'t worry,” she said as he dipped the extra purchasesinto the bags. “I’ll explain them to you when
we get back.”

Jack just shook his head and let himsalf beled out of the Sore.

When they did get back, Jack was al for dumping the purchases and getting something to eat, but Billie
ingsted on taking out al of the articlesthey’ d acquired, arraying them across the back of the couch and
disappearing into her room, only to appear moments later parading a different combination of outfit, the
wall turned to its mirror function so she could check that everything met with her approva. Eventualy,
Jack looking on, shetired of the game, packing the clothes away, ready for the morning. When she was
done she regppeared in the living room, looking at Jack expectantly.

“No,” hesad. “I’'mfine, Billie. Everything's okay. How could it not be?Y ou choseit.”
She grinned and accepted that.
“Thereisonething though,” he said. “1 think you' re going to have to do something about thet hair.”

The grin dipped away and was replaced by ahalf pout, and she reached up to play with the tangled
waves on top of her head, but then she dowly nodded and sighed.

“Inthemorning,” shesad.

When she did appear the next morning, Billie looked dmost demure, with her nezt little jacket, well-cut
jeans, and smple white top. What she' d done to her hair was astounding. When Jack had first met her,
she’'d had asmple straight bob, but then as her hair grew, the tangles came into being. Now the tangles
had been straightened out, the ends were even, and it fell in soft waves to her shoulders. She looked
cute. She could be anybody’ s daughter. Jack stood and stared at her.

“What?’ shesaid.

“Nothing. Doesn't matter. You just look so. . . | don't know. Y ou look greet, Billie.”
She suppressed asmile. “Uh-huh. Y ou look okay yoursdlf.”

“Come on. We need to move.”

And they did. It was il early, but they had limited time to get up to the port and make their transport on



time. Jack grabbed the prepacked bags and headed for the door.
“Wait,” said Billie “Let metakemine”
That was unusua too. What had come over her?

They traveled to the port in silence. Even though Jack had managed amorning coffee before they headed
out, hewas dtill in that half-awake morning state. In that less-than-good frame, he was mulling over the
actionsthey were just about to take. They’ d spent thousands on the mere whim of adream prompt. As
accurate as his dream pointers had been in the padt, it was till pretty tenuous. It had been awhile since
he' d been able to rely on his dreamstate with any certainty. He didn’t even know if there was any way
he' d see Bridgett Farrell again. Her cat and mouse games didn’t fill him with confidence. So, hewas
headed out into the wild unknown with no good reason for doing s0. He screwed up hisface and
readjusted the bag on the seat beside him.

He glanced across a Billie. She seemed content, the bag clutched in her Iap, kicking her feet dightly back
and forth, looking into the distance. She was probably thinking about their destination. He didn’t dare do
that yet. It made him think about the process of how they were going to get there. And with that, there
was just too much uncertainty.

They reached the port after one shuttle change. It was early yet, and there wasn't too much activity.

Y orkstone wasn't one of the trendy destinations and vacation season was much later in theyear. Ther
ground transport sat waiting, doors aready open. There wasasmall covered waiting areaand a check-in
desk infront. They headed in that direction. Just before they reached the desk, Jack dug out his handipad
and made sure the right identity had been loaded. He set his bag down and strode forward to the desk,
placing the handipad down on the small recess designed for that purpose. There was a pause; then their
reservations came up with a series of question and answer touch points. He answered the security
questions, the baggage questions, and confirmed the fact that they had a connecting flight. The screen
accepted the answers and displayed an ingtruction to await further boarding information in the waiting
area. Jack grabbed the bags and headed for avacant seat. There was one other passenger aready
waiting. AsBillie and Jack settled into place, the man, dressed in a conservative suit, turned to Billie.

“Hello, young lady,” he said with asmile. “Where are we off to today?’

Billie, uncharacterigticaly, returned the smile easily. “We re going on vacation.”
“Oh, yes? Anywhere specid?’

Jack fdlt hisheart lurch.

Billie nodded enthusiagticaly. “Y es. My uncle staking me offworld to Mandda. We re going to vigit the
ruins”

The man’s eyeswidened a fraction and he glanced over a Jack, took in the coat, the luggage, cleared his
throat and nodded. “ Y es, very specid indeed.” He adjusted his jacket and looked away, pulling out his
handipad and pretending to bury himsdlf in the morning news. Jack wondered briefly whether the man
thought himself out of his depth or whether there was some sort of subtle disapprova there. No, it was
probably the Mandalareference that had doneit. It was out of most peopl€’ sreach.

Billieturned to Jack and gave him alittle grin. He just shook his head.

When the boarding announcement came and their luggage was stowed, they found seats up near the front
of the ground transport’ s passenger section. The businessman found a seat in the corner, looking out a



window. That suited Jack fine.

The drive to the spaceport took just over twenty-five minutes, through open countryside. Had they il
been at the Locality, they would have been forced to take aflyer, but Y orkstone was currently in close
proximity to the port. In acouple of yearsits dow crawl would probably takeit farther away,
necessitating different connections, but now it waswithin striking distance.

Once there, there were more check-in procedures, security questions, but thistime they were ushered
into alounge—wide comfortably padded seats, a bar, snacks, multiple screens showing different
programs. Jack headed for the bar and made himsdlf a coffee. Billie made a bedline for the free snacks
and started loading up her pockets. Jack tried to ignore her. He also tried to ignore the chill growing
geadily in hischest. Flying wasfine. Spaceflight wasfine. It wasjust this new drive, thejump. He'd seen
what it had donein Outreach’s experimental stages and he didn’t want the same thing to happen to him,
nor to Billie. Gilbert Ronschke and his severed hand kept floating up indgde his head. It was probably just
aswadll that they were in the lounge and he couldn’t see their intended transport. He carried his coffee
back to achair and tried to lose himself in one of the screens.

An hour later, the boarding announcement came. Billie tugged at hisarm and Jack nodded. He reached
for the travel bag and followed her reluctantly to the boarding gates. What the hell was he doing?

The boarding went without a hitch, and they were led to big comfortable seats toward the ship’ s front by
one of the ship’s personnel who obsequioudy fussed about them, making sure they were dl right. They
had the section to themselves. Jack just wished the steward would leave them aone. Right now he could
fed the dightest sense of panic working up insde him. When the seward leaned in close and warned
them that the jump sometimes resulted in nausea, then asked if he wanted a patch to counter it, he waved
the man away. He was close enough to being sick asit was, but he wanted to do thison hisown. He
needed to face the fear and conquer it—just in the same way he’ d schooled himsdlf out of reaching for a
patch every time he needed to concentrate. It was discipline. Meanwhile, Billie was prodding and poking
at controls and playing with the screen in front of her, flicking from channd to channd.

Jack closed his eyes and took deep, steadying breaths. He heard the doors close and the launch
announcement. It would take about forty-five minutes after launch to the jump point, and then another
forty-five minutesto landing. It was certainly different to weeks and weeks, but it still didn’t make him
fed any better knowing it. The ship thrummed into life around him, and Jack gritted histeeth. He knew,
rationdly, that they were nowhere near jump yet, but the fedling till worked insde him. Hefet the ship
dowly rise, pick up speed, then accelerate further, pushing him back into his seat. Onething, it wasahell
of alot more comfortable than his usua mode of travel. It would be awhile before they’ d be traveling
likethisagain.

After the accel eration eased, he opened one eye a crack and then the other one. Billie was absorbed in a
game. They had the cabin completely to themsalves. He loosened his grip on the arms with an effort of
will. He knew he was being stupid. Ever since the start of the drive’' s more widespread use, there’ d not
been asingle report of any problemswith it. No accidents, no disasters, everything seemed to work.

About ten minutes after takeoff the steward regppeared, asking if they wanted drinks. Billie took an
orangejuice and Jack just asked for water. He couldn’t face anything else. Ten minutes later, the steward
reappeared and cleared away their glasses.

“Fifteen minutesto jump,” hetold them. “ Please make sure you' re strapped in securely.”

He fussed around, making sure their restraints were fastened properly, then disappeared again. Jack
closed hiseyesagain, far from reassured. Billiejust seemed to betaking it dl in her stride.



He was expecting some buildup, some warning gpart from the brief internd announcement that jump
would bein two minutes, and then it was upon them. He fdt his somach flip, a strange sucking sensation
that seemed to pluck at every one of hiscdls, individudly, and just as quickly, it was gone. They were
through. Jack opened his eyes, glanced at Billie, but she was gill absorbed in the game asif nothing had
ever happened.

“Wasthat it?’ said Jack.

“What?' said Billie, not even looking away from what she was doing.
“Isthat dl? Thejump?’

She shrugged.

Forty-five minutes later they landed at their stopover.

Again they were ushered into alounge, but thistime it was even more plush. They had two hours, and
Jack busied himsalf with Billie' s notes. When they at |ast boarded the ship that wasto take them to
Mandala, it was much the same routine, but the ship was smaller, only room for about a dozen
passengers, and they seemed to be the only ones on board. There were no lower classes of travel. Jack
looked around, grunted at the sheer plushness of thefittings, and strapped himsdlf in. Thiswas't him.
Thiswasn't Jack Stein. No way. At least the nerves had gone.

Ten

Mandaaloomed in the viewscreens, aveldt world, green-brown, with mountains on the main continent,
small icecaps, and just the edge of an ocean visible. Jack knew from Billi€’ s notes that most of the planet
was landmass. The seas were more like vast salt |akes than oceans. There were no industries, afew
nonsentient native life-forms, and little € se gpart from the resort and the ruins. Jack could see nothing of
either theresort or the archeological site from this distance. He watched the planet grow larger and
larger. Billie, beside him, was staring fascinated. He didn’t think it was the fact thet it was anew world
that had piqued her interest—she’ d traveled offworld before, after al—but rather Mandaaitself.

The descent was quick, and they touched gently down at Mandala s port before they knew it. The ship
settled and the door did open. Jack and Billie unstrapped themselves and stood, heading for the steps
that would take them to the ground, their steward ushering them to the door. At the bottom stood a
woman dressed in the hotel uniform, deep green with asmple ydlow blouse. She smiled broadly asthey
descended step by step.

“Mr. Stinson, welcome to Mandaa. Welcome to the Mandala Country Club.”
Jack nodded.

“And thismust be your niece, Susan.” Jack glanced at Billie, then back at the woman, and smiled. Billie
smiled widdly at the woman.

“Welcome, both of you. My nameis Stella. I'm here to make your journey to the resort as comfortable
aspossible”

“Our bags?’ said Jack.
“Have aready been taken care of, Mr. Stinson. Y our transport iswaiting for you.”

“When do we get to see theruins?’ said Billie.



Thewoman smiled. “Oh, | think we need to get you settled in after your trip. There will be someone at
guest services who can answer dl your questions and make dl the arrangements. If you' d follow me, Mr.
Stinson.”

She led them to alow white transport, helped them into the back, and then climbed up front. A driver
aready sat waiting for them. He turned as they climbed in, smiled, and then turned back to the front. Of
their bagsthere was no sign.

Stellaglanced back over her shoulder. “ Y ou'll have agood view of the countryside and the resort itself
when we get alittle closer.”

“Can we seetheruinsfrom here?’ said Billie. Jack narrowed his eyes at her to shut up, but Stella’ s smile
didn’'t waver for an ingtant.

“No, the ruins are actualy some distance avay,” she said. “But there’ s plenty to seeontheway in. If
you' re lucky, we might get to see some of thelocd wildlife”

The* plenty to seeon theway in” consisted of miles and miles of rolling, grass-covered hillsand valleys.
Off in the distance there was a semienthusi astic mountain range—nothing forbidding there. Looking
around asthey drove, Jack couldn’t quite work out what the attraction was. Maybe it was the smple
exclusvity of the place. Of course, back in the days when travel between the stars took weeks and
months, Mandala would have been more exclusve ill, but now . . .

The Mandala Country Club appeared as they crested arise. Dark, low buildings clustered across one
sdeof avalley. Severd pools, gardens, agolf course, stables, they were dl there. Jack felt agrowing
sense of trepidation. They didn’t belong here. 1t would be so easy just to give everything away. What did
he know about lifestyles of the rich and famous?

They drove down the valley and pulled up in front of the main building. Stella climbed out and opened
their door for them, standing back to let them gpproach the front doors. The main building was alittle
taller than the othersthat clustered around. Dark wooden pillars flanked asimple glassed door. There
were no sgns, nothing to announce what the place was. Jack presumed they didn’t need it. Twin lines of
large potted plants led up to the doorway. He could smell the vegetation, the clean earth and air. It was
different from the recycled atmosphere of Y orkstone, the ships, the terminas. It wasfresh. An
undercurrent of something sharp, indefinable, sat beneath the cleanness—something he couldn’t identify.
Probably something to do with the dien atmosphere. Just inside, adim young man with dark hair, dso
decked out in the resort’ s colors, met them and ferried them to the front desk.

Another smile greeted them. “Mr. Stinson. Susan. Welcome to the Mandala Country Club. If you have
any needs during your stay above and beyond what is provided with your resdentia facilities, please
don't hesitate to contact me. Here at the Mandala Country Club, service is our watchword. We have
prepared the Kdamaresidence for your stay. Hopefully it will beto your liking. If there are any problems
withit, or it's not completely to your liking, again, please don't hesitate to cal meimmediately. My name
is Stefan. Markus here will show you to the residence.”

Jack glanced around to see ayoung man, blond, with fine, tanned features, who had appeared behind
them asif out of nowhere. He too smiled and nodded.

Stefan continued. “A couple of points before you see your accommodations. Dining isavailable at the
City of Trees Restaurant, twenty hoursaday. Of course, Mandala has atwenty-hour day, so it’s open dl
thetime. | guess you could say it was open twenty/nine, because of course we operate anine-day week.
Isthere anything else | can do to help you before Markus shows you the way ?’



Billie opened her mouth, but Jack grabbed her shoulder and she quickly shut it.
“No, that’ sfine,” said Jack. “We ve had along trip. | think we'll just go to our rooms.”

“Of course, Mr. Stinson. Markus, would you show Mr. Stinson and his niece to Kalama, please?
Markuswill look after you now.”

Markus held out ahand, indicating the way.

Jack nodded and smiled, taking Billie by the upper arm and leading her in the direction that the young
man had indicated. Jack was fedling even more uncomfortable, right out of hisdepth, but hetried to
retain his composure. They were led down another path flanked by thick vegetation, past aglassed-in
dining areathat Jack assumed was the City of Trees Restaurant, and farther to a small wooden building,
looking more like a cabin than anything dse.

The young man called Markus flashed something and the door opened.

“The door isnow keyed to you and your niece, Mr. Stinson. It will only open to you.” He stood back,
letting them enter.

Inside, the cabin was much more than a cabin. Modern chairs sat around awide glasstablein a centra
room. Broad windows looked out over the low rolling dopes stretching out in front of the resort
complex. A plush couch and lounge chairs sat to one side. One complete wall was blank. Jack assumed
it wastheir persona system for the duration of their stay. Severd doorsled off from the central room.
One by one, Markus walked from door to door, opening them and standing back for Jack and Billieto
inspect the rooms. One held akitchen unit, another a bathroom, al marbled with gold taps, still another
bedroom, yet another bedroom, an office area. Jack’ sluggage was dready sitting in one of the
bedrooms, Billi€' sin the other.

“Can | get you anything, Mr. Stinson? A drink? Something to eat?’

“No, that’ sfine, Markus. Thanks.”

“If you would like to change the room choice we have made for you, | can shift your luggage now.”
“No, that'sfine,” said Jack.

The young man dipped his head and withdrew. There was no tipping at the Mandaa Country Club.

Jack stood in the center of the main room and looked around, dowly shaking his head. Billie was going
from room to room, touching things, opening cupboards, playing with control panels.

“Billie, cut it out for aminute, will you, and come here.”
She came and stood with him, then glanced out of the windows. “Wow! Look at that.”

Jack turned to see what had prompted such areaction. With dow, stately grace, apair of peacocks was
drutting past the window, their iridescent plumage shining in the bright afternoon light. Jack watched them
walk past, hisjaw haf open. Peacocks? He hadn't seen peacocks for years, and that was back on
Earth, off in some zoo complex he' d visited during some foreign mission. It had been pretty closeto the
hotel they’ d been staying at, and al he could redly remember was how they’ d kept him up at night with
those damned cries of theirs. What it must have cost to ship them out here. . . Billie had her face pressed
up againgt the glass, her hands spread on either sde as she watched the birds disappear from view.
Sowly sheturned around.



“Wow,” she bresthed. “They were beatiful.”

“Yeah,” said Jack, walking over to the control screen to see what their options were. Billie had gone
back to the window and was pressed up againgt it again, watching the outside.

The door chimed.
“Enter,” said Jack.

Markus was back, bearing in one hand atray of exotic fruits which he proceeded to place on thetable's
center.

“Areyou sure there snothing | can get you, Mr. Stinson?’ he said, sounding alittle as though he was
actudly falling his guests by not being ableto help them.

“No, that’sokay. Actually, wait. Thereis. Where can | find the information about excursionsto the City
of Trees?’

“It'sdl onyour room system,” said Markus, “but we have qudified guides taking tripsto the Stetwice
daily. Y ou will have your own guide. Y ou can reserve the space through the room system. Would you
like meto show you?’

“No, that' sfine,” said Jack. “What do you mean, qualified guides?’

“Wél, mogt of the guideswho work at the Mandala Country Club are archeologists, mainly doing
postgraduate work. They come here from the university so they have an opportunity to be closeto the
ruinswithout necessarily being attached to the main archeological party. Of courseif the party needs
some extrawork, then they’ re available. It’ sthe sort of opportunity alot of them can’t pass up. Many
students take the option.”

“Of course” said Jack. “Very interesting. University?’

“Yes, UBC. The University of Baance City. They' re the oneswho specidizein the City of Trees, mainly.
There sbeen ateam herefor a couple of years now.”

“Thanks” said Jack. “That' sinteresting.”
“Of course, Mr. Stinson.” Seeing that there was nothing else, Markus ducked his head and withdrew.

Billie had opened the double glass windows leading to asmall patio and was standing outside, looking
over thefacilities. The light was starting to fade, but the temperature was till warm and comfortable.
Jack sat at the table and called up the system to have alook at what options were available. After a
couple of moments, he noticed something, something that didn’t seem quite right, and in the next instant,
he realized what it was—the silence. Somewhere off across the grounds a peacock called, clear in the
early evening air, but gpart fromthat . . . Y orkstone, the Locality, they dl had this underlying hum of
activity, barely perceptible and deeply embedded in the back of the consciousness, so far that you didn’t
even notice it. But now that it wasn't there.. . . Jack sat back and listened. So quiet. He' d forgotten what
itwaslike.

Before he'd moved to the Locdlity Jack had spent timein many and varied places, especialy during his
timein the military. Deserts were quiet. Tundrawas quiet. Even thejungle was quiet, in its own way.
When you were hundreds of miles away from civilization, you noticed it, whether on an operation or
smply on maneuvers. Thiswaslike that. People paid for peace and quiet, asthey cdled it, and just now
he could see why. He followed Billie out onto the patio and just stood there listening.



The next morning, they breskfasted in their room.

Jack thought it better that they stay in the rooms as much as possible, but Billie wanted to try everything.
The pool, though she’ d never learned to swim—the stables, though she' d never learned to ride—even
the golf course. He let her go, with the admonition that she should keep as quiet as she could about their
background and their life. She had charged out of their cabin and disappeared without aword of
argument. Meanwhile, Jack had occupied himsdf with the wedlth of information on Mandaa available
through the hotel systems. There were lengthy guidebook-style articles on the City of Trees, pointing out
particular features of note, detailing the history of the Sit€' s discovery, and suggesting walking routes
through the vast complex. Jack studied them, page after page. Certain areas were out of bounds. They
were the subject of the archeologica work being carried out by the UBC team. He noted those, then
downloaded the walking maps to his handipad.

He' d made the booking for their first trip just before Billie had left, with her standing behind his shoulder
bouncing up and down. He needed to check the details. The system quickly confirmed the booking and
flashed up details and aname. Their appointed guide was called Hervé.

Helooked a the time display, registering that Billie had been gone for a couple of hours. Therewasn't
much she could get into trouble with, so he spent some time flicking through the various other infoscreens
provided by the hotel. He had to keep in mind that their time was actualy more limited, what with the
shorter day. Hopefully they wouldn’t need too much time at the site for Jack to get what he needed, but
there was no telling how and when his senseswerelikely to kick in. Hisdeep last night had been
dreamless, when he' d finally managed to deep, and there' d been nothing to tug at his subconscious
workings since they’ d been here.

Hekilled thewall display and wandered over to thewindow to seeif he could caich sight of Billie, but
their cabin was facing away from the main complex, just asdl the other cabinswere. He glanced around
at what he could see of the place, once again feding strange about the whole thing. He dmost felt dirty.
How could peoplelive like this? He turned away, shaking his head.

“Jack!” Billie was standing in the doorway, looking dightly out of breath. “ The guide will be here soon.
Aren’'t you going to get ready?’

He frowned and looked down at himself. He wore the same coat, trousers, and top that he' d had on
yesterday. She wasright. If they were going to be trekking around the ruins, he redlly ought to be
wearing something abit more gppropriate. With anod of acknowledgment he disappeared into hisown
bedroom to change into something more casud. He emerged just in timefor the system to announce their
guide sariva.

Hervé was ayoung man with a deep olive complexion. The hotel greensfailed miserably to cover the
wide expanse of bdlly jutting out and barely covered in awhite T-shirt beneath the jacket. A round jolly
face seemingly stretched to its maximum beamed at them from the doorway.

“Hello,” hesaid. “1 am Hervé. I’'m going to be your guide to the City of Trees. Mr. Stinson. Susan. | am
right, aren't 17" A clear accent marked hiswords.

“Yes” sad Jack. “Sotdl me, Hervé. How far away isthe site?’

“It will take us about an hour to drive out there. | can assure you, the vehicleisvery comfortable. It is, of
course, air-conditioned. Have you got everything you need?’ He looked them over and nodded,
watching as Jack reached for his smdll travel bag. “1t might be agood idea to take a bottle of water or



two with you,” said Hervé. “It can get hot and dusty in the ruins and we will have some waysto walk.”
“Will we be going anywhere near the archeologists?’ said Billie,

Hervé chuckled. “Well, no, itisnot on our planned route, but I’ [l see what we can do, eh?’ He gave her
abig wink. Billie grinned in return, then gave Jack aquick pointed glance. He nodded. Sometimes she
knew exactly how to use what she had, the innate charm of ayoung girl. Just now and again, she played
it for al it wasworth.

Hervé waddled out to the parking area, |eading the way to one of the low white resort vehicles. He
clambered up in front, leaning back in the seat, his arm draped across the back, thrusting hiswide belly
forward. He waited politely for Jack and Billie to get settled in the back, then turned around to talk to
them.

“I will give you some more information when we' re at the Site, but | believe you' re going to find thisa
truly memorable experience. Just to see the City of Treesisawonderful thing. It is such an important
gte”

Billie nodded enthusiagticaly.

Jack chose the moment, just to verify what Markus had told them about the guides. “Hervé, are you an
archeology student? The reason | ask isthat one of the hotel staff said something about most of the
guideshere”

“Yes, itistrue. | am working on some postdoctoral studiesto do with the site. There is no better placeto
be close to the work, and of coursg, it helpsto pay the bills, you know. We live pretty well here a the
Mandaa Country Club.”

Jack settled back. “ So | guessyou can tdll us quite abit about the Site, more than just the standard
guidebook stuff. Y ou know, about the theoriesto do with what it isand thingslike that.”

“I will try,” said Hervé with another broad grin. He turned around and sparked the vehicleinto life.

All the way to the City of Trees, Hervé regaed them with anecdotes about various visitors to the resort.
Billieseemed to lap it up, but quite frankly, Jack felt hisinterest waning and he tuned them out, turning to
watch the landscape. He was more interested in what he was going to find &t the ruins than whatever had
happened in some playground for those who had too much money for their own good. They wound up
through rocky outcroppings and then down the other side. Their vehicle rounded a bend, and there, at
last, below them lay the Site. Billie craned forward, trying to get a better view, and Jack found himself
doing the same.

The information pages back at the hotel had bardly prepared him for the Siteitsdlf. Thick, square
structures, clumped in groups of four, reached up toward the sky, stretched across awide expanse of
plain. The tops were uneven. He had expected them to be level. Even at this distance, the dark mottled
surfaces reached out to them with the uniformity, the evenness and vastness of the constructions
themsdves. It wasimmediately clear that thiswas nothing man-made. The smplicity and order spoke of
adifferent kind of intdligence.

“It issomething, isn't it?’ said Hervé from the front. He was concentrating on negotiating the winding path
down to the valley floor, but even herisked a glance or two asthey descended. “It dwaysfillsmewith a
kind of awe. Perhaps you might say respect.”

Jack was reaching for some sort of spark deep within himself, but there was nothing there apart from



natural amazement at the Steitsdlf. Billie wasleaning almost across him, trying to get a better view. Okay,
she was excited, he wasimpressed, but there had to be more than that. The Talbot figurein his dreams
had told him he had to be here. There was nothing yet to tell him the vision had been more than just a
conjuration from histrue subconscious, rather than that part of him that put him in places he was meant to
be. He would have expected something to be working by now, this close to their destination. If it turned
out that he'd smply blown al of Bridgett Farrdll’ s funds on some subconscious whim, he was not going
to fedl good about thisat dl.

It didn’t take long to descend to the valley floor proper, and asthey came closer and closer, the sheer
gze of the structures started to sink in. Whoever or whatever had built these things didn’t believe in doing
things by halves. Jack leaned back, peering up through the trangport’ s celling at the shattered
tops—because that’ swhat they were, shattered, crumbling uneven ends to square fingers pointing to the

sky.
“Areadl thetopslikethat?" asked Jack.

Hervé |ooked where Jack was|ooking and nodded. “Yes, al of them are the same. They aredl
buildings. There are floors within them and entrance places aswe shal see, but not asingleonehasa
roof or acelling. We suspect that the damage is smple exposure to the eements over time. No one has
yet been able to establish an accurate dating for the city, but we know that it isvery old. After perhaps
thousands of years, you expect some deterioration from exposure. We are very lucky, perhaps, that the
buildingsthemsdves are ill stlanding.”

They pulled into a parking area. There were acouple of other resort transports similar to their own, and a
few other vehicles which Jack presumed were from members of the archeological team. Hervé
clambered down from the front and opened the rear doorsto let them get out. He stood for a couple of
seconds waiting as both Jack and Billie stared at thefirst clusters of buildings, craning back to seetheir
tops. When they’ d had enough time to appreciate the true magjesty of what they were seeing, Hervé

began his spiel.

“These are the outer buildings. Y ou can see they are positioned in clusters of four. The entire city islaid
out inagrid pattern, itself a square. The area between each of the sets of four buildingsis exactly the
same, leading usto believe not only in the ordered nature of the builders, but that the number four has
some specid significance to them. Clusters of four. Four sides to the square. Four pathways leading to
each intersection. The pattern continues throughout the entire city.”

Yes, al of that made sense. Jack pulled out his handipad, thumbed it on and called up the map. “Have
you any ideawhat the builderslooked like?’ he asked.

“No,” said Hervé. “Unfortunately there are no pictoria representations within the site, or none that have
been found. Of course time and the e ements could have obliterated any that were there. That’s one of
the things the on-gite team isworking on, trying to discover something that might give some clue asto the
nature of these beings. If we wereto find something like furniture, or maybe something dse, it would give
us some clues, but so far, there has been nothing.”

Stll Jack wasfedling an absolute interna void. The Ste was interesting and impressive enough, but there
was nothing sparking insgde him. He grimaced and glanced up & the buildings tops again. Where wasiit?
Where was the thing he had come to find?

Eleven
All the literature, what Herveé had told them during their meander through the vast columns, everything



had been right; the site was nothing less than impressive. Dark mottled stonework thrust up above them
as they negotiated the spaces between the buildings. Each tower had its own broad entranceway, and
they peeked insde a couple, but whatever had been in there, if there had ever been anything, waslong
gone. The doorways had four sides as well. The tops of each entranceway were pointed, something like
asquared-off arch, the two top edges shorter and narrower than the sides. Jack glanced from sideto
sde asthey progressed, looking up each of the side streets—well, he presumed they were
streets—seeking anything that could act as aprompt. All he saw was ordered uniformity. Therewasn't
even any rubbleto fix on.

They’ d been wandering for about an hour, Herveé giving them arunning commentary, when Billie spoke
up.

“Where are they working?’ she asked.

Hervé stopped, looked at her speculatively, leaned one hand against anearby structure, wiped his
forehead with the back of one hand, and then scratched hisample bdly. “Wdll, let me see. We arein
sector six now. That would makeit . . . over there.” He gestured back behind them.

“Have you been to that section?’ she asked. “Have you worked there?’

“Wéll, yes, asit happens, | have had the good fortune to spend some time on the site. I’ s more to the
center of the city and seemsto have been less affected by time and the elements. There are one or two
interesting featuresthere.”

“Wow, that must have been exciting,” said Billie, her eyeswide, rubbing a onearm.
“Yes, indeed it was,” he said. “I hope to have such an opportunity again soon if | am fortunate.”

Billie glanced up a Jack, for once seeking some sort of gpprova before heading farther down the path
she was pursuing. He gave her aquick nod. It couldn’t hurt. So far he was no closer to aspark than
when they had arrived.

“Can we go and see? Please?”’

Hervé chuckled. “ All right. Let us see what we can do. I’'m not really supposed to take you down that
way, but | cannot see it doing any harm. Y ou won't be able to see too much, but you might see alittle”

“Redly? Wecan?

“Sure” Herve pushed himself off the wall and beckoned them down one of the straight avenues running
between the building clusters. By now the paths were deep in shadow, but awarm breeze stirred,
bringing the smdll of old earth and stone, the taste of dust.

“Do you think the buildings were dwaysthis color?’ asked Jack, staring up at awal, mottled in brown
and deeper gray-brown patches.

“No. Itisagood question,” Hervé answered without turning around, continuing his waddle down an
adjoining street. “ Some of us believe that the buildings were once covered in some materid. Wethink it's
likely that they were smooth. There have been discoveries of flat, metdlic sheets, with designs on one
surface, but there have not been enough of them to confirm the theories. If it had been so, we suspect the
buildingswould al have been covered likethis, giving them avague shine, like dull mirrors.”

Jack glanced up again, trying to pictureit. A dight shine. How would that have looked from a distance?



Before long, their path was stopped by a broad barrier. Flat panels blocked access to one of the streets,
temporary wide, flat boards, locked together in an interlocked wall. A couple of names and dates were
hastily scrawled across a couple of these. Even out here there was graffiti—the need for someoneto
stamp arecord of their presence. On one side the fence continued, turning sharply and heading off
toward the city’ s other end. On the other, the panels made way for metal fencing. Signs affixed to the
fence' s outer side warned of restricted access.

Hervé waved Billie forward, and they headed off toward the right.

“I don't know how much you will be ableto see from out here,” said their guide, “but if you look through
thisfence, you might be able to catch sght of something.”

Jack followed alittle behind. When he caught up to them, Billie had her hands linked into the fence,
standing on tiptoes and peering across the space within.

Largelights, currently switched off, stood around the flat expanse between buildings. A few toolslay
discarded on the ground. It seemed if there were any archeologists here today, they were off somewhere
on abreak. Blocks were tumbled here and there, some with |abel s affixed to the piles with numbers
scrawled on them. Over to one side sat a stack of crates. Jack was just about to turn away, see what
€else he could see, when something about the crates snagged his attention. He leaned in closer to see. He
couldn’t be sure at this distance, but on the side of one of the crates was stamped a symbol—and the
design looked like something he knew only too well.

“Where are the people?’ said Billie.

“They are probably working on another section today,” said Hervé. He was looking through the fence,
an expression amogt likelonging on hisface.

Jack took the opportunity to tap Billie on the shoulder and get her attention. He gestured toward the
stacked crates with his chin. She looked over in that direction, narrowed her eyes, and shook her head.
Jack traced aquick circlein theair. Billietook his meaning immediately and turned back, narrowing her
eyesand leaning in alittle closer. When she turned back to face him, her mouth was half open and she
was nodding dowly. He had been right. The symbol stamped on the Side of the boxes was a snake egting
itsown tall.

“Dammit,” he breethed. He tried to ignore the dight chill the realization brought. It was the same symbol
that had crawled through his dreams when he' d been dedling with Outreach back in the Locdlity, the
same symbol that had worked asthe key to that case.

“Did you want to know something, Mr. Stinson?’ asked Hervé.

“Um, yes,” said Jack dowly. “I couldn’t help noticing that there’ s a design on those boxes over there.
Doesit mean anything?’

Hervé looked where he was pointing. “ Oh, that. No, it is nothing to do with the site. Part of the work
hereisfunded by a corporation. One of those big companies. The university only has so many resources.
It relies on externd funding for some of the work. Some of the equipment is provided by this corporation
and they shipitin using those crates. It’ sjust the transport company symbol.”

“Y ou don't know which corporation it is?” asked Jack.

Hervé shig round face looked troubled for amoment. “No,” he said. “I don't pay much attention to such
things. Why do you ask?’



“Just interested,” said Jack. If he had anything to do with the Site proper, then he' d have to know
something like that. It wasn't worth pushing it right now. Hervé redlly might not know, but Jack had some
idea. Unless he was way off the mark, his old friends Outreach Industries had some sort of involvement.
There was no way that could be agood thing.

He glanced at Billie again. She returned the look flatly, showing no reaction gpart from adight narrowing
of her eyes. He nodded and changed the focus.

“And what’s over there?’
Again Hervé looked where he was pointing. Large sheets covered an uneven shape.

“Ahh, that. Yes. That areaisvery interesting. This particular cluster had acentra platform that |ooked
likeit was some meeting area, or acommemorative device. We can only speculate asto its purpose.
There were some interesting artifacts found there, still intact. Of course most of them have been removed
now for further study, back to the university.”

“Artifacts? Likewhat?’

“| was lucky enough to see some of them. They were like stelae. Y ou know, like stones or tablets with
carvings or designs on them. They were held in position, set into platforms beneath.” Heillustrated with
his hands.

“So they were stones?’

“No, like stone tablets, but they were made of some sort of metd. The floor was very interesting too.
There were designs, pointing to these things. Some of the team postul ated that they were maps. They
were like no map that anyone had seen though. The same researchers said the artifacts themsalves were
keys. Of course, there were otherswho disagreed. | myself would like to think that it was possible.
Imagineit. Mapsthat point to the location of an dienrace. Just think . . .” Hisface got afaraway
expression and just then, Billi€ s attention seemed to drift off into the same place.

Jack couldn’t share the fedling. The pointer to Outreach’ sinvolvement was gill working somewhere deep
inhisguts

Hervé walked them through several more sections of the City of Trees, but apart from the fenced-off
place where the work was taking place, there was avast empty samenessto the buildings. All of them
were hollow; either their contents had been looted or they had Ssmply deteriorated over the passage of
the years. He glanced insgde as many of the entrances as he could in the hope of finding an object,
something left behind that he could use as a dream prompt, searching for the stored impressions and
energiesthat might prompt hisvisonary state. Vast echoing chamber after vast echoing chamber reveded
nothing more than dust or rubble.

Hervé glanced up at the sky and then at histimepiece. “We should be heading back,” he said.

Jack glanced at his own, suddenly redlizing that they’ d been here for dmost four full hours. He nodded.
Billie looked dightly disappointed.

Hervé led them through the ordered grid, back toward the parking area. Jack could fedl the buildings
gretching up around him, like some bizarre petrified forest. He was missing something, but it hadn’t come
tohimyet.

On theway back to the Mandada Country Club, Billie rode up front, chatting merrily with Hervé about
archeology, about work he' d done on the Site, about what he thought had happened to the aliens. Jack



only paid them haf amind. He was more interested in what he might be missing. He watched the Site out
of the back window as they approached the mountain path. The City of Trees. Hervé had said that the
buildings were probably clad with something dightly reflective. It would have shone from adistance. Jack
tried to correlate the dream image with what he was seeing behind him, but it just didn’t match. He
narrowed his eyes, attempting to blur theimage, trying to overlay what he remembered from hisdream,
then suddenly he realized what it was, why the match had been so hard to make. The City of Treeswas
only haf acity. What lay stretched out behind them was the bottom half.

“Yes” hebreathed to himsdf. They weren't clusters of four buildings. Each grouping was the base of one
entire building. They were partia pictures of the vast Structures that had been in the city in hisdreams, but
they were missing the central spire. Cathedrd trees. Cathedra buildings. It was asif some giant hand had
taken avast knife and smply diced off the city’ sentire top haf. What sort of power could do that? He
sat saring, trying to come to terms with the enormity of what he was thinking. It was contextua. There
was no reason that the archeologica team would think of them as anything other than individua buildings.
No pictures. No graphica representations, or so Hervé had said. The only thing that had given Jack the
cluewasthe dream.

Hewatched the city dl the way until it disappeared from sight behind the craggy rocksthey climbed, and
then he turned dowly back to face the road ahead. Hewasn't redlly seeing it though. The city, buzzing
with shiny slver shapes, floated before him in histhoughts.

Jugt before the Country Club cameinto view, Billie turned to Hervé and said something that brought Jack
back with a snap.

“Can | seethat place close up—the one with the maps?’

Jack frowned. Hervé dowed the vehicle and turned to look at her, chewing at his bottom lip.

“WEe re not supposed to allow accessto the central area. That placeis strictly out of boundsto visitors.”
“Oh, but why?’ said Billie. “I redlly, redly want to seeit. It'sjust so interesting.”

Jack could see what she was up to, and he bit hislip and let her continue. Maybe thiswasthe
opportunity he needed. Hervé was saying nothing, clearly considering. At last he answered.

“Yes” hesad. “Why not? But you have to promise me that you won't tell anyone. We should go
tomorrow, if we' regoing to doit. Y ou seem redly interested in the site, and you know, | like that. |
cannot see what harm it would do.”

“Oh, thank you, thank you,” said Billie, bouncing up and down on her sest.
Jack leaned forward. “We redlly appreciate this, Hervé. When tomorrow?’

Hervé glanced back a him. “I’m afraid | can only take your niece, Mr. Stinson. It would be too difficult
otherwise. Sometime very early in the morning. Say seven o' clock. | will bethereto pick her up.”

Jack sat back, not entirely comfortable. Hewasn't sure that he liked the ideaiof Billie going off with this
man alone. He cleared histhroat.

“Um, why can’t | go too?’

“It would befar too difficult. If we re found there, it would be easy enough to explain Susan’s presence. |
might get into alittle trouble, but nothing likeif | took an adult in there. Other guidesin the past have been
found on the Stein the secure area, having been paid to take vistorsin, out of the normal tour routes.



They were very quickly dismissed.”
Jack congdered. “Perhaps you would like to talk about aconsideration . . .”

Hervé lifted ahand. “No, that’ s not necessary. | am perfectly happy to do thisfor Susan. | appreciate her
hunger for knowledge. It is something | admirein someone so young. We have to look after our growing
minds, encourage their enthusiasm. But you have to understand, | can only do it for her.”

Jack leaned back again. “Okay.”

Hervé left them at the parking area. He waited till they climbed out of the transport and then stood
grinning.

“Itiscertainly alot to takein, isit not, Mr. Stinson. | hope you have found today’ s expedition
worthwhile. I know it is sometimes too vast for the imagination to come to termswith. Y ou were very
quiet on theway back. Not like Susan here.” He chuckled. “1 am sure that some questions might come to
you when you' ve had time to truly absorb everything you have seen. Quite often, people require more
than one visit to redly gppreciate the site. If you wish another excursion, | am here for you and ready.
Just book through your room system.”

He reached down ahand and ruffled Billie' shair. “I am sure Susan herewould like to see the city again
inmore detail, en?”

Billie nodded at him and smiled. Jack noted her reaction wryly. If he’ d tried to do that, Billie would have
torn hishand off.

Hervé glanced around, checking there was no one dsein earshot. “I’ll seeyou a seven in the morning,”
he said quietly. “Make sure you' re awake and ready, Susan.” He gave her abig wink, then clambered
back into the vehicle and drove away.

Jack stood looking at her. “ Are you going to be okay?’ he asked her.
“Uh-huh,” shesaid.

“I'mnot surel am,” he said dowly. “What do we know about this guy, Hervé?’
“He sfing” shesaid.

PE—

“Wdl, what do you want?’ she said, staring up a him. “Do you want to find out stuff about this place or
not?’

“Yeah, you'reright, of course. And it was good thinking. | just don’'t know if I’ m entirely happy.”

Later, after they' d eaten, Jack sat down at the table, wanting to talk through what he’ d been thinking. He
was gill not comfortable about the following morning and the discomfort was niggling at him.

“Wel,” hesaidtoBillie, “you seemed to get on pretty well with our guide.” Jack surprised himsdlf,
hearing the touch of resentment in hiswords.

“So?Hewasnice.” She grabbed achair and sat down facing him.



“Looked likeit was alittle bit more than that.”

Sheran her finger back and forth over the glass surface. “What do you want?’ she said. “You said you
wanted to find out as much aswe could, didn’t you?’

“l guess.”

“Wadll, that' swhat | wasdoing.” Shelooked across at him defiantly, daring him to say that it was anything
dse

He shrugged. “ Okay. I’ vejust never seenyou likethat.”

She shrugged back. He didn’t want to get into a debate about it. He wasfeding tired. The wholetime
difference thing seemed to be getting to him. The shorter day. The even shorter night. He couldn’t be
feding possessive about Billi€ s attentions, could he? Not redly. And if she did come up with something
inthe morning, thenit would dl beworthit.

“Listen, I’ ve been thinking about the Site. Y ou know, | don’t think they have the whole picture about the
place. The Suff I’ ve seen in the dreams, the things he was saying about the coverings on the buildings. |
think, somehow, there was some great disaster. Maybe awar or something. The city should have
something at thetop.” Hetried to illustrate with hishands. “1 think that’ swhy all the buildings seemto be
broken off.”

Billie got afaraway |ook as she processed what he was saying.

“Now, if what Hervé was saying about some sort of akey to amap wasright, | can see why someone
would want the artifact. That's going to make it pretty valuable. Whether it turns out to be of any use or
not, somebody’ s going to think it leads to something. Y ou don’t deliver aset of directionsto take you
nowhere, do you?’

Billie was running her finger acrossthetable again.

“What isit?’ hesad.

“Aliens” Shelooked up a him again. “Imagine being ableto find diens”
He looked at her, frowning, taking in what she was saying.

“Hey, you'reright,” he said findly. “It'sgoing to be valuable for that reason even more so. It'snot just a
map taking you to aparticular place. It' slike atreasure map. Lost civilization. Alien culture. Who knows
what could be there? That’ s got to be worth alot to someone, doesn't it?”

“Uh-hun.”

Shit. Thingswere suddenly falling into place. It was obvious why someone like Outreach Industries
would beinterested. Technology, new science, who could say? Even being the first to make dien contact
might be enough. He could understand other parties being interested too. Where there was a hint of some
magor payoff, greed was going to pull them al in like scavengers. “ Y eah, it sbig. Bigger than | thought. It
gtill doesn't explain this Talbot guy and Bridgett Farrell, doesit? Okay, he dedlsin antiques, he comes
from Utrecht where the university islocated, so maybe he' s got the access. Maybe he takes one of these
things and triesto sdll it on the open market. Maybe he' s even got someone inside the university. All that
works. But where does our Ms. Farrell comeinto the picture? | don’t get it. I'm starting to get the fedling
that there’ s more than one player involved here.”



Billie tapped her temple with one finger, awry grimacein place.

“Yeah, yeah. | know,” said Jack. “ Anyway, if you can find out more tomorrow morning, that’ sredly
going to help. Onething . . . if you can manageto pick up anything, a piece of broken tablet or anything
likethat, it'sgoing to help. | need something to work off.”

She grimaced at thet, but said nothing.
“Comeon, Billie, What isit now?’

She just shook her head and then walked out of the room. He ignored the gesture and watched her
leave. Yeah, yeah. Very smart, Jack. He had to get over thishabit of treating her like anidiot. A moment
later, her bedroom door closed.

He' d had enough for one day too. He headed for his own room to try and get some deep.

The next morning he was up early, il feding nervous about the whole solo trip out to the site. Hewas
sure Billie could look after hersdlf, and he had no redl reason to question Hervé smotivations, but al the
same, hedidn’t fee comfortable about it. He kept flashing back to images of the type of predator who
used to hang around the parts of Old back in the Locdlity.

Billie emerged, dressed for the expedition, looking smug.

“What isit?’ hesad.

She planted her hands on her hips. “Well, when you were adeep last night, | did something . . .”
“Okay ..."

“| got into the hotel system.”

Jack stopped what he was doing and turned to face her properly. “Redly? What did you find?’

“Nothing. | waslooking for that woman or Carl Talbot, but there was no trace. The records were pretty
tight too. It took some time to get into them. They’ ve got alot of security.”

“Mmmm, that' sinteresting,” said Jack. “ Still, aplacelikethis, they’ re going to want to be discreet. Half
their businessis going to be from people who don’t want to announce they’ re here. Particularly these
dayswhen it'seaser to get out to Mandala. The rich and famoustend to like their privacy.”

“Uh-huh,” sad Billie.

“Wdll, good work, anyway. | wish I"d thought of that.” He wasjust about to cross and give her shoulder
acongratulatory squeeze, when any further conversation was interrupted by adoor announcement.
Hervé had arrived. Jack quickly walked over to Billie and squeezed her shoulder anyway .

“Y ou be careful out therewith him,” hesad.

Shelooked up at him, then set her lipsin atight line, moved out from under his hand, and walked out to
answer the door.

“We'regoing,” shecdled.



“Okay,” said Jack, not fedling particularly okay about it at all.

Jack spent the next hour pacing. After awhile, he settled alittle. Billie could ook after hersalf. He had to
keep telling himsdlf that anyway. He was't achieving anything at al wearing tracksin the floor. Hopefully
Billie would come back with something that he could use, but he thought he might aswell take the
opportunity of her absenceto do ahit of checking on his own. There was no point doing any more
probing on the hotel systems, though; what took Billie minutes would have taken him hours, so hefinished
getting dressed and wandered up to reception.

Behind the desk stood an unfamiliar face. That was just aswell. He walked over and placed his hands on
the top of the desk and leaned forward dightly.

“Good morning,” hesaid.
The desk clerk smiled. “Good morning, Mr. Stinson. How can | help you?’

Oh, these people were good. He couldn’t remember having seen thisguy before at dl. “Yes,” hesaid. “I
just had a brief query.”

The clerk looked at him attentively. One of the other guests, amiddle-aged woman, walked past carrying
atowd, clearly heading for the pool. Jack cleared histhroat, waiting till she was out of earshot before
continuing.

“I must say, I’ m very impressed with the place,” he said.
The amiling clerk nodded. “I’'m glad, Mr. Stinson. We like to keep our guests happy.”

“The country club was recommended to me by a couple of friends. | was just wondering when the last
timethey stayed herewas. | couldn’t recall offhand.”

The clerk’ seyes narrowed dightly, though the smile stayed in place. “I’ d like to help you, Mr. Stinson,
but you must understand, we are not permitted to rel ease guest records. It's one of the features of the
service we provide here a the Mandala Country Club.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” said Jack. “Perhaps you might recall them, that'sall. | don’t have to know exact
dates precisely, but I d appreciateit. | couldn’t remember which one of my friends made the
recommendation and | wanted to thank them without looking like anidiot for forgetting.”

“Yes, Mr. Stinson. Of course, | understand.”
Jack nodded. “1t was either Bridgett Farrell or Carl Talbot. Perhaps you remember them.”

There was adight frown as the clerk processed, and then he shook hishead. “I’ m sorry. Neither of
those namesisfamiliar. | have a pretty good memory of our guestsand I’ m afraid those names don't
mean anything to me.”

“Hmmm,” said Jack. “Bridgett Farrell. About so high . . . Heillugtrated with his hand. “ Sightly reddish
brown hair. Very petite. Carl Talbot. A few inches shorter than me, dark hair, olive complexion.”

The clerk’ s narrowed eyes were becoming narrower. He shook his head. “No, I'm sorry.”

Jack shrugged. “Oh, well. It does't matter,” he said. “Thanks anyway.”



He turned away from the desk and headed for the doors. He could fedl the clerk’ sgaze on him dl the
way down the path until he’ d passed around the building's corner and out of sight. Hmmm, maybe it
hadn’t been that smart after dl, but he'd had to try.

He spent the rest of the morning flicking through the hotel information channels and haf glancing at the
newsfeeds, but it wasjust displacement activity and he knew it. What wasredlly on hismind was Billie's
expedition to the site.

About an hour later she appeared, looking flushed and dightly out of breath. He quickly stood, subjecting
her to aquick assessment before asking, “ Are you okay?’

She frowned. “Of coursel am.” Just as quickly, the frown disappeared. “ It was great, Jack. | wish you
could have seen it. There wasthis open area, and it had designs and patterns al over it. Hervé explained
to mewhat they were, or what they thought they were. It was like some giant key. And anyway, this
thing was round, and flat, but there were ridges |eading into the center and then pointing out and these
sort of stands made of rock. Each one of them was supposed to have ameta hit fixed on the top, but
they’ ve only found a couple of them. They don’'t know what happened to the others. And then when we
looked at them—"

Jack held up ahand. “Whoa. Sow down abit. It'stoo much, Billie”
She blinked a couple of times, then took a deep breath. “But you should have seenit. . .”
“Yeah, | know. | wish | could have. Come on. Come and Sit down and tell me al about it . . . dowly.”

She nodded and headed for a chair. Jack took a seat opposite and leaned forward, waiting. She took a
moment to gather her thoughts.

“Likel said, therewasthiscirclein the middle and there were designs dl over it, but they were pretty
faded, redlly old. Y ou couldn’t see what they were in some places.”

“Hmmm, nothing lying around?”

Thetouch of afrown before she answered. “No, it was al clean. Anyway, these lines went out from the
center, came back in, and then pointed out to these.. . . like. . .” She gestured with her hands. “Little
mounds, but flat at the sides. And they had these teeth at the top. No, that’swrong. Y ou could see
where these pieces of metal used to go. Most of the lines pointed to one in the middle.”

“So what did Hervé say they were?” asked Jack.

“Hethought that everything pointed to them, so they were Sgnificant things. He said they weren't sure,
but they did think they were maps. It wasredly interesting.”

“Hmmm,” said Jack, leaning back and tapping on the table. “Well, we're not getting very far, are we?’

Jack had one more thing he wanted to do before they eft. The dreams still hadn’t been back and he
thought there had to be something, anything, he could get from the site, something he could use. He
arranged another trip out to the City of Trees, departing mid-morning. Billie was perfectly happy with thet
idea. Again Hervé wasthere to meet them, and as he and Billie had the previous day, they drove out to
the site, only thistime, again, Billie sat up front, with Jack perched in the back watching them. She and
Hervé chatted away, seeming to have forged quite abond during their little excursion, leaving Jack to
think.



He was mulling over the best approach when they reached the parking areaand Hervé led the way down
into the Site proper. He was going to take them on a different route today, just to break up the sameness
of it al, but Hervé warned them both that there wouldn’t be much more to see. The point wasto drink in
the magesty, to take away an unforgettable experience that they would treasure for the rest of their lives.
Jack decided it wasfar wiser to keep histheoriesto himsdlf for the moment. Reveding anything about his
dream images, about the ideas they’ d prompted, would seem just alittle Strange, and he didn’t want to
divert the matter a hand by getting into some sort of speculative discussion. He doubted it was something
that Mr. Stinson would bother with either.

Asthey trailed through between the buildings, Jack looked for his opportunity. Billie had dashed ahead,
and Hervé was walking at aleisurely pace, hisarmsthrust out, swinging from sideto side, perhgpsin an
attempt to counterba ance his bulk.

When Billie was far enough ahead and conveniently out of earshot, Jack called Hervé to a stop.
“Listen, Hervé” he said. “Y ou’ ve worked on the Sites themsalves.”

“Yes, Mr. Stinson. How can | help you?’

“Well, I've heard about small things going missing. Little objects that might not be missed.”

Hervé looked into hisface, blinked a couple of times, then chewed at his bottom lip. “1 am not sure what
you are saying, Mr. Stinson.”

Jack glanced in Billie' sdirection. “Well, thegirl, you know. | just thought it might be niceto get her
something that she could keep as a souvenir. Something she can treasure, to take the memory away with
I,H.H

Hervéfrowned. “I'm il not quite sure | understand.”

“Oh, come on, Hervé,” said Jack. “ Y ou know. Y ou’ ve worked on the site. How hard would it be to get
alittle piece of something? For aprice, of course.”

Hervé physicaly stepped back. The frown got deeper. “I think perhaps | don’t want to understand what
you are saying, Mr. Stinson. | don’t know what you think of me, but | am an archeologist. Do you not
understand the importance of thissite? And you are suggesting . . . . No. | am disgppointed, Mr. Stinson.
Very disgppointed.” He shook hishead. “1 will forget we had this conversation.” He turned and walked
away, following the direction that Billie had taken.

“Shit,” said Jack to himself. That had not gone at all like he expected. Students were aways poor,
looking for abit of extraincome. He was working here to supplement what he was doing, after dl.
Damn.

Therest of the morning was spent in silence. Hervé did not talk to him again, though the conversation
between him and Billie flowed fredy. When he drove them back, it was asif Jack did not exist. Helet
them off at the hotdl parking areaand drove the transport away, only pausing to say good-byeto Billie.

“What happened?’ asked Billie as they waked down to the cabin to get ready to leave.

Jack told her about the conversation. She smply sighed and opened the door, stepping back to let him
in. As he stepped inside, she muttered something behind his back.

“What, Billie€?” he sad, turning to face her.



“Nothing. Forget it,” she said, stepping past him and into the room beyond.

Twelve

They left Mandaaon schedule, departing in much the same style asthey’ d arrived. All the while Jack
was carrying serious doubts about what he' d spent to get them there. What he could have done with
thosefunds. . . . And now they had to go back to Y orkstone and find something else to make up the
difference. The prospects weren’t looking good.

Sure, he' d gotten at least a sense of what he was dealing with out of the trip, the importance of the
artifact, its potential—and Billie certainly had her own set of positives, but he couldn’t help wondering if it
had all been worth it. Choices. It was dl about choices. Whether he' d been prompted by adream or not,
he' d chosen to listen, and therefore, he was respongible. The whole thing was weighing on him so much
most of the way back that he even forgot to be nervous through the jumps. Billie, on the other hand,
seemed unusually happy. She spent most of the trip buried in pictures and notes on her handipad. Jack
looked over her shoulder acouple of times, but it was dl Mandaaand the City of Trees. He dtill failed to
understand the leve of fascination she had with the place.

They reached Y orkstone in the early hours of the morning. Thetravel, the time difference, everything was
just making Jack fed drained and empty. And he was empty. Nothing insgde was giving him the clueshe
needed. He didn’t want to think about the possibilities of what that might mean. Was helosing his
abilities? Or maybe they were just becoming more sdlective about when they manifested. It was starting
to become areal concern. What the hell was he going to do if they dried up completely?

Putting the fedings down to tiredness, he decided he' d leave that for when he' d gotten some rest and
worked himsdf back into time zone. Better to think about thingswith at least apartiadly clear head.

Back at the apartment, he dumped the bagsin the living room and headed straight for bed, leaving Billie
to look after herself. He gave onelast 1ook as he closed the door, but she was curled up on the end of
the couch. There was a suspicion growing in the back of hismind that he didn’t really want to deal with.
What if it was Billie who was affecting his abilities? What if it was her presence that was responsible for
the apparent dampening of his extra senses? He paused, watching her for a couple of moments before
findly closing the door. It couldn’t be Billie. HE d dreamed, he d found stuff. There was no reason she
could be affecting him. He' d be better equipped to think about al of it after agood night’s deep.

Jack rose late. Therewasno sign of Billie yet either. He was hafway through brewing a coffee when he
remembered that he hadn’t even bothered to check messages when they’ d gotten in. He wasn't
expecting anything apart from one, and that was more like dreading it—the call he didn’t want to
happen—M orrish or Laduce. They’ d only been gone just over three days. What could possibly have
happened in the meantime?

He wandered into the living room, carrying his coffee, and cdled up the system.
There were two messages.
He settled himself on the couch, cupping his mug in both hands, and asked the system to play.

Thefirst was aface hedidn't recognize. “Mr. Stein. Thisis Christian Landerman. | know you don't
know me—"

“Pause” said Jack. He studied the face. The man had snowy white hair. His face was dightly ruddy, high



cheekbones, thin with asharp chin and nose. The eyeswere gray. No, hewas right. Jack didn’t know
him. Helooked hard though, hard in the way that didn’t countenance compromise.

“Continug,” hesad.

“—but | believe you have made the acquaintance of one of my employees. He informs me that you have
an item that belongsto him. | would appreciateit if you could get in touch with me at the Excelsor Hotdl.
Agan, my nameis Chrigian Landerman.”

“Stop,” said Jack. He didn’t know what this Christian Landerman was talking about. He placed his mug
down on the table. He was't in time zone yet and he wasn't thinking straight. His thoughts were dragging
themsdlves duggishly through hisdowly waking consciousness.

1] HW ma'n.”

He sat forward and watched the message, looking for hints. The fittings certainly looked like the
Excelsor. Perhaps he was talking about Talbot. But that couldn’t be right. If thisman was Tabot's
employer, then Landerman had no ideathat Tabot was dead. But then Tabot could hardly have told him
that Jack had anything. It till didn’t make sense.

“Pay next,” hesaid.

Landerman’ sface agppeared on thewall again. “Mr. Stein. Perhagpsyou didn't receive my previous
message. | would gppreciateit if you could contact me. | am staying at the Excelsior. Chrigtian
Landerman.”

Helooked at the time stamp. The messages were a day gpart, and in the second one, Landerman had
looked mildly pissed off. Jack reached for his coffee again. He needed some caffeinein his system before
he decided what he was going to do.

By the time he' d finished the cup, Billie had emerged.
“Billie, I think you want to seethis. Something interesting.”

She humphed at him and headed for the kitchen. Okay, he could wait. He followed her in to get himself
another coffee. She was making breakfast, dopping from cabinet to fridge to drawer, clattering around,
her pgjamas rumpled and her hair back to atangle. Thiswasthe Billie he was used to. He grabbed his
coffeeand left her toiit.

While he was waiting, he watched both messages again. There was someonein the background in the
second one whom he hadn’t noticed before, just a shape, nothing he could clearly identify.

Billie had clearly chosen to finish her breskfast in the kitchen. The time zone change seemed to be hitting
her harder than Jack. Findly she joined him, wiping her mouth with the back of one hand and scrunching
up her hair with the fingers of another.

“What isit?’

“Watch this” he said, and replayed the messages. She watched them and shook her head, semiscowling.
“Okay, | need to know who thisguy Landermanis”

She shrugged.

“Wdl? hesaid.



“Wdl what?’
“Canyoudoit?

“I guess,” she said grudgingly. She pushed hersdlf from the couch and headed off into her room. Shewas
inabad way.

She' d jump into the shower now, so he decided to take the opportunity to call Landerman while she
wasn'tinview.

“Cdl Excelsor Hotd .
The desk program greeted him. He was getting allittle tired of this particular hotel.
“Could | spesk to one of your guests, please? Christian Landerman.”

He haf expected to get the same runaround as last time he called, or even to hear that Landerman had
checked out. He was haf disappointed when the program put him through to the room.

“Thisis Landerman.” The same severe face took over the wall. He was wearing adeep green silk robe
of some sort; at least it looked like silk.

“Jack Stein.”
“Ahhhh, Mr. Stein. So good of you to get back to me. | was starting to give up hope.”

“Wel, Mr. Landerman. Sorry about the delay. I’ ve been out of town for acouple of days. | must say,
your message intrigued me, though | have to be honest. Y ou said something about an employee, about an
item. I’'m sorry, but | can't say | know what you were referring to.”

Landerman laughed. “Poor Larkin. Heisalittle forgettable sometimes, | must admit. What it must beto
go through life and make such little impression on people.”

Jack frowned. “Larkin?’

“Oh, yes,” said Landerman. “He was not impressed when he returned from your meeting. Not at all
impressed. | believe you took something from him. A gun, perhaps?’

“Oh, damn. I'm sorry.” Jack had completely forgotten about the little man across the Strest.

Landerman waved his hand. “No, no. Nothing to be sorry about. I'm sure you were perfectly within your
rights. It' simportant to protect what' s yours, no? Though Larkin istill not very happy with your . . .
rough treatment of him. Naturally he fedls offended. Sufficeit to say he doeswant his property back.
Guns are expensve things, Mr. Stein. And | too would gppreciate it should you beinclined to return it.
No recriminations, of course. Unfortunate things happen from timeto time, and it isgood when we arein
aposition to make amends. So, would you be prepared to return the weapon in question?’

Jack nodded. “I can't see why not.”
“Good, good. So | can expect you when, Mr. Stein?’
“Let’ssay in about an hour or so. Would that suit?’

“Perfect,” said Landerman, and smiled. He steepled hisfingersin front and gave alittle smile with histight
thin-lipped mouth. There was nothing pleasant about the smile. “1I’ll be here. End,” said Landerman. The



wall blanked.

Jack hadn’t even been close enough to form area impression, but he knew he didn't like this guy
aready. He consdered, waiting.

It took alittlewhilefor Billieto emerge again.

“Ligten, Billie, I'm going up to see this Landerman guy. Remember our little friend across the road with
the gun? He worksfor Landerman.”

She stood in the doorway with crossed arms.
“Wadll, can | have some money before you go?’
“What for?’ hesaid.

“I need to buy some stuff.”

“What sort of stuff? Haven't we bought enough?”
She screwed up her face. “ Just stuff, Jack.”

“Ohhh,” he said. Having ayoung woman—because that’ swhat she was becoming—in his charge
sometimes had its disadvantages. There redly was some stuff that he didn’t want to think about. With a
dight grimace, he dragged out his handipad and transferred some funds into the home system where they
could both access them. Repressing the urge to clear histhroat, he kept his attention focused on the
handipad and spoke.

“That should be enough. Take what you need.”

He stood, grabbed his coat—the old coat—replaced the handipad in its pocket, then tried to remember
where he' d put the small ugly gun. Billie waved her hand in the direction of the shelves.

“Oh, yeah,” he said. He reached up to the top shelf, felt around, and located the gun, giving it aquick
look before shoving it in his other pocket. “And Billie?’

“Uh-huh.”
“When you can. Stuff on this Landerman guy.” Anything to change the subject.

She nodded and disappeared back into her room. Okay, let her take her own time. He left the
gpartment, leaving her to get on with things as she would.

Hefet strange walking up to the Excelsor yet again, especidly so soon after Mandda. It waslike some
weird form of dgavu, but with another high-end hotdl. He wasimmensdly conscious of the weight of the
gunin hisleft pocket as he strode into the now-familiar [obby. Y et another new face was behind the front
desk. He wondered exactly how many real staff this place employed. It was nice to be ableto afford it.

“Héello, my name' s Jack Stein. I’'m here to see one of your guests, Mr. Landerman. | believeI’'m
expected.”

“Of course, Mr. Stein. Mr. Landerman says you should go straight up. If you go over to theright, the
elevatorswill take you up. Mr. Landerman has suite eight two five. Eighth floor.”



Y ep. That figured. Top floor. Right on the roof of theworld.

He nodded and wandered over to the elevator. At his approach the doors whisked silently open, and he
stepped into mirrored and paneled shine, smelling deeply of polish. He knew the scent wasfake, pipedin
to givetheimpression, but it had the desired effect anyway.

“Eight,” he sid.

There was bardly any sensation of movement asthe doors did shut and the elevator began its ascent. At
the eighth floor, the doors did silently open. He stepped into a broad corridor, plush pale carpet, retro,
gold-striped wallpaper in apaeyelow. Large vases of lilies sat on tables at either end of the corridor.
Their heavy scent hit him as soon as he stepped out. On thewall opposite, smal arrows pointed the
direction, picked out in gold. He got his bearings and headed down the corridor. Three doors down was
suite 825. He stood for amoment outside the door, seeing if he could get an impression. After acouple
of seconds, he sighed and knocked.

The door swung open and Landerman’ s voice spoke from within. “Comein, Mr. Stein.”

Jack entered, stepping into awide, richly carpeted living area. There were couches, cream and gold,
chairs, acouple of low tablesin what |ooked like degp mahogany. Landerman sat in one of the
high-backed chairs, dressed in the same green silk robe he had worn in the call. Two white roses, one on
each shoulder, were woven into the design. In front of Landerman on alow table sat asilver teaservice.
Jack suddenly became aware that it wasn't arobe Landerman was wearing, but some sort of coat, over
ahigh-necked shirt and straight black trousers.

The door closed behind him. The next instant, Jack felt something hard and round shoved into his back.
He stiffened, looking accusingly across at his host while hands patted him down, found the weapon in his
left pocket, and wrenched it free. Helifted his hands. The hard object pushed into the small of his back,
painfully, shoving him forward.

Landerman chuckled. “Mere precautions, Mr. Stein. Y ou understand.”

Jack clamped hisjaw shut and took a haf step forward. Again he was shoved. Jack had had enough. He
took aquick step to the left, spun, and chopped down with one hand. The gun that had been pressing
into his back fdl to the floor, the sound muffled by the thick carpeting. The little guy with the brown
jacket stood looking at him wide-eyed, sudden fury growing on hisface. Before he could do anything
else, Jack grabbed the little man’ s other hand, holding the gun taken from Jack’ s pocket, and twisted
hard. That too fell to the floor. Jack grabbed a handful of shirt and dapped the guy hard.

“I don't appreciate having guns pointed at me,” he said. “1 would have thought you' d have learned by

The man, Larkin, had falen back against the doorway, pae shock written al over hisface. Jack stooped,
quickly scooped up the pair of weapons and, dangling them from each hand, crossed to the low table
and placed them down. He looked back as Larkin emitted alow growl and took a step forward.

Landerman, giving another chuckle, waved him back. “No, Larkin. Mr. Steinisright. It was very rude of
us. That'sno way to treat aguest.”

Larkin, his pale face written with fury, scood where he was, fists bunched at his sides. Jack turned away
from him dismissively, looking down at the weapons on the table. The other one was large, much nagtier
than the smaller wegpon he had previoudy removed.



“So, Mr. Landerman, isthat it?” said Jack. “Or isour busnessheredone?If itis, I’ll be going.” Jack
wanted to test the boundaries. And despite hislittle performance, he redlly was annoyed.

Landerman nodded dowly. “I gpologize for the circumstances, Mr. Stein. | would like to talk to you. Will
you sit? Take teawith me?’

“What about clown boy there?” He glanced over at Larkin who stood where hewas, fists still bunched, a
muscle working at the side of hisjaw.

“Larkin, leave us, will you?’ said Landerman.

Larkin looked from one to the other of them, his eyes widening again, and then stalked from the room,
only pausing to shoot aglare of complete hate in Jack’ s direction. Jack waited until the door was closed.

“S0,” hesad.

Landerman waved at achair. “Please, sit, Mr. Stein. It isfar better to discuss our business in comfort,
don’t you think? Now, can | offer you tea, or would you prefer something else.”

Redlly, Jack could have done with a coffee, but he pulled out achair and sat. He couldn’t understand
why peopleinssted on drinking tea. He guessed he could put up withiit. “ Y es, teawill befine.”

He waited while Landerman made a performance of setting out the cups, pouring the tea, and then asking
whether Jack wanted anything with it. Jack shook his head and took the proffered cup.

“Yes, very wise” said Landerman. “I dwaysjust prefer to have alittle dice of lemon with my tea. It
enhancesthe flavor rather than dulling it.”

“Uh-huh,” said Jack. “But that’ s not why you got me up here, isit? We' re not here to talk about the
aesthetics of tea”

Landerman chuckled again. The chuckle was starting to annoy Jack too.

“No, of course, you'reright,” said Landerman. “1 wanted you here to have the opportunity to discussa
matter of someimportance.”

“Goon.”

Landerman paused to take asip at his cup, closing his eyes and breathing deeply of the vapors before
continuing. He placed his cup back down and then fixed Jack with a penetrating look. Benesth the
mannered facade, Landerman was clearly aman who knew precisely what he wanted.

“| undergtand that Larkin is not the only one of my employeesthat you' ve had dedlings with recently.”
Jack gaveadight frown. “I’'mnot sure. . .”

“Oh, but I'm sureyou are, Mr. Stein. A woman. Slightly reddish brown hair, petite. Well presented. | am
sureyou know who | mean.” His gaze was unwavering.

Jack did know who he meant, and his mind was racing. Landerman wastelling the truth, and Bridgett
Farrell did work for him, or there was another possibility—L anderman might be setting him up, just asa
way to get to Farrell. There was enough about the man to make Jack suspicious.

“Okay, say | do know thiswoman you' re talking about. Y ou need to give me alittle more than that. |
don’t know you, Mr. Landerman. | don’t know anything about you.”



Landerman dowly placed his cup and saucer down on the table, then sat back, linking hisfingersin front
of him. He paused for amoment, tapping hisforefingers together, and then findly spoke. He looked less
than amused.

“Two of my people cameto Y orkstone to retrieve aparticular item for me. Now, thisitem isvery, um,
shdl we say, sgnificant to me. Unfortunatdly, | have had difficulty contacting either of them. Oneisthe
woman | wastaking about. The other isaman.”

Jack nodded dowly. “So far sogood . . .”

“I see” said Landerman. “All right. The item is something of greet age, an antique, you would cdl it.
Now, from what | understand, you were contacted by the woman to assst her effortsto retrieve the
item.”

“And theman?’

“He seemsto have disappeared completely. The last contact | had was from Danuta, amere few days
ago. | decided that it was necessary to cometo Y orkstone myself and find out what had happened.”

Jack frowned. “Danuta?’
“Y es, that' sher name. Danuta Galvin.”

Jack sat back. “Okay, Mr. Landerman, you seem to have things right up until apoint. But | don’t know
any DanutaGalvin.”

“Oh, dear.” He chuckled. “ And what name is she using thistime? Carlotta perhaps? Or might it be
Bridgett?’

Jack sighed. “Y eah. Bridgett. Bridgett Farrell.”

Thirteen

Landerman poured himself another teg, took histime placing the dice of lemon in the cup, carefully
selecting which one he wanted, and then gestured with the pot in Jack’ s direction. Jack lifted his hand.

“No, thanks.”

Landerman nodded, lifted his cup and saucer and sat back, fixing Jack with that penetrating stare. Jack
didn’t mind the dight respitein the interplay; he was thinking hard.

“ S0, you understand my problem, Mr. Stein.”
“No, I’'mnot surel do,” said Jack.

Landerman tilted his head alittle to one side and then chuckled. “Wdl, well, Mr. Stein. | think perhaps
you do. | send a couple of peopleto this nice enough little city to do something for me. Both of them
disappear. | know one of them at least has contacted you. What am | supposed to think?’

Jack wasn't quite sure how much to reveal. Not yet.

Landerman continued. “1 think it would only be right that you tell me what Danuta, or Bridgett, asyou
know her, discussed with you. Otherwise, | might start to become suspicious.”

Jack glanced down at the weapons still lying casudly on the table. Landerman followed his gaze.



“And yes, Mr. Stein. There areimplications.”

Jack cameto adecision very rapidly. There was no way he could keep track of thelittle guy, Larkin,
twenty-four hours aday and have any hope of working the case, and who knew what the so-called
implications might be, especidly with Billie around. He had no ideahow far Landerman might be
prepared to go.

He cdleared histhroat. “ All right, Landerman. Bridgett Farrell hired me. She hired meto find this artifact.
Or &t least she hired meto find who she thought had taken it.”

“And who might that have been?’

“Carl Talbot.”

Therewas aflicker of interest in Landerman’seyes. “Redly?’

“Uh-huh. Redlly. But I'm afraid I’ ve got some newsfor you. Talbot's dead.”

Landerman placed his cup and saucer back down on the table once again. “Ishe now?’ he said, for once
not looking at Jack. “ That is most unfortunate.”

Sowly the cold, probing gaze lifted again. “ And what might you know about that, Mr. Stein?’

“Not ahell of alot,” said Jack, returning the gaze just as pointedly. He looked at the weaponry again,
then across at the door that Larkin had disappeared through. “1 thought you might know something about
it”

Landerman pressed hislipstogether; then amoment later, hisface relaxed and he gave that |low annoying
chuckle. “Oh, Mr. Stein. Very good. Y es, very good. But no. That is not the answer. Not at al. So, you
see, we seem to be no further on than when you first arrived. And what of Ms. Farrell?”

“I haven't heard from her for afew days. | don’t know where sheis.”

Landerman linked hisfingers again, obvioudy considering. “Interesting. Well, we both seem to have a
problem then. Let me seeif we can't addressthat. | have aproposition for you.”

“Okaaasaay,” said Jack dowly.

“Wel, | find mysdf with thisdilemma, and | think you might just be ableto help withit. It isclear tome
that Danutaislooking to profit from the transaction with you. She clearly knowsthe full value of theitem
we are seeking. Obvioudy, when we commissioned her and Tabot to find it, her little mind started
scheming again. Let me suggest something that might serve both of us better than the current unfortunate
circumstances. We are businessmen, Mr. Stein. Let usdo business.”

“Goon.”

“Let me propose thisto you. Y ou were looking for Talbot, but instead, you change the emphasis of your
search. Y ou continue to look for the item. Instead of working for Danuta, you work for me. | am
prepared to offer you double whatever she was paying you.”

It made akind of sense, but there was till alot about Landerman that he didn’t like. It was nothing to do
with his extended senses. Hejust didn’t like the guy, or hislittle sdekick. If he refused the offer, there
might be consequences that he didn’t want to think about right now. Regardless, there was another
consderation—if he took the case, it would go some way to recouping some of the losses he' d accrued



over the last few days.

“Okay. I’'m listening. She was paying me fifteen hundred aday and expenses. Y ou're saying you' || match
that . . . double?’

Therewasn't even aflicker. “Of course”
“Oh, and there was more. She said that there’ d be areward for the object’ sretrieva.”
Landerman nodded. “Whatever it was, I'll doubleit too.”

Jack glanced quickly around the room. It looked like Landerman could afford it, but not even a
moment’ s hesitation? He must want thisthing pretty badly.

“I don't buy it, Landerman. Why’ sthisthing so important to you?’
“That' s nothing you need to worry about, Mr. Stein. Nothing at all.”
Jack shrugged. “Y eah, whatever.”

“So, | takeit we have aded.”

Jack nodded. “Yeah.”

“Very good. Larkin?’ he cdled. “Will you comein here?’

The little man entered from the adjoining room, shooting alook of undisguised hate in Jack’ s direction.
He stood there in the doorway saying nothing.

“Mr. Stein hereisnow working for us. Y ou will please show him the courtesy of any of our people.”

Larkin’seyes narrowed and Landerman continued. “1 would like you to accompany Mr. Stein when next
he goeslooking.”

Jack stood. “Now wait aminute. What | do, | do my way. | don’t need some useless little piece of
baggage hanging around to get in my way. Forget it. | don’t need asidekick. Especidly not thisone.”

Larkin took ahaf step forward, but Landerman waved him back.

“Asyouwill, Mr. Stein. It doesn’'t matter, Larkin. Let ustrust Mr. Stein to do things hisown way.”
Jack nodded, satisfied. “ Oh, and one more thing, Mr. Landerman.”

“Mmmm?’

“Y ou might want your boy hereto grow up alittle bit before you let him run around playing with toys that
aretoo big for him. Hemight just get hurt.” Jack reached down and pocketed the larger of the two
weapons. Somehow, he had the fegling he might be needing one around. He looked ddliberately at
Larkin ashedid so.

Larkin's eyeswidened and Jack could see the fury and desperation working in hisface, but thelittle man
didn’t make amove. Jack smiled swestly, then looked back a Landerman.

“| guessyou're not going to be checking out?’
“No, Mr. Stein. We will be here.”



“Okay. | know whereto get in touch with you then. And if that'sit ... ?’
Landerman nodded.
“Good. I'll see mysdf out.”

Outside the door, Jack pulled the gun out of his pocket and stared down at it. Why the hell had he taken
it? He hated guns. And this one was a high ratio energy weapon, guaranteed to take agood chunk out of
someone a adistance. He hated to think what it might do close up. The damned thing wasn't his sort of
thing a al. Sure, he knew enough about weapons from histimein the military, but even then he'd tried to
avoid them. The more you obvioudy carried agun, the more you were likely to get shot at. He' d learned
that on more than one occasion. During histimein the military, it wasluck that had kept him going rather
than awesapon. The gun wasjust the sort of thing he! d expect of someonelike Larkin though. Little man,
big gun. With a shake of hishead, he buried it back in his pocket and turned toward the elevator. He
kept hishandsin his pockets al the way down to the Street, unconscioudy fingering the thing as he
thought about the encounter.

Landerman was weird. Clearly aman used to power and someone with resources, but the little game he
played dl theway through hisvist was dmost too much for Jack to dedl with. Thelittle verbd flourishes,
the chuckles, the circumlocution.

And asfor Larkin . . . hedidn’t know what it was. Jack didn’t know why he' d acted the way he did
toward the guy. Sure, part of it was performance, something designed to ddliver amessageto
Landerman, but there was more. Heredlly did fed the aggression. Maybe he wasjust seeking atarget
for hisfrugtrations. Anyway, asfar ashe could tell, Larkin wasinggnificant. He just jumped to his
master’ stune.

He wandered out of the hotdl’ s front doors and scratched his head. He just couldn’t see why everybody
seemed to be placing such vaue on this metdl tablet. It was an artifact, okay, some chunk of alien metal.
Rarity generaly upped the vaue of things, but there had to be much more than smply wanting to owniit.
Ashe waked toward the shuttle stop, he thought about the treasure map aspect, but that didn’t really
make sense either. Sure, it was anice theory, but atreasure map only meant something if you had agood
idea there was some treasure there.

What did they expect to find? Asfar as he knew, nobody & se suspected what he did about the City of
Trees. Some grest force had smply sheared off the top of an entire vast city, destroyed it completely.
There was no rubble or anything. Even if they did find these supposed diens, who wasto say what the
resultswould be? They could be hodtile. If the diens had the power it looked like they had, it could be
disastrous. He shrugged. There were just too many what-ifsinvolved. Way too many. All that redly
mattered right now was that he had another case—well, the same case—and it was going to pay, unless
Landerman and hislittle henchman pulled a disappearing act aswell. He could worry about the other
partsof it later. All he knew now wasthat if he was going to find this artifact, then he had to find the
Farrell woman again, or Danuta Galvin as she was cdled. Funny, he couldn’t redly think of her asa
Danuta. Somehow, the name Bridgeit suited her.

Danuta. Herolled the name around on his tongue a couple of timestesting it, but it still didn’t fed any
more comfortable.

When he got back to the apartment, Billie was huddled on the couch, her arms wrapped around a



cushion in front of her, the wallscreen wide open on some text.

“Hey,” hesad.

She looked up a him and then returned to looking at whatever was on the screen.
“Wadll, aren’t you going to ask me what happened?’

Shegavealittle shrug. “I guess.”

Jack sat and dug the gun out from his pocket, placing it carefully down on the table, waiting for her to
turn her attention back to him.

“What are you looking at?" he asked her, findly.

Again alittle shrug. “ Some archeology stuff.” She pulled the cushion tighter against her chest.
“How come?”’

Shetook alittlewhileto answer. “Because | likeit.”

“Okay. Did you manage to find anything on this Landerman?’

She glanced at him, then looked back to the screen. “Nuh-uh. Not yet.”

Jack watched her for alittle while, but he decided not to pushit.

“Okay, wdl, when you're ready.”

She nodded.

“So,” hesad. “Our little friend from across the road with the gun works for Landerman. Hisname's
Larkin. | don't think he' simportant, just an annoyance. And guesswheat . . . he had another gun. Well, he
used to haveit.”

She merely glanced at the weapon.

“Landerman’ s everything you' d expect. Money, definitely, and an attitude that sayshe' sused to
authority. Real boss man, that one.”

Jack rubbed at the back of hisneck. “I’ ve got something more for you to find out too,” he said. “Our
lady friend, Bridgett Farrdll . . . wdll, that’ s only one of her names. She goes by at least one other. Her
red nameis Danuta Galvin, according to Landerman, and according to him she a'so works for him—or
did. The caseisback on. Landerman hired meto find the artifact. If we can track down the Farrell
woman, or Galvin, or whatever shewantsto cal hersdf, then | think it's going to lead usto where the
atifactis. I’'m going to need your help for thet, Billie.”

Sheturned dowly to look a him. “ And what' s happened to you?’ she said.
“What do you mean?’

“Where are these ‘tdents’ of yours? What' s happened to the great Jack Stein? How come I’ ve got to do
everything?’

Jack 9ghed. “1 don't know, Billie. I don’t know. It would have helped if I’ d been able to bring something
back from Mandala other than bits of rock. Luck just seemsto have been working against methistime. |



can’'t seem to get anything solid. That’swhy | need you to do the research.”
“Hervétold mewhat you said.”

There was along pause while Jack thought.

“Yeah,and. . .| told you about it too.”

“Hewasn't very happy.”

“Yeah, | could seethat. What' swrong, Billie? What did you expect me to do? It seemed like the perfect
opportunity, don't you think?’

She shrugged.
“Sowhat ese did Hervétell you?’

“Hethinksthe City of Treesis one of the most important archeologica sites ever. They think it'sgoing to
lead them to lots of stuff. He said it was redlly important to keep everything that they could until they
worked out what the things mean.”

“Okay. | can see why this guy would be excited about it, but it’ s only afew rocks and lumps of metd,
isn'tit? Sorry, but | just can’'t get excited about some old ruin, whether there' s supposed to be aliens or
not. And of course he’ d want to keep it. | mean, that’ swhat he' s studying. Thisguy’sjust some student.”

“Nuh-uh,” said Billie. “Wél, kind of.”

“What do you mean?’

“Hervéisn't just astudent. HE s Dr. Antille. He was leading part of the research team.”
Jack frowned. “Wdl, what the hell was he doing acting as our guide then?’

Billie shrugged. “Helikesto do that in his off time. He likes telling people how important the Steis. He
wants the message to get out about what they’ re doing there.”

Apparently, some of the enthusiasm had rubbed off on Billie. Hetugged at hislower lip. “Hmmm, that's
interesting.” He didn't quite know what €l seto say about it. “ So, did he tell you anything else we might be
ableto use?’

She pressed her lipsinto athin line and shook her head.
Okay, wrong approach.

“Ligten, Billie. I know you like this stuff, that’ sfine. But we need to think about the case. Y ou were the
one pushing meto get something to start with and now that I’ ve got something, | need you to help me. Is
that okay?”’

She nodded, dowly, reluctantly.

“Good. Now, I'll wait until you' re ready, but we need to find out about L anderman and Danuta Galvin.
Then | can do somework. And you never know, this might turn out the right way. | don’t particularly like
Landerman and there’ s something weird about what he' sdoing. | just have agut fedling that we' rein this
for areason. So,” he said, dapping histhighs. “I’m going to leave you to it and when you' re ready, just
do the stuff you're good at for me. Okay? I’m going to bein the office doing a bit of my own research.”



Hewaited for any further reaction from her, but there was none.

“Okay,” hesaid, pausing only to retrieve the gun from the table and shove it up on one of the upper
shdves. “I'll tdlk to you later to find out what you' ve come up with.”

In the meantime, Jack spent histime in the office scanning through notes on Mandala. He couldn’t quite
see what Billi€ sfascination with the whole thing was. She' d aways been quick to seize thingsand run
with them, but this was somehow different. When hefindly emerged from the office, thinking, for once,
about something to eat, she didn’t appear to have made any headway either. He got her to call up the
directories and order whatever she wanted. She seemed happy with that, though il alittle withdrawn.
She said barely aword to him as she worked through the listings and made her choice. When the food
arrived—Chinese—they ate in sillence, and then Billie announced she was going to bed, leaving Jack to
St there staring after her retreating back. He had no ideawhat had gotten into her. It didn’t take much for
him to say the wrong thing these days, apparently.

He cleared away the containers and dropped them into the recycling unit in the kitchen, then headed
back into the living room to take a seat on the couch. He spent some time flicking through the vid
channels one after the other, trying to find something that would hold his attention. Y orkstone
programming was pretty bland. Finaly, he found something that was amost watchable and settled back,
his brain on auto. After an hour or so, he started to drift.

Hewas standing in front of the City of Trees, only it was't the ruins, but the whole version. Shiny silver
shapes whipped between the spires. The sky, green-tinged, was clear, bright, the light making him squint.
Each structure with its central spire reflected the light around them, shining. There was movement
between the structures too. He was too far away to make out any detail, but things drifted and raced in
between the large legs of the buildings. An ozone smell caught in his nodrils.

“You seethis?’ said someone beside him.

Jack turned. There stood Hervé, pointing out across the plain. He wasn't wearing his hotel uniform, but
some sort of Smple one-piece white garment that fdll to hisknees, straight down from hisvast belly.
Simple sandalswere on hisfeet.

“What am | supposed to see?’ asked Jack.

Hervé dowly lowered hisarm. “Y ou must understand. Thisiswhat it was. Before.”
“Beforewhat?’

“We do not know. Perhaps we will find out soon.”

Jack |ooked back at the city. There, near the foot, small figures moved. He could tell they werefigures
now. He strained to see the detail, but it was till too far away.

In the next ingtant, he and Hervé were close to the city. Hervé had something held under one arm. Jack
peered closer. It was the metal tablet. Herve's arm was |ooped around it so that the detailed surface was
facing toward Jack.

“You see?’ said Hervé



“No, dammit, | don’t.” There was something he wasforgetting. He turned dowly, seeking. Everything
had dowed. He was moving through athick atmaosphere, pushing, dowing hisreactions.

Something was standing in front of them.

It was one of the slver tripod things. A tripod that wasn't atripod becauseit had four legs. Thetop
section tilted down toward them. It was asif it was|ooking at them, but there was nothing to look with.
The top surface of the centrd cylinder was blank, smooth and silver. The thing tilted up again.

Without any sense of arriva, there was another. And then another. One by one, more of the things
gppeared around them, tilting at the top and then straightening. They were encircled. Hervé looked
around the circle and gave a big grin. Jack couldn’t see what he was so happy about. What Jack felt
was...was. .. Hewasafrad. Thesethings, thesedien, living pieces of equipment, were encircling the
both of them and there was no way Jack could know what they wanted. He couldn’t read them. He
couldn’t fed them. The chill grew insde. A sense of panic was starting to well up from deep within him.

“What isit, Hervé?" he asked, trying to control the reaction.

Hervéturned to look at Jack, then tilted his head questioningly. “They—" He swept hishand in awide
arc—"arewhy we are here.”

Jack shook his heed, trying without successto ignore the dlien creetures, the shining silvery spires. “Why
am| here?

Hervé held the tablet forward, tracing the symbolswith the end of hisfinger. “ Thisistheway,” he said as
if pointing out directions on amap. “Thisisthe way acrossthe sky.”

Jack shook his head. His frustration rose in anger and burst out in shouted words. “1 don't get it! Don't
you see?| don't get it!”

“Youwill,” said Hervé, gently.

They dl disappeared. Jack was whipped up, ever up, into stars and blackness.

Fourteen

Thedream nagged at him throughout the morning, the images floating up, trying to tell him something, a
congtant digtraction. And still he was getting no nearer to finding Bridgett Farrell. Hewastotally reliant
upon Billie, just in the way hel d been rdliant upon his own sensein the past to tell him when something
wasn't right. His experiences over the last couple of years, particularly that last casein the Locdity, had
taught him he needed to use hishead allittle more, but he wasfailing in that respect. Instead of
supplementing his senses with thought, he was taking the easy way out and relying on her. And now
something appeared amisswith Billie, but he had no ideawnhat it was. Everything seemed to be going
wrong.

Billie emerged from her room findly, but then it was only briefly, only to go to the kitchen, clatter around
inthere for afew minutes, and then disappear back insde. He waited, but she didn’t come out again.

What was wrong with her? At first he had thought it might be hormonal, but it had to be more than that.
He went over to her door and knocked gently.

“Billie?”

Slence



“Billie, come on, we need to talk.”

After acouple of seconds, the door dowly opened.
“What about?” she said, one hand still on the door.
“Come on. Come out here and talk to me.”

She screwed up her face, but took her hand from the door and pushed past him into the living room. She
good in theroom'’ s center, waiting for him impatiently.

“Sit down, will you?" hetold her, and took a seat himself. She sat on the edge of the couch asif eager to
get back to her own room as quickly as possible.

Hewatched her carefully, but she was reluctant to meet his gaze. “What' sgoing on, Billie?’ hesad
findly.

“What?'

“Y ou know what. There' s something wrong. Something’ s upset you. Areyou going to tell me, or not?’
She worked her jaw, and then shook her head. “ Nuh-uh.”

“Jesus, Billie. Come on. What isit?’

She rocked back and forward dmost imperceptibly, her jaw still working. Finadly she turned her faceto
look at him.

“You don't care, Jack.”
Hefrowned. “I’m sorry. | don’t know what you mean.”

“Y ou do know. Billiefind this. Billie do thet. Billiefind out about her. Billie research that. Billierig the
system. What about what | want to do? Y ou’ re using me for what you want. That’sdl. You rethe
same”

Hefrowned. “Of course I’'m the same. Isthere something wrong with that?’

“No, that’ snot what | mean. The same asthem back in the Locality, back in Old. Y ou just use mefor
what you want. Y ou don't care about what | fed.”

She pulled her knees up, wrapped her arms around them and glared across a him, daring him to deny
what she was saying.

And what she was saying stabbed through him like afrozen knife. He stared back at her. How could she
believe that? How could she even say it? Sowly he closed his mouth, then stood, rubbing at the back of
his neck, having difficulty meeting her eyes. “Billie, you can't believethat.”

She looked away.

Jack didn’t know what to say. He stood where he was, Staring across at her hunched posture, at her tight
jaw. She couldn’t redly believe that, could she? He shook his head and walked back into his office,
leaving her Sitting there. Even after dl thistime, heredlly didn’'t know how to dedl with her. He crossed to
the window and stared out at the street, considering. Was sheright? He' d prefer to think that she wasn't,
but wherein the hell had al that stuff come from?



Out there, standing opposite the gpartment block, stood afamiliar figure, casudly leaning against atree.
Jack growled deep in histhroat. Larkin. Thelittle bastard hadn’t learned. Well, maybe it wastime he did
learn. And Jack was just in the mood right now to deliver thelesson. He tore his gaze away from the
window and headed back into the living room, half prepared to grab the gun he' d taken with him from
Landerman’ s hotd room. Billiewas till Stting on the couch where he' d left her and he stopped, his
shoulders dumping. Larkin could wait.

Sowly hewalked across and stood in front of her, then kneeled. He reached out and took one of her
hands.

“Billie, look & me”
She shook her head.
“Comeon, Billie”

Slowly sheturned her face; her eyeswere moist, but there were no tears. Her jaw was set tightly. He il
was having difficulty meeting her gaze.

“Billie, you can't believe that stuff you said. Not redlly. | care about you alot. Y ou’ ve got to know that.
Y ou don't know how specid you are.”

“Yeah,” shesad. “Daddy’s specid girl.” The words came out dripping venom. Jack felt the chill strike
deep within him.

“Y ou know damned well that’s not what | was saying.”
She pulled her hand away.

“Jesus, Billie. Give me achance. Have | ever asked you to do anything you didn’t want to? Haven't |
aways thought about you in the things we ve done? What do you want meto do?’

“Look at someone el se except yoursdlf, Jack.”
She pushed past him, off the couch, and raced across to her bedroom. The door shut a moment later.

Jack got dowly to hisfeet. Hedidn't get it. Hejust didn’t get it. He stared at Billie' sdoor, not knowing
what he could do to solveit.

He screwed up hisface, spun on his hedl, and headed for the door. Well, at least he could solve one
thing. ..

It took him only moments to reach the el evator and descend to the street. As he headed out the
building' sfront doors, Larkin saw him coming, clearly recognizing the fury on Jack’ sface and in his gait.
The little man was gonein ashot, disgppearing rapidly up the street, not even giving Jack the chanceto
cross and confront him.

Jack stood in front of the building, growling, impotent with his frustration. He wasn't going to charge up
the Street after thelittle man. With set jaw, he turned back and reentered the building.

When Billie emerged again, Jack was a bit nervous about how he should handleit. If he wastoo nice, too
gentle, then she was bound to think it was just a performance because of what she’d said. If he behaved
normally, she'd think that whatever she' d said had gonein one ear and out the other. Instead, he said



nothing.
He needn’t have bothered.

“Jack, | found something.” She seemed quite excited. She jumped up on the couch and called up the
wallscreen. “It wasn't easy. | didn’'t know what | waslooking for.”

“What have you got?’ he asked, crossing behind the couch and placing his hands on its back, leaning
forward to look at the screen. It was an old newsfeed item. There was a picture of Landerman.

“Okay, that’shim dl right.”

Philanthropist and politician Christian Landerman today spearheaded the first introduction of the
anti-immigration bill to government. Jack frowned. Philanthropist? Politician? Okay, the second made
sense. He read further. Chairman of the Progress Party. What the hell was that? He was still shaking
his head over the philanthropist bit.

“Hmm, hedidn’t strike me asthe type. So, where' sthisfrom?’
“Utrecht Newsnet.”
“And let meguess. . . he'sbased out of Baance City.”

Billie nodded. “I did some more follow-up, cross-referencing with the Progress Party of Utrecht.
Landerman comes up quite alot. There' s also some other stuff about donations to the university.”

Helooked a her sdelong. It was asif their previous conversation had never taken place. Okay, that
would keep for now.

“Anything on DanutaGalvin?’
“Nuh-uh. Nothing.”

“What about Talbot?’

She shook her head.

He crossed from behind the couch and took a seet, steepling hisfingersin front of himsdlf as he thought.
“Okay, it sagtart, and it'sgood, Billie, but | think we need some more. | till don't get this philanthropist
bit. And you know . . . anti-immigration legidation isn’t the sort of thing that goes with that image either.
Donationsto auniversity . . . yeah, | can seethat, but not unless he was getting something out of it. So
what the hell does hewant with this artifact?”

“Maybe hejust wantsit,” said Billie.

“Maybe. .. but | don't seeit. Thisisthe sort of guy who has some reason for doing things. HE's
involved in paliticsfor agtart, and don’t forget, I’ ve met the guy. | didn’t get any sense of warning from
him, nothing edgy, but there was something about him. Something not very niceat al. Y ou get theserich
people who collect things just so they can have them and so no one ese can, but there' s got to be more
to it than that.”

He got up and started pacing. “ Jesus, | hate politicians.”
“Jack?’



He paused in hiscircuit of theroom. “Y eah?’
“What do you want meto find out?’

Jack rubbed his chin and walked dowly back to the chair. “1’m not too sure, Billie. I’ ve been having
dreams about this. . . .”

“Am?,

Jack took afew minutes describing the progression of dreams about the City of Treesand Hervé. “And
s0,” hesad, “I think somehow this artifact is more important than we think. What do you say?’

She nodded dowly. “Why would Outreach want it?’
“What?’
“Outreach. That was them at the City of Trees, wasn't it?’

“Yeah . ..” Jack rubbed his chin again. Outreach involvement just couldn’t be good, but so far, there
was nothing that showed they werereally involved in any way gpart from shifting abunch of crates and
equipment around.

“Okay, here swhat we need. Landerman isinvolved with the university somehow and that hasto be the
source of the artifact, so there has to be some contact there, otherwise it’s Ssmply been stolen. Seeif you
can find any reports of thefts from the University of Baance City. Anything asbig asthat hasto make a
gplash. Seeif you can't find out any more about Landerman’ sinvolvement with the university too.

There' sgill something | don't get though. How the hell isour Bridgett Farrell involved? Carl Tabot
worked for Landerman, and we know that Farrell, or Galvin, or whatever she calls hersalf worked for
him too, or so he says. Maybe Talbot did have the artifact. Maybe she had it. The question is, whereisit
now? We have to assume that whoever killed Talbot hasthe artifact. That leaves both Farrell and
Landerman out of the equation.”

“So, you need to find someone dse,” sad Billie.

“Yeah,” said Jack, and sighed. “But then why has Ms. Farrell disappeared? It doesn’t make sense.
Unless she' safraid of what Landerman might do to her for losing the thing in thefirst place. Nope. |
don't likeit. It just doesn’t fedl right.”

“What about Outreach?’

“What about them?’

“Could they be the other person?’

Jack congdered the possibility, turning it over in hismind.

“Okay, add one more thing to the list. Probe the university link some more. Seeif you can find anything
solid on Outreach. We know these guys though. They're big and they’ re careful. Anything like donations
or thingslike that are going to be clean, aren’t they? But there might be something there. Some dipup.

Y ou' re good enough to find something, Billie.”

Shelooked acrossthe room at him, her gaze andytica. Then she sighed.
“What?’



“You didn't haveto say that.”
Jack bit hislip. “Yeah, | know, but | did say it, didn’t 1?7 And guess what, Billie? | meant it. Isthat okay?’

She took a second to respond, and then she nodded. But there was still no smile to go with the nod.

Later that day Jack was still worried about her, and he was still wondering what had prompted the whole
scene that morning. What did he know about girls asthey grew up? Maybe it was only a phase, but il it
was something that had him concerned. Heredlly did rely on her, and if their relationship was going to
suddenly start deteriorating, now was not the time for that to happen. They had the chance to make
something here, maybe go somewhere, anew environment that might be better for her. Maybe he could
do something about her sudden interest in archeology. Or perhaps that was just a phase too. He didn’t
know. All the same, there was guilt there, though it wasn't aguilt he could redlly pin down. He' d done
the right thing getting her out of the Locality, but did that mean he was till doing the right thing?

Come on, Stein, he thought to himself, there were more immediate things to think about right now, like
the case.

At least the dreams were telling him something. That meant thet it wasn't hisrdationship with Billie that
was responsible for restricting his natura abilities. It too had to be the environment. Y orkstone was
derile. He stared out at the clean naturd-looking street. Well, there was one small positive; Larkin
seemed to have gone for the time being. The guy was lucky for now. Next time, Jack wasredly going to
deliver his message and make sureit stuck.

Billie had decided to do the work in her room, and until she came up with something, Jack was at aloose
end. He wandered out of the office and headed for her door. Again he knocked. Thistime shewas
quicker to respond.

“I’'m going out for awhile,” he said. “Y ou going to be okay?’
“Uh-huh,” she said. Shelooked fine.

“Okay.” Hel€ft her there and wandered out of the gpartment and out onto the Street, heading off to find
abar—something he hadn’t felt like doing for along time—and now he had afair idea.of what lay
nearby. Thistimeit wasn't going to be the Keg, either.

Hefound a place on one of the main streets. It looked discreet, nothing flashy, and he wandered inside.
Unlike the police bar, it used al the standard programmed furnishings you' d expect in aplace like this.
He wandered up to the bar and ordered a scotch. By histhird, he was deep in thoughts about what the
hell he was doing, and what the hell he was doing with Billietoo. Hejust didn’t know if he was doing the

wrong thing.

Leaving the Locality had been ardlief and he'd ft judtified, asif hewas doing the right thing with Billie.

Y orkstone was a good environment—anice placefor Billieto grow up. After al she' d been through
back there, he needed to give her some sort of stable environment where she could mature properly
without any red further potentia for harm. In a sense though, that was avoiding things. Avoiding hisown
life. Washejust using Billie as an excuse? The thought of her leaving him just didn’t enter into it.
Somehow, they belonged together. He couldn’t even think about her going somewhere else avay from
him. Then again, who was Jack Stein to offer ayoung girl alife? She needed to be with afamily, with a
normal, stable environment. The problem was, Billie wasn't anormd, stablekid. She'd seen alot, donea
|ot—more than some adults had seen and done. Besideswhich, she’ d attached to him. Wasit wrong



what he' d done, the attachment that had formed? He didn’t really know.

Four scotches later, he' d gotten no closer to resolving the conflicting thoughts running through hisbrain.
He shook his head, pursed hislips, and then tossed back the remains of hisdrink and signaled for
another. It arrived in front of him and he turned the glass around and around on the bar before lifting it
and taking another big swallow. He wasn't going to find any answersin the bottom of aglass, but by
now, hedidn’t really care.

When hefinally staggered back to the apartment, much later, Billie was dready adeep. Jack went straight
to bed, somewhat the worse for wear. His deep was deep and dreamless.

Fifteen

Everything had changed so much since he and Billie had left—no, more like escaped—the Locality
together. Jack had cleaned up hisact, and asaresult, last night’ s session had left him fedling like crap. He
wandered into the bathroom and rummaged around in the cabinet, looking for something he could use.
There was atime when he would just dap on a patch to get through whatever it was that was affecting
him. .. whatever it was. Nothing. Just afew stray anagesic patches. He had no idea how long they’ d
been there. He couldn’t even remember getting them. Peeling one free with asigh, he gpplied it to his
neck and smoothed it into place. At least it might do something about the headache.

He finished getting himsdlf up for the day, and two extra-strong coffees later and with the analgesic patch
kicking in, he was starting to fed like something that dmost resembled humanity. Billiewould be
occupied for awhile, doing her searches and scans, and she would work better if he was out of the way.
Until she came up with something, or something else happened, Jack was a aloose end. Therewas
nothing he could do, particularly, until she made some progress with her work. He could use the time for
thinking, but he thought it might be better if he got out of the apartment and went somewhere else,
Occasiondly, that was just the sort of prompt he needed to get hisinner sense working again—adecent
change of scenery.

Making sure Billie was up, he announced that he was going out. She shrugged and said nothing. Jack
filed her reaction away, intending to chew it over later. There was still something not right between them,
but now was not the time to dedl with it. Hejust had to let her get on with things. The moment would
happen when it was right. Jack wanted to go somewhere where he could find open space, uncluttered.
Somewhere he could think. Maybe he was just looking for excuses, but at least it was something to do.

Once outside, he walked unhurriedly up the sireet, strolling, heading for the shuttle stop. Timeto put his
observational facultiesto work, or at least attempt to kick-start them again. In away, things were too
easy herein Y orkstone. There was none of the grit and struggle to be found back in the Locdity, no hard
edge to keep you sharp.

He boarded the shuttle, glancing around at its other occupants and the interior, ng, before taking
up hisusud spot. Clean, pale green seats. Sick whiteinterior. Soothing. Smooth, padded handholds and
railling colored in neutral gray. Advertising was even kept to aminimum. Maybe that was the difference
between Y orkstone and the Locality. The Locality had deep corporate roots, whereas Y orkstone had
grown from asense of shared community. The origins walked through the unconscious mind, shaping the
way people acted and interacted. The Locality was all about profit. Y orkstone, on the other hand, was
al about having alife, aclean, safe, family life. Hisfellow passengers showed that. Over toonesdesat a
large woman. Plump and jolly. Sensible shoes. Decked out in flords. She carried abag with her. Further
down the compartment was aman with akid. They were watching the outside together and passing the
occasional comment to each other with asmile and alook which spoke of clear bonding. There was
nothing untoward there. Clean and hedlthy. Jack wondered briefly if he and Billie looked like thet to the



casua observer. He turned to watch the passing streets and plazas as they traveled dowly past.

Alighting near asmall paved park, Jack strolled over to take in the trees and the empty uncluttered
space. He found a bench to one sde and wandered over, Sitting, crossing hislegs and leaning his head
back to look up through the clear celling panels. Far above clouds drifted over, white and scattered. The
sky was clear, blue. It was nothing like the green tinge that had been there floating through his dreams
over the past few days. He watched the clouds asthey sailed past, thinking. It was funny; without the
work Outreach had done on the drive, there was no way anyone could have even contemplated what
Jack thought they were considering. A few years ago, there could have been no conception of traveling
such enormous distances on the hope that something might just be there. The supposed dien world
would have just been another interesting conjecture with no hope of reaching it. Technology surrounded
you and you absorbed it. It informed your decisions and choices, without even having to consder them,
and at the sametime, it shifted your boundaries. Each new innovation that became a part of their lives
changed everyone' s expectations. Within the space of a couple of years, people, not everyone, but at
least a select few, were suddenly considering seeking out an dien civilization asif it were the most natura
thing in the world. He shook his head, rubbing gently at histhroat with one hand. And who knew what
might happen if those people succeeded. He knew what they were like, what drove them.

Choices. He had afew options now too. The problem was, he didn’t particularly like some of the
choicesthat came so naturally. Y orkstone wasn't right. He just knew it was this oh-so-pleasant place
that waslimiting him, limiting what he could get involved in. And if he couldn’t get the cases, then he
wouldn’t have the income needed to support them both. The problem was, the sort of events that turned
into cases for Jack happened in places that had a true underbelly—places where that hard edge was a
norma part of everyday life. They’ d lft the Locality because of that very thing. He' d wanted to get Billie
out, away from it, and that’ swhy they were herein thefirst place. Maybe what he should be doing was
thinking about finding some dternative arrangement for Billie.

He grimaced. No, he didn’t even want to think about that. He had a responsibility. He' d dragged her out
of the place; it was his duty to make sure she was okay and he didn’t need anybody else’ shelp to do
that. She was such aweird kid anyway. He doubted she' d settle well with anyone else. She needed
someone like Jack, someone who could understand how and why she was the way she was. Maybe that
wasjudt rationalization, but it fdt right.

He sighed and leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees, and stared down at the paving, tracing
thelineswith hisgaze. Lines. Just likethe linesin hisdream, leading off into the distance. There was
something he was missing about thiswhole thing—apart from Bridgett Farrdll. Why would she take off
likethat? The only thing he could think of wasthat she thought she wasin danger. That wasif nothing had
happened to her too, and he had to consider that as area possibility. Well, if she turned up dead, he was
sure Morrish and his partner would be thefirst to let him know. He could just see Laduce' sface now.

Jack stood, stretching, easing some of the kinks out of his back, and walked dowly around the small
low-walled space. Thiswas getting him nowhere. It seemed like hislittle excurson wasin vain. All he
was doing was turning things over and over in his head, no sensations, no insghts, nothing useful. He
might aswell get back to the gpartment and try and do somereal work, seeif Billie had come up with
anything. Hetook onelast ook up at the sky before heading off to the shuttle stop that would take him
back home. It was dl very wdll acting on things, but if fate didn’t start lending ahelping hand soon, Jack
was going to bein trouble, and Billie with him. The thought gave him pause. It shouldn't be up to the fates
to lend ahand, should it? But that’ swhat it was like. Just sometimes, you could smply sit back and things
would eventually fall into place. Jack grimaced. Maybe that was part of the problem, that expectation. It
was about time he stopped expecting things and took eventsinto his own hands.



Sixteen
“Answer,” said Jack.

Bridgett Farrell’ sface bled into view, dominating his office wall. She wore a high-collared demure dark
auit. Her hair wasimmeaculately done, but the jewelry was missing. She looked into his office from the
screen, waiting. The dight touch of her tongue between her lips came amoment later. Jack felt asudden
drop in his stomach, but pushed it aside. This woman redlly was something. For amoment hewas|ost for
words. He struggled for amoment, trying to get agrip.

“Jack,” she said, when it was clear he wasn't going to say anything. “I need to seeyou.”

Jack considered. “Yeah,” hesaid. “Wadll, that’ sgoing to be alittle hard, isn’t it, if 1 don’t know how to
find you. Where are you?’

“Can't | comethere?’

Jack turned away from the screen. “I don't think that’ savery good idea, Ms. Farrell. | think thisplaceis
possibly being watched.” It wastime to put things back on histerms. He turned quickly back to the wall,
watching the frown asit vanished from her face. Shewas gill playing a trying to manipulate him, giving
him what she thought he wanted to see.

“Who?Who iswatching you?’

“That’s not important right now. Let’sjust say | need to know whereyou are. I’ [l cometo you. We can't
do it any other way.”

Therewas aquick nervous glance to the side, then the thing with her tongue again. “Can | trust you,
Jack?’

Was there someone there with her? The thought made him fee uncomfortable. He shoved hishandsin his
trouser pockets and leaned back on the desk. “Y ou hired me, didn’'t you?’

“I just need to know that it' s safe. Y ou must understand that.”
“Yeah, | just might at that, but | think you' ve got some explaining to do, Ms. Farrdll.”

Shefrowned, but just as quickly regained her composure, the mask dipping back into place. “Listen,
Jack, | know it might seem strange, but | was afraid. | was afraid for my safety, afraid for my life.”

“Yeah, that’sfine, Ms. Farrell, but I’ ve got to know | can trust you too. So where are you?’

Therewasalong pause. “All right,” she said finaly with abrief sigh. She pressed her lower lip between
her teeth before speaking. “I' m staying at the Barclay Apartments. In Taylor. Do you know them?’

Taylor wasfar closer to the port end of Y orkstone, far less salubrious than her previous accommodations
at the Excelsior. “No, but I can find them. I'll be there in about an hour. Make sure you' rethere thistime,
if youwant my hdp.”

“I’'m not going anywhere.”
“Okay, what gpartment?’

“Hfteen.”



He nodded and cut the connection.

He stayed where he was, leaning back on the desk for a couple of minutes while he thought about what
he was going to say to her, how much of his dedlings with Landerman he wanted to reved. He pushed
himsalf off the desk, headed for the living room, and grabbed his coat. Billie wasthere.

“I’'mgoing out,” hesaid.

“Yeah, | know.”

Jack rolled hiseyes. “ Y ou’' ve been doing it again, haven’t you?’

Shejust shrugged.

“Wel, we might just get afew answersthistime. Y ou got anything more for me?’
“Not yet.”

“Okay, well, keep at it. I'll be back in awhile. And keep an eye out for that guy, Larkin. | don’t want
him hanging around. Call meif he shows up. | don’t think he got the message last time.”

The apartment block was asimple affair. Jack stood out on the Street trying to fed it before entering. He
scanned the street in both directions, but there was nothing to pluck at hisinternal darms. He shook his
head. This case wasweird. He hoped to hell heredlly wasn't losing his ahilities. Sure, he was il
dreaming, but there was till something missing. Who wasto say hisinternd darmswere even working?
Perhaps what he was going through was just atemporary lapse, but it was having a hedlthy attempt at
unsettling him dl the same,

“Comeon, Stein,” he muttered to himsdf. “ Thisisample.”

Shrugging his coat around his shoulders, he entered the building. There was no lock on the outer door.
Therewas no need for entry systemsin Y orkstone, no matter where you were. He located the elevator
and pressed for the firgt floor. Apartment 15 was at the street end of the building. Again he paused
outside the door, trying to get some sense of what awaited him insgde. Nothing. He knocked.

Bridgett Farrdl—he gtill couldn’t think of her as Danuta Galvin—peered out of adim crack and then
stepped back to let him in. He scanned the room as soon as he was inside. Simple but adequate
furnishing. A couple of windows looked out over the street. He stepped over toward them and |ooked
out. A few pedestrians walked past, but that was about it. A city transport whirred by. Jack turned back
to look at her, gesturing at the window.

“Curtain,” she said, and the windows went half dark.

She stepped across to him and touched hisarm. “Thank you for coming,” she said. “I’ ve been so
scared.”

Jack looked down at her face. She waslooking up at him with those big, wide blue eyes, but hewasn't
buying any of it. He couldn’t afford to. He stepped back, biting hislip.

“You' d better start talking, Ms. Farrell, or isthat what | should cdl you? Maybe | should cal you
something dse”

Sheturned away from him. “Jack. I'm sorry. Y ou' reright. | haven't been entirely honest with you.”



“Damned right you haven't.” Jack crossed to achair and sat, crossing hislegs. “Right now would be a
good timeto start. If we' re going to keep working together, then you'’ d better sart telling me the truth.”

She turned back to face him and stood beside another chair, resting one hand on its back. As she started
gpeaking, sheran her palm gently back and forth acrossthe top of the chair. “What can | say? Things
have changed. | told you | was afraid. Well, | am. Very afraid.”

“Why don’t you sit down, cut the crap, and tell me what’ s going on. Y ou want meto help you, you're
going to haveto do better than this”

She pressed her lips together, nodded, and sat primly on the edge of the seat. She folded her handsin
her 1ap. No glovesthistime. Jack tore his gaze away from the hands and looked back to her face.

“I"'m afraid something terrible has happened to Carl and I'm afraid the same thing is going to happen to
rre"

“And what makes you think that? Perhapsit’ s because Christian Landerman’sin town. Isthat it? Isthat
why you skipped so quickly?’

Her pale hand drifted up to touch her pae throat and then to rest lightly on her chest asif shewas
gathering her thoughts. Landerman’s name didn’t seem to have flustered her at all. She wasice cool.

“Yes, you'reright,” shesaid dowly. “I wasworking for Landerman. When the artifact went missng, |
was afraid of what he might do to me. The only option | had wasto stay out of sight and try to get it back
again. That'swhy | need your help, Jack. Landerman is someone you don’t want to cross.”

“Y eah, well, something has happened to Tabot, but | don't think Landerman had anything to do with it.”
She stood and turned away so he couldn’t see her face. “What do you mean, something’ s happened?’
“Tabot’s dead. Somebody killed him.”

Hewaswaiting for something, some reaction, adight stiffening of the shoulders, but there was nothing.
Shewas't giving anything away. Perhaps she already knew it; perhaps shedidn’t. A moment later, she
turned.

“See” shesaid. “Seewhat | told you? And | could be next. Y ou haveto help me. If we can find the
artifact, then | can get it to Landerman and it will be over.”

“Will it?" said Jack carefully.
Shedowly sat again. “Yes, | think s0.”

It was Jack’ sturn to stand. He started pacing as he thought. “Who e se could beinvolved in this, Ms.
Farrel? 1t just doesn't make sense that Landerman would have Talbot killed. Otherwise he’ d be gone,
the artifact with him. But Landerman’ s here. That means he hasn’t gotten what he came for, unlessthe
artifact’ snot the only thing.” He looked at her pointedly. She was watching him as he paced, but the
comment didn’t draw any reaction either.

“Come on. There hasto be something you' re not telling me. Who eseisinvolved?’
She bit her lip and shook her head.

“Dammit,” he cursed. “How long have you been working for Landerman?’



“About ayear and ahalf.”

“Wadll, you have to know something about his operation. This palitician, this philanthropist. What did
you do for him, Ms. Gavin? Give me something about him.”

Even the use of her real name didn’t faze her. Maybe she hadn’t noticed but he doubted that. “We, Carl
and mysdlf, we used to locate and acquire things for him. He' sacollector.”

“Acquiring things. Y eah, | can understand that about Tabot. That's his business, but why you?’
“ Sometimes the acquisition requires skillsthat Carl did not have.”

Jack stopped his pacing. “Like what?’

“1 don't need to go into that, Mr. Stein. Let’ sjust say we worked best asateam.”

“Hmmm. It'safunny sort of team if he goes off without you, taking the object you' re meant to get
together.”

Sheremained slent.
Jack dowly shook hishead. “All right. I’ m not entirely happy, but I’ 1l help you.”
“You can besurel’ll makeit worth your while.”

Jack nodded. “Oh, you can be sure of that. I’ ve got something | want to check first, and when I’ ve done
that, I'll be back. Next timel come, | expect you to be straight with me. I’ m redlly not happy yet. Know
thet.”

“I can help to make you happy, Jack. I'm surel can. You just tell mewhat you want.” Sheran thetip of
her finger over her lower lip, let her fingerstrail over her chin and down her neck, then dowly looked up
a him. Despite himself, his breath caught.

“Damn, you redlly are apiece of work,” said Jack, narrowing his eyes and shaking hishead. “I'll bein
touch. Don't go anywhere. I'll let mysdf out.”

Therewas an ideaforming in the back of hishead as he headed for the shuttle stop. What he'd told her
had been true. He did want to check something out. Somewhere, somehow, there had to be aclueto
Tabot and who had killed him, something the police might have missed. He needed to get back to the
gpartment, check whether Billie had come up with anything el se he could use, and then check with
Morrish. Timeto cal in another favor. If his guts were telling him anything, he thought he might be ableto
pay that favor back in more ways than one. Meanwhile, he was still annoyed that he' d had nothing to
work with right from the start. Something abouit this case had to sart faling into place soon. He didn't
know quite how far his relationship with Morrish would stretch, but he was about to find out.

Billiewaswaiting for him when he got back.
“I found something, Jack.” She was clearly pleased with hersdlf.
“Yeah, and | have some stuff to tdl you. But you first,” heaid.

Shedidn’'t even bother caling up the wallscreen. “ That thing on Utrecht, the Progress Party . . .”



“Y eah, what about it?’
“A couple of articleswere talking about links to something else called the Sons of Utrecht.”
“Huh. And what' sthet?”

“It' san extremist group. Anyway, that’ swhat the articles called them. They’ re talking about wiping out
the underclasses. Getting rid of any socia welfare. They believe that for humanity to progress, they have
to get rid of anything that holdsit back. They say thingsin society that are bad for progresswill smply
sdf-destruct if they let them.”

Jack got rid of his coat and sat, waiting for her to continue. “Isthere more?’

She nodded enthusiastically. “ It started on Utrecht about twenty years ago. There have always been links
to Utrecht government, but everyone always denied it. Some of the stuff talked about closed back rooms
full of rich old men and women trying to change the way the world worked. One of the pieces said
something about attempts to ban the group. Christian Landerman’s name was there afew times. They
were politics newsfeeds, but there has to be something there, doesn’t there? It' sal a couple of years old
now. | tried to find anything else, but there was nothing after that. It al went quiet.”

Jack considered. Things like this movement had existed throughout history, but what wasit about Utrecht
in particular? What wasit about any place that fostered such amovement?

“Y eah, that could be Landerman, dl right,” said Jack finally. “But it doesn’t say anything about why he
might want this artifact. It gives me agood idea of who I’ m dedling with though, and that’sa start.”

“And what about Bridgett Farrdll?” said Billie.

“Yeah, well. That'sanother story. Shewas just like she was before, only worse. There' s absolutely no
way she' sgiving methewhole story. | think you were right about her, you know.”

Heignored her sudden smug look.
“So what are you going to do now?’ she asked.

Jack ran hisfingers back through his hair and grimaced. 1’ ve got an idea, but I’'m going to need to talk to
Morrigh.”

“The police? Billie paled.

“Yeah, | know. But Morrishisokay, | think. The problem s, | haven't had anything solid to work with.
Sure, I’ ve had some dreams, but that isn't enough, isit? | need something—an object, something | can
fed. At the moment we re running blind, Billie”

She nodded her understanding.

“Okay, I’'m going to cdl him. Y ou wait out here. | know you' re probably going to listen in anyway, so
you can get rid of that pout. We can talk some more when I’m done.”

She gave him ady haf grin and bundled hersalf up on the couch. Jack headed for his office.
“Cdl Morrish,” hesad.

“Y orkstone Police,” the desk program said amoment later.



A couple of seconds more and Morrish' sface was on thewall, looking dightly surprised.

“Stein. What can | do for you?’

Jack leaned back in hischair. “Jm, how are you doing? Have you gotten anywhere on that Tabot case?”’
Morrish grimaced. “Not athing. It' sadead end. How about you?’

“Wdl . ..” said Jack. “| have acouple of thingsthat might prove useful, but I’ ve got a proposition for
you. If you help me out, | might be ableto return the favor and help you.”

“Come on, Jack. What are you saying?’

Jack made ashow of playing with the nail on onefinger, then dowly looked up. “I need some detailson
Tdbot.”

Therewas aquick narrowing of Morrish’s eyes and then afrown. “Y ou know better than that.”

“Hey, Jm, listen. If you want this case to go into the bottomlessfile, that' s nothing to me. | just thought
we could help each other out here.”

Morrish scratched hishead. “ Dammit, Stein. Y ou're pushing it.”

“Look, with what I’'m working on right now, | promise you it will be worth your while. | just need
something from you to make it happen.”

“So, what isit that' s so damned important?”

Jack folded hishandsin front of him on the desk and leaned forward. “1 can’t give anything to you

yet. .. andyeah, | know. | just need to know if you found anything with Talbot, some persona
possession. .. | don't know . . . apicture, apen, something solid that he might have handled more than
once, anything at dl.”

There was along pause as Morrish considered; then he leaned in closer to the screen. “Y ou know, Stein.
You |l have my job. But okay, there was something. We ve got his handipad, but | can't et you have
that. There were acouple of appointments listed in it though. There was one with adedler here, another
which we checked out, but there was one that made no sense at al. Alan Dean. Next Wednesday. No
place, just the name. The name s not in any of our records and we' ve drawn ablank. We did some
extensive database searches but there’ sno record of anyone called Alan Dean. Apart fromthat . . .
nothing. | don’t know if that’ s going to be any useto you.”

“That' sgreat,” said Jack. “1 redlly appreciateit, Jm. | promiseyou, thisis going to be worth your while.”
“Hmm,” said Morrish. “Againg my better judgment.”

“Areyou sure there' s nothing of Tabot’s| might get hold of ? Just something smdll. Y ou know the way |
work. If therewas just something of his. . .”

“Now you're pushing it too far, Stein. I’ ve given you what | could. That'sit.” He shook his head.

Jack spread his hands, placatingly. “No, okay. That' sfine. I'll do what | can for you, Jm. It'sgoing to
takemeafew days, but I'll bein touch. | promiseyou.”

Morrishwas gtill shaking hishead. “We Il see”



“Yeah, wewill. Thanksagain,” said Jack.

He cut the connection and wandered out into the living room. The wallscreen was just blanking as he
entered. Billie looked up at him. Jack was suddenly glad that he didn’'t have any redly private
conversations to have over the home system.

“So, did you get that?” he asked her.
“Uh-huh. Alan Dean.”
“Wadll, you know what that means.”

“Uh-huh. If the police didn’t find it in their systems, I’ m going to have to look in some other places. It
might take awhile.” She shrugged.

“Takewhatever timeyou need,” hetold her. “It'snot much, but it might be something.”
“Uhrhun.”

Heleft her there and went into his office, seeking something to occupy himsdf in the meantime. He called
up the wallscreen, preparing to put up anything he had dready, just to focus, to find any linksthat he
could, prompted or unprompted, he couldn’t redlly care which. All he had from Morrish was another
name to add to the list. One by one, he added the names.

Carl Tabot.

Bridgett Farrell.
Larkin.

Chrigtian Landerman.
Outreach Industries.
Universty.

Hervé Antille.

He stared at the last one for awhile, wondering why he'd put it up there, but he knew it wasright. His
dreams kept showing their guide right in the center of things. Okay, Antille needed to be there.

Alan Dean.

He stared at that name for awhile, but it couldn’t mean anything apart from being linked to Talbot. Okay,
so that meant there were two groups.

Carl Tabot
Bridgett Farrdll
Chrigtian Landerman

Alan Dean



Hervé Antille
Universty
Outreach Industries

Hewasn't convinced yet that Outreach had anything to do with this, apart from their involvement at the
City of Trees. If they were, he needed something alot more solid to link them in. He didn’t even bother
drawing lines between the groups. There was dight linkage between both Landerman and Outreach and
the Univergity of Balance City, but it wasn't anything concrete enough to tie it to the whole artifact thing.
He sat plucking at hislip, staring at the names. No, nothing was coming. With asigh he cleared down the
wall, not even bothering to saveit. Even hisold routines didn’t seem to be working a the moment. He
linked hisfingers behind his neck and stared up at the celling, not that any inspiration was going to come
from that direction.

Hewas just about to suggest to Billie that they go out, just to clear the air, when she appeared in the
office doorway.

“| found it, Jack!”

He sat up quickly. “What?’

“Alan Dean. It snot a person.”

“Huh?’

She crossed to the desk and sat down. “It’ saship. It'san old-style freighter, the dow way.”
“How?’ hesaidto her.

She gavealittle shrug. “Easy redly. | cross-referenced stuff we were working on. Carl Talbot did
import/ export and stuff, right?’

Jack nodded slowly.

“Wal, he has to use something to carry things from one place to another. Thefast shipsare more
expengve. If thingsdon’t haveto get therein ahurry, you send them the old way, right? Most of the old
ships are independent. A lot of them might not be able to afford the new drives. Anyway, the Alan Dean
is due here next Wednesday afternoon.”

“Here?’
“Wdll, the spaceport.”

“Damn,” said Jack. No wonder the police hadn’t found it. It wasn’t the sort of thing they’ d be looking
for. “Good work, Billie. Damn.”

He linked hisfingersin front of him, thinking rapidly. So they’ d found “Alan Dean,” but that didn't get
them any closer to working out what the link was. Unless. . . perhaps Carl Talbot was going to meet this
freighter and have the artifact transported back to Utrecht, or somewhere else that Landerman had
interests. Landerman didn’t necessarily need to know how Tabot went about things; hence it probably
made sensethat he' d turn up in Y orkstone to work out what Tabot was up to. He might have no idea
about the Alan Dean. That till didn’t explain how the artifact got to Y orkstone in thefirst place.

Billiewaslooking at him expectantly.



“I ill don't get it,” he said to her. “There' s something about al of thisthat doesn’t make any sense. |
think there s only one person who' s going to be able to help solvethislittle puzzle for us.”

“Uh-huh,” she said.

“And I think I’'m going to be paying her avist—" He glanced a thewall display—"first thinginthe
morning. What do you fed like doing tonight?’

She grinned at him then. Okay. It seemed like they were making progress.

Seventeen

Later that evening they got back from the entertainment center, the requisite diverson to Mally’ sdone
with and abig smile plastered across Billie' sface. Jack had barely watched the movie. He till preferred
the older stuff, the stuff with real actors, but Billie seemed to have enjoyed it—some space action
adventure full of explosions and noisy specid effects. They churned these things out one after the other
these days. The main interest he had in it was that the jump drive had featured heavily as part of the plot
line. It was funny how quickly media seemed to grab on to things and run with them. It had been a
diverson though, and that was the main thing.

Just before she went to bed, Billie turned to him at her bedroom doorway and bit her lip. “Thanks, Jack,”
shesaid.

“Hey, itwasfun,” hesad. “ Segp wdl, huh?’
She nodded and disappeared insde.

Jack went to his own bed, but degp was an age coming. He spent along time staring at the ceiling,
thinking.

When deep findly did come, he dipped into dreamstate dmost immediately.

He was back on Mandala, standing on the open grasses. The sky was bright. He looked around himself.
Therewas no sign of the City of Trees. His awareness of where he was, that hewasinfactin
dreamdtate, told him that thiswas no ordinary dream though. He searched for clues. The buzzing sound
was back inthe air, and the sharp electrical tang dipped barely imperceptibly upon the dight breeze.

Two figures walked over the rise toward him, but they stopped at adistance. One was Hervé. The other
was Carl Tabot—the ruined Carl Talbot.

“Takethis,” said Hervé. “ Thisiswhat you wanted.”

Though they were still some distance away, Jack could hear every word. That was alittle strange, asthe
breeze was blowing away from, rather than toward him.

Hervé shifted the metd tablet from beneath hisarm and held it out for Tabot to ook at.
“Here, here, and here,” said Hervé. “Hereisthe path. These are the keys.”

With some difficulty Tabot took the tablet with hisremaining arm, and then placed it carefully at hisfeet.
He dug about in his coat pocket and came up with ahandful of something. Hervé held out both his hands,
cupped in front of him, and Tabot held hisfist aove, trickling ahandful of shining, glittering sonesinto



Herve s hands. Jack knew they were gemstones. Diamonds probably.
“"Ere,” sad Tabot through hisruined lips. * * Ayment in full.”
The figures and the tablet suddenly weren't there anymore.

Jack |eft the ground, whipping up and up, further through the air, the flat plain receding beneath him. The
world became an insgnificant pebblein adark gray field. Jack floated in emptiness.

Clang.
He closed hiseyes and gritted histeeth. Not again.
Clang.

He opened his eyes again. Above him was asolid meta vault, picked out with large designs, but thistime
it was different. One by one, the motifs were glowing, then fading, in some sort of sequence, heading of f
toward the far distance. And as he watched, the illumination drew him, dragging him aong benesth the
metd canopy, pulling him forward, faster and faster. Faster and faster he sped, whipping beneeth the
solid sky, the wind whistling about him. And then there was no wind. There was nothing. He was floating
againinagray featurdessvoid.

But no. There was something there. Almost fading into the background, there was a shape—a small
round shape. As he concentrated, he moved toward it, closer and closer, at first dowly, and then picking
up speed.

It was aplanet.

It wasimpossibleto judge the size a this distance, but he had the innate fedling that the world was large.
It was brown, tinged with red. Broader olive patches crawled across the surface like mold. It turned
dowly before him. There were clouds, thin ochre-colored wispstrailing around the form.

He sped down to the surface asit grew larger and larger, completely taking over hisfield of vision.

He was standing on another plain. This had no grass. It wasflat, gray-brown rock. Off to one Side, there
were the shiny cathedral trees. Straight ahead was the City of Trees—the complete undamaged one from
his earlier dreams. No, wait. It wasn't the City of Trees. It waslarger, spreading for milesand miles. He
looked behind him and there was another smilar stretch of clustered buildings. Definitely acity. A slvery
shape zipped past above him, quickly disappearing into the distance of the other city, and then another.
Hetracked it overhead and behind him, whipping around to try and follow it.

When he turned back, there was movement on the field ahead. Some kind of flatbed transport bore one
of the glistening dien creatures. Itsfour legs were planted firmly on the flat expanse. One of the creature' s
petals—he could think of them in no other way—was folded down, touching the vehicle€ sfront.
Passenger and trangport cruised dowly past. He watched it asit grew smaller and smaller, apparently
aso heading for the other city. How the hdll did the things see? He could see nothing that looked like
eyes. Perhgpsthey didn't see at al. Perhapsthey perceived in different ways. The creature, if creatureit
was, ignored him completely.

Then he was done, awake, and groping for his handipad.

No matter which way helooked at it, he couldn’t help fedling that this Bridgett Farrdll was setting him up



for something—though what, he didn’t know. Jack stood watching the gpartment block from the other
sde of the street. He didn't like the fact that people continued trying to take him for afool, and Farrell
was no exception, but he was going to see this thing through to its conclusion. The only way to find out
wasto play it through. He adso half expected to see Landerman’ s sidekick showing up somewhere, even
here, but since that brief glimpse out his office window, there' d been no sign. There' d been no further
contact from Landerman himsdlf elther, another thing that gave him pause. Bridgett Farrdll. What had
made her contact him in the firgt place? That was one piece of the puzzle that just wouldn’'t dot into
place. He shook his head. Deciding he was as ready as he would ever be, he strode across the street and
toward the building entrance. Time for some answers.

Farrdl let himin after hisfirst knock, asif she’ d been waiting for him. Jack took a quick look around
what he could see of the apartment as he walked past her into the room, but it seemed little different from
the last time he was there. He didn’t know what he expected—maybe some sign that she’'d had visitors
or something.

She followed him into the room, toying with asimple necklace around her throat. Again, she waswearing
adark, well-cut suit, adifferent one, and asmple white blouse. Just briefly, Jack wondered where she
had room to put al the clothes and where they came from. He d seen no sign of luggage.

“What can | do for you, Jack? Have you some news for me?’

He said nothing, crossing to achair and sitting, fixing her with aflat sare.
“What isit?’ shesaid.

“I think you' ve got some explaining to do, Ms. Farrell.”

Shefrowned dightly and took up aposition at the end of the couch, Sitting upright, leaning alittle
forward, her fingers never leaving the silvery strand around her neck. She was wearing something . . .
rich, exotic, and Jack caught a hint of it even from where he sat.

“Explaning about what?’
Jack pursed hislips, maintaining hisflat stare for acouple of seconds before continuing.

“So, where shall we start?” he said. “ Shdl we start with your relationship with Talbot? Or perhaps with
your relationship to Landerman?1 don't redlly care. Or maybe we should talk about thisfamily heirloom.
That’ swhat you caled it, wasn't it? No, I'm sorry. Every time | talk to you, the truth changes alittle. |
need you to tell mewhat’ sgoing on.”

She gave alittle sigh and dropped her gaze. “ Y es, of course, you'reright, Jack. But you haveto
understand. | was afraid. I'm even more scared now, after what' s happened to Carl.”

Shedidn’'t seem very scared.
She looked up again. “What do you want to know, Jack?’

The gaze was clearly supposed to melt him, and it was not without itsimpact, but right now she had
another thing coming if she thought it was going to throw him off his path. Hewasredly starting to
appreciate what was going on benegath the surface with this woman, but he just couldn’t afford to let
himsdlf be Sdetracked.

“Right, you can start with Talbot. What were you two to each other?’



She gave the briefest of nods. “Carl and | worked together. Y ou know he dedlt in antiquities, other items
of rarity. Well, sometimes they were difficult to acquire and alittle more persuasion was needed.
Sometimestoo, it was necessary to have them transported not as aregular consgnment, if you know
what | mean. That’swhere | camein. We worked together for over ayear, and yes, before you ask, it
became alittle more than work. We findly decided that it was getting in the way of business though, and
we cooled that part off.”

He pushed asde the dight, irrational touch of jealousy he wasfeding. He d guessed exactly as much.
“How much more? Y ou seemed pretty cut up about hismurder . . . .” He didn’t even need to force the
sarcasm.

“Yes, | know,” she said without amoment’ s hesitation. “ Thisis sometimes a dangerous business, Mr.
Stein. It hasitsrisks. We were aware of those. We dways had been. Sometimesthe prizeisfar greater
than therisk. Of course | was upset, but I'm not alittle girl.”

He noted how she' d neatly avoided actualy answering his question. Jack leaned forward, his elbows on
his knees. “ And you have no ideawho might have killed Carl and taken the artifact.”

She gave adight shake of her head, her mouth held tightly closed.

“Okay, then . . . so why does Landerman want thisthing so badly? It looksto melike hisinterestisa
little more than that of asmple collector. And before you start spinning me atale, | know about the
artifact. | know what it is. I've been to Mandaa.”

“Y-you've been to Mandaa?’ For once he' d redlly caught her off guard. He suppressed a self-satisfied
amile

“That’ sright. And very educationd it wastoo.”

She sghed then. At last, Jack seemed to be getting through some of that carefully constructed exterior.
Progress.

“All right. No, it wasn’t an heirloom. It was just another item, an item that Landerman wanted to acquire.
It came from the university, but you probably know that aready. Landerman believesit'samap key that
will lead to the location of an aien homeworld. He s hoping to be able to use that to further hisown
ends.” She shrugged. “How truethat might be, | don't care. All | careisthat the priceisright. Carl and |
took delivery, and redlizing the potential worth of it, we decided to turn the processinto an open market.
We know there is definitely interest in the object from other quarters. We decided to play the
advantage.”

“It camefrom the university? How?” Something about his dream was nagging at him.
She shook her head dightly. “Carl had contacts there. Someone caled Antillie or Andie or something.”

Jack nodded dowly, filing the information away. Wasit redly Hervé? Maybe Antille was acommon
name on Utrecht, but he didn’t think so. He' d follow that particular piece of information later.

“Okay, now we re getting somewhere. | don't get it though. What benefit does Landerman hopeto
gan?

She gave a short, unamused laugh. “ Oh, you should hear him when he gets on his favorite bandwagon.
Advancement of the human species. Superiority. It'slaughable redly. He thinksthat this might lead them

to the aliens and they can steal amarch on the opposition with the technology he hopesto get from them.
Who knows? | don’t know whether he hopesto stedl it from them or buy it or what. Perhaps he thinks



they have thingsthat he and his blessed Sons of Utrecht can use. Heredlly isapain. But he'savery rich
pain, Jack. If the priceisright, you can ignore amultitude of shortcomings.”

“All right . . .” Jack rubbed his chin, consdering. “What' s he paying you?’

Shelooked away.

“Oh, comeon,” said Jack. “You may aswell tdl me.”

“Five hundred thousand,” she said quietly.

Jack whistled. “Damn. No wonder you' re eager to get hold of it. So what’ s the story with Talbot?”

“ After we came here—this place was agood venue, the Excelsior, nice neutral ground in which to
conduct the bidding process—Carl had a couple of conversations with Landerman. He started getting
cold feet about what he started to cal *betraying’ Landerman. | think that was just a story though, to
cover up what hewasredly up to. | thought he might be setting up the auction and inviting Landerman to
the party. And then he disappeared. | suspected he wanted to cut me out of the ded entirely. That’ swhy
| wanted him found.”

“Oh, yeah. | bet you did.”

Jack stood and started pacing. She sat where she was, watching him, not saying anything, just letting him
work thingsthrough. Findly he stopped.

“And that’ sthe whole story?’

“Wadl, dmogt,” shesaid. “ Of course, after his conversations with Carl, Landerman obviousy wasn't very
happy. In an auction, he' d end up having to pay more, and besides, he’ d contracted Carl in thefirst place
to get it. Carl had broken the deal. And then Landerman turned up here. Herein Y orkstone. Naturadly,
knowing the man and knowing how he operates, | decided it was wiser not to bein close proximity to
him. I’ve had the proof that that was the right decision. Look what happened to Carl.”

“If Landerman had Carl killed, what's he fill doing here?’ said Jack. “He' d have the artifact. There'd be
no reason for himto stay.”

She shook her head. “I’m not saying it was Landerman. It could be any interested party. All I'm saying is
that thisisvery dangerous. | know Landerman; | know what he' slike. He s just as dangerous as any of
them.”

“Why didn’'t you just teke off then?’

She stood and crossed to stand right in front of him. “Think about it, Jack. Five hundred thousand, and
that’ sjust the garting price.” She reached out to touch hisarm. “Y ou can have a part of that. With Carl
out of theway, thefield's open. Help me get the artifact. Think of the possbilities. We could be ateam.”
Shelowered her voice. “1’m sure we' d make awonderful team, Jack.”

He reached down and covered her hand with his, leaning closer. Her other hand came up, resting flat
againg the center of his chest. He gave adight intake of breath as he read the signal. She was playing him
again. Carefully, ddiberately, he removed her hand from hisarm. He turned away from her and stepped
over to the window, looking out onto the street below, mulling over what she d been saying. Findly he
turned back to look at her.

“Well, if Landerman has't got the artifact, and it wasn't with Carl, then whereisit?| think there's



something missng.”

“All right,” she said. “We don’'t know who hasit, but that’ s what you do, Jack. Y ou can find that out.”
“But you're ill not telling me everything, are you, Ms. Farrdll?’

She gavealittle frown. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Oh, | think you do. Y ou want to tell me about the Alan Dean”?’

She blanched. Quickly she turned away so that he couldn’t see her face. “I’m not sure | know what—"

“Oh, yes, you do,” said Jack. “The Alan Dean isafreighter. Y ou know that. Talbot had it listed for
Wednesday, which istomorrow. Unlessit waslast Wednesday. Somehow | don’t think so though, or
you wouldn't still be here. Do you want to tell mewhat’ s going on?’

She sighed and crossed back to the couch, looking across at him as though she were anaughty girl. He
stood where he was, returning the look with aflat stare.

“Yes, you'reright,” shesaid findly. “It's due tomorrow. The captain is acontact of ours, doesthe
occasiond job for us. Sengtive stuff, for afee. The Alan Dean iscarrying the artifact.”

Hewasn't expecting that. “It'scarrying . . . Thenwhat's. . . 7" He shook hishead. Suddenly it made
sense, but then it didn’t make sense. He shook his head again and took a couple of stepstoward her.
“Why the hell am | looking for an artifact that you know damned well isn't here? In fact, you know
exactly whereitis. Dammit. You have dl dong. What' sthisal about, Ms. Farrell? What are you playing
a?’ Henarowed hiseyes, feding hisjaw tenang with the redlization of exactly how much she’ d been
manipulating him, and getting away withit.

She sghed. “All right, Jack. Yes, | know whereit is. With the new jump capability, most of the focusis
on the newer ships. People forget about shipsthat travel the old way. Cargo freighters, that sort of thing,
are beneeth the scrutiny of many officids. We had to get the artifact off Utrecht and away. That was
already the plan as soon aswe had acquired it.

Y orkstone is close enough to the spaceport to be a convenient pickup location. It also happened to be
anided venuefor holding an auction. It’s neutral. None of the mgor players have interests here. For that
reason, Y orkstoneis often used to host such transactions.

“We just had to come here and wait for the artifact to show up. After acouple of weeks, some of the
heet of theinvedtigation relaing to itsinitid disappearance would have cooled and the artifact would have
made itsway here as we intended. Then we could be free to do with it what we wanted. We didn’t need
to hand it over to Landerman. We didn’t need to hand it over to anyonein particular unlessthe price was
right. We d be free to have the auction, with Landerman far enough away for it not to matter. Somehow,
though, Landerman had gotten hints of what we intended.”

She paused, thinking, and shook her head.

“I think perhaps Carl had set him up ready for it. Either that, or he wanted to deal with Landerman direct
and cut me out of the picture. Then Landerman showed up here, unexpectedly. Nothing had been
arranged. Nothing. Asaresult, | had to find somewhereto lielow for awhile until the Alan Dean
showed up.”

“Yeah,” said Jack, scratching the back of hisneck. “I till don't get it though. Why hiremein thefirst
place?’



She blinked a couple of times. Jack picked it for what it was. Her mind was racing, trying to come up
with something plausible to feed him.

“No, redly, Carl had disappeared, and | needed to know if something had happened to him or whether
hewasjust pulling another scam on me. | redlly did want him found. | knew about the Alan Dean from
him. For dl | knew, that could have been astory to keep me off the scent while he made his own
arrangements to pick up the item and keep me out of the dedl, knowing Carl. It wouldn't have been
impossible. HE d do something just like that. But now he' s dead and the artifact hasn’t shown up.”

“So, wherethe hdl isit?’ said Jack.

Shesghed. “I can only believethat it istruly with the captain of the Alan Dean; otherwise it would have
shown up and | would have heard about it. I'm still going to need you, Jack. With Landerman here, I'm
going to need you to pick up the package—asfar as| know, the captain doesn’'t know what he's
carrying—and then bring it to me. | would be recognized. | don’t know how many of his people
Landerman has here. | don’t know how many places he' s having watched. He' saware of Carl’s
methods. | would think that the port would be alogica place for him to apply hisattention. Y ou have to
help me, Jack. Y ou pick up the item, and we can share the profits. Think about it.”

Her desperate need was starting to filter through. But it was more than need; it was Smple greed starting
to spark in her eyes. Jack was starting to have suspicions about what had actually happened to Talbot,
but he was going to keep them to himself for now. He crossed back to the chair and sat.

“Okay, that makes akind of sense, but there' s still one problem. Landerman knows me. That little
gdekick of his, Larkin, knows me. What do you suggest we do about that?’

“Y ou look like you can handle yoursdlf, Jack.”
“That' snot quite the point, isit?’

She tapped at her cheek rapidly with her fingers and then moved them to cover her lips. After a
moment’ s thought, she spoke. “No, but listen. | can’t believe Carl would have told Landerman about the
freighter. Landerman might suspect—Carl had moved things around like that before—and he might be
having the port watched, but he wouldn’t know which ship and when, would he? All you haveto dois
get to the port and rendezvous with the captain, discreetly. I'm sure you' re used to being discreet.”

“Hmmm,” said Jack. She wasforgetting one thing. If he could find out about the Alan Dean, then so
could Landerman. Especially aman of his apparent resources. She seemed not to have considered that
possbility, but he wasn't going to mention that now. He wanted thisto play out properly.

“Soyou'll doit, Jack?’

“Yeeh, I'll doit.”

She made to stand and cross to him, but he waved her down. “What' sthe captain’s name?”
“Gourley.”

“Isthereafirst name?’

She shook her head. “Just Captain Gourley.”

“And what time tomorrow? Do you know?’



“It' sdue to berth around four thirty.”

Jack nodded dowly. “Okay.” He stood. “I’ll bein touch. Stay where you are. I’ ll see myself out.”
“Youwon't be sorry, Jack.”

“Yesh, well see”

As he reached the door, he turned. “Oh, thereis onelast thing. Y ou talked about other interests. Do you
know anything more about that? \WWho might be involved? Have you got any details?’

“Y es. Carl spoke about a couple of people. | think they represent corporations. There was one called
Antony Vasche. And another cdled Van Stuben or something. A strange name. Asfar asthose other

interestsgo, I'm sure| can arrange to get the word out. The artifact will generate its own interest. We
can be sure of that. | know how these things work, Jack.”

“Van Stuben? Not Van der Stegen, by any chance. . .”
“Y es, that could have been the name.”

“Hunh,” said Jack. Imagine that. He paused at the door before leaving, thinking that over, and taking the
opportunity to have onelast long look at Danuta Galvin before he departed.

Eighteen

It was funny, but now, thinking about it, there realy were some strange linkages. If Outreach hadn’t
made the breakthrough in the drive technology, alowing for dmost ingtantaneoustravel through the vast
interstellar distances, then the artifact would probably have no meaning at al. There sno point wanting to
travel somewhereif you don’'t have the meansto travel. If the tablet did indeed point to an dien
homeworld, then who knew how far it was, how long it would take with conventiond travel? Onething
leads to another. He wondered briefly who this other player was. The name Antony Vasche wasn't
familiar, but then there was no reason for it to be. He was likely anegotiator for another corporate player
wanting to get in on the act, for, no matter which way you looked & it, you' d have to have the resources
to mount that sort of expedition. Visiting an dien homeworld. Y eah, right. Well, not Jack Stein. At least
nowhere but in his dreams. He had trouble enough coming to termswith the things found in there without
something not only truly dien, but redl aswell.

Jack wandered down to the shuttle stop. There was one there in moments, and as he boarded, he was
deep in thought.

Hearing the name Van der Stegen again after so long came as abit of a surprise. He thought he' d done
with that family when they’ d left the Locality. He had suspected Outreach Industries were involved, but
there had been nothing e se to link them and certainly not to link the man himsdlf to the operation. Sure,
they wereinvolved a the site on Mandda, but that could have been something as Smple as merely
supplying the transport to get equipment back and forth between Utrecht and Mandala. Apart from his
gut fedling, there’ d been nothing to tiethem in at al. But now that it came down to it, the artifact was
something that would interest Van der Stegen, and he would have the resources to make use of what it
purported to be. That sort of obscure knowledge would be something that VVan der Stegen would find
redly attractive. Since Jack’ sinvolvement with the whole mining crew disappearance, and the subsequent
revel ations about the drive technology, he' d had nothing to do with Outreach. That was one thing about
the Locality that he didn’t miss—their corporate fingerprint al over their lives. And now it looked like
there were linksto Y orkstone too, despite the surface gppearance. Outreach Industries. Things just
moved in circles. Around and around.



He looked out the shuttle window at the passing buildings and streets and tugged gently at hislower lip.
No, this place didn’t have the taint of Outreach Industries. Thiswas just events congpiring again to make
thelinks. He was reading too much into it.

S0, he' d have to get to the port in time for docking tomorrow and find this Captain Gourley, hopefully
relieve him of the artifact, and then work out what to do with it. He was damned sure that he wouldn’t be
playing Bridgett Farrell’ sgame. He wasn't sure he wanted to play aong with Landerman either. And he
sure as hell wanted nothing further to do with Outreach. The big problem was, he was faced with a
wedlth of choices, and none of them was particularly attractive. The other thing wasthat he couldn’t trust
the Farrell woman asfar as he could throw her. Dammit. Sometimesit was almost enough to make him
think that fate didn’t like him very much.

He left the shuttle and headed for the apartment, keeping one eye out for Larkin, but the building
entrances and streets were clear. Back at the apartment, Billie was waiting for him.

“S0?7" shesad.

Jack dumped his coat and headed for the kitchen to make himsalf a coffee, hishead till ticking. “Y eah,”
he said. “ She was the same as ever. Worse maybe. The whole Alan Dean thing was great though, Billie.
It redly helped.”

“Comeon, Jack. Tdl me.”
“Y eah, give me a couple of minutesto get this coffee and then I’ll sit down and tell you. Not so fast.”

Hetook histime with the coffee, then headed back into the living room where she waited for him
impatiently. He sat and took a couple of sips before sarting. Billie looked like she was going to burst.

Sowly, he recounted the meeting with Bridgett Farrell, only pausing to answer questions as Billiefired
themat him.

“So, | need to meet thisfreighter, hook up with Captain Gourley and try and retrieve the item.”
“Uh-huh. And thenwhat?’ said Billie.

Jack grimaced dightly. “ That, | haven't worked out yet. There are just too many peopleinvolved. I'm
sort of hoping that the artifact itself might give me some clues. It' sabout time | Sarted having something
decent to work with.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?’

He shrugged. “ Just what | say.”

Shewas glowering at him. “What’ swrong?’ he said.
“It belongsto the univeraty.”

Again he shrugged. “Wadll, it did. It doesn’t anymore.”

She narrowed her eyes. “How can you say that? Thisisimportant.” She shook her head. “Nuh-uh. It has
to go back. We have to take it back.”

“Oh, comeon, Billie. We ve dedt with stuff that’ s been stolen before. Why this now?”
“It'sjust important, that’ sal. Y ou should have heard Hervé talk about al that stuff. The City of Trees



and everything. Y ou were too interested in your stupid case to understand what he was saying. It doesn’t
belong to you, Jack.”

He narrowed hiseyes back at her. She wasredlly sarting to annoy him now. “Dammit, Billie. I’ sout of
my control. Y ou know who' s playing with this stuff. If it gets taken back, it'll just get stolen again. And |
could tell you athing or two about your precious Herveé, too.”

“What do you mean by that?’ She' d crossed her arms and was Sitting in her defiant stance, back straight,
jaw thrust out.

He sighed. “Nothing. It doesn't matter.”

“But it does maiter,” shesaid.

“No. Forget it.”

She growled at him, got to her feet and stomped off into her room. A second later the door shut, hard.

Dammit. Apparently he/ d put hisfoot init again.

The next morning Billiewas still sulking, being precious with her conversation. Jack redly didn’t have
timefor her little performances. He needed to make sure he was ready for his rendezvouswith the Alan
Dean. Bridgett Farrell had been right about one thing—knowing Landerman and the sorts of things he
wasinvolved in, it was afair assumption that he’ d have someone watching the port, especidly if he
wanted to get hold of the artifact so badly.

He pulled on his coat, patting his pockets to make sure he had his handipad. He was about to head for
the door when he had another thought. If Landerman truly did have someone there, then he' d better go
prepared, and there was only onelogica extraprecaution to take. He reached up to the top shelf and
retrieved the wegpon he' d acquired from where he' d left it. He held it in his hand, looking at it with
distaste for afew seconds. The thing was heavy. Nasty. But it would do thejob if he needed it. He just
hoped he wouldn’t. He shoved it away in his pocket, feding the unfamiliar weight dragging his coat on
one sde. Heredly ought to have aproper holster, but he wasn't going to make a habit of carrying the
thing, so he could do without for now.

As heleft the living room, Billie was pointedly ignoring him. He gave alittle shake of hishead and |ft her
toit. Hopefully by the time he got back, she might have gotten over it and her mood aswell.

Out on the street, he walked quickly to the shuttle stop. As he clambered aboard, he thought it funny that
he would be going back to the port so soon after their little trip to Mandala. Sometimes, things just
seemed to work in clugters.

Thetrip uptown was uneventful, and he entered the Y orkstone port area with a brooding sense of dga
vu, only thistime he wasn't carrying luggage. Dammiit. He should have thought to bring the smdler travel
bag with him, something to stow the item out of sight when hefindly got hold of it. It wastoo late now to
go back and get it.

The ground transport to the spaceport was empty. He sat done, watching the empty landscape pass by,

looking at Y orkstone' strack where it had chewed up the ground in its progress. Farther back, regrowth
was starting to occur, but the whole process took years of recovery. Sometimes the city tracks remained
barren for years afterwards, after the city builders had leached the ground of everything they could use.



The transport crossed aridge, and there, revealed, lay the ocean and the spaceport spread out below
him. Navigationa requirements meant the complex needed to be afixed structure so they’ d have one
identifiable place to am for. They shipped in raw materias for the structures to renew themsealves and
maintain further growth. The port itself was a cluster of domed structures, spreading from a centra hub
into various terminas. Passengers arrived and | eft from the southern area. To the north of the complex lay
the commercia and transport areas. Well separated from the rest lay a drab, unmarked dome, the home
of asmal military unit. Even from this distance, Jack could see the colored flickering of the passenger
terminas as displays and advertisements flashed acrossthe interna dome surfaces.

The ground transport dropped him at the passenger terminal, and he took afew momentsto get his
bearings. He had to go through the main concourse, right through the shopping area, and up a connecting
tunnel. The port itsalf serviced not only spaceflight, but domestic passenger transports as well, connecting
flightsto the larger cities. For some reason this afternoon was busy, and the domestic gates were
crowded with arriving and departing passengers. It could be agood thing or abad thing, thought Jack.
He' d elther be lost in the crowd, or there' d be lots of peopleto see him. Heredly did need something to
carry the artifact in, or he' d stand out like a sore thumb. He grimaced and looked around. What he
needed was something he could buy that needed a bag, but was light and disposable. Nobody, but
nobody, was just going to give him abag.

Wait. Thiswas aport. They had to have atravel accessories store somewhere. Helocated an
information pillar and punched up directions. Y es, there was one, but it was over in the far end of the
termind. There was nothing esefor it. He strode quickly in that direction, keeping an eye out for anything
that might be closer and could possibly serve the purpose. As he walked he kept his hands shoved deep
in his pockets. Another thought quickly cameto him. He hoped to hell there wasn't a security check
between the passenger and freight terminds; otherwise he' d be forced to get rid of the gun. Maybe more
thanthat . . . he'd haveto explain the artifact on the way back. He just didn’t want to have to do that at
al. Stupid, Stein. He should have thought it through better.

At the other end of the concourse, he spotted the small accessories shop and waked quickly over toit.
He wandered around the displays, but there was nothing there that seemed even dightly appropriate.
There wasawall panel over to one side, and he headed for that instead. A couple of taps and he found
just what hewas looking for, asmall black flight bag with adetachable strap. It didn’t cost too much
either. He punched up the order, took his handipad and made payment, then reached into the delivery
dot and dug out the bag. It was nestly folded, light. He uncoiled the strap, attached it to the clips, and put
it over his shoulder. He then had another thought and reached down into the bag, running his hand around
theinside so that any visible folds were cleared away. That was better. Making sure there was no oneto
seehim do it, he reached into his pocket and surreptitioudy transferred the gun into the bag, then sedled it
shut. He gtill hadn't worked out what he' d do if it came down to asearch, but he'd deal with that if it

happened.

Thewalk to the cargo berth took him a good twenty minutes. The spaceport hadn’t thought to install
moving wakwaysin the connecting tunnels. He guessed anyone coming thisway would be traveling on
one of those small square beeping transports.

As he approached the entrance arches to the cargo areas, he was starting to fedl nervous about the gun
carried hidden in the bag by hisside. He needn’t have worried though;, it was straight-through access, no
security, no checks. It made senseredly. The port was far enough away from any city that it would take
ared effort to get out here. You' d only redly makethat effort if you had some real business out here.
The cargo section was set out in awide arc, with loading docks stretching out like teeth from awhed.
Jack stood in the entranceway, looking for some indication of what lay where. There were no signs,
nothing. He waked dowly aong the dock, seeking clues. A few ships sat off in the distance out through



the half-shell entrance. In closer was some company hauler, big, shiny and new. The shipsfurther out
were none so grand. His footsteps echoed as he walked and the smell of machines and something else,
probably fud, tinged the underdome space. He glanced up at the flat dome surface, gray, strangely
reminiscent of the flat solid sky in his dreams. There had to be some way to get out to the ships, but there
didn’t look like there was any form of transport in evidence. Maybe this place was only staffed when
they were loading or unloading, or when aship was duein, because right now, therewasn't asinglesign
of life

“Dammit,” he muttered.

“Can | help you?’ The voice came from above and behind him at the sametime.
“What?’ Jack turned around and around, but there was no sign of anyone.
“Canl hdpyou?

Jack shook his head. There was no pinning down the source of the voice. *Y eah, maybe. I'm looking for
the Alan Dean.”

“Of course. Behind you.”

That was stupid. The shipwasn't . . . heturned dowly. What before had apparently been blank wall was
now completely clear from about waist height up. Two men sat there in port uniforms sitting at adesk.
One of them held amug, and the other one sat back with another mug sitting on the desk in front of him.
The one not holding the mug waved him closer.

“Over there, toward theleft. 1t' sthe old brown hauler, dightly besten up. It'll be abit of awalk though.
All the transports are currently out. I’ m not sureif there' s anyone out there though. He' s been down a
while. It should be safe to go out there now if you want to. There' s nothing else duein today.”

That would explain the lack of activity. And of course, there were no transports. Gresat. Just what he
needed—more walking. “ But the Alan Dean was due in about four thirty, wasn't it?”

“Y egh, camein acouple of hours early.”

And he' d wasted time fiddling around in the accessories shop.

“Okay. Thanks,” said Jack.

“No problem. Do you want meto page the ship for you, seeif anyone' s out there?’

That was the last thing Jack wanted. He didn’t want anyone warning the captain he was coming. “No,
thanks. I'll befine. Wish me apleasant walk, guys.”

The man who had spoken grinned and the other raised hismug in sdute. The wal went blank again. With
aknowing nod and awry smile, Jack headed for the nearest stairway to the ground. Y eah, let them
laugh. A job like that, you had to get your entertainment where you could find it.

It was along walk out, and by the time Jack neared the ship, he was grumbling. At least he’ d headed for
theright ship. Thereit was, Alan Dean in letters as battered as the old tub itself. He stood |ooking aong
itslength for a couple of minutes, wondering how much business this Captain Gourley actudly got. A
hatch toward the front sat open. Okay, that was agood sign. It looked like the good captain wasin
residence.



Jack headed for the stairs leading up to the hatch. They creaked as he put his foot on the bottom one and
groaned as hisfull weight followed. They didn't fed very solid at al and shook with each step. At thetop
he stepped quickly insde the lock, trusting more to the battered hull than the steps themsalves. Insde the
lock, the ship reeked of unwashed human stuck in a confined space for too long. Hewrinkled his nose
and tried to breathe through his mouth as he stepped insde properly. He stopped and listened—there
was no hoise, not even the sound of circulating air, but that much should have been evident. Captain
Gourley dearly ran thingslean.

Hewasjust about to head for the front when something made him stop. A sudden chill worked in his
guts. Reaching down dowly to the bag, as quietly as he could, he unsedled it and felt around for the gun.
Helifted it out dowly, looking first one way up the corridor, then down the other. Still there was no
sound, no sense of movement. Frowning, senses on aert, hetook one silent step toward the ship’ sfront,
followed by another. Closer to the very front, something el se struck him. 1t was the vaguest scent. A
andl, familiar.

“Oh, shit,” he whispered under his breath. Blood.

He held the weapon at the ready and moved closer to the door. There were smears on the door’ s edge.
Quickly he ducked his head around the frame. The space beyond was a chaos of disorder. His brief
glance hadn’t been enough to get any proper impression, but there was no oneliving in there a least.
Slowly he moved hisface around the door. It was where the captain spent histime. There were bitsand
pieces of clothing, junk, food, everything. There was blood on the floor aswell. Not alot, but there was
blood. There was no sign of anything that looked vaguely like the artifact. He looked beyond the room,
but there was nothing farther forward.

Jack came back and stared at the blood. What had happened here? Someone had been wounded. No
sign of the artifact. No sign of any body. No sign of Captain Gourley. He walked the length of the ship,
through the stinking disorder, looking for some other clue to what had taken place, but there was nothing
gpart from more mess and disorder.

He headed back up to the captain’ sliving quarters and gingerly started shifting some of the mess around,
looking for the artifact or anything e sethat might prove useful. After awhile of fruitless searching, he
redlized that it was pointless. He might aswell give up.

Dammit. He had to assume that the artifact was gone. Whoever had done this aready had it.

Nineteen

All theway back to Y orkstone, Jack was cursing himsdlf. If only he hadn’t wasted time in the port. If
only he'd beenthere earlier. It wasal “if only,” and he knew there wasn’t adamned thing he could do
about it, but it fill rankled. In the shuttle back down from Y orkstone' s port to the apartment, it was no
better. He got a couple of suspiciouslooks from fellow passengers as he muttered to himsdlf under his
breath, but he ignored them. Now he had to work out who the hell had taken the thing. And what had
happened to the captain, anyway? The most likely suspect was one of Landerman’s people, possibly
even Larkin himsdlf, but there was nothing there apart from blood to tell him that. He wouldn’t put it past
any of the Outreach crew either. It wasjust aslikely that they could have arranged it. Well, onething he
knew for sure; it wasn't Bridgett Farrell. At least hedidn’t think it was. She had seemed reluctant to
leave her gpartment, but then that could have been bluff aswell, knowing her. Just some performance
meant to convince him that she was an innocent victim. As he lft the shuttle, he was no closer to an
answer, and hewas cursing hismissing sensesagain aswell. Missing . . . well, he hoped it was more like
dormant. Heredlly should have had some warning. More “should haves.” He growled to himself ashe
walked toward the gpartment.



He was bouncing on his hedlsdl the way up in the eevator, desperate for a coffee, anything to take his
mind briefly away from the problem. Already, he could see thelook on Billi€ sface. Y ou’ ve screwed up
again, Jack. What are you going to do about it, Jack?

Stepping out of the devator, something snagged him like a cold hook grabbing the middle of his
abdomen. Jack stopped where he was, waiting, sensing, extending his perceptions. No, hewasn't
imagining it; the feding was definitely there. Carefully, he reached down into the bag and pulled out the
gun. He stood just outside the e evator, hesitating. What if it was Billie? What if something had happened
to her?

“Dammit, Stein. No more ‘what ifs’ ” he said quietly. Step by careful step, he headed down the corridor
and toward the gpartment door. He stood there for a couple of seconds, listening, sensing, seeing if there
was anything further to hold on to. But nothing . . . just the cold hard chill nestled in his guit.

The door was locked. He hissed with exasperation.

“Open,” hesad, but it remained firmly sedled. “Billie, are you in there? Open up.”
Heleaned on the wall beside the door, the gun held upright, ready, waiting.

Still nothing.

“Billie Dammit!”

Gritting histeeth, transferring his grip on the wespon, he reached out with hisleft hand and physicaly
knocked, rapping sharply on the door. He was just about to knock again when it opened acrack, and a
diver of Billie' sface peered out.

“Areyou aone?’ she said, looking past him through the narrow opening.
“Shit, Billie What isit?Let mein!”

She opened the door atouch wider and poked her head out, looking both ways up the hallway, and then
pulled back, opening the door only wide enough for himto dip insde.

“Comeon,” she said through closed teeth when he hesitated. “Quick!”
He stepped past her and she shut the door. “Lock.”

Jack turned on her. “ Dammit, Billie, what isit? We ve talked about this before. Y ou can't just lock me
ajt'”

Instead of answering, she waved for him to follow, her face a pale brushstroke in the dim light of the
entranceway.

Frowning now, Jack followed as she led the way into the living room. She stood in the room’ s center,
waiting for him, her head tilted toward the couch. She wasn't done.

Lying there on the couch was aman, unshaven, rumpled clothes, athick old spacer’ s jacket and a broad
dark stain across his chest. Hisface was gray, his breathing shallow. Jack knew the dark stain was
blood. There was no issue worrying about some guy bleeding al over the couch. The couch had aready
consumed most of it and would be done with it soon.

“Shit,” said Jack. Forget about how he managed to get here—what the hell was he doing here? This had
to be Captain Gourley. He sure as hell wasn't some stray resident of Y orkstone. Jack wasn't sureif the



guy was conscious, but he didn’t look very good at al. Sowly he lowered the gun, tossed it on the chair,
and undraped the bag from his shoulder, dumping it aswell.

“How long' s he been here?’ said Jack, looking down at him distastefully.

“About an hour,” said Billie, still looking pale. She was holding up pretty well consdering.
Damn. Jack didn’t want to touch him. He didn’t redlly know quite what to do about him.
“Did hesay anything?’

Billiegavealittle shrug. “ Just your name, then he sort of collapsed insde. | had to help him to the couch.”
She waved over to one side. “He had that with him.”

Therewas abundlelying on one of the chairs, wrapped in greasy gray cloth. Jack merdly glanced at it.
He crossed to the couch and squatted down. The man'’ s breathing redlly was barely there. Reaching out
ahand, he prodded at one dirty shoulder. There was abrief flutter of the eyelids, but no other reaction.
Jack shook alittle harder.

The captain gave a deep, shuddering intake of breath. It sounded wet. His eyes struggled open, and he
peered at Jack with a half-focused gaze.

“Jack Stein?’ he rasped, the words barely comprehensible.
“Yeah, I’'m Jack. What are you doing here?’

“Danuta. Danuta Galvin.” He gasped, gave another deep moi<t, labored breath, and his eyes went wide.
A long dow exhalation, then nothing. Jack shook the shoulder again, and then gingerly withdrew his hand.
The captain’ s eyes were garing. His chest wasn't moving at al.

“Oh shit,” said Jack, and stood quickly. He knew what had just happened. He should really fed for a
pulse or something. Hesitantly he reached out hisfingersto the man’s till-warm neck, but there was
nothing. Jesus, he hated dead people. He hated dead peoplein hisliving room even more. And when
they had just becomedead.. . ..

“We ve got aproblem, Billie,” he said dowly.

“What?' shesad, frowning.

“Our friend here hasjust died, | think.”

“Jack, do something.” She had her arms wrapped tightly around herself.

Jack reached for the man’ swrist and felt for apulse, but it was absent there, aswell. Therewasahole
from which the stain across his chest spread, and gingerly, Jack lifted the shirt and looked beneath. It was
ugly. He swallowed. He' d seen wounds like that beforein his stint in the military. Cardiac massage didn't
look like it was an option; the hole was right over where his heart would be.

“Dammit, there snothing to do.”

She glanced from the dirty body on the couch to hisface and back again. “Well, cover him up then. He's
looking a me.”

“Y eah, shit, you'reright.” He quickly disappeared into his bedroom, dragged a cover back with him and
draped it across the couch, hiding their visitor from view.



Only then did Jack crossto the other chair and look at the bundle lying there. He knew damned well
what that was. Crouching down in front of it, he reached out and carefully started to unwrap the bundle,
expecting a any moment to be assailed by arush of images. If thisthing was what he believed it to be, he
had to be careful. Who knew what energiesit might contain? Onefold of greasy cloth after one fold of
greasy cloth, and still nothing. He grimaced. The find fold lay obscuring what Jack knew lay beneath, and
tentatively he pulled back the cloth. There sat the artifact. It waslighter in color than he'd imagined. He
crouched therelooking at it, still reluctant to touch it. Already it had been the cause of two deaths asfar
as he knew, possibly more. Who knew what power was trapped within the object, or even what kind of
power. He had no ideawhat might be left by an ancient alien race.

Pressing againg asmall part of hisbottom lip with histeeth, Jack gingerly reach out with a couple of
fingers. Hisfingers merely brushed the surface and he pulled them back quickly. Nothing. Giving adight
frown, he reached out again, thistime making firmer contact with the designs on the object’ s upper
surface. Again, there was nothing. He wasn't getting asingle impression from thisthing. The frown
growing deeper, hetook hold of the thing and lifted it away from the dirty cloth. It was light—far lighter
than it looked. He hefted it in one hand, then turned it over, ingpecting it from each side. It looked exactly
like the sketches and images he' d seen so far. The back surface had adight bubbling in the gray-black
metallic materid, asif it had been molten stone, suddenly solidified. He traced hisfingers over the surface,
feding the dight pock marks, then turned it over again to inspect the surface. Strange that he was getting
absolutdy nothing fromiit. Very strange.

Heturned to look at Billie, who was till standing with her arms wrapped around herself, looking pale
and worried.

“Hmmm?What isit?’
“What about that?’ she said, gesturing with her head toward the couch.

He chewed at hisbottom lip. “Y eah, you'reright,” he said, giving alittle shake of hishead. “I haveto
think.” And he did. Y et another problem he hadn’t been expecting. He looked back down at the artifact.
Okay, whatever he did, he didn’t want this around to prompt questions from someone like Laduce.
“Hang on asecond,” hetold her.

Jack disappeared into his office after wrapping the artifact back inits cloth, carrying the bundle with him.
He shoved it in asmal cupboard to one side, then returned to the living room, rubbing his hands against
each other, then on the back of histrousers, trying to get rid of the greasy feding left by the cloth.

“What have you donewithit?’ Billiesaid.

“Out of theway, for now,” he answered. “ There' s something weird about it though,” he added
thoughtfully. “But we can think about that later. At the moment, you' re right; we need to dedl with our
friend here, before he sartsto stink the place up.”

Shewrinkled her nose and looked away.
“Okay,” hesaid. “I think | know what to do.”

Heturned to thewall and took adeep bresth, holding it for a second before proceeding. “ Call Police,”
he said. He glanced at Billie. She was staring at him. He nodded at her while the connection was
established. He knew what he was doing. At least he thought he did. She crossed to one of the chairs,
clearly not reassured in the least.



Jack asked for Morrish and wasimmediately thankful that the investigator till seemed to bethere. The
big pudgy face took shape onthewall.

“Morrish, I’ ve got something for you,” said Jack.

“What isit, tein?’ He was obvioudy smarting alittle from their last conversation. “What isit you need
thistime?’

“No, Jm, listen,” said Jack. “I think you need to get over here. Bring your partner with you.”

Morrish looked doubtful. “L ook, you' ve got to give me some reason to go traipsing over to your place.
It better be good.”

“Oh, it'sgood dl right,” Jack said. “Remember Alan Dean? It' snot a person. But I’ Il explain more about
that when you get here”

Morrish frowned dightly. “Y ou need to do better than that.”

“Oh, | think thiswill be good enough.” He stepped back and pulled the cover back briefly from the body
on the couch.

Morrish'seyeswidened dightly. “Isthat whet | think it is?”
Jack nodded, dropping the cover back into place.
“Yeah, | think that’s good enough,” said Morrish. “We ll be over right away.”

Jack cut the connection.

Billie and he spent the next twenty minutes Sitting in slence, occasiondly glancing in the direction of the
couch, no words necessary between them. Shewas still clearly disturbed, not that Jack could blame her.
Hewasn't feding too comfortable himsdlf. Despite the gpartment’ s systems, the atmosphere was Sarting
to become alittle questionable. Findly, the door announced an arrival. Jack jumped up from his chair and
headed for the door. It was Morrish, and as Jack had asked, he' d brought his partner, Laduce. The
narrow-faced investigator was aready glaring a him and Jack shrugged inwardly. Let Laduce think what
he wanted. The guy didn’t haveto like him.

“What have you got for us, Stein?’ said Morrish.
Jack gestured them both insde with his head and led them into the living room. “So?’ said Morrish.

Without saying anything, Jack crossed, pulled back the cover from the body on the couch, and stood
back. Morrish stood where he was, fingering his chin. Laduce stepped forward, craning around his
partner’ s bulk for a better [ook.

“What isit about you, Stein?’ said Laduce.
“What do you mean?’
“Wll, it looks like around you, people keep on ending up dead. What have you got to say about that?’

Morrish waved at his partner for quiet. “Who ishe? Do you know?’ said Morrish.



Billiewas gitting there, not moving. She suddenly got up from her chair and disgppeared into her
bedroom. Jack watched her go, waiting before speaking. The investigators seemed barely to have
registered her presence. That was good.

“This” said Jack, “isthe captain of the Alan Dean.”
“Huh?’ said Morrish. “The Alan Dean’ saship?’
“Yeah. It' sout at the spaceport now.”

Morrish leaned forward, peering closer at the dead man. “Mmm, nasty. Projectile weapon.” Hetilted his
head to one side. “ Dead enough, by the looks of things.” He stepped forward and reached down to fedl
for apulse. “ Still warm.” He nodded and closed the captain’ seyes. “Y ep. HE sdead.”

“Sowhat’ s he doing in your gpartment, Stein?’ said Laduce.

“Not ahell of alot, Laduce. HE sdead.”

Laduce narrowed his eyes and took a step toward Jack. “Don’'t get smart with me, Stein.”
L aduce took another step, but Morrish waved him back.

“It doeslook kind of funny, Jack, you have to admit. Y ou know, first the name Alan Dean comes up,
and then this guy ends up dead in your apartment. Y ou’ re looking for aguy called Carl Tabot, the next
thing he winds up dead. It’ sabit more than coincidence, don’t you think?’

“Ligten, | can't hep how things happen. | cdled you, didn’'t I’
“That doesn’t mean anything, Stein. Maybe you want to confess,” said Laduce.

“Confessto what, Investigator?” said Jack, barely able to restrain the sneer threatening to creep over his
face and into hiswords. “ Thisguy turns up a my apartment, he winds up dead, and | cal you. What
more do you want?’

Morrish was still rubbing his chin, looking at the body. Helooked at Jack sdelong. “Y ou' ve still got to
admit, it sabit suspicious, Jack. After our little talk, and now this.” Hetilted hishead in the corpse’s
direction. “He hasn't been dead long. He' sin your apartment. What are we supposed to think? What
was he doing here? How did he wind up dead?”’

“He got shot, ishow. That's pretty obvious,” said Jack. “Asto who shot him, | don’t know. That
happened before he got here.”

“Isthat right,” said Laduce, and was quickly across the space between them, patting him down. “Where
isit?” hesad.”

“Where swhat?” said Jack.
“The wegpon, Stein,” Laduce growled into hisface.
Jack just rolled hiseyes,

L aduce glanced around quickly and the next moment was over by the chair, looking down and nodding.
“Well, what have we here?’

Jack felt asinking fedling as he remembered the gun. With everything else, he'd smply forgotten abot it.



L aduce reached down, lifting the wegpon triumphantly with one finger hooked through the trigger guard.
“Wel, wel, well.”

Morrish looked at Jack accusingly. “Y ou want to explain that?’ he said.

Jack sghed. “Look a the thing, Morrish, then look at our friend on the couch. That thing would make a
holethe size of afidt. It'snot a projectile wegpon, isit? That’s not what killed him. What do you want?’

Laduce peered a the gun from ether side, holding it out from him, then curled hislip.
“He sright, Steve,” said Morrish.

“Yeah, well, we'll be keeping this,” said Laduce. He wrapped it in ahandkerchief and shoved it in his
pocket. “It does't explain why you haveit inthefirst place”

“Comeon, Laduce,” said Jack. “It won't do you any good.”
Laduce just looked smug. Well, let him have histiny victories. . . for the moment.
“Okay, Stein,” said Morrish. “If you didn’t shoot him, who did?’

Jack shook hishead. “Don’t know. If | did, we'd bealot closer to working thiswhole thing out, now
wouldn’t we? He just turned up here.”

“If that’ sthe case, what was he doing here? What did he want with you, Stein? Why here?’
“He came herelooking for me, to ddliver . . . amessage.”

“Whichwas...?

“Can't tell you that.”

Morrish pressed hislips together. “ Come on, Jack. Y ou have to do better than that thistime.”
“I can't tell you,” said Jack, shaking his head. “He was dead before he could say anything.”

“You' re expecting usto believe that this guy turns up on your doorstep and dieswithout saying asingle
word.”

Jack rubbed at the back of hishead. “| wasn't here.”
That stopped them for amoment. They glanced at each other, and then back at Jack, waiting.
Therewas nothing for it. Jack sighed to himself. “Billie, will you come out here, please?”’

A moment later, Billie emerged at her bedroom doorway, looking distinctly nervous. She brushed at her
hair, looking from one policeman to the other.

“| was out when the captain turned up. Y ou were here. He didn't say anything, did he?’
Billielooked at Jack, then back to the other two men, not saying anything.

“WEe | ask the questions, Stein,” said Laduce. “Well?" hesaid to Billie,

Billie merdy shrugged.



“Comeon, littlegirl. Tel uswhat the man said.”

There wasthe dightest narrowing of Billie' seyesat the“little girl” but thankfully she restrained hersdif.
“Hedidn’'t say anything,” she said. “He came, asked for Uncle Jack, then fell over. | helped get himto
the couch.”

Morrish spoke then in amuch gentler voice. “ And your Uncle Jack wasn't herethen.”
Billie shrugged. “Nuh-uh.”

“When did he comein?’

“Maybe half an hour after. | don’t know.”

“And thisman said nothing.”

Billiewas glancing at the body as she spoke, looking troubled.

“Listen, Morrish,” said Jack. “ Y ou’' ve heard what you needed to. Does she have to stay?”’
“No, no. You'reright. Thank you, Billie,” said Morrish.

Billie quickly dipped away again, back into her room.

Jack looked from Morrish to Laduce, waiting. “ Okay, Stein,” said Morrish findly. “ And you have no
ideawho might have done this?’

“No,” said Jack with findity. “How many timesdo | haveto tell you?We can go over the same things dl
night if you want, but it won't get us anywhere.”

“Okay, well, we should do something about the body, | suppose,” said Morrish. “ Steve, makethe call,
will you?’

Laduce grudgingly pulled out his handipad and did as he was asked. There was nothing left to do but
wait for City Services.

Jack crossed and sat on the arm of one of the chairs. “Y ou might want to get out to the spaceport,” he
sad. “The Alan Dean’sout there, asfar as| know. There might be something out there that can tell you
what happened.”

Laduce and Morrish glanced at each other again, smply standing there, lookingill at ease.
“Yeah. Maybe,” said Morrish.

“Don't think you’ ve got away with anything, Stein,” said Laduce.

“Jesus, Laduce. Giveit arest. I’'m on your side.”

Laducejust looked sour.

“And whileyou'reat it, you can give me my gun back.”

Laduce shook hishead. “It’sevidence. Until we' ve determined for certain that thisis not the weapon
used in the shooting, it remainswith us. You'll get it back when we ve finished the investigation.”

Jack pursed hislips and shook his head. He knew there was no point arguing it. Laduce was determined



to make things as difficult as possible, even though he knew full well the energy weapon had had nothing
to do with the captain’ s shooting.

For haf an hour more, they waited in uncomfortable silence. City Services came, dressed intheir pae
green uniforms, carried out the body, and that was that. Jack followed them out and closed the door after
them. He headed into his office and watched out the window while the green-uniformed pair loaded the
body into the back of their vehicle, closed the door, and took off up the street. Jack shook his head and
went back into the living room to face the hostile glare of Laduce and the more sheepish expression of
Morrish.

“Well, gentlemen,” said Jack. “That’sabout it. I'll see you out.”
Morrish nodded.
“Don't think about going anywhere, Stein,” said Laduce.

Jack grimaced. At least the guy could come up with something origind. “If | manageto discover anything
ese I'll let you know,” he said to Morrish as he saw them to the door. He wandered back into the living
room, giving the couch adubious glance, then took up position on one of the chairs.

“Billie, you can come out now,” hecdled. “ They've gone.”

Twenty

After awhile Billie emerged properly from her room, but every time she wandered past the couch, she
glanced at it suspicioudy, and refused to go anywhere near it. A few moments later, she disappeared
back insde the private space of her bedroom. Normally, by now, she should have been back to
dominate the living room, taking over every bit of available space with whatever she wasworking on,
sprawled on the couch and relegating Jack back to his office. He thought about disturbing her, seeing if
shewanted to talk about what had happened. He was just about to crossto her door, when he shook his
head. No, it was probably better to leaveit for now. And besides, he still had something to do.
Something big.

Hewaked dowly into his office, head bowed, consdering. It was strange that there' d been nothing from
the artifact. And it was continuing to trouble him. Digging the bundle out from where he'd put it, he
dropped it on the desk and stood staring at it. Okay, now to find out what was with this thing. Once
more, he unwrapped the cloth, eased it from beneath the metal, and dropped it to one side. Once more,
he reached out his fingers and traced them over the strange symbols on the artifact’ s upper surface.
Nothing. It was blank. If something was as old as this was supposed to be, then by rights he should be
getting someimpression, at least some sensation from his upper abdomen telling him the object had
exigted, but even that was strangely lacking. He stood back again and frowned. Plucking at hislower lip
briefly, he had another thought and stepped toward the desk again.

Sowly, gently, Jack ran hisfingers over the top surface, then over the edges and along the sides, his
senses dert, looking for the dightest twinge. Blankness. He turned it over and proceeded to do the same
thing with the lower, dightly bubbled surface. It wasinert.

He stood consdering. Okay, maybe it was because of what the thing was made of. Maybe this strange
metal denied the accumulation of the type of energy he worked with. That was one plausible explanation.
Could dien energies affect the human psyche? But then that didn’t make sense either. Plenty of people
had handled this thing. Stepping around the other side of the desk, he rummaged around, looking for
something. Ah, thereit was. He knew he kept aknifein there somewhere. Helifted it out and opened it,



looking at the short blade, considering, and then leaned over the artifact. It was only the undernegth.
Pressing the very tip of the knife to the surface, he applied gentle pressure. He sucked in his breath. The
knifetip had gonein dightly. Quickly helifted it away. As he waiched, thetiny mark he' d made faded
and disappeared. No, that couldn’t be right. He leaned forward and scored aline with the knifetip, a
long scratch in the undersurface, applying even, heavy pressure. It left avisble mark. And then—it took
alittle longer—but as he watched, the same thing happened. What had been avisible scratch amoment
before quickly faded.

“Shit,” hesaid. If thisobject had lasted for dl that time unaffected by the dements, by the passage of
time, he just shouldn’t be able to mark it with an ordinary knife. Or maybe that was the way it worked.
Maybeit repaired itsdf, fixed itsdlf. The problem was, it reminded him of something €l se, something that
was dl around him. Therewas ared suspicion starting to grow in hismind.

“Dark,” he said. Timeto try one more thing to test it out. The windows opagued and the lights dropped.
He carried the artifact over to the deep couch and stripped off his shirt and trousers, draping them
carefully over the stand he had programmed just for that purpose. Well, thistime he had something to
work with, so he was going to work. Moving the artifact to the Sde, he lay back on the couch, then
carefully lifted the light metal tablet and placed it on his chest. He reached up, fedling for the inducer
pads, applied them to histemples, then linked hisfingers above the artifact, holding it in placein the
center of his chest.

“Begin.”

The waves pulsed through him, starting to work at his consciousness, pushing him down, further, further.
The object was cold and smooth againgt his skin, resisting the warmth of hisflesh.

Darkness. Waves. Lapping againg histhoughts. Deeper ill.

He was back on Mandala. At least he thought it was Mandala. The brightness of the Sky made him
wince. An open featurel ess plain stretched around him. The sky was right. The plain looked right, just as
it had before in the dreams. He turned dowly, looking for some indication that he was not misreading the
location. Flexing hisfingers, he redlized suddenly that he was no longer holding the artifact. Okay, that
was bizarre. Usudly, if he used aphysical object asadream prompt, it would come with him into the
dreamscape, guiding him. Sometimes larger, sometimes smdler, there was normaly adream
representation of what was giving him the cues.

Jack concentrated, dightly disconcerted by this absence. Hetried to will the artifact into existence,
holding his handsin front of him, visudizing its appearance between them. After awhile he gave up. That
wasn't going to happen. He looked around again, searching, but the empty expanse of plain il stretched
around him, nothing breaking up the smooth, rolling ground.

Jack muttered. Even the dreams were starting to fail him. He picked adirection at random and Sarted
walking. He walked and he walked. It seemed like he crossed miles, but still the landscape stayed the
same. Slight rises and dipsin the ground were the only thing to break up the continuing sameness.
Eventudly he sopped. Thiswas getting him nowhere.

“Where are you going, Jack?’

He turned dowly, toward the sound of the voice. It had come from directly behind him. It was
Tabot—the “before’ Tabot.



“Well, it lookslike I’'m going nowherefast,” said Jack. He gave himsdlf aquick frown. What had made
him say that?

Tabot threw back his head and laughed. It was a deep belly laugh that shook his entire frame.
“What?" said Jack.

Tabot struggled to regain control, looking asif he was going to burst into laughter again. “Oh, that's
good, Jack. Oh, that’s so good. Nowhere fast.”

Jack shook hishead. “1 don't get it.”

Tabot turned and started wandering away. Jack could hear him talking to himsdlf, saying “Nowhere fagt”
over and over and shaking his head, occasondly chuckling. And then, Tabot was gone. Hewas aone
again on theempty plain.

Jack turned and started walking again. For some reason, he knew he had to walk. The ground started to
risein front of him. Step after step he climbed the gentle dope, and as he traveled the angle grew steeper.
Finally he stopped. Nowhere fast. Thiswas getting him nowhere fast too.

Quickly the sky darkened, the light dipping away, not like a sunset, but as though someone had dowly
turned adimmer across the landscape. He glanced up. A black sky was peppered with stars. He half
expected thisto turn into aflying dream again, but it didn’t. Talbot’ s laughter came again from
somewherein the distance.

He concentrated on the artifact again, seeing if he could force the dream into some sort of shape that
made sense. The darkness grew darker. No. That wasn't what he wanted.

But then he was somewhere else. The redlization came to him dowly. The darkness had made the
trangtion imperceptible. He wasin aroom. Featureless. Four walls. A ceiling. Low light. There were
noises coming from an adjoining room. Jack reached out one hand, feeling for adoor, and found it.
Carefully he opened it and looked out. A wide, dimly illuminated space stretched out in front of him.

L ong benches stretched across the wide room, alab or something, and bits and pieces of things lay
scattered across the surfaces. The space was windowless, and what meager lighting there was, was
directed down over the benches. The objectslying scattered in seemingly random order across the bench
tops were just that—objects. He couldn’t tell what they were. He poked his head farther through the
doorway. He was about to walk over and start ingpecting these things, when something else caught his
attention.

Over in one corner, there was more light. One of the benches was brightly illuminated by some lamps. A
couple of large machines sat in the corner next to the illuminated space. In front of the bench stood a
familiar rotund figure, dressed in awhite coat. Hervé Antille.

“So fast, these new ships,” said Hervé. He turned to face Jack, breaking into awide smile. “ So fast.
They really can go nowherefast.” He threw back his head and laughed. “Nowherefast.” He tapped the
sde of his nose with one finger, then beckoned Jack closer.

Taking the cue, Jack crossed between the benches and moved up to stand in front of Hervé. Hervé
looked him up and down, il grinning. “Yes, very good,” he said. He waved his hands a the two large
machines. “Wonderful what you can do these days,” he said. “What would you like? A bag? Some
luggage?’ Hethrew back his head and laughed again. His belly jiggled. The laughter stopped and Herve
lowered hisface, fixing Jack with a serious expression. “ Anything you want,” he said. He reached across
to the closest machine and pulled open adoor. “Here, for you,” he said.



Jack stepped forward, leaning closer to ook inside the open door. Inside sat the travel luggage Billie and
he had taken to Mandda. Jack frowned and turned. Hervé laughed. “ Anything you want,” he said.

Jack shook his head.

Hervé turned back to the bench. In front of him lay the artifact. He beckoned Jack closer, and leaned
over it. As Jack watched, he reached out with one hand and twisted some of the designs on its surface
with hisfingers. They changed, staying in the new shapesimpressed upon them.

“Where do you want to go?’ said Hervé. Thistime he was peering at Jack with narrowed eyes.
Again Jack shook his head.

“Nowherefadt,” said Hervé, and laughed. “Like everyonedse”

And Jack was awake.

As he peded the pads from histemples, shifted the artifact from his chest and dowly sat up, there was
more than asugpicion starting to form in his head, and the possibility amused him. “Lights” hesaid. He
remembered the way Hervé had reacted when he' d even suggested that he acquire just the smallest thing
fromthegte.

Helooked down at the artifact and dowly smiled, running his hand over its cool hard surface. Yes, it was
very good. Very good indeed. Billiewas going to like it too.

He retrieved the greasy cloth from where he' d dropped it, carefully rewrapped the artifact, and did it
away out of sight. That would do for the time being. Now it wastime to get some proper deep.

Twenty-One

The next morning, Jack’ s mood was buoyed by the previous evening’ s revelation. He wandered around
the kitchen humming while he got hisfirst coffee of the day in process. His deep had been deep,
populated by dreams, but dreams that were just the norma workings of his subconscious mind, nothing
to lead him down afurther path of discovery. Billie wandered in looking disheveled, and stood watching
him, her morning scowl firmly in place.

“So what’ swrong with you?’ shesaid.
“What do you mean?’
“Wél, something must have happened. What's made you so happy?’

“Hmmm?’ hesaid. “Oh, | think I’ve worked somethings out. It came to me last night. Everything is not
asit seems, Billie Everythingisnot asit seems”

She grimaced at him and pushed past, pulling out her breskfast things. It was abit early yet for himto
drop the bombshell on her. He wanted her to be well and truly awake. He grabbed his coffee and
headed into the living room, found himsdlf a place on the couch, and waited for her to get through her
morning ritud.

There was another advantage to the plan that was starting to take shapein hishead. If Outreach and Van
der Stegen weretruly involved in thiswhole mess, then making surethey didn’t get the artifact either was



another bonus. Any way he could frusirate their efforts was a good thing. He still hadn’t forgotten what
made that particular outfit tick, and there was no way he could have imagined that he'd have an
opportunity to get back at them. It wasn't asif he was carrying around a grudge—it was more that they
deserved to have things work against them occasiondly. If he, Jack Stein, could be the one to make that
happen, then that was all the better. Outreach, Landerman, al of that type deserved what they got. It had
even gotten to the point now where he wasn't too worried about hisfee, but he was going to make
damned sure he collected, regardless of how thiswhole thing turned out. He Sipped at his coffee,
contemplating. Someideas were starting to form, even though he hadn’t quite worked out how he was
going to handle dl thefiner pointsyet. He would need Billi€ s help, of course. Making everything
believable wasthe key and of course, timing. Timing would be everything.

It took awhile, but at |ast Billie seemed asif she was ready to hear what he wanted to tell her. He called
her in to the living room to sit down. She avoided the couch again and instead took the chair opposite.

“After everything happened last night, | had asession, Billie”
She frowned. “What do you mean?’

“Wadll, | did some work with the artifact. Some dream stuff. It gave me some cluesand | think | know
what we have to do now.”

“Uh-huh. ..

He held his hands out, pams up, one on ether side. “How do you make someone stop wanting
something?’

She shook her head.
“Yougiveit tothem.” He closed hisfingersinto fists, then opened one hand again.
“Huh?’

“Wadl, Landerman wants the artifact, Farrell wantsit. Probably someone elseaswdll. All we haveto do
isgiveit to them.”

Billielooked outraged. “ Y ou can’t.”
“Ahhh, but here sthetrick,” he said. “ Y ou giveit to them, but you don’t.”

“l don't get it. You can't giveit to them. It belongs at the university. Y ou’ ve got to send it back, Jack.”
Therewas an dmost pleading tone in her voice now. “Y ou can't let them haveit.”

He grinned. “That’ sright. And someone el se has aready had the sameidea.”
Shewasfrowning again.

He opened his other hand. “Y ou giveit to them, but you don’t give it to them.” He fixed her with a steedy
look. “I think the artifact’ safake.”

Shetook a couple of secondsto processthat. “But how. . . 7’

“I'm not redlly sure. | should have gotten something big fromiit, but | felt nothing. That' s what made me
suspiciousin thefirgt place. | took it into the office and used it as a dream prompt.”

“S). . .”



“And then | made acouple of connections. It was the Copy Shop that did it, finaly.”
She pulled her knees up, looking confused. “1 gtill don’t get it.”

“I think theredl artifact is ill safe and sound on Utrecht at the university. Probably in the hands of Dr.
Hervé Antille. | think what we have hereisareproduction. A very good copy, but acopy al the same. |
havetheideathat it's probably not an exact copy either. If I’ m right, whoever copied it has changed
something, maybe something about the pattern on the top, something that makesit different fromwhat it's
supposed to be.”

Shelooked into the distance, thinking. “But why would someone do that?” she said finally.
Jack stood, bresking into a smile again. “ Because whoever did it isvery clever.”
Billie sghed. “ Stop playing games, Jack. Just tell me.”

Jack nodded. “All right. Thisishow | think it happened. Tabot had some contact at the university,
someone who could get him materia from the Site, or at least said he could, which isn't quite the same
thing. That someone would have to be reasonably high up in the archeological chain to have accessto the
proper parts of the university. | think that that person isHervé Antille. Y ou saw yoursaf how he was
about the site, how important he thought it was.” He' d started pacing again.

“So..." hecontinued. “Whether it's Hervé or not, it doesn’t matter, but it would make sense. He keeps
on popping up in the dreams about Mandala and the artifact. So, just say it isAntille. He knows that
there are some pretty powerful people wanting to get thisthing. He knows that they have massive
resources and, at least in the case of Landerman, commitment. They won’t stop. So, how does he stop
them, how does he turn them away from wanting it?’

Her eyeswidened. “Hegivesit to them.”
“Uh-huh. .. but he doesn't giveit to them. He gives them something that they think isthe artifact.”

She was Sitting up straighter on the chair now, alook of revelation on her face. “ And he makes acopy,
just like they copy things at the Copy Shop.”

“Sure. He has the technological resources of auniversity to do it. Why not? At the Copy Shop, they said
they could program it to make afaithful copy of whatever it was you wanted. It would look likeit, fed
likeit, but it wouldn't be the same. There' d be differences. The holographic logo, for example. That'sa
difference. That was where the dream pointed me.”

“Uh-huh,” said Billie, nodding her head dowly.

“S0. .. how do you safeguard what you' re doing? How do you make sure that the knowledge will
belong to everyoneif you crack the code?’

“Y ou keep the real code and give everyone ese afake one”
Jack dapped his hands together and stopped his pacing. “ Exactly!
“So, what do you think?" he said, crossing back to the chair and sitting dowly.

She was picking at the end of one fingernail, frowning. That made him nervous. He d lost count of the
number of times he’ d sought some sort of vaidation from Billie. She had a sharp mind and had away of
cutting through the crap. She wasrefusing to look a him. He narrowed his eyes.



“Billie?

“Hmmmm?’ shesaid, till not looking a him.

“Wdl ...what doyouthink...?

She sighed and tutted. “1 don’t know,” she said. She shook her head. “I just don’t know.”
Jack frowned. How could she not seeit?

Then shelooked up, fixing him with a blank, uncomprehending expression.
“I don't get what you're saying,” she said.

“Billie?

She suddenly grinned. “Ha! Got you.”

“Billie...”

“Wadll, it servesyou right. Y ou should have come straight out and told me.”

He growled, and then despite himsdlf, broke into a grin too.

Twenty-Two

Jack had spent the rest of the morning thinking things through. In the early afternoon, he decided it was
timeto put hisplansinto action.

“Billie, I'm going to need you to do something.”
Theway he'd said it had obvioudy derted her. She stood with crossed arms, looking at him suspicioudly.

“Okay, listen, you may not like this, but you' re going to haveto visit Morrish. | think you can get avay
with doing it where | can’'t. Laduce redly doesn’'t like me, and if we' re going to make thisal happen,
then we have to get both Morrish and Laduceto play along. Y ou ve got a better chance of being ableto
doit than | have”

Slumping back into a chair—she was still avoiding the couch—she looked a him, both sulky and
accusatory a the sametime,

“Why do | haveto doit? Why can't you just call?’

“No, it'stoo complicated. Y ou know that Morrish and Laduce aren't exactly the brightest pair. It may
takeabit of explaining. | can trust you to do that. If | wasto turn up there, Laduce would bejust aslikely
to accuse me of congpiracy or something and lock me up again. We can't afford to take that risk. | have
to be around to do this. While you' re gone, I’'m going to call Landerman and Farrdll and get them here,
Meanwhile, before you go, | need to know if you can do something for me. . . and thisis another reason
why | need you to go and see Morrish. Y ou’ re the one who understands how these things work, and
you' re the one who can explain it to them so they might have a chance of understanding.”

She gavealittle frown and shifted position on the chair. She didn’t look comfortable. Redlly, what he
needed to do was grow anew couch. It would take afull night for the building’ s programming to put it in
place, but perhaps that would fix the problem. Stupid that he hadn’t thought of doing it before. Anyway,
that was aside issue a the moment. He licked hislips and took abregth.



“Okay, thisiswhat I’ ve been thinking. Isthere any way you can rig the home systems so that someone
outside can watch in from outside and see and hear what’ s happening without it being obvious from
here?’

Billie got her thinking face on. He sat back and |et her work at it for amoment or two. Findly, she
nodded dightly, the traces of afrown gill on her face asif she hadn’t quite finished thinking.

“Uh-huh. | think 0. ..” she said dowly. She narrowed her eyes.
“But we haveto be able to control it somehow,” he said.
She nodded again.

“Okay. Good. | need to get Landerman and Farrell here. It simportant that Morrish getsto seewhat’s
happening. Do you understand what | mean?’

Billie pressed her lips together and shook her head. “| know what you mean, Jack,” she said, impatience
in her tone.

“Y eah, sorry. Of course you do. But you can do it, right? Because if we can't do it, it’snot going to
work.”

“I sad | could, didn’t 1?7’

“All right.” Jack dapped histhighs and stood. “I’ll wait till you' re ready to go before cdling our players
together. How long will it takefor you to set things up? | need it to function in my office rather than the
living room. | want in hereto be clear.”

Billielooked thoughtful. “ For me, not too long. | don’t know about them.”

Jack paced past the couch. “Y eah, of course.” Hetrailed hisfingers across the back of the couch and
Billiewrinkled her nose. Remembering, Jack quickly withdrew his hand and shoved it in his pocket. “One
thing though, 1 don’t want them to be able to gain access again oncethisisdl over.”

She nodded. “No problem.”

“I'll tell youwhat,” he said. “Why don’t you get down there, and once you' re sure that they’re ableto do
what we need, then cal me. I’ [l make the other calls then. How much time do you need here?’

She shrugged. “About half an hour. Maybe.”

“Okay, well, I've got some stuff to do. I'll leave you to get on with it. Let me know when you' re ready to
leave”

She nodded. He l€eft her Sitting there.

He did have things to do. He wanted to compile al of his dream notes together, put them in some sort of
order—maybe edit them and make them properly comprehensible. He had to make a couple of sketches
too, to convey what wasin the notes. There were reasons, now, and very good reasons too, that he
needed to do that. He had something to do with those notes, once everything had played out.

Jack was Sitting in his office, waiting, when his handipad announced acall and heflipped it open. It was
Billie, as expected, and she looked less than impressed.



“You okay, Billie?’

“Uh-huh,” she said. “They know what they haveto do.”

“Okay, I'll need you to stay there. | don’'t want this thing kicked off until they’ re here.”
She screwed up her face, but then nodded.

“Arethey treating you okay?’

She nodded again. “I guess.”

“Okay, I'm going to make the callsnow. I'll just call you when I’'m ready. Don't answer. Y ou'll know
itsme”

She nodded and he thumbed the connection closed. He thought about that for aminute. There wasn't
anyone else that was going to be caling her, wasthere?

Gathering his composure, he readied himsalf to make the call. He had to run everything in sequence. It
wasthe only way to make sure dl this came off properly. Timing was going to be everything.

Hetook a deep breath and got ready, facing thewall. “ Call Bridgett Farrell.” He gave the address.
Moments later, Bridgett Farrell’ s face took shape on thewall in front of him.

“Jack, what isit?’ shesaid.

“Ah, good, you're there. Something' s happened. | needed to make sure you were there.”

“What isit? What' s happened?’

“Just something important. Some information’s cometo light in the last couple of hours. | need to check
something out firgt just to make sure, and then I’ ll call you back.”

She looked worried. “Redlly. What isit?’ she asked again.
“No, it'sokay. Just make sureyou'rethere. End call,” he said.

Taking another steadying breath, he made sure his expression was as deadpan as possible. So far so
good.

“Cadl Excelsor Hotdl.” He waited while the connection was made and the desk program cameinto view.
“Please put me through to Chrigtian Landerman.”

“Who shall | say iscalling?
“Jack Stein.”

A couple of moments, and the desk program’ s face was replaced by that of Landerman. Jack could see
Larkin hovering in the background.

“Ahh, Mr. Stein,” said Landerman. “| was starting to give up hope.”
“Y ou should never give up hope, Mr. Landerman.”

Landerman chuckled. “ Of course not, Stein. Of course not.”



“I have something that may be of interest to you.”

Landerman leaned forward, hiseyes narrowing. “Redly?’ he said. He glanced back over his shoulder at
the figure behind him and then back at the screen.

“Yes, redly,” said Jack.

Landerman sat back and linked his fingers before him. “So, how soon before you can be here?’
“No,” said Jack.

Landerman frowned. “What do you mean, ‘no’?’

“That' s not theway we'regoing to do it.”

Landerman pursed hislips, rubbing one thumb over the other. “1 see” Then he chuckled. “All right, Stein,
tell mewhat you want.”

“You come here. I'll hand it over to you then. Four o' clock. Y ou see, | can be more assured that things
will go theright way if you come here. It'snot that | don’t trust you or your little friend, Mr. Landerman,
I’d just fed more comfortable.”

Again Landerman chuckled. “Oh, | can seethat, Mr. Stein. Very wise of you. Very cautious. | admire
such caution. | will, of course, bring my own safeguards.”

“I understand,” said Jack.
Landerman severed the connection.
The second part was in place. Now, just one more call to make.

Bridgett Farrdll answered amost as soon asthe cal had gone through. She must have been waiting by
the wall screen. Shelooked nervous.

“What isit, Jack? Will you tell me now?” she said, her hand flat againgt the base of her throat.
“Yeah, I'll tell you. | had avist last night, but | think you know that.”

“Who?’

“Y our Captain Gourley.”

Her lips parted in an dmost-sigh, the dightest exndation. “Do you haveit?’

“Yeeh, I'vegot it

She stood. “Oh, Jack. That's wonderful .”

“Uh-huh. Not so wonderful for Gourley though.”

“What do you mean?’

“He' s dead. Someone shot him.” He waited for the information to sSink in.

She dismissed it with awave of her hand. “What do you want to do?’



“Tell youwhat,” he said. *'Y ou come here. I’ ve got some thingsto do. | should be finished right about
three forty-five. What do you say?’

“But theitem?’

“It' ssafefor now. If you can come here, we can work out what the next steps are, together.”
“Threeforty-five?’

“Uh-hun.”

Shenodded. “End call,” he said.

And part threein place. He glanced at the time display. He had about an hour and ahalf to script what he
was going to say.

He headed for the kitchen to make a cup of coffee, feding to make sure that he had his handipad ready
50 he could makethe call to Billie.

When the door announced thefirst arrival, he was ready. He checked that it wasindeed Bridgett Farrell
and quickly grabbed for his handipad. Jack had set it up to call Billie at the touch of histhumb. Checking
the call had gone through, he thumbed it off. He didn’t want to be disturbed at al over the next hour.
Heading for the door, helet her in.

“Good afternoon, Ms. Galvin,” he said, for once using her proper name.

“Jack, whereisit?’

He put hisfinger to hislips and beckoned her insde.

She glanced around the living room as soon as shewasin, frowning. “Where' sthelittle girl 7’ she asked.
“She'snot thet little,” said Jack. “And she' s not here anyway.”

“Good. | think it'sfar better if we'reaone.”

Jack stepped back out of her way, just in case she decided she wanted to touch him again to reinforce
her point. He needed his concentration intact right now, and the concept of being truly aonewith Bridgett
Farrell—or Danuta Galvin, whatever she wanted to cal hersaf—was having its own effect.

“I think we should go into the office,” he said.

Jack led her across to the door, then stepped back to let her enter. It wastimeslike thisthat he realy
missed having an office separate from the place where he lived, but there was little he could do about it
right now. He hoped to hell Billie had everything set up.

His client looked quickly around the office as soon as she was inside, clearly searching for the artifact.
“Whereisit, Jack?’ shesad.
He shook hisfinger at her. “Not yet.”

“What do you mean, not yet?” She was now looking distinctly annoyed.



“Not before| get afew answers. Y ou may aswel st down, Ms. Galvin.”

She chose achair and sat. “ And you may aswell call me Danutaand drop this pretense of formality,

She put her bag down beside her on the floor and crossed her hands in her lap. Jack walked acrossto
his own chair, framing what he was about to say carefully, watching her. He glanced at the wall display
and sat. Any time now. Hejust had to spin this out long enough.

“I think you need to give me acouple of answvers” hesad. “Let’ s start with the Alan Dean, with Captain
Gourley.”

“What about him? Hewas Carl’ s contact. Just one among many.” She shrugged.

“Come on, Danuta, he had to be more than just Talbot's contact, didn’t he? He knew to come here,
didn’'t he? How do you explain that? He wound up dead, but more than that, he wound up dead at my
place. | didn’t appreciate that.”

She smiled. He couldn’t believe she smiled. “Of course he knew where to come. | sent amessageto the
Alan Dean. | told him to expect trouble and | gave him your address. It'sassmple asthat.”

Jack waited, but that was dl the explanation she was going to give. “Y eah, well, hefound trouble, didn’t
I‘E’?’

She blinked a couple of times. “Isthat al you want to know?’

“No, there’'sahell of alot morethat | want to know, Danuta. When Tabot wouldn’t play, he
mysterioudy disappears and winds up dead. All very convenient. How long before the same thing
happensto me?’

She moistened her lips and lifted one hand dowly to touch her earring, her facetilting dightly to the Side.
“You' rewrong, Jack. Y ou're so very wrong. We can work well together. Now we have the artifact,
there’ s so much we can do. Thisisjust the start. I'm going to need your help to set things up with the
auction. It would be perfect. Y ou, me, the child. It’sthe perfect cover. Think about it.”

He smply stared at her. She could not be serious. And the fact that she' d dready factored Billie into the
equation amaost prompted him to say something. What the hell did she think he was?

He was saved from answering. The front door announced an arrival. He glanced at the wall display.
Landerman, if it was Landerman, was about five minutes early but he seemed like the sort. Good.
“Wait here,” hetold her.

She sat forward. “ Just et whoever it isgo away. Y ou don't have to answer.”

Jack stood. “Sorry. | can't do that.”

Hel€ft the office, carefully closed the door, and stepped close to the living room wall. “ Show vistors,” he
sad.

It was Landerman and Larkin dl right. Jack nodded to himself. Good. Everything was working exactly to
plan.

Twenty-Three




Larkin was hiding alittle behind Landerman, hisface averted. Landerman was dressed in something other
than the green designer robe for once, adark luxurious suit and a high-necked white top. He pulled at his
cuffs as Jack opened the door, then looked up to meet Jack’ s eyes with a steady gaze of his own.

“Waéll, Mr. Stein,” he chuckled. “Are we ready to do business?’

Jack stood where he was, blocking the doorway. “Y eah, aslong asyour little friend isn't going to pull
anything funny.”

Landerman lifted his hand. “Oh, you can be assured, Mr. Stein. Our friend here will behave himsdf,
won't you, Larkin?’ He stepped back out of the way.

Larkin looked back at Jack with a set face. He was sporting a deep purpling bruise around one eye, the
eye dmost closed, and anasty red welt across his chin. Jack found that immensely interesting.

“Been gticking our face where it’ s not wanted, have we?’ said Jack with awry smile.

Larkin made to step forward, but Landerman thrust out a hand. “Now, Larkin. We have some business
to conduct. AsMr. Stein says, we should do thisin acivilized manner.”

Jack nodded and stepped back to et them enter. He wasn't entirely comfortable having Larkin here,
ingde the inner sanctum, but with the current working arrangements there was't alot he could do about
it. Landerman stepped into the living room and looked around with adisdainful eye.

“Yeah, well,” said Jack, “it might not be what you' re used to, but it’ swhat you get.”
Landerman spread hishandswide. “ Of course | meant no criticism, Mr. Stein.”

“Thisway,” said Jack, leading the way to the office. He opened the door and stepped through.
“We havevisitors, my dear,” he said.

L anderman stepped through the door with Larkin just behind. Landerman stopped, took in the room,
then fixed his gaze on the woman in the chair. “Oh, dear,” he said, and chuckled.

Galvin blanched. She sat there for a couple of seconds, then shot to her feet. “ Y ou bastard,” she said to
Jack.

“Now, now, Ms. Galvin, that’snot very nice,” he said to her. “I thought we could work dl this out
together. It was dl just getting far too confusing. So many different stories, o many different people. . .
some of them alive, some of them dead.”

Again Landerman chuckled. Jack pointed to one of the vacant chairs, and Landerman nodded and
moved acrossto Sit. Jack waved Danutadown and, still glaring daggers at him, she owly retook her
seat. She avoided looking at Landerman at al. Jack turned to Larkin.

“Andyou. .. you can St over there” He waved at the deep couch. Larkin's eyes widened, the heavily
bruised one as much asit could, and then narrowed again. He backed toward the couch, keeping his
hands in his pockets and never breaking eye contact with Jack’ sface. Jack gave alittle snort and turned
away, moving around behind the desk and taking his place in hisown chair.

“All right,” hesaid. “We redl here. Now we can get down to business.”

Landerman looked to Galvin and then back at Jack. “Have you got the item?’



“Uh-huh,” said Jack.

Landerman glanced around the office. “I don’t seeit, Mr. Stein.”

“Oh, it'shere, dl right,” he said. “No goods though, until | get afew answers.”

Landerman unclasped and clasped his hands again. “Very well. What isit you want to know?’

“No, | think we'll start with Danuta, if you don’'t mind.” Shewas il glaring a him. Heturned his
attention to her. 1 like this much better,” he said. “Now that we re dl herelike one big, happy family, |
think I might get something resembling the truth out of you, Ms. Galvin, or Ms. Farrdll, or whatever you
want to cal yoursdlf.”

Landerman chuckled. Galvin just returned Jack’ slook without batting an eydid. Jack glanced over at
Larkin, but the little man was still perched on the edge of the couch staring across at Jack, aflat
expresson on hisface, hisjaw st.

“All right, Ms. Galvin, tel me. What was Carl Tabot to you?’

“You know thisaready,” she said. “We worked together. We were partners.”

“What dse?’

“That'sit. Webecame. . . close. . . a onetime, but it didn’t last long. It complicated things too much.”

Jack glanced at Landerman, but the older man was just watching serendly, hisfingers till clasped in front
of him, the hint of asmirk playing on hislips.

“Both of you worked for Mr. Landerman here.”
“Yes, that'sright.”

He glanced at Landerman again, who gave abrief nod. “ And you were here to pick up the artifact that
Mr. Landerman had commissioned you to find for him.”

She gave abrief annoyed sigh. “Yes. Y ou know that.”

“And ingtead, you wanted to cut Mr. Landerman out of the dedl, put the artifact into open auction, sdll it
to the highest bidder, isthat right?’

Shebit her lip. “Well?" said Jack. She nodded reluctantly.

Again Landerman chuckled. “Very enterprising, Danuta. But then, of course, | knew that. Word gets out.
Carl had dready indicated hisintentionsto me.”

“Mr. Landerman, please,” said Jack. “I’m not done yet.”
Landerman nodded and lapsed into silence.

“So, Tabot threatened to cut you out. He disappeared. Y ou hired meto find him and the artifact.
Meantime, you got in touch with Mr. Landerman here and told him you' d hired meto find Talbot. How
am | doing so far?’ She said nothing, so Jack continued. “However, dl thetime, you knew damned well
the artifact was on itsway here on adow freighter. Y ou’ ve been playing me, you' ve been playing
Landerman and anyone e'se you could find dong the way including Tabot, am | right?'Y ou hired meto
make sureit looked like you really didn’t know where Tabot and the artifact were. | was your perfect



cover.”
She looked away.

“Very good, Mr. Stein,” said Landerman. “1t looks like you have our Danuta worked out to the finest
detall.”

Jack lifted hishand, dowly.

“Yeah, well, not so fadt. It’syour turn now. Why do you want thisthing so badly? And you must want it
pretty badly. What isit? It salump of metal. How can it be worth that much to you, Landerman?”’

Again the older man chuckled. It was redlly beginning to get on Jack’ s nerves. But then Landerman’s
expression quickly sobered.

“I cannot expect you to understand, Mr. Stein.”
Jack planted his elbows on the desk. “Try me.”

“Humanity must advance, Mr. Stein. It must move forward. Those who are weak, perish. We have a
duty to drive our speciesforward. This thing, asyou cal it, represents one chance to do that driving.
Can you not imagine it? Alien technology. The chance to move above and beyond what we are. Y ou
must see that. The wedlth of knowledge. Knowledge is how we move forward. Knowledge iswhat we
become. That iswhat this thing is” Therewasafirein hiseyesand afervent convictionin hisvoice,
Jack found himsdlf leaning back away fromiit.

“Thereisno value to be put on such an opportunity. Vast power. Vast resources. Technology we can
hardly imagine. All in the right hands. We have the chance to stop our species from diding down that path
to stagnation that’ sinevitable if we continuein our current ways. Thereisno vaue to be put on that, Mr.
Stein. And, Mr. Stein, we know whose are the right hands to do that guidance, don’'t we?’

“If you say s0, Mr. Landerman.”

He gavealow chuckle. “Oh, | do, Mr. Stein. | most certainly do.”

“And | suppose that you will get absolutely nothing out of this gpart from your high idedls”
Landerman steepled hisfingers. “Well, of course, therewill be other rewards.”

“Uh-huh.”

Jack glanced at Danuta Galvin. She was propped on the edge of her chair, the cool exterior no longer
cool. She wore an expression of both expectation and dight fear at the same time. One hand hovered
near the edge of the chair. The other was held flat on her abdomen, just above her somach. Hedid a
quick check on Larkin, but the little man hadn’t moved. Okay, it wastimeto play thisout.

He reached down and behind him, opened the concealed cabinet, and grasped the edge of the bundle
with one hand. Damn Laduce, taking the wegpon. He felt exceedingly exposed right then, hisback half
turned to the room, hunched back over his chair, but he had to rely on the circumstance to keep him safe.
Larkin, for one, was bound to be carrying, but he just had to hope Landerman would keep him in check.
Lifting the bundle out of the cabinet, Jack kept it below desk level, drawing the moment out. Landerman
and Galvin both were leaning forward expectantly. Her lipswere dightly parted, thetip of her tongue
resting lightly on the upper one. In one motion, he hefted the bundle above the desk and dropped it. It fell
inthe desk’ s center and lay there, barely making a sound. Landerman sucked air through histeeth.



“Becaeful, Mr. Sean.”

“Why?" said Jack. “Thisthing’ svirtudly indestructible, isn't it? Unlike some of the people who' ve been
caryingit.”

Jack withdrew his hands and sat back.
“S0,” hesad. “Thereitis. There swhat dl the fussis about. Who'sfirs?’

Danuta Galvin reached out, but Landerman waved her back. “No, thisismine, | think,” he said. He
adjusted his position, leaning forward till further, and reached out with both hands to drag the bundle
toward him, but Jack’ s hand shot out, keeping it in place.

“It saysthere” hesad. “Right in the middlewherewe all can seeit.”

Landerman gave hisannoying chuckle. “Very well, Mr. Stein.” He had to stretch, but using both hands,
one by one, he unwrapped the concedling folds of cloth. With the last one, he gave a sharp intake of
breath and then asigh. Tentatively, he reached out, tracing hisfingers across the surface. “Oh, yes,” he
breathed. He sat back, staring at the object, and folded his handsin front of him.

“Wadll, thereitis,” said Jack. “I think our businessisjust about done, Mr. Landerman. Apart, of course,
from one or two problems.”

Danuta Galvin shot to her feet. “No,” she said. “It’snot that Smple, either of you. | worked for this. |
worked hard for this. Y ou don't just hand it over. No!”

In her hand she held a nasty-looking energy wegpon, small, but powerful enough to takethem al out. It
looked like it was capable of some very ugly damage. That' swhy her hand had been hovering near the
edge of her chair. She had her bag down there. The gun wavered between Jack and Landerman asif she
wasn't sure who she should shoot first. Jack lifted his hands dowly, palms held out, showing he had
nothing in them. Landerman sat where he was, chuckling.

“Ah, Danuta. Still trying to get what you can out of everything, aren’'t you? Don't you think it'salittle late
for that?’

“I worked for this. I'm not leaving empty-handed.”

Therewas adight click, the cocking of aweapon. Larkin was behind her, the muzzle of his gun pressed
up againg the back of her skull. She stiffened.

“Now, Danuta,” said Landerman. “1 suggest you put that down. Y ou know how eager Larkinisto use
hislittletoys. | persondly have never understood the fascination, but he takes great pleasure fromiit, and
hehas o little pleasurein hislife”

Jack stayed where he was, saying nothing, not moving.

Sowly, dowly, Danuta Galvin lowered the hand holding her own weapon. She placed it carefully on the
desk.

“There,” said Landerman. “That’ s better. Now | suggest you sit down.” He waved Larkin back. Thelittle
man took astep backward, still with his gun trained on the woman. Sowly Danuta sat, perching on the
edge of the chair, folding her handsin her 1ap, her gaze downcast.

“Y ou cannot do thisto me, Chrigtian,” she said quietly.



“Oh, but | can, my dear. And it seems| have.” He turned back to Jack. “Now, Mr. Stein, shall we
conclude our business?’

Jack leaned forward, keeping one watchful eye on Larkin. “Not quite yet, Mr. Landerman. | said we had
acouple of problems.”

“And what might they be?

“Wall, you see, over the last couple of weeks, I” ve been amatter of interest for theloca law enforcement
authorities. That’ s not very good for me or for my business. Last night, | wind up with acorpsein my
living room and once again, the attention of the police isfocused here on me, in my place of work. That's
not very good for business either. Now, sooner or later, no matter how dow they are, they’re going to
put two and two together and tie thiswhole thing in anest little package. It wouldn't surprise meif we're
al being watched.”

Landerman waved his hand. “ And what' s that to me, Mr. Stein?”’

Jack put his elbows on the desk and linked hisfingersin front of him. “Don’t you see? If you want to get
thisthing away from here, then we' re going to have to give them something, or at least someone. We ve
got two bodies and a couple of nosy investigators who aren’'t going to let it drop. Do you seewhat I'm

sying?”
Landerman’ s face flickered with afrown. “1 see”

“So, we have to give them something. Y ou walk out of here carrying that, and the final piece of the puzzle
isgoing to betherein front of them.” He glanced at Danuta Galvin and then at Larkin. “Now, we need to
do the sums. What' s the most expendable part of this equation?’

Larkin gtill hadn’t made the connection, but Landerman clearly had. So, too, had Galvin. She had
unfolded her hands and one was drifting toward the desk. Jack’ s hand shot out and he swept her gun
from the desk so that it clattered againgt the wall, well out of her reach. Her face had become visibly

paer.

Jack stood. He walked casualy around the side of the desk, Landerman’s gaze tracking him. Danuta
was staring fixedly at the oppositewal, bardly daring to move. Larkin’s gaze flitted from one to the other
of them, adight frown creasing hisforehead. He dtill held his gun, but hisaim was starting to become
uncertain.

Jack kept talking, casualy. “Now, if | wereyou, Mr. Landerman, | know what | would think wasthe
greatest ligbility, where you' re going to have the most trouble. What' s going to cost you the least out of
thiswhole affair? Who is the most replacegble?’

Landerman was looking at Danuta. He shifted his gaze to Larkin, then back again. Jack kept his gaze
fixed on Landerman as he took another step. Landerman’ s eyes narrowed.

And Jack spun. The edge of hishand came down hard on Larkin’ swrist, knocking the gun to the floor.
Larkin'seyesflew wide, his expression turning from nervousness to panic as Jack grabbed ahandful of
jacket and pushed him up against thewall. With one foot, Jack kicked the gun out of the way. He
pressed hard againgt Larkin's chest, forcing him farther againgt thewall, leaning hisface up close. “Who
isthe most expendable here, Mr. Landerman?’ He locked gazes with the little man, watching the fury
build. “ Someone here killed the captain of the Alan Dean, and | have afair bet | know who it is. Had a
bit of astruggle, did we, Larkin? Put up abit of afight, did he?” He subjected Larkin’ sfaceto scrutiny,
looking at the marked chin, the bruised eye. “Hedid dl right for an old guy, didn’t he? But then it



wouldn't take much, would it? 'Y ou just didn’t count on him lasting long enough to make it here. Our
Captain Gourley was atough old spacer.”

Jack gave him one last shove and stooped to retrieve the gun. Larkin launched himsdlf from thewall, but
Jack was ready. One quick upthrust and Jack’ sfist connected with Larkin's chin. Hefell back against
thewall, his progress hated. He dumped there, looking like afrightened deer, looking for away out.

“So, what do you say, Landerman?’
Keeping one eye on Landerman, Jack kept Larkin’s own gun trained on him.

Landerman cleared histhroat and shifted uncomfortably on the chair. “1 understand what you' re saying,
Mr. Stein, but | don't think there’ sany need for this. Larkin may get alittle enthusiastic from timeto time,
but sometimes that’ s a worthwhile attribute in someone who worksfor you. No, I'm afraid | can’t agree.
Larkinisfar too useful to me. He doeswhat he' stold, unlike some others.” He shot a quick meaningful
look in Galvin' sdirection.

“Yeah, well, that’sasmay be,” said Jack. “But I ve dtill got the police breathing down my neck. I'm
afrad we have to do something.”

Landerman looked pointedly at Galvin then. She returned the look with an expression of horror on her
face. “You are not serious,” she said.

Landerman looked back at Jack, raising his eyebrows.
“Yeah, wdl, it just might work,” said Jack.
“I did not kill Captain Gourley,” said Danuta, Sitting traight up in her chair. “1 will not take the blame.”

“No, you didn't.” Helooked at Larkin, then down at the gun he still had in hishand. “But I'm pretty sure
you know Larkin did it too, Mr. Landerman.” Helooked back at Larkin. “Isn't that right, Larkin? Thisis
your gun, isn't it? And if thisisthe weapon that did it, then we have everything we need to pull this off.”

Landerman smiled. “Thenitissettled,” he said. “ Shdl we proceed?”’

Twenty-Four

Galvin legped to her feet. “No, | will not havethis” shesaid. “1 will tell them everything. Y ou're not going
to get away with this”

She made amove toward her own weapon that still lay over on the floor. Jack hadn’t forgotten it. He
glanced quickly at Larkin, but thelittle man wasin the process of struggling to hisfeet.

“I wouldn't do that,” said Jack to Galvin, waving her down with the gun. Tentatively she retook her seet,
glaring a him. Jack narrowed his eyes, giving her thetiniest shake of hishead. She seemed to catch his
meaning, for sherelaxed ever so dightly. Oh, yeah, she was quick. Still holding the gun, he crossed back
around behind the desk and retook his seet.

“Okay,” he said to Landerman. “Let’ sdo business”

Damn, he hadn’t thought everything through. He couldn’t use the home system from hereiin the office,
Not now. Still, that was minor. He could use his handipad.

“Very well.” Landerman reached for the artifact.



“Not quite yet, Mr. Landerman,” said Jack, waving the gun meaningfully in hisdirection.
Landerman nodded and smiled. “ Of course, Mr. Stein. Of course.”

Hereached into his jacket and pulled out an ornate handipad. “ So,” he said. “ The agreed fee was double
what Danuta was going to pay you. One hundred thousand, | believe.”

“Plusmy dally rate and expenses.”

“Wall, let us make it one hundred and fifty, shall we?’ He opened the handipad and punched a couple of
commands. Looking around, he frowned, obvioudy expecting the home system to be primed.

“No, wait amoment,” said Jack. He dug into his own pocket with his free hand and withdrew hisown
more smple device and thumbed it on. “1’d prefer this not to go through the home system just yet.”

“Wait,” said Danuta. *Y ou bastard, Christian. Y ou know what you were going to pay.”

Landerman chuckled. “Businessisbusiness, I'm afraid,” he said. “And you seem to have taken yoursdlf
out of thetransaction, my dear.”

Again Jack gave her the dightest shake of his head and she sat back, clamping her lips shut.

Jack looked down at his handipad and watched as the transfer was made. One hundred and fifty
thousand. Jesus. He and Billie would be esting for awhile on that. Maybe more. How many Molly’s
mealswould that buy?

“Satidfied, Mr. Stein?’

Jack snapped his handipad shut and dipped it away. “ Perfectly, Mr. Landerman.” He made sure not to
let his expresson reved what hewasfeding.

“Inthat casg, | think Larkin and | will beleaving. It's been a pleasure doing business with you. And of
course you will look after Ms. Galvin here”

“Yep. Of course.”

Landerman reached down and rewrapped the artifact in the same greasy cloth it had comein, cradling it
affectionatdly. “ Get up,” he said to Larkin. “Come here.” He handed the bundle over, and straightening
his clothing, he stood.

Jack pocketed the gun. “I'll seeyou out.” He turned to Danuta. “ Y ou stay here.” At athought, he
scooped the other weapon from the floor and dipped that away aswell. Heignored Larkin’slook,
brushing past him to show Landerman out of the office and back out to the front door. “ Good-bye, Mr.
Landerman. | don't think we'll be seeing each other again.”

“No, probably not, Stein, but if ever I'minthe area, | will remember you.”
“Don’'t worry,” said Jack. “ That won't be necessary.”
Landerman chuckled and stepped out of the apartment, Larkin hot on his hedls, and Jack shut the door.

He leaned againgt the inside of the door, waiting a couple of seconds before going back inside. He hoped
to hdll Billie' sfix had worked. If it hadn’t, they were screwed. Still, with one hundred and fifty credits hot
in his handipad, that might not be so much of an issue anymore.



Now to dedl with Danuta Galvin. He headed back toward the office, fingering the gun in his pocket as he
took those few remaining steps.

Shewas stting where he' d [eft her. Shelooked up as he entered, her jaw set, alook of accusation on her
face.

“What have you done, Jack?" she said. “Five hundred thousand. Y ou’ ve thrown away five hundred
thousand credits.”

“Andwhat?’ said Jack with asigh. “We ve gotten rid of that damned thing and you' re still herein one
piece. I've got asizeable chunk sitting on my handipad. If I’ d pushed for anything higher, Landerman
would have become suspicious, suspected that | was working with you. Well, | thought you wanted a
partnership, Danuta. Y ou don’t know what you’ ve gotten away with. Landerman’s got a surprise or two
coming hisway.”

Hesat in hischair and leaned back studying her. “What do you think Landerman would have done when
he discovered that you' d ddivered him afake? And he will find out sooner or later.”

“What are you talking about?’ she said, apeevish tonein her voice.

“The damned thing'safake,” hesaid. “1 expect it sgoing to break down eventudly, but by then it will be
too late. | somehow suspect your days of working for Landerman are over. Y ou' ve got to look at other
options.”

“What do you mean, afake?’ Her eyes were wide now.

“Just what | say. | don’t know what' s happened to the original. For all | know it’s back whereit started,
or someone e se hastaken it.”

She shook her head. “But that’ simpossible.”
“Oh, no,” said Jack. “Not impossible at dl. It' s about time you woke up.”

She bowed her head dightly and tapped arapid staccato on her forehead with her fingertips before
looking up a him again. “How do you know it’snot thereal thing?”

“That doesn’'t matter,” he said, shaking his head. “ All you need to know isthat | do.”

Her demeanor suddenly changed. Back was the Danuta Galvin he had first met, al poised and glossed
innocence. “ So what do you suggest, Jack?’

“Wel ...,” hesad dowly. “I thought you were talking about throwing our lot in together.” He paused,
waiting for areaction. When there was none, he continued. “But you see, Danuta, | have a problem
there”

A flicker of afrown.
“I don’t know how far | can trust you. Y ou used to have a partner, didn’t you? What happened to him?’
“1 don’t know, Jack. Y ou know that.”

He stood. “ Oh, come on. Y ou should know by now that I'm not anidiot. Y ou’ re very smart, Danuta, but
don’t underestimate me. What happened? Five hundred thousand . . . wasthat it?” He leaned across the
desk toward her. “Too much to throw away, and when it looked like he was going to cut you out of the
dedl, you got rid of him. Decided to run it on your own. Wasthat how it was?’ Heraised hisvoicealittle



then, snarling the words for emphasis. “ And you found poor sap Jack Stein to take his place. Isthat it?
Needed abit of muscle. Someone who could ook after himself. Hey?’

“No, Jack, bdieveme,” shesad. “It wasn't likethat.” She turned her face away from him. “Yes, it may
have been like that at first, but it changed. Back in that gpartment when you said my name, my real name,
| knew you were smarter than you were letting on. | fee something for you, Jack. Y ou’ ve impressed me.
At firdt, yes, but then | saw what you were, what we could do together.” She turned back to look at him.
“We could be so good together, Jack. Think about it. We can have such fun together, and get rich in the
process.”

He held her gaze for acouple of moments, and despite himsdlf, despite everything he knew about her,
there was the briefest inner debate; then he sighed.

“Y eah, until you decideit’ d be more worth your while to have me out of the picture. Would five hundred
thousand be enough for you? A million? What then? Would you kill melikeyou killed Tabot? 1t dl fell
into place when you pulled that wegpon. That’ sabig gunfor alittle woman.”

She stood then, her fists bunched by her sides. “He betrayed me, Jack. He betrayed me. After dl we'd
been through, he betrayed me. Me. What did you expect meto do? | had no choice.”

Jack graightened. “ There salways a choice.”

“No, thereisn’'t. You'rewrong. Look a where you are, what sort of life you have.” Suddenly the coy,
girlish demeanor dropped away. She fixed him with a steedy gaze. “ Sure, |” ve been trying to play you,
Jack. The dumb private investigator, everything that goeswith it. He dways needs some vamp to play
aong, act ashisfail. Isn't that the way it works? 1’ ve seen the vids too. Okay, in the beginning | might
have misread you, | admit it. That was my mistake. Just stop for aminute and think though. Think of what
we could have made. Y ou, me, together. And that’ sjust one dedl. The universeisfull of foolslike
Landerman. Rich foolswith far more money than sense. Together we could have had agreat future
together, Jack. And the rewards. . . With your abilities and what | know, we could have alot of fun and
do pretty damned nicely out of it too. Forget dl that playacting.”

Jack shook hishead. “I’m sorry. | value my own life alittle more than that. | trust you about asfar as|
can throw you, Danuta. And now,” he said, “1 think it’ stime to put thisto rest. No more games. Not
even thisone. Y ou're not quite as good as you think you are, Ms. Galvin.”

Heturned to thewadl. “Morrish, you there?’

The wallscreen blossomed into life and Morrish’ sbig pasty features took shape. “Y eah, Jack, we're
here”

“Did you get Landerman?’
Morrish nodded. “Y es. We had some of our boys waiting for him when he left your place.”
“And have you got enough?’

Morrish grinned. “Y eah, we' ve got plenty. We' Il be over inawhile. And | think there’ s someone here
who'll be pleased to see you and get out of this place. She’' sone smart little lady, Jack.”

“Yeah, sheis. Okay, good. See you soon.”

The display faded and Jack turned to see Danuta Galvin staring at him, her mouth open, her paeface
aghest.



Jack smply smiled.
She dowly closed her mouth. “Damn you, Stein,” she hissed. “You'll be sorry.”
“Oh, | doubt that very much, Ms. Galvin,” he said.

Twenty-Five

Once or twice Danuta Galvin sat forward, moistening her lips asif about to say something.
“Don’'t even think about it,” Jack told her. “Y ou've said dl you haveto say.”

She looked aggrieved, then averted her gaze. A couple of times she glanced around the office, obvioudy
looking for something she could make use of, seeking some avenue of escape, but there was clearly
none.

Jack cleared histhroat, just to break the silence.
He was about to stand up and gtart pacing, when the system announced an arrival.
“Whoisit?’ hesad.

Animage of Morrish and Laduce standing outside the front door appeared on the wall. Billie stood
behind them.

“Wait here,” said Jack. “And don't even think about moving. There s nowhereto go, Ms. Gavin.”

He left the office and went to the door to let the two policemen in. As he opened the door, he was met
by abig grin on Morrish’ sface. Laduce |ooked uncomfortable, but the edge seemed to have been taken
off hisnorma hodtility.

Billie pushed between the two of them and went straight in. She also pushed past Jack, heading for the
living room. Who knew what was upsetting her thistime?

“So, whereis she?” asked Morrish.
“Or maybe she' saready gone,” said Laduce.

“Sorry to disgppoint you, Laduce,” said Jack. “Comein.” He shook his head. So Laduce was till going
to push it despite everything. “ Through thisway.”

Laduce leaned in close asthey stepped insde. “1 tell you, Stein. Y ou're not out of thisyet. Not if I've got
anything to do with it.”

“Yeah, right,” said Jack with asigh and alittle shake of his head. He didn’t have the energy for thiscrap
now. He was dready starting to fed the effects of the adrendine starting to fade.

He led them through to the office. Opening the door, he stood back to let them pass and followed them
in. Danuta Galvin was standing by the window, her hands feding around the edges. She quickly turned as
they entered, her face becoming amask of innocence.

“Never mind the act,” said Jack. “They saw the whole thing. Every word you said, Ms. Galvin, went
draight into thelr system.”

Morrish stepped forward. “Y ou' re under arrest for the murder of Carl Tabot,” he said.



She siood where shewas. “I don’t know what you' re talking about.”
“Youmay aswell dropit,” said Laduce. He turned to Jack. “Have you got the guns?’

Jack nodded and dug them out of his pocket, handing them with one hand to Laduce, who took them
and turned them over one a atime, inspecting them. Laduce nodded in turn, facing back to look at
Danuta

“Y egh, with these, we ve got plenty.”

L aduce stepped forward and took Danuta by her upper arm. With a sour expression she shook his hand
free. “It'sdl right,” shesaid. “I’m coming.”

Morrish stepped forward to flank her. “Wdll, we' d better be going then, Ms. Galvin.” He turned to wink
at Jack and together, he and Laduce started escorting her to the door.

“We ill might want to talk to you, Stein,” said Laduce. “Infact, I'd count oniit.”

“Wadll, you know wherel am,” Jack responded, not even having the energy to hit him with a snappy
response, and followed them to the door. He saw them out, standing waiting while they walked toward
the elevator. As Morrish pressed to call it, he turned back to look at Jack.

“Thanksagain,” hesad.

Jack gave a quick nod and touched his finger to hisforehead, then closed the door. That wasit. Done.
Well, dmost. There was still something he wanted to do, but that would keep. First he had to work out
what was egting Billie and try to smooth the waters. He stood in the halway, thinking, his hands shoved
into his pockets.

Summoning his energy, he wandered into the living room, but Billie was nowhere to be seen.
“Billie?’ hecdled.

She appeared at her door. “What?’

“So, are you going to tell me what’ swrong?’

She shrugged, but her face was set with asurly expression.

“Dammit, Billie. Will you cut it out?’

Shegaveaheavy sgh. “It' sjust the same, isn't it?’

“What do you mean?’ he said with afrown.

She wandered out into the living room shaking her head. “Y ou sill treat melike alittlekid.” She propped
herself up on one of the chairs and looked a him with her jaw thrust out.

Jack turned dowly. “I’m sorry, Billie, but | don’t know what you' re talking about. I’ ve never trested you
likeakid. Not redly. Jesus, | wouldn't know how to treat someone like akid.”

The hodtility still radiated from her face, her posture. “Y ou just don’t know, do you?’

He crossed to achair and sat. It was time they had this out. “No, dammit. | don’t. Why don’t you tell
me?’



“Y ou keep saying we re partners, that we work together.”
“And..."
“Y ou sent meto the police. You know | don’t likethem.” She gave ahdf shrug.

“Y eah, and what, Billie? Y ou knew it was the only way we could do things. What did you expect meto
do? It was the only chance we had of making the whole thing work. | rely on you. So, you went to the
police building. What €lse do you want?’

Sheglared at him. “For you to tell me what was going on,” she said.
“Huh?’

Billie stood and wandered over to one of the shelves, trailing her finger across the edge, her head tilted
dightly down so her hair obscured her expression. “Y ou knew that woman killed Carl Talbot.”

“Well, | suspected, yeah...”
“Andyou didn’t tell me”

“Oh, comeon, Billie. | had to make her admit to it. | couldn’t just run with the supposition until | was
sure. She was the one who had to confirm it to me.”

“So, why didn’t you tell me?” The voice was petulant.

“I don’t know. In case you let anything dip to the police. | don’t know. With Laduce convinced | wasin
onit, I couldn’'t afford to let anyone know what | wasthinking. Y ou might have said something.” He
knew it was amistake as soon as the words were out of his mouth. Billie whirled on him, pale fury on her
face.

“Isthat what you think? What am I, stupid?’

Jack held up his hands. “No, no. That’ snot what | was saying at al. Jesus, Billie. Of course you' re not
stupid. Think about it. What was | supposed to do?’

She stalked over and stood in front of him. “Tell me what was going on, that’ swhat!”

She had apoint. He sighed heavily. “Look, I'm sorry. | didn’t mean to cut you out of things. | just wasn't
aure. Thiswhole case has been different, Billie. I’ ve had less to work with, lessthat | was sure about.”

Shewas till ganding glaring a him.
“Ligten, go and st down, will you?” Sheturned and walked siffly over to one of the other chairs.

“Look, there sbeen awholelot of stuff going on, with the case, with this place, with everything. | was
beginning to doubt my ahilities, you know? | wasn't getting any flashes, no prompts, nothing.”

“But you had the dreams,” she said, voice il petulant.

“Yeah, | had afew dreams, but they weren't exactly like dreams | had to work with before. They
weren't givingmeahell of alot. | had to use my heed, actudly think about things more. That’ sdifferent,
Billie. I didn’'t want to bewrong. Y ou’ ve got to understand that.”

“Uh-huh. | do. That till doesn't change things.”



“What do you mean?’

“You dill treet melike akid. Y ou haveto tell me stuff, Jack. Y ou haveto tell me what’ s going on in your
head.” She tapped her temple with one finger.

Jack sighed again. “It doesn't work like that, Billie,” he said. “Y ou know, I’ d liketo tell you what' s going
on, what I’'m thinking about, but | want to be surefirgt. | talk to you about things once I’ ve thought them
through. | need to process stuff before | start talking about it.”

She blinked a couple of times, processing herself. He continued.

“Look, I tell you about as much as| can. Before you came adong, | didn’t talk to anyone. | worked solo.
That wasit. You ve made aredly big differenceto theway | do things. Y ou know that. But give mea
break, okay? | can only do so much.”

He watched her as she sat across from him, one leg jiggling up and down, her eyes narrowed.

“Look, | understand, and okay,” he said. “Maybe now is not the best timeto talk about dl this. We will
though. Right now I'm tired, and | think you' re probably tired too. We ve done some good things here
today. | wouldn’t have been ableto do any of it without you. And redlly, we have some big thingsto talk
about too. Like about what we do now. And yeah, maybe we have to set some ground rules between us
aswel.”

She was chewing a her bottom lip, looking down into her ap.

Hedidn’t redly fed enthusiastic about what he was about to suggest, but he could see no other option
right then. “ So, what do you say,” he said. “Y ou hungry?’

Shelooked up a him dowly, bresking into agrudging smile.

Twenty-Six

Billie, of course, pushed for Molly’s, but Jack had other idess. It wastime for aserious discussion, an
adult discussion. Molly’ swasn't the right venue for what he wanted to talk about. There were decisons
that had to be made, but he needed to explore the boundaries of what lay between them. He suggested a
restaurant uptown. Billiefrowned at him.

“Why there?’

“I don’t know, | thought it would be good for a change. We re sort of celebrating, don’t you think? The
successful conclusion of the case. Let’s eat something nice. Some good, proper food. Sit in some nice
surroundings. We can talk about things and take our time.”

“I guess” shesaid grudgingly.

Jack couldn’t remember the last time he' d been to a proper restaurant. Mandala didn’t count. That was
working. Besides, the whole country club resort thing had been so dien that it was hard to have afull
gppreciation of it. That was another life, somebody else'slife.

“Okay, so Alexisitis.” He d seen the place, passed it a couple of times, and remembered reading
something about it once. He glanced down at his clothes and then at Billie€' s. No, they’ d befine. Anyway,
they had the funds now to do just about anything they wanted, for awhile. They headed up to the shuttle
stop together in silence. Jack didn’t want to talk about anything till they were comfortable, had had some
timeto relax.



It took about haf an hour to get to their destination. Standing outside Alexis, Billie looked dubious. Jack
ushered her in.

“Have you abooking, sr?’ A cool look down the nose, and a distinct narrowing of the eyesashe
looked at Billie. This guy looked like he’ d purchased a gilded sneer. Jack ignored it.

“No, but we' d like atable anyway. Somewhere quiet, thanks. And not near the kitchen, or the
bathroom.”

Themaitred’ adjusted his collar and cleared histhroat. “| can assure you, Sr—"

“Saveit,” said Jack. “ Just find us our table” He glanced & Billie, who wore ahdf grin. He narrowed his
eyesat her and she bit her lip, il grinning.

The guy behind the desk fussed around making ashow of checking reservations, but Jack could seethe
place was three-quarters empty. Findly, nodding, pursed lipsin place, the maitred’ led them toward a
tablein afairly secluded area, but well away from the window, and as per Jack’ s request, they were
nowhere near the kitchen or the bathrooms.

Themaitred disappeared, and amoment later ayoung guy came across and cleared the extra place
settings. Jack looked around while the glasses and plates and cutlery were removed. The wallswere
donein adeep green. Proper pieces of art hung on the walls, instead of programmed displays. Over near
the entrance, the maitred’ looked over in their direction, gave avisble sniff, then looked away.

Jack turned back to Billie. “ So, what do you think?’

“Uh-huh,” she said, looking around. She leaned back as the waiter shook out her napkin and laid it
across her 1ap. There was no confusion; she' d definitely done this sort of thing before.

The waiter did the samefor Jack. “Y our serving program will be with you shortly,” he said. “Enjoy.”
With abrief tilt of hishead, he withdrew. Jack considered. It was funny how the mix of technology and
tradition prevailed. The more toward the upper end of the scale you got, the more tradition overtook
what was available. He guessed, not that he' d ever been in one, that in the high-end restaurants, it was al

people.

Moments later, giving them areasonable time to settle, a serving holo gppeared above the table' s center.
“Welcometo Alexis” it said. “I am Carla | will beyour server for thisevening.”

The woman’ s face was replaced by a menu board, but her voice continued. “While you are looking over
the choices, can | get you something to drink? Or perhaps you would like to seethewinelist.”

“Y eah, beer for me” said Jack. “I'll think about thewinein awhile. Billie?’

She ordered a colaand turned her attention back to the menu, jiggling and occasiondly frowning as she
scanned the options. After asuitable pause, Carlaasked if they had any questions. The waiter appeared,
carrying their drinks, and quickly disappeared.

They made their meal choices and Jack leaned forward, positioning his elbows on the table.
“Billig, it'stimewe had aserious discusson,” he sad finaly.
She narrowed her eyes acrossthetable, ill jiggling.

“What?" shesaid.



“Wal, we need to discuss some of the things that have been happening with us and what we' re going to
do about it. Don't think I'm anidiot, Billie. Something’ s going on and you' re not telling me.”

She pressed her lips together, saying nothing. Her hands were out of sight, under the table.

Jack took asip of hisdrink, placed the glass down carefully, then continued. “1 can’'t go around dl the
timefeding asif I've done something wrong and if you don't tell mewhat it is, | can't do anything about
it,can1?’

Sheworked her jaw.
“Wel?' hesad.
“I said it before. Y ou don't tell me enough. Y ou treat me like akid.”

The waiter appeared bearing their first course, forestaling further conversation. Jack waited till he retired
before answering.

“How’ syour soup?’
“Yeah,” shesad, nodding after tasting it. “Good.”

Hetook asmdl taste of theterrine, closing hiseyes briefly asthe small piece melted and filled his mouth
with flavor, rich, earthy. It had been too long. He opened his eyes again, looking across & Billie
concentrating on her soup. He took another mouthful, briefly indulged in the sensation again. God, he
could get used to this.

Hetook adeep breeth, laid his utensils down, and folded his handsin front of him.
“Billie, look a mefor aminute, will you?’
Shetoo laid down her spoon and met his gaze.

“Look, you want meto stop treating you like akid, then you' ve got to stop acting like one. Y eah, we
work well together. Yeah, | say we're partners. But we' re not going to work as partnersif you keep
putting on these little performances. Sulking, stamping off into your room, locking yoursdf away, not
telling me what I’ m supposed to have done. I’ ve told you before, | rely on you for lots of things. You're
S0 good at the stuff you do, Billie. Far better than | could possibly be. | think it’sredlly lucky that we
found each other. Maybe one of the luckiest things that’ s happened over the last couple of years. | just
need you to work on acting like someone who redly isa partner, not somelittle girl playing a being al
adult and responsible”

She picked up her spoon and started playing with the soup, stirring it around and around, looking down
at the bowl.

“What do you want, Billie? What do you redly want?’
She looked up at him then, the motion with her spoon halted.

“How should | know?’ she said. “How am | supposed to know what | want? I”m not some tough guy
running around solving cases. I'm just akid, Jack. I'm fourteen. That’sal.” Her face was threatening
something, her bottom lip working as shelooked a him.

“Jesus, Billie)” he said, rubbing hisforehead with thetips of hisfingers. “I know.” He shook his head.
“And I’m not any better at thisthan you are either. How am | supposed to know?’ He gave aheavy sigh.



“Look at us. We're not very good, are we?’
She gave alittle shake of her head.

Jack ran hisfingers back through his hair as he thought about what he wanted to say next. “Listen, | want
to make sure you' re happy. | don’t know how to do that, but | can learn. It's got to work both ways
though. Y ou’ ve got to work with me. Y ou have to let me know what’ s going on in your head aswell.
And | promiseI’ll think about it more, talk to you more about what I’ m thinking. Just sometimes | have
to work things through before | can put them into words. Can you understand that?’

She nodded dowly.

“But likel said,” he continued, “I need you to help me out. If I'm not telling you stuff, or you think I'm
not, then you' ve got to let me know. Tell me. Don't just go sorming off into your room and giving methe
big chill. That’snot going to help anything.”

Again she nodded.
“Areyou hgppy with me, Billie?’
She narrowed her eyes, then gave alittle shrug. “ Uh-huh.”

“Widl, I'm happy with you, happy having you around. Sometimesit’s not easy though, you know. We do
work well together, | think. | just worry that | can’t give you enough of what you need. | don’t know if
it sany sort of lifefor you. Do you understand?’

She thought about that for amoment; then her eyeswidened alittle bit. “'Y ou’ re not going to send me
away?| don't want that. | don’t want to go away.”

“No, Billie, that’snot what I'm saying.” He had wondered about whether that’ swhat she needed, about
whether that was the answer to what was troubling him, but hewas’t going to tell her that now. “You're
getting older,” hesaid dowly. “I’'m just not sure | can give you what you need.”

Jack turned his attention back to his sarter, alowing her some space to think about what he was saying.
After acouple of minutes, she spoke again.

“Jack, | don’t want to go anywhereelse,” she said.

Helooked up a her, held her gaze. “ Okay, good,” he said. “But | want you to think about that and make
sureit’ swhat you redly want. And if it turns out to be the case, you' ve got to promise methat you'll
work a what | said.”

“Youtoo,” she said back.
Henodded. “Yep.”
“Now, finish your soup,” he said. “It’ stoo good to waste.”

He watched her asthey polished off the first course, but she seemed okay with what they’ d been saying.
Their waiter reappeared and cleared the plates. Jack took the opportunity to broach the other thing that
had been weighing on hismind.

“Thereisonemorething,” he said. She stopped her observation of the room and turned her face back to
look at him.



“Hmm...?

“I don't think Y orkstone is the place for us, Billie. We don't fit here, redly, do we?’
She shrugged. “Maybe.”

“What do you mean, maybe?’

“Where are we supposed to go? It' sokay here.” She shrugged again.

“Wdl,” hesad, “am | right or am | wrong?’

“l suppose. . ."

“Okay,” said Jack. “I1t' s something | want you to think about too. | don’t know the answer yet, but we
need to come up with asolution. Caseslikethislast one aren’t going to come up every week. Not here.
Not in Yorkstone. It was just chance that made it happen here. | don’t want to spend the next couple of
yearslooking for lost dogs. | don't think you want that either.”

“Maybe you should do something else.”

Hefrowned. It was something he hadn’t thought about. He wasn’t sure it was something he wanted to
think about. Jack Stein doing something else? 1t just didn’t seem right.

“Isthat what you redlly think?”
She gave ashrug in answer.

At that moment their steaks arrived, filling the space with the scent of rich sauce and well-cooked food.
They looked like they were done to perfection.

“Well, maybe we ve both got things to think about,” said Jack. “Right now, let’ sjust eat and enjoy.”

She nodded, staring at him, but it was along time before she broke her gaze and picked up her knife and
fork.

Twenty-Seven

When they got back to the apartment, Billie at least seemed in alittle better mood. Jack was thankful for
that much. He felt like he' d eaten and drunk more than he had in years, overstuffed, but it was agood
fedling. Jack ushered her in, trying not to catch the yawn that escaped from her mouth as they walked
insde and closed the front door. They’ d barely stepped into the living room when the system announced
acdl. Jack shrugged off his coat, frowning. It waslate for anyoneto be caling. It wasn't the police again
though; the tone would have been different.

“Answe.”

An unfamiliar face appeared on thewall, agray corporate type, serious expression. Jack didn’t recognize
thefaceat dl.

“ThisisJack Stein,” he said. “How can | help you?’
“Mr. Stein. Hello. Y ou don't know me. The name's Thorpe.”

Billie had taken up position on one of the armchairs and was watching suspicioudly.



“So, what can | do for you, Mr. Thorpe?’
“It' sadightly delicate matter, Mr. Stein . . . | tried to call you earlier, but it appears you weren’t around.”

Jack sat in one of the free chairs and crossed hislegs. If it was a case and thiswas a potentia client, he
could take Jack Stein as he found him. He' d had enough pretense over the past couple of weeksto last a
lifetime

“I'm listening,” he said. “ And before you ask, thisismy niece. It's perfectly okay to tak in front of her.
We work together. It's a package.”

He glanced across a Billie, and she was dmost grinning. Almost.

The man caled Thorpe nodded. “All right. The reason for my call, Mr. Stein, isthat | understand you' ve
beeninvolved inacaserecently . ..”

Jack leaned forward. “Whether | have or haven't, I’m not sure what that’ s got to do with you, Mr.
Thorpe”

Thorpe cleared histhroat, looking dightly uncomfortable. “Um, yes. Well, let’ sjust say | believeyou've
been working on something that’ s of someimportanceto us.”

Thiswas suddenly getting interesting.
“And who might ‘us be?’

“I represent alarge corporation. It doesn’t matter which corporation at thistime, Mr. Stein. Sufficeit to
say, we have interestsin something you may have acquired recently.”

“Okay,goon..."
“Wewould be very eager to have that item in our possession.”

Jack laughed. “Don't tell me. Wait. It' sametd tablet about sooooo big.” He spread his handsin
illugration. “Isthat right?’

“Ahh,” said Thorpe. “I see you know what I’ m talking about. Good. | have indeed called the right man,
then. Wewould like to make sure the item was returned to us.”

Jack stood. Interesting that he' d used the term “returned.” “I' m sure you would. Exactly how interested
areyou, Mr. Thorpe?’

Thorpe didn’t even blink. “I’m sure we could come to some arrangement.”

“Wal, how about this?” said Jack. “How about you convince me that the item belongsto you in the first
place. How about that?’

Thorpe stared out from the wall. He took a couple of secondsto answer. “| can assure you that we have
alegitimate claim. All that redlly needs to be established is how much it will take for you to releaseit to
lﬁ"

Jack turned away from the wall, took a couple of paces and then turned back. “Okay, I’ ve got another
question for you then.” He drew the moment out. Thorpe was watching attentively. “Does the name Van
der Stegen mean anything to you? Or maybe Warburg?’



Thorpe paled visibly, then regained his composure. Jack wondered how that whole Outreach Industries
power play had ended up. Whether Warburg was till around. Probably. Probably very little had
changed in the big corporate. Van der Stegen and Warburg were still probably playing their little games
together, juggling for position even now.

“I think that’ simmaterid,” said Thorpe. “ All you need to know isthat we have alegitimate interest in the
object and we're prepared to pay for itsreturn.”

Jack nodded dowly. “ So tell me how you knew to contact me.”
“We have our resources, Mr. Stein.”

“Yeah, I'm sureyou do. Well, I'm afraid I” ve got some disappointing newsfor you, Mr. Thorpe. News
that I’'m sure you'll enjoy passing on to your bosses. | don't actudly have the object in question
anymore.”

Thorpe s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?’

“Right about now, | think it’s probably very safe whereit isand it’s not going to be going anywherein a
hurry. | would say it’s probably quite comfortable sitting in some evidence room at the Y orkstone police
building. If your bosseswould like to negotiate with them, then tell them to fed free. | don’t think they
actually own the Y orkstone police. And that’ s about all the help | can give you. Now, you can go avay
and leave usdone. Oh, and give them my regards, will you?’

Jack didn’t give Thorpe a chance to say another word. He ended the call and turned to look dowly at
Billie. She was watching him with an expresson he could amost think was respect.

Sowly, hewaked over and stood in front of her. “At least that’ s going to frustrate Outreach. Even if they
try and get the artifact back from the police, it’ s not going to be much use to them, and who knows how
longit'sgoing to last anyway.” He shrugged. “But even if it does hold together for awhilelonger, it's not
going to be any good to them.”

She nodded. “Y ou meant to do that al along, didn’t you?’ she said.
Jack nodded, watching her expression.

“Y ou could have told me what you were planning,” she said. There was clearly something warring within
her. “It'snot fair that you couldn’t trust me enough to tell me.”

“No, Billie, ligten. It wasn't like that. | wasn't redlly sure mysdif till right at the end. Y ou, of course,
hel ped me get there. | wouldn't have managed it without you. But | needed everything to beright. It
wasT't that | couldn’t trust you; | couldn’t trust mysdlf. And with that Galvin woman involved . . .

“I knew it!” shesad.
He shook off theimplicit accusation.

“Okay, look. Thefina thing | want to doisthis. . . | want to put together al the dream notes |’ ve made,
al of the research stuff, everything into one package. I’ ve made a start onit, but there’ s fill some work
todo.”

“Uh-huh,” shesad. “What for?’

He crouched down infront of her. “Well . .. 1 don’t know if it' [l beany use, but justin caseitis, | want



to send the wholelot, one big package, to Dr. Hervé Antille at the University of Baance City. What do
you say?’

She sared at him for amoment, then smiled. She leaned forward and threw her arms around his neck.
“That' sgreat, Jack,” shesaid. “That' sredly great. Thank you.”

Shewithdrew her arms and sat back again, still smiling, but looking dightly awkward. She bit her lip.
“Canwedo it now?’ shesaid amoment later.

“Sure” he said, and stood, thistime returning her smile with alittle more ease. “ Assoon as| havethe
rest of the notes together.”

Thingswere going to work out just fine. He didn’t need any sirange sensation working in the back of his
braintdling him it wasthe case. He could just fed! it.



