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One

Jack Stein craned forward in his segt, leaning over the front pand to try to get abetter view of the
gpproaching city through the forward viewscreens, though the flier’ s nose partidly blocked the view.

He' d heard about the city, but the tales were nothing compared to the sight now becoming clearer in
front of the small craft. The small ship was on auto now, banking asit descended, avoiding other air
traffic on itsway into Balance City’ s port. Baance City. He could see now how it had gotten its name. A
thick rock spire pushed up from the canyon floor, spreading toward the top into a broad, flat surface.
Deep cracks and scorings climbed irregularly over the spire’ s surface, disappearing into the darkened
shadow of the overhang. Atop the plateau sat the city proper, aconstruction of metal and shining glass.
Sincethe city’ s beginnings, natural urban growth had spread buildingsin an ordered grid acrossthe
plateau’ s surface and farther. The area had not been enough, so the residents had simply continued,
building out from the city’ slip to the opposite Sides of the canyon. It looked exactly like the urban spread
was smply balancing atop the single spirethat sat beneathiit.

He d been dightly nervous when boarding the flier on the orbita platform that served as the changeover
point on hisjourney, but not as nervous as he was now. These damned things were supposed to have
pilots, weren't they? Not that Jack had ever been aparticularly good air passenger of any form.

Theflier banked again, and headed lower. Jack swallowed and frowned, wondering what was
happening. It looked as though they were flying too low, moving down beneeth the city elevation, and he
swallowed again, stretching forward for a better view. Perhapsit was just the gpproach path. Any
moment he expected the flier to swoop up again, but then he saw why and he released his breath.
Beneath the outgrown platforms at either edge of the plateau, construction had continued down aswell as
sdeways. Buildings clung precarioudy to the spire’ s sides, struts and braces holding them in place,
uniformly colored in green or yellow, varying shades, but giving a subtle patchwork fedl.

“Huh,” he said to himsdlf. Balance City’ s port was there, not above, but below. A wideflat areasat
suspended benegth the platform, and hisflier was close enough now that he could start to pick out
individua craft arrayed in neat rows aong itslength. The order echoed the order of the city above. What
the hell did Billie want to come here for anyway? It just didn’t ook like the sort of place in which she'd
redlly be comfortable. Billiewasn't particularly onefor the regimented life, especidly not with her origins
amongst the dirt and squaor of the Old end of the Locality. She'd lived most of her life without rules,
without congtraints. For that matter, Balance City didn’t look like the sort of place Jack Stein would be
at homein ether. His comfort level was shaped by dirt and squal or too.

Jack shook his head, not that there was anyone to see the gesture. Billie had had no right to take off like
that. Not that he could have stopped her. He had some sort of say in her activities, sSince they worked
together, shared space, but he didn’t really have the right to stop her doing what she wanted. Okay, he
spoke of her publicly ashisniece, but the only bond that had brought them together in the first place was
mutual convenience. They worked together. And yeah, the bond of their friendship had grown since then,
but even after dl thistime, he knew that the only authority he had over her was that which she alowed
him. She was getting older now, aswell, and that didn’t help matters.

Theflier dowed, easing into alignment with the docks, and Jack sat back. There was no point running
over the whys and wherefores. Finding her and making sure she was okay was the important thing. The
conversation with Heering had been too thin on detail. All he redly knew was enough to suspect that she
wasintrouble, and if shewasin trouble, she needed him. That feding deep in hisguts, that sharp-edged
spear of cold that set his senses bristling, had been enough to drive him to scrape together what

resources he needed. He' d put the fare together and made hisway to Utrecht, carrying what he hoped
was enough to cover him for the time he needed to be here and whatever he needed to do to find her. He



wasaPl, for Christ’s sake. How long wasiit going to take him to find one teenage girl? Okay, that
teenage girl wasBillie, but ill...

Asthe small ship pulled into what amounted to one vast, suspended hangar, Jack scanned the surrounds.
Metd walls, neatly marked bays, directiona signs placed at even intervals and tracks running between
the bays. Thevaried array of fliers sat within the bays, edge digned to edge. ..not aone of them out of
place. Ydlow diagond patterns clearly marked the acceptable parking placement. Jack dowly shook his
head again. Oh, he was going to have fun here; he could aready see that. He thought he' d had enough
ordered neatnessin Y orkstone, but thiswas much worse than that.

Other than hisfrayed nerves from the flight, he seemed to have arrived in one piece. Theflier nestledto a
stop and an automatic grapple locked on beneath without pause. He heard the clunk, felt the smooth
trangition between the flier’ s power and the geared traction that started drawing the craft acrossthe
hangar floor. There was adight unevenness as the automated mechanism drew the flier around and off to
one sde, but the sound of machinery was as smooth astheir motion. Gradudly, the small craft dowed
and eased into an empty bay, perfectly aligned with the diagonds. Jack sat where he was, waiting while
theflier powered down, patiently alowing afew secondsto seeif anything el se was going to happen.
Deciding that nothing was, he unstrgpped himsdf and stood, stretching out the kinks from the long flight
down.

“Mr. Stein, if you would make your way to the reception areawith your luggage please.” The voice came
fromdl directions.

“Yeah, but...” said Jack, looking around.

“The reception areais clearly marked. Please follow the yellow signs and bring your luggage. Please do
not deviate from the directions.”

The faceless voice went slent, and amoment later the flier’ s door whirred open.

Okay, thought Jack...if that was the way they wanted it. He grabbed his bags from the back and
stepped out of the craft. Immediately in front of him was posted ayellow signin five separate languages.
The words he could understand said RECEPTION. He grunted and headed in the direction indicated.

Y dlow lines marked the path aswell asthe signs.

There was something not quite right, something that felt out of place, but he couldn’t put hisfinger oniit.
He hitched the luggage strap on his shoulder, not even bothering to check that his bag was skimming
aong behind, dutifully doing asthe voice had instructed, athough the temptation to bresk off and examine
the place was strong. After a couple of minutes, he noticed exactly what was missing. It had been
working at him and he' d been unable to pin it down, but now...every port Jack had ever been in was
covered in stains, the marks of passage, the smdl of fud and exhaust, and in hisline of work he' d spent
enough time around ports drinking in their chemical-edged taint. This place was pristine. An overtang of
something metallic touched the atmosphere, but the smell was dick and clean, just like the rest of the
dock.

Another turn led him through a couple of parked fliers and some nestly stacked crates. A small
passageway stretched in front of him, dark, but as he stepped into it lights sprang on and bathed it in
brilliance, harsh and clean. The corridor stretched on before him, asingle door at the end. With abrief
shrug, he headed up toward the end of the corridor. Moments before he reached it, the door silently did
open. It closed again as soon as he and hisluggage were insde. There was the dightest warning sound,
and then the elevator whisked him upward.

The door did asideto reveal adrab open space, desks at the end with yellow lines leading right up to



them. Jack took the hint and wandered toward the closest desk. Another line showed him where he
should stand. Lines everywhere. Things just begging to be crossed. Behind the desk sat awoman...a
least he thought it was awoman, though the mustache was allittle confusing. She/he sat staring down at
something conceded from view. Jack cleared histhroat. She—he' d decided she was actudly female, not
that it really mattered; it just gave him some sort of context to work with—did something onthe desk in
front of her and glanced to one side without looking up in hisdirection, athough he was clearly the only
arriva inthe place. Jack cleared histhroat again. Findly, with asigh, she beckoned him forward, ill
garing fixedly down at the desk in front of her.

“Um..."” said Jack.

“Mr. Stein,” she said, at last deigning to look up.

“Yes, that'sright.”

“| see no authority to travel.” She fixed him with a blank, expressionless|ook.

“Huh?’ said Jack. “ Authority to travel?1’'m sorry, | don’'t know what you' re talking about.”
She sighed again. “Y ou come to Utrecht, you need an authority to travel.”

“I don't know anything about that,” said Jack. It was newsto him. “L ook, okay, | don’t have the proper
authority. Can we do something about it?’

She glared a him, hardly what he d expected. Jack wastdlling the truth. He' d heard nothing about any
authority. He' d gotten the message about Billie and dropped everything—not that therewas alot to
drop—to get to Utrecht as quickly ashe could. Hetried asmile.

“Look, I'm sorry; | didn’t know | needed any ‘authority.” Can we sort it out here?’

Thiswasn't good, and Jack was starting to fed distinctly nervous. He should at least have had some
warning.

Theofficid tutted and sighed, looking down again a whatever wasin front of her. A low partition
shielded it from Jack’ s view. She tapped at the thing, glanced to the side, then looked back at him.

“Y ou know, thisismogt irregular,” she said.

Jack dug around for his handipad and flipped it open. “Look,” he said. “All | know isthat | received this
message from aDr. Heering at the Univergity of Balance City saying | was wanted here.”

She waved his handipad away and shook her head. “Thisis not proper procedure.”

It was Jack’ sturn to sigh and grit histeeth. Here he was stuck with some petty officid, and he certainly
had matters that were more pressing. Far more pressing. He fought to keep his voice under control.
“Look, I'vedready said | didn’t know anything about it. What do | haveto do?’

His growing annoyance Smply washed over her. “Y ou must have the correct authority. Y ou must havea
formd invitation.”

“I’ve just shown you the invitation. What more do you need?’

The woman got to her feet. She smoothed her khaki trousers, pulled down on the canary yellow shirt
withitsofficia inggnias, and turned away.



“Hey!” said Jack.

“Wait here,” she said, and disappeared behind a partition. He stood rocking on his heelsfor agood ten
minutes before she regppeared.

“Follow me,” she said, leading him past the partition into asmall blank room with a desk and a couple of
chairs. “ Sit there”

Jack did asingtructed, letting his luggage settle like some strangely inanimate pet. From hischair, hehad a
partid view of the corridor beyond, but that was about it. The official stood watching him for afew
moments, then turned and made her way up the corridor. She was joined at the end by a severe-looking
dark-haired man. They both turned to gaze in his direction, talking, their heads close together. There was
no doubt about the topic of their conversation. He was starting to understand why Utrecht wasn't exactly
atop tourist destination.

Jack kept hisface impassive with some effort. He couldn’t afford to piss these anal bureaucrats off, not
yet. Nonetheless, he stared in disbelief as the man/woman—he had decided that he wasn't sure
again—took hold of hisluggage and pulled it away. What the hell?

“Hey!"

She/heignored him. Somewhere, no doubt, some other uniformed official was about to take it apart,
piece by piece. Luckily, hedidn’t think there was anything in it to cause concern. He had wisdly chosen
not to bring aweapon aong for that very reason. Wegpons and border guards never made very good
company. All the same, hejust didn’t need this shit.

He was afforded an uninterrupted view of the empty corridor, the empty room, the blank ceiling, the
blank floor, so he turned his attention to hisfingernails. Actualy, they could have done with acleaning.

He occupied himself with picking at them to kill the time. Meanwhile, hetried to suppress thoughts of
what might have dragged him out here, the deep fedlings working inside his chest, the emptinessin the pit
of hisstomach. Jack knew better than to ignore those intuitions. Billie had little trouble looking after
herself; she’ d proved that on more than one occasion, and he wouldn't want to be the person who
crossed her. She was going to be more than pissed with him, no doubt. He shook his head. Whatever the
inner prompt that had been driving him was, he' d find out as soon as he found her. The only worry he
had was that she d gotten hersdf in trouble with the loca authorities somehow. From everything he' d
seen sofar, it looked like it was something that would be easy enough to do.

The androgynous official was back again but without company.
“Mr. Stein, if you will follow me, please”

Jack pushed himsdlf to hisfeet, rubbing at the back of his neck as he followed down the corridor. They
werejoined at the end by the man he' d seen before, who beckoned them both into a stark office.

The man indicated that Jack should take one of the smple metd chairs placed in front of aneatly ordered
desk. Folders sat stacked on one end. Another negt little desk sat at the other end with a couple of
stamps and a stamp pad. Jack’ s heart sank. Thiswas the true mark of bureaucracy. Actua paper and
stamps. Those things were expensive. Well, maybe they weren’t on Utrecht, but they were luxury items
everywhere e se he' d ever been. They told him one thing: They were marks that no expense was spared
in support of the regime. All the props—just what he really needed. Beautiful. He barely contained the
sgh.

The officia adjusted his uniform before Stting on the opposite Sde of the desk, steepling hisfingersin



front of hisface and fixing Jack with ahard gaze.
“So, Mr. Stein. We appear to have a problem.”

“Look,” said Jack. “I’'m not the one with the problem. | received amessage that | was needed here. So |
haven’t got the proper paperwork. Can’t we just sort it out here, now?’

Theofficid continued, ignoring Jack’ swords. “Y ou see, normally, it is standard for someoneto get the
relevant authority before they arrive on Utrecht. | am considering whether perhaps we should send you
back up to the orbital station, where you can make the appropriate application through the proper
channds”

Jack barely suppressed agroan. “No. | can't afford the time that would take. Isn’t there anything you
can do?’ Though it hurt him to say the next, he said it anyway. “Please?’

Theofficid consgdered him for afew moments. “ Exactly what can you afford, Mr. Stein?’
Ah, so that was how it was going to be. “Um,” he said carefully.
The steepled fingers were tapping together in front of the officiad’ sface.

“Um...” said Jack again. “Um...one...” Theofficid’seyesnarrowed. “Two...” Thistimethe officia
glanced over at his coworker. “Okay, three. Three...hundred.”

“Very good, Mr. Stein. | can seethat your businessin Balance City is very important and we must not
delay it. If you can show me your handipad with the appropriate letter of invitation and the associated
figures, | am sure we can get the forms processed immediately.”

Jack nodded, hislips pressed tightly together, and dug into his coat for his handipad. He thumbed it back
on, hit the financia transfer, and dipped the device across the desk. The officid whipped out amachine,
something big and clunky, quickly took the transfer, and then spirited it out of sght, al thewhilemaking a
show of poring over Jack’ sdevice.

“Yes” hesad. “This communication seemsto bein order.” Without looking up, he waved his companion
away and reached acrossfor one of the folders. Jack sat, his hands folded in hislap, resisting the urge to
twiddle his thumbs while the man across the desk turned pagesin the folder, dowly reading them without
looking up. Minutes later the officia reached for one of the stamps and thumped it down on the bottom

of theformwith aflourish.

“There” hesaid. “Make sure you carry this paper with you at dl times. It is not enough to have identity
documentsin Baance City. Thiswill vouchsafe your authority to be here conducting your business. What
isyour business here, Mr. Stein?’

“It'spersonal,” said Jack. There was no way he was going to tell thisguy hewasaPl. Noway at all.
When it had come to the part on the form asking for occupation, he' d said consultant. It was an old trick
from hisintelligence days, officid enough to sound sort of high-powered, but vague enough not to give
anything away. And anyway, the guy had seen enough, and Jack had seen enough of him. If he said
anything about coming to see family on Utrecht, it was bound to pique the guy’ s curiosity. Who knew
what sort of tabsthis place kept on its citizens?

“My luggage?’ he asked.

“Yes, certainly. Follow me.”



And that was Jack’ sfirst introduction to Balance City. He dragged his bags by their leash into an
elevator, which zipped him rapidly up to surfacelevel, and he stepped out of a glass box where the
elevator terminated, and into the middle of an open plaza.

Two

D igging out his handipad again, Jack tapped up amap of the areaand turned it thisway and that until he
was oriented. His hotel was about two miles across the centrd part of Balance City. The university was
farther out. He checked his credit balance, but he figured he still had enough to get him around without
cutting into the emergency supply. But where the hell was he supposed to get acab?

If worse came to worst he could walk, but he didn’t want to waste the rest of the day, and redlly, it was
the last thing he wasinclined to do. There was enough time to be able to dump hisluggage and still get to
the university before things shut down for the night if he got to the hotel soon enough. Dammiit, he didn’t
even know what time things closed around here. He d just become too used to Billie looking things up
for him if they had to go somewhere. And hopefully there, at the university, Jack would find out what was
gdtirring the sense of unease deep ingde him. That wasthe last place he’ d heard from Billie, and the place
where the odd little university man had spoken from, telling him to come. Billie and he had beenin fairly
constant touch on and off, punctuated by gaps of afew days, sometimes as much as aweek, but nothing
aslong asthislast one. Then, the silence and the call that had brought him here. Still, he should have
found out more about the place.

Lazy and stupid, Jack.

He looked around himsdlf, trying to get his bearings. The plaza stretched about him, gray, uniform blocks
inserted into one another like the pieces of ajigsaw. Metd seating ran in an even row al around the outer
edges. Apart from the seats and the glass elevator booth that he had just stepped out of, the space was
empty—empty except for one feature that stuck out, impossible for him to ignore. Standing off in one
corner was aludicroudy large cartoon representation of some sort of hopping insect, dl doneout in
bright green and yellow. It could hardly be art; it wasn't even pleasant to look at. Oh, yeah—it probably
had something to do with travel, some supposedly cute representation of “hopping” from placeto place.
There were no other signsindicating what this open expanse might be, so he guessed it was meant asa
visual cue. Still, they could have used ahit of taste when choosing their signage, couldn’t they?

With asigh, helet hisbags settle and fished around for his handipad again, but not before glancing up at a
slvery orb suspended far above the plaza. There was no need to guess what that might be for, and he
struggled to suppressthe urge to wave at it. Damn Billie again. What did she want to go running off to a
placelikethisfor anyway?

After along trudge across the naked stone blocks, not a person in sight, he reached aroadway. He
glanced back at the plaza, then first one direction, then the other up and down the road. To theleft it ran
to open forest; to the right, the start of the urban sprawl, al glassand metdl. It was so different from the
Locdity. The Locdlity, even Y orkstone, had been contained, growing within their own semiorganic
structures and subject not only to the congtraints of their inner dimensions, but dso to the whims of their
programmers. Jack rethought hisimpression. Sprawl wasn't redlly the right word. Even the buildings
stepped gradudly taller asthey grew closer to the center, not asingle one out of sequenceto disturb the
nest lines. The place screamed order, and he felt like screaming back.

He spotted what |ooked like a shuttle stop and headed in that direction, towing his bags behind him.

It didn't take long before acompact green vehicle whirred to astop in front of him, settled to the ground,
and twin doors did open. No driver, no other passengers, but taking the prompt, Jack maneuvered his



bagsinsde and found a place to Sit. As he settled back for the journey—at least it was going in theright
direction, according to the map—he redized that this shuttle was the only traffic he'd seen. He' d been
too busy concentrating on the city’ s spectacle to notice anything much on theway in, so he had no idea
whether the quietness was confined to this particular area. It was dmost like stepping into awasteland.
No traffic, no people...and, actualy, no vegetation elther. Perhaps the locals thought that trees might
disturb the clean lines of their buildings. The surrounding landscape had been full of trees, but not here.
How the hdll did anyonefind their way around? Where were the landmarks?

Asthe shuttle moved farther into the city, Jack’s concern grew. Not a single soul walked the streets. Not
agngle vehicle gpart from his shuttle moved aong the broad roadway in the same direction. He spotted
another in the distance heading dowly toward them, but that wasit. Glancing down at his handipad, he
checked again. There was only about ablock to go. Thiswas supposed to be athriving city. It was one
of themain in-system hubs.

There was astop coming up ahead, so he shifted his bags, ready to dight, and stood. He could walk the
rest of theway. Maybe that would give him some idea of what was going on. The shuttle glided into the
stop, and the doors dlid open.

Jack stepped out onto the empty street, pushing hisbagsin front of him. He waited until the shuttle drew
away, then looked up and down the street, then up above him. Windows, doorways, structures, all
gpoke of more uniformity and order. There waslittle variation from one edifice to the others—all nest,
clean, and identical. Where were the huge signs above doorways, glittering and scrolling to catch the
eye? He shook hishead and started in the direction of hishotel.

Window displays held abstract and geometric colored paneds. Each doorway had adiscreet little sign,
amilarly lettered, announcing what lay inside the building, either businesses or stores. Jack could do
nothing but shake hishead. Sure, Y orkstone had been clean, but nothing compared to this place. He just
didn't seeBilliefeding & home hereat dl.

Halfway down the next block, he found the hotel. A subtle gold trim wasthe only thing to set it apart
from other doorways nearby. Taking adeep breath, Jack dragged his bags through the doorway and
insde

“Okaaaaay...” sad Jack as he stood surveying the scene.

It was ahotel 1obby, just like he’ d have expected to seein any place that he’ d been. Potted plants and
dried flord arrangements dotted amarbled expanse. Crysta lighting in the ceiling and wide leather
couches completed the picture, but that wasn't what caused Jack to stop. The place wasfull, heaving
with people. The noise washed over him aong with the smell of food and drink. It wasn't that, though.
Every single person in the place was dressed in some archaic garb, flounces and ruffles and powdered
wigs. Tambourines lay on sde tables or were clutched in hands. Here and there ajester figure danced in
and out among the others. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought he was in the middle of some
bizarre dream.

“Okaaaay...” hesad again.
Thiswasthelast thing he' d expected after the sterility outside. Some sort of convention party. Grest.

He spotted aroute through the revelers and wove his way to the reception desk. A bright-faced woman
stood behind the desk, straight blond hair tied tightly back into abun, abig smile dipping into place with
his approach.

“Welcome, gr. Can | hep you?’



“Y eah, Jack Stein. Y ou have aroom for me.”
“Certainly, Mr. Stein. Just one second.” The smile stayed firmly in place.

She fiddled around with aterminal and then looked back at him. “Y es, Mr. Stein. We have you down for
gx nights. Welcome to Balance City. Y ou have come a amost fortunate time.”

“Okay. Sx nightsisright for now. | might be staying longer. | don’t know yet.”

The woman nodded. A dight frown flitted across her face. “Have you your paperwork, please?’
Jack frowned. “ Paperwork?’

“Yes, your entry permit. | will need to seeit. Thenif you could sign here and here...”

Jack dug around in his coat and withdrew the dip of paper he' d received from the officid earlier. Againit
struck him asweird that a place would still be using paper. “Isthiswhat you want?’

“Yes, that' sit. Thank you.”

She nodded congenidly and took the proffered form, gaveit aquick look, then dipped it through some
kind of reader. After glancing at ascreen, she handed the paper back. “ Please make sureto inform us at
least aday in advanceif you wish to vary your stay, Mr. Stein. It isimportant to be able to make the
proper arrangements.”

“Yousaditwasa'fortunate time...?’

She said something, but the background noise made it hard to hear. He leaned forward as he asked her
again and caught a glance at the screen beside her. His picture, ats, details, were dl there on display.

“Fedtivd,” shesaid. “The Badance City Festiva. On thisday everybody has parties.”

Oh, great. He'd managed to arriveright in the middle of someloca excusefor letting their hair down.
From what he' d seen so far, it looked like they needed it.

“Itisapity you don’'t have acostume,” she said.

“Um, right,” said Jack.

“Oh, well. I'm sure you will enjoy our festivitiesal the same.”

Jack gave another quick glance around the lobby. Somehow, he didn’t think so.

As he headed for the elevator, he played the circumstances over in hismind. He and Billie had met Dr.
Antille out on Mandala during the quest for a stolen artifact, a piece of technology that had been found in
the dien ruins on the exclusive resort planet, and Dr. Herve Antille had been one of the archeologists
assgned to the Site. Antille had taken aquick shineto Billie, and she had responded in return. Since the
case, she and Antille had kept in touch, until he had finally made the offer for her to come and visit, do
some work with him as experience. She had legped at the opportunity, and who was Jack to stand in her
way? Billie dways had adeep hunger for knowledge and pursued it with akind of obsessive want.
Sometimes he wondered whether it had been areaction to the way she' d grown up, filling the hole that
the absence of anormd life had | eft. Despite Jack’ s discomfort with her whole relationship with Antille,
he was pretty sureit was just amesting of like minds, but with Billi€ s past, he couldn’'t help fedling
nervous. Back in the Locality, she'd beeninvolved in...No...hedidn’t redly want to think about that
either. He' d dragged her out of that ring of child progtitution and criminal hackers. But even now,



somehow, what he' d done then till wasn't enough. Jack always seemed to be | etting her down in some
way. He grimaced a the thought. Occasiondly he even wondered if she was setting up the guilt hefelt on
purpose, some subtlelittle game. He wouldn't have put it past her.

Dammit, shewasn't hisresponsibility, not fully. Not anymore. She was starting to be old enough to look
out for hersdlf; at least hel d thought she was. In the current circumstance, though, he was redly beginning
to wonder if he shouldn’t havetried alittle harder to talk her out of it.

Sixth floor. All theway up in the devator, Jack was confronted with mirrored images of himsdlf, looking
haggard, old. Travel dwaystook it out of you, but somehow he was |ooking more wasted than usud.
Maybe the hedlthy life was't so good for you after al. Well, hedlthier than it had been. Billie had seento
that, registering her disapprova at the various patches he had used. Somehow, she’ d made him
disapprove of himsdlf too. It was no sort of exampleto set for ayoung girl.

He would have looked away, but there were mirrors on every side, so instead he concentrated on the
changing display indicating what floor he was on. He spared athought for the uniformed bellboy &t the
front desk who had looked visibly disappointed when Jack had denied him the possibility of taking
charge of the luggage and leading him to hisroom. Well, he'd get over it. Thiswas aplacefor Jack to
dtay, nothing ese. He didn’t want the fuss and the trimmings.

A dight bounce asthe elevator came to a stop, and the doors whirred open. He stepped out into silence,
only the sounds of air-conditioning and machinery undercutting the quiet. At least the noise of the
downgtairsreveersdidn’t reach up thisfar. Jack puzzled out the signslisting the room numbers and
headed down the corridor, his bagstrailing behind.

The room wasn't vastly different from countless roomsin countless hotels across the populated worlds. It
was different from what they’ d experienced on Manda a, sheer top-of-the-league luxury, even down to
the peacocks, but that had been awhole different bal game and something that seemed along timein the
past now. He shoved his bagsinto the closet, not even bothering to unpack. First, he wanted to find out
how to get to the university and track down this Dr. Heering. Heering knew something, and Jack was
damned well going to find out what it was as soon as possible. The pale-faced academic’ slast wordsin
the cal echoed in his head.

“I think you' d better come,” he’d said, in atoo-quiet voice.

Jack fdlt the chill risewithin him again, but he pushed it back. Maybe he was just overreacting, looking
for something to give him that hard edge he' d been missing for the past few weeks. Somehow, he didn’t
think so.

He gave the room aquick glance—bed, bathroom, small table, slandard stuff. He could investigate the
rest of thefacilities|ater.

“Front desk,” he said, looking around for ablank wall.
Nothing happened.

Jack stood there feding sheepish for amoment and looked around the room again. All of the walls bore
some sort of decoration. No space for awallscreen at dl. Therewas asmall flat screen on astand in one
corner of the room, but every one of the walls was hung with unfortunate abstract paintings. No
wallscreen? What kind of place wasthis? He waked over to the screen in the corner and said, “Front
desk.”

Sill nothing.



Only then did he notice the other little anachronisms around the room. A smdl pile of glossy magazines
sat on thetable. Actud magazines.

“Hunh,” he said to himself. No library cdl function on the room screen. No room screen, if it cameto
that. It had been years since he' d seen amagazine that didn’t appear on ascreen or as adownload. He
thumbed through them. There was afashion and style magazine, oneto do with locd current affairs, and
aguideto local escort services. He gave adight frown at the last. Strange. Jack flipped through that as
well. One or two of the entrieswere circled. He shook his head and dropped it back on the table with
the others. He left them where they were, looking for other signs. There, finally, he spotted another piece
of old technology sitting unobtrusively on the bedside table. He crossed and picked up the handset.

“Front dek,” he said.
At last, there was some response. “ Y es, Mr. Stein. How can | help you?’
“I need to find out how to get to the university.”

“Oh, | can explain that to you eadily, but it will be better if you cometo reception and | can giveyou a
map and show you.”

A map? An actud map? Damn, this place waslikeliving in another century.
“Haven't you got some sort of download?’

“| don’t understand what you mean, Mr. Stein.”

“Forget it. I'll bedowninawhile”

He spent a short time poking around the room, checking out the rest of the facilities, working out how
limited the place really was. There was a handset to control the screen, piping vids directly from the hotel
network. There was an information channel, and he flicked through looking for other services. Okay,
most of the stuff was pretty standard, but till, it wasn't anything like the level of technology he might have
expected. That could present its own problems. He rubbed the back of his neck and grimaced. He
should have guessed when he had to use an actua swipe card to get into the room.

Back down to the lobby and he was immediately bombarded with noise as the elevator doors did open.
Someonein afar corner was bashing atambourine, and the surrounding group was clapping along with
the beat and laughing. Jack shook his head, stepped out of the elevator, and headed for the desk.

“Ah, hello, Mr. Stein. Here is your map.”
Heleaned in closer to look.

“Hereisthe city, you see. If you follow this route here, it takes you out to Summergarden. That iswhere
you find the university. Thereisatechnology park out theretoo.” She turned the map over to show a
broader map of the surrounding area, pointing to aregion well outside of the city. “Thisis
Summergarden. Thereisa public shuttle out there. Number D-twenty-four. It runsright outsde here.”
Shelooked up at him and smiled. “But it will not run today.”

“Wadll, how do | get out there?’
She nodded. “Y ou could hire aprivate transport, but that is quite expensive.”

“Hmmmmm.”



“But thereredly isno point today.”

“What do you mean?’ Jack frowned.

She waved her hand in the direction of the people crowding the lobby. “It is Festival.”
“And...?

“Therewill be nobody there. Nobody works on Festival.”

Jack sighed. “You' reworking.”

She looked disappointed. “Yes, | know. It isapity, but | have to work. Later, when | have finished, |
will go out.” Her face brightened. “But you will be able to have agood time tonight.”

“Y eah, thanks.” Hetook the map, folded it, and dipped it into his pocket. Somehow, he didn’t think so.
“Isthere anything ese | can do for you, Mr. Stein?’

“No, that'sfine. Thanks.” He left the desk and headed Straight for the eevator, hislips pressed into athin
line

Back in hisroom, hetried to put acdl into Dr. Heering at the university, but there was no answer. It
looked like the receptionist had been right.

He ordered aplain room-service meal and spent the rest of the evening half watching piped entertainment
channels on the small screen in the corner of the room, flipping from channd to channd, but hismind
wasn't onit. Later in the evening the outside noise grew, and he went to the window. From buildings the
length of the main street, people had spilled out onto the roadway. Drums had joined the tambourines,
and the revelerswere dancing in the streets. A few blocks up, Jack could see aband playing, people
clustered around a stage. The noise thumped through the area, almost bel ow the threshold of hearing,
gtirring vibrations deep in his guts. He growled under his breath and closed the curtain, hoping to cut
some of the noise, but it was there and it persisted. Jack sighed again. He really should have done some
research on the place before coming in totaly unprepared, but that wasit: When someone you cared
about wasin trouble, you didn’t think; you went and you did.

Hetook afew moments analyzing that thought. He did care about Billie. He cared about her alot. And
shewasin trouble. He could fed it deep inside aong with the vibration stirring the depths of his ssomach.
He thought about doing some of his exercises, inducing apha, that haf-awake, half-adeep sate between
unconsciousness and wakefulness, to try to grasp the clues from semi-dreamdtate, but dismissed the idea.
He had none of his equipment here, and the circumstances weren't exactly ided for that sate of menta
relaxation he needed. Better to try to get some rest and get into time zone so he' d be sharp.

It took along time for Jack to fall adeep. It wasn't the unfamiliar room, the unfamiliar setting, or eventhe
noiseintruding into his awareness. He could ded with al of that. It was the Smple sense of disquiet
working in the back of his head.

Later in the night, he dreamed anyway.
Three

Jack knew immediately he was dreaming. The familiar sense of place, of persond identity that went with
atrue waking state, floated in and out. He was standing in an open field, the landscape gently undulating
around him and the tang of something sharp undercutting the breeze. Sour, like sweeat. He knew this



place. HE' d been here before. Therewasno sensetoiit at al. The artifact case was long gone, so what
the hell was he doing here?

“’Allo, Yack.” The voice came from behind. There was no one talking. He turned, heading toward the
place where he thought the voice had come from.

The smell grew sharper, and was suddenly touched with the taste of something burning. He didn’t want
to think what it might be.

“Yack Stein.”

Y eah, he knew that voice. It had gppeared in his dreams before. And asafinad confirmation, aruined
figure lurched over the hillsde, hdf its face burned away, the disfigurement unavoidable. Jack grimaced.

“Tabot. What are you doing here? Thisis my dream, dammit. Y ou shouldn’t be here.”

Carl Tabot had been present in Jack’ s earlier dreams about the stolen artifact when he’ d been working
on the Landerman case, but there had been areason for that. Talbot had been one of the victims of
Landerman’ s gang. Jack had solved that case long ago. Tabot' s presence now made no sense. Could
you have aghost from adream in adream? This guy was haunting him, like the ghosts of his past.

“You not finish yet, Yack,” said Tabot.

Jack tried to will him away, but the maimed figure stayed where it was. When that didn’t work, hetried
to will himself away, away to somewhere different.

“Not finish.”

Hetried to drag his attention away from the ruined face, but it was asif he were compelled to keep
looking.

Then, in the next instant, Talbot was gone.
“What the...?’

Hewas awake. He sat up in bed, arunnd of sweat crawling from his forehead to his cheek. He rubbed
his face vigoroudy with both hands and then sat there in bed for afew moments, collecting his thoughts
and working his eyes properly open.

Throwing back the covers, he swung his legs out of the wide bed and padded into the bathroom to pour
aglass of water. He drank it in large swallows, then stood staring into the mirror, propping himsdf up
with hishands againgt the sink. A bleary, shadowed face stared back at him, hair deep-touded, eyes
dightly bloodshot. Damn, what he' d give for a stimpatch right now. He pressed his eyesfirmly closed,
then opened them wide. Jack, you' re getting past it, he thought to himsdlf. Y ou’ relosing your edge. No
stimpatches, though. Not since Billie. Anyway, what the hell had that been about? Stupid dream.

He' d spent plenty of time dedling with that particular dreamscape while dedling with Landerman’slot. He
often used hisdreamsfor psychic prompts, cluesto lead him down the right path in a case; that was
normal. But this? Okay, so Billie was working with Antille, and Hervé Antille had been linked to the case
too, and to the City of Trees back on Mandala, asthe archeological site had been called, but that didn’t
explain Tabot’ s presence. He scratched the back of his head. Bits of it made sense, but the rest didn’t.
Forget it for now. Sometimes he just had to wait for the dreamsto fall into place, and sometimes dreams
were just dreams. For the moment, there was nothing concrete to tell him otherwise.



He glanced a thewall, forgetting for amoment. No time display there, and his handipad wasin his coat.
No, wait. Therewasasmdl clock by the other side of the bed, its numbers glowing red.

Six thirty. He groaned. Damn, just what he needed. M ornings were bad enough without being avake this
early. If hewaslucky, most of the parties from last night would be over by now. Still, being awake at this
hour should give him a chance to get started, and the sooner he tracked down Heering, the sooner he'd
have some answers about what was going on, about what had happened to Billie. A steaming hot shower
and some coffee and he' d be ready to face the rest of the day. He hadn’t even bothered to check if he
had coffee. Pulling open the cupboards, he found asmdll bar full of loca wine and beer, and not much
else, prompting alow sound in histhroat. He' d have to go downstairs for coffee. Great. Hereally was
beginning to hate this place aready, not that there were many places Jack Stein didn’t hate.

After coffee and, unusualy, something to est—the coffee was normally enough—Jack felt he was ready
at least to give the semblance of functioning. There had been only afew people a breskfast, and a
number of them looked positively the worse for wear. Balance City had certainly turned it on last night.
Somehow he suspected they didn’t do that sort of thing often. It was dmost asif they had been
orchestrated to have fun, and they weren't redlly used to how they should do it.

As hefinished the last of his coffee—surprisingly quite decent—he pulled out the map and studied it. The
university was afull ten miles outside the edges of Balance City. He had no choice but to take the local
transport. He grabbed his coat from the nearby rack, patted his pocket to make sure his handipad was
there and he' d forgotten nothing, and returned to the table for alast swalow of the coffee before heading
to the front desk to inquire about the shuttle schedule.

It appeared he wasin luck. They ran about every hour, and the next one was in about ten minutes time.
He thanked the girl and headed out into Utrecht’ sday, fedling asif he were walking into alandscape
even more aien than the one he had visited in hisdreamslast night. But then every cluster of humanity
gathered together was like an dien landscape, glossed with the sweat and dirt and odor. Baance City
was no different.

Outside there were traffic, people, noise, in complete contrast to how it had been when he' d arrived. The
empty streetsfrom yesterday were now fully without atrace of the celébrations of the previous evening.
Whoever ran this city did so efficiently, by the looks of things. Maybe too efficiently for Jack’ staste. He
spent amoment getting his bearings; then, following the directions he' d been given, he headed for the
shuttle stop, weaving in and out of smartly dressed commuters. There was something not quite right about
the way they looked to Jack, and it took him awhileto puzzleit out. Findly, it clicked. The colorswere
al wrong. The clotheswere conservativein cut and style, but the color combinations were deep greens,
yellows, blues, even reds. Primary colors, most of them. He was adrift on a sea of rainbow humanity, his
own drab hues—the plain brown coat, the dark top and trousers—setting him clearly apart from the rest
of the crowd. He hadn’t really noticed because he was the different one.

Damn. Thelast thing he wanted to do was draw attention to himsalf, but there was no way he was going
to be following their particular fashion sense anytime soon. The residents of Balance City could haveit. A
bit of research, that wasdl it took. A smple bit of research. Stupid, Jack. If Billie had been with him,
she' d have done the research, even down to the local fashion and style. It wasredlly starting to hit home
how much he had grown to rely on her. But she wasn't with him, and that was why he was here. The
smplest bit of preparation. ..He was suddenly more aware of the curious glances that kept shooting his
way as people passed, and then he caught himsalf. Dammit, Stein. Y ou have better things to worry
about.



He found the shuttle stop, making a show of peering at the net little notice showing the times, ignoring
those who walked around him, but keeping one eye on the passing traffic and the street. Hefelt edgy this
morning, asif something were plucking at his sensory nerves, thrumming subconscioudy within him. He
kept his eye out, checking the people, but there was nothing there to set off any darms. Just the locdls,
heading off to their pristine jobs. The problem was, how could hetell if he was being watched when
everybody seemed to be watching him? He glanced up and down the street feeling the familiar tirring
deepin hisguts.

The shuttle was there before long, and he climbed aboard, thankful that there were only two other
passengers. One was a kid, about the same age as Billie, and the other was an older man. Both ignored
him. Jack took aseet, glancing at the kid, thinking about Billie. Kids. Kidswere trouble. His gaze
lingered on the youth as he thought. The doors were just diding shut when aman forced hisway through
them, brushed down along yellow coat, and aso took a seat. Jack glanced at him with afrown, but the
man avoided hislook, just like everybody esein this place.

Jack nodded to himsdlf, and turned his attention to the window as the vehicle whirred into motion. The
shuttle was larger than the one he' d taken in from the airport, but was propelled by the same sort of
dmog-noisdessdrive.

As Jack looked out through the window as the urban landscape passed, it was clear that the day in
Baance City started early. People were dready disgppearing into buildings, and the crowds and traffic
were dwindling rapidly. Jack had never redlly thought about consgning himsdf to such alife, the daily
routine, uniformity, and conformity that went with a steady job. Maybe he should have, but redly, he
thought he would have gotten bored in no timeflat. His drifting from the military, to intelligence, to
fredlancing had taken away the boundaries and the uniformity rather than adding to them. Sure, therewas
uncertainty about what he did, but that was hdf of the attraction. He had no one to answer to but himsalf
and, in aroundabout sort of way, the occasiond client. Well, gpart from Billie, that was. No, thelifeof a
psychic investigator suited Jack Stein just fine.

Badance City’ slayout puzzled him. It was even, ordered, al hard angles, but he hadn’t seen asingle shop,
not a department store or convenience outlet or anything. Block after block of glass cubes stretched to
the sky. Where the hdll did these people do their shopping? He was il puzzling asthey crossed the
great span over the canyon leading to the city’ s edge. There had to be somewhere, right? He was dmost
tempted to ask one of hisfellow passengers, but thought better of it. Billie would have donesoinan
instant, he was sure. Still, it was supposed to be aguy thing, right? Y ou didn’t ask other people.

Asthey reached the edge of Baance City, Jack grunted to himself. There was no trangition, no gradua
thinning of buildings. One moment there werewalls of sted and glass, and the next, nothing. Open fields
stretched before them, broken only by the clear line of the roadway. One or two vehicles moved dong its
length in the distance, but it could have been aflat, unpopulated plain, except for the marks of agricultural
activity. Clearly it was before planting season. He guessed they were farms, and the even tracks
crisscrossing the dusty brown ground attested to that fact. He glanced behind to seeawall of reflective
glass staring back at him. When the sun was at the right angle, Balance City must smply glow with golden
light acrosstheflat plainsin front of it.

He turned back to face the front, and narrowed his eyes at awhite band that was starting to come into
view above the skyline. There was no way it could be another city. Whatever it was, it Sretched from
end to end of the horizon.

It wasn't till they were much closer—the kid and the old man had gotten out by that stage at a stop that
gppeared to be in the middle of nowhere, leaving him aonein the shuttle with Y éllow Coat—that Jack
had atrue appreciation for what he was seeing. Spread at even intervals, great white blades turned,



dirring with the breeze, line after line of windmills. There were hundreds, thousands of them stretching
away to either sde and beyond. Thetall white poles supporting them were broader at the base,
narrowed, and then broadened again, reaching up to acylindrica housing that Jack guessed held the main
mechanism being activated by the motion of the bladesthemsalves. A small green and red light blinked at
the back end of every cylinder. Stuck inside the shuttle, Jack couldn’t hear, but he bet those vast blades
made a sound asthey cut the air. Hisfellow passenger seemed unfazed by what he saw, but Jack sat
there openmouthed as they neared, then passed within the ranks of turning propellers, his head turning as
hetried to trace the extent of the lines, but they carried on right into the distance until they al merged into
one another.

Jack wasimpressed. Damned impressed. That was one hell of awind farm. He' d never seen anything on
such ascae. He guessed that Balance City must have avoracious need for power. A wind farm like this
must provide enough to keep Balance City ticking over and then some. There were no factories, no
industrial centersasfar as he’ d seen, but then he’ d completely missed thislot on theway in from orbit. In
fact, he' d missed more than alot, being too damned worried about thet little flier.

Thewind farm held hisfascination for only so long. After about amileit was behind them, and they were
back to open fields. The other man who rode with him had still not made eye contact nor acknowledged
Jack’ s presence. For the moment, that suited Jack just fine.

Small clusters of neat dwellings appeared on either sde of theroad, and at long last, off in the distance,
he could see trees. Not one or two, but whole stands of trees. Jack guessed it had to be more thick
forest of the kind he had seen on the way down from the orbitdl. A mere ten minutes later, long, low
buildings grew in the distance. Off to one Side, broad dishes pointed skyward. More glass and metdl.
Clearly thiswasthe technology park of Summergarden, in the center of which sat the University of
Baance City. The place waslarge enough to be asmall town, and he wondered how many people
worked or studied here and how many lived nearby. His fellow passenger dighted and disappeared
down asde road. Asthe doors did shut, the man turned, looked over his shoulder, and watched asthe
shuttle pulled away. Just for an ingtant, Jack thought he saw him talking into something concealed within
his palm. Jack frowned. He tried to watch the guy, see what he was doing, but the shuttle pulled around a
corner and the man and his canary coat were lost from view.

Moments later a clear Sgn marked the start of the university, and at the next stop he stepped out. He
gpent a couple of seconds orienting himsalf before heading into the complex proper. Technology park?
More like atechnology wasteland. Low blocky building after low blocky building studded with small
glasswindows. They reminded him of barracks. Not amemory that he particularly wanted right now.
Here too was the strange absence of trees he’ d noticed in Balance City itself. What did the Utrechtians
have againgt trees anywhere near urban congtruction? He shrugged to himsdf and headed for themain
building. Taler than theres, it stood in front of abroad quadrangle, paved instead of grassed.

Nest little Ssgns out in front pointed the way to various departments. He glanced around the quadrangle
again, frowning dightly. Where were adl the people? Still recovering from last night? Helooked up at the
sky and then dug out his handipad to check the time. No, it was late enough that he would expect some
sgnof lifeby now.

It didn’t take him long to find the department buildings. A smal white sign in front announced
ARCHAEOLOGY DEPARTMENT. The main door was st right in the building' s center, and he
headed up the steps.

Inside there was a small |obby covered with notice boards, just as he would have expected. A glassed-in
reception desk sat dead in front—unattended. He glanced down the corridors eft and right, hesitating.
Should hejust wander in? There was nothing else for it. As he turned into the corridor to theright, he



noticed gold-lettered signs hanging from the ceiling, and he followed them down, reading them one by
one. Right toward the end he found the one he was |ooking for, and he entered. Another long corridor
gretched before him, doorways with signs on them announcing who or what lived within. DR. A.
ALBUS...DEMONSTRATION LAB 1...SEMINAR ROOM...DR. H. ANTILLE—he paused for a
moment at that door—DR. K. FRANCIS...PROF. J. LEAMING. He followed down one side of the
corridor, stopping at the door at the end. RESEARCH LAB 1. No luck. There were no sounds either.
He worked hisway up the other side, finally located the door that said DR. A. HEERING, and paused
outside and thought for amoment. The urge to investigate had returned. Maybe he should just take a
quick look at Antille soffice.

He took ten steps back down the corridor and opened the door. It was a small office with two desks. A
comfortable leather chair sat behind the larger of the two, and books and journals sat in profusion on
shelves behind. Pictures of various bits of stone and artifacts were pinned up al over thewalls. A pair of
screens sat on each desk, their displayslifeess for now. Jack took astep inside, his senses dert, seeking
sometrace of Antille or Billiein the cluttered empty office. Hewasjust feding adight stirring degpin his
abdomen, the tug that gave him direction toward something that he could use as a psychic cue, when a
voice stopped himin histracks.

“Hey. You. What are you doing there?’

Jack turned dowly. A pae-faced young man with thin dark hair stood in the corridor, his hands shoved
into the pockets of awhite coat, a nondescript shirt and trousers on underneath.

“Um, nothing,” said Jack. Good opener, Stein. “I was looking for Dr. Heering.”

“Wdl, youwon't find him there. Thisisnot his office.”

Jack nodded. “Y eah, well, it didn’t seem like anyone was a homein Dr. Heering' s office.”

“No, of coursenot,” said the young man. “Dr. Heering isin thelabs. | am hisassstant. And you are?’
“Sorry,” said Jack. “I’'m Jack Stein. If you can take meto Dr. Heering...”

The young man looked Jack up and down skepticaly. “ And you want to see Dr. Heering...?" Helet the
wordstrail off.

“Because he asked me to come and see him,” said Jack pointedly.

The assstant gave Jack another suspicious ook, and then turned reluctantly, beckoning him to follow
down to the end of the corridor.

Damned if Jack was going to give him the pleasure of offering up any more information than that.

Behind the door stretched along laboratory, one that Jack had seen before. This was the place where
he' d dreamed Antille, seen him with the artifact, seen the machines. He paused for amoment, adjusting
as dream memory was suddenly overlapped with redity. The young man was standing &t the door,
waiting for Jack to pass, and he cleared histhroat.

“Right,” said Jack. Thelong, low benches, the lights hanging over them, the pieces of archeologica
atifactsweredl too familiar.

“Dr. Heering isover there”

Jack nodded and walked to the end of the lab. Heering' s assistant stood at the open doorway, watching.



Jack made the connection; the young man had every right to be suspicious, what with the Outreach
activities concerning the artifact in the first place, but that had been amost two years ago now. Outreach
had made concerted attemptsto “acquire” the tablet, as had the questionable group the Sons of Utrecht.
People attached to this particular department would have taken the brunt of most of that. Did the
suspicion last that long? Or perhaps there had been other incidents since then.

He recognized Heering from the call immediately.
“Dr. Heering?’

The owl-eyed face looked up at him, blinking rapidly, dragging its attention from apiece of stone sittingin
front of him on the bench. Heering frowned.

“I'm Jack Stein.”

Heering drew his breath in quickly and then seemed to hold it. “ Y es. Of courseyou are. | am Aaron
Heering. Y ou came sooner than | had thought you would.”

“So what’ sthis about Antille and Billie? And whereis everyone?’

Heering paused and then waved his assistant away. The young man lingered at the doorway for afew
moments, then nodded dightly and withdrew.

“Of course,” said Heering. “1 understand you are anxious.” He draped a cover over the piece of sone
and stood. “We had better go to my office. Y ou areright: Thereisno one around, but it is vacation time
right now, between semesters. All the students are away, and many of the staff take this opportunity to
have abreak aswdll. I, on the other hand, have pressing research to continue, and Donndlly thereis
asssting mein my work. That’ sthe reason we are here, but you never know who might just popin. It
will be better to tak in my office.”

Jack wondered briefly what Heering was working on, but then decided that it probably wouldn't mean
anything to him anyway, and the doctor seemed eager to get him to follow away from the lab.

Heering’ s office was much more ordered than Antille's. Neat stacks of paper and journas sat boxed on
the shelves. The desk was clear. Heering indicated a seet, waiting before shutting the door.

“You don't look very much like your niece,” he said dowly. “Thereis not much family resemblance.”

Jack frowned. “ And what’ s so unusua about that? We come from different sides of the family.” He
found the ingtant suspicion interesting. “L ook, what do you want meto say? Y ou’ re the one who
suggested | come. Remember? Now it's my turn to make a suggestion. Tell mewhat’ s going on. Where
areBillieand Antille?” He leaned forward in hischair, hisjaw set.

“I’m not so surethat | can do that, Mr. Stein. Y our concern seems genuine, but how do | know that |
cantrust you?’

Jack got to hisfeet then and took astep forward. “ Of courseit’s damned well genuine. Listen, Heering,
you' d better start telling me what' s hgppened to Billie....” He could fed the anger and frustration growing
inhim likethefilling of awell.

Heering lifted a hand. “ Threatening behavior will get you nowhere, Mr. Stein.”
Jack took a deep breath and sat dowly back down. “1’m waiting.”



Heering nodded and spoke, dmost asif to himself. *Y ou do seem worried about them.”

“Look,” said Jack. “Why do we have to go through this shit? We' ve established that. | wasinvolved with
Hervé Antillein that whole Landerman affair. He must have told you about it. Billie was there with me on
Mandaa. It's because of usthat those bastards were taken off Antille' sback. Sincethen, | think they
might have left you guys aone. Aloneto get on with your ‘pressing’ research. Or am | wrong?’

Heering pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger, looking down &t the floor. “1 keep
fairly well to mysdlf. We have work to do here, but yes, Dr. Antille may have mentioned something of
that sort. It istrue, we are working on similar avenues. Our paths clearly...how do you say...overlap.”

Jack sighed, barely managing to keep hisimpatience under control.
“All right. | just can’t betoo careful,” said Heering, and findly took the chair opposite. “Let usbegin.”

If Jack didn’t know better, he would have thought that Heering was gearing up for the sart of alecture.

Four

Jack leaned forward in his chair, afeding of nervous chill deep in his gut as Heering started to speak.
Thearcheologigt held hisfingers steepled in front of him and gazed into the middle distance through and
over them, hiswide eyes unfocused.

“Dr. Antille has been doing some startling work with the dlien artifact. Y ou know al about the artifact,
obvioudy. And quite frankly I’ m rather jealous. Significant progress. |, mysdlf, have been working on
pieces from another ste—one we believeisrelated—but Dr. Antill€ s progress has been outstanding. He
received some research help, | believe, from the young woman. She' s quite talented, you know.”

Having Billie referred to as ayoung woman was alittle strange in Jack’ s ears. He till thought of her asa
girl. She hadn’t even been twelve when he' d first met her, but now? Was sixteen ayoung woman?

Heering didn’t wait for any response. “Dr. Antille believed he had found the correct mappingsto be
derived from the symbols on the artifact’ s surface. Clearly he could not rel ease these results until he'd
done more investigation to verify his assumptions. And, of course, thereis nothing to cross-reference

agand.”

Heering spread his hands. “ So thereyou are,” he said.

“Wheream |7 said Jack. “1 don't get it.”

“Empirica observation,” said Heering. “It’ sthe only true way to test atheory.”

“I'msorry, 1..."

Heering sighed. “He had to test the calculations. The only way to do that isto verify that they worked.
How e se could he confirm hisresults?” There was ahint of exagperation in Heering’ svoice now. “ Of
course, hewas virtually convinced that he was right, and | believe he had good reason to be so, having
looked in detail a hisfindings. But that was about two weeks ago now.”

Jack frowned. “ Test the results? How?’

“By using them, of course,” Heering said. “He had to use them in an actud demonstration. Thought
experiments are wdll and good, but truth liesin the practical application of the theory. If they pointed the
way to the dien homeworld, then he had to go to the adien homeworld and see. It should have been quite



easy. He just had to use the coordinates in reverse to return home, or so we believed....”
Jack picked up on the we and noted it. Heering was far more deeply involved than he was letting on.

“Of course, the university has access to some ships provided by our sponsors. He had to use one of
them, because obvioudy the drive is essential. That goes without saying. One cannot make ajump
without ajump drive.”

“And hetook Billiewith him?” Jack was out of the chair again.
“I believe s0.”
1] s,]it.”

Jack rubbed his cheeks with one hand, pressing hislipstogether, thinking fast. “Shit,” he said again.
“How could he...Never mind...” He shook his head. Nothing would stop Billie going with him. Nothing
at al. Once she had her mind made up...

“And there’ sbeen no sgn of them since?’
Heering dowly shook his head. “Not a...how do you say?...peep.”

“Damn.” Jack paced over to the window and looked out over drab, featurelesswalls. Blank ashis
thought processes right now. “I have to go after them. That’ sthe only way.” How the hell was he going
to do that?

He spun to face Heering again. “I’ m going to need your help. Hervé must have taken notes, right? Must
have recorded what he was working on. Y ou said you' d checked hisfindings. Do you have accessto
them?’

Heering was watching Jack pace back and forth with an interested expression, asif he might be
observing some intriguing research subject.

“Dr. Heering!”

“What? Oh, yes...| probably do. Dr. Antille entrusted backup copies of hiswork to me. But | don't
know what—"

“What else?1’m going to need a ship. But how the hell do | get aship out here? Chridt. In this
goddamned ana place, there are going to be rules and regs, aren’t there. How the hell do | get ashipin
Bdance City?’

He had to think thisthrough. Billie was out there somewhere, maybe on the other side of the universe for
al heknew, and there was no way even to get in touch with her. Or wasthere?

“Isthere any sort of communication with this ship?’

Heering blinked. “ Quiteimpossible. Conventional communication meanswould beimpractica anyway.
The ship would likely be back before any message sent from it would arrive. Subspace communication is
well and good in the appropriate circumstances, but the distancesinvolved...Do you not think we would
have been in touch if we could have?’

Think, Jack. Think.

He had to use what he knew.



“I’'m going to need accessto Antille s office, seeif there' s something there | can use.”
Heering looked a him quizzicaly. “I’m not sure | understand.”

“I’m adetective, Dr. Heering. A psychic detective. Psychic. Get it? There may be something there of
Antillé sor Billie sthat will help. Work with me.”

“All right. All right. There sno need to raise your voice.”
“I'm not...dammit.” Jack took adeep bresth. “All right. Can we go to Antill€ s office now?’

“If you think it might help. It isessentid that Dr. Antilleisreturned safely. Hiswork isimportant. If you
knew thetrueimplications of hisfindings...” Heering stood. Jack was out the door before him and down
the corridor toward Antille' soffice.

Jack couldn’t care less about Antille or the importance of hisfindings. Billiewaswheat redly mattered.

Again, Jack paused at the doorway of Antille s office, but thistime Heering hovered behind him,
watching with akind of detached interest.

Taking adow step insde the cluttered room, Jack reached within himself, seeking that pull, that tautness.
Nothing. He took adow, calming breath, held it, and then let it out just as dowly, seeking the balance
that would release hisinner senses.

“Mr. Stein—"
Jack thrust ahand up for quiet, and Heering subsided.

Concentrate, Jack. He knew he had felt something when he' d been in here before. It had come from the
direction of the desk he presumed was Billi€'s. He turned hisfocus toward that side of the room. There!
Hefdt the pull. One step, two, and he narrowed his senses, feding for the thing that was creating the
spark. Hehad it. A smal stone shard lay on apile of drawings, holding them in place. Tentatively he
reached for it, dreading the rush, but as hisfingers made contact there was nothing more than adight
tingling sensation a hisfingertips. It meant he would have to work with the piece, seeif he could get it to
give up its secrets.

“I’'m going to need to take thiswith me,” Jack said, looking back over his shoulder at Heering.
Heering frowned and gave adight shrug.

Taking the shard and placing it deep in his pocket, Jack concentrated again, refining his sensesfurther,
reaching out to the room. He could fed faint traces, markers of Billi€' s presence, probably Antille' stoo,
but there was nothing strong enough to draw him closer. The piece of stonein his pocket wasthere,
present, pulling againgt his awareness, but he blocked it, shutting it out from what he felt from the rest of
the office.

“That'sit,” hesad findly with asigh.
“So tell mewhat you havefound,” said Heering.

Jack turned dowly to face him. Heering wasn't aclient, but he was the closest thing he had to aclient
right now, and to be fair, the academic was proving useful. Herolled out the rehearsed explanation. “No,
it doesn't dwayswork like that. That piece has something, but | don’t know what it is. Energies seem to
accumulate in certain objects, and either they give me cuesimmediately or | haveto dig deeper. I'm



going to have to work with thisone.”
“Energies?’

“Yeah. | don’'t know how eseto explain it. Marks of events, people, that sort of thing. Power findsits
way into surrounding objects. Sometimesit’ s the rooms themselves, sometimes, likethisone, it'san
individua object. For somereason | can read them, pull clues out of those energies and work with them.”

“Soitisimprecise?’

“Oh, you bet it simprecise. As| said, | haveto work with them. Sometimes that means putting awhole
lot of different cluestogether to come up with acomplete picture. If I’'m lucky, then they al work
together. Otherwise...”

“| s
“Yeah,” said Jack. “Now, what about these notes?’
“Wewill need to go back to my office.”

Jack nodded. “ Okay. Let’'sgo.”

He followed Heering back up the corridor. Just before they reached the door, Jack had another thought.
“What about the artifact itsdlf?’

Heering stopped and turned, looking troubled. “1 do not know.”
Jack frowned. “What do you mean, you don’t know?’
“I do not know whereitis”

“How can you not know? Antille was working on the damned thing, wasn’t he? Y ou have to have some
ideawhere he would have kept it.”

Heering shook his head. “ Dr. Antille was very careful about the object. After dl the trouble we had with
it...Wdl, you understand.”

Jack did understand. The artifact itself had aready been the cause of a couple of deaths, and very nearly
hisown. At least two separate groups had enough interest in the thing to involve large sums of money and
complete disrespect for anyone who might get in the way. Antille was probably wise to have stashed it
somewhere, but it did little to help Jack’ s current dilemma.

“Fine. I'll just have to make do with what we ve got.”

Heering nodded and stood back to let Jack walk into the office before him. Heering followed, closing the
door quietly behind him. He stood with his back to the door, watching Jack with that detached scrutiny,
looking asif he were waiting for Jack to do something.

“What isit?’ said Jack.
“Perhaps you will find something here?’ said Heering.

“Oh, | getit,” said Jack. “What do you want to do? Test me or something? It doesn’t work like that.
Now, can we get on with it?’



Heering looked disappointed, but nodded and stepped into the room, taking up the seat in front of his
desk. He pulled out a keyboard from a compartment just below the surface and tapped a couple of keys.
The screen sparked into life. Jack was il having difficulty coming to termswith thisold technology. In
some way's Utrecht was completely modern; in others...

“I have the items under astrong encryption routine. It will take afew minutes for the materid to unpack.”

Jack took a seat and sat back, prepared to wait. Whatever Antille had passed on to his colleague was
cruciad. Jack knew that much.

While hewas waiting, Heering tapped another couple of keys and started scanning other noteson the
screen. Jack could make little sense of what he could see over the archeologist’ s shoulder.

A good five minuteslater, asmdl bell-like tone came from the screen, and Heering turned to beckon
Jack forward. “Herewe are.”

Jack crossed and peered over his shoulder, standing just behind him. On the screen was a page of notes.
It was apicture of an actua page, handwritten formulae and arcane symbols spread acrossit. Heering hit
akey and another image replaced the firgt, then another and another.

Nothing. There was nothing there Jack had a hope of understanding. “How am | supposed to work with
this?’ hesaid.

“Perhapsif we gototheend,” said Heering. He hit another couple of keys and the images flicked past
one after the other, findly stopping on asingle page. “ These are the concluding notes. Most of the
previous pages rel ate to explanation and the steps to reach those conclusions with some background
materid. | believe this page rdates to the coordinates that Dr. Antille believes will lead to the relevant
world.”

Jack squinted at the screen with adight frown. It contained line after line of what looked like formulae.
Whatever information the page contained, it was completely opaqueto him.

“Dammit. It' susdless. | don't know anything about astronavigation. What am | supposed to do with
this?”

He stood straighter, rubbing the back of his neck with one hand.
“| suggest you find someone who does,” said Heering.
“You said you' d looked at the conclusions. Why can’'t you help?’

Heering shook hishead. 1 have looked at the trand ations and the derived projections. | too know very
little about astronavigation, Mr. Stein. | know about deriving the relevant formulae and coordinates, but
to actudly put them to practical use...l am atheoretician.”

Grest. Thetrue academicin theivory tower.

“And how exactly am | supposed to find someone who can help? Here? | need aship and | need
someone who can navigateit. I'm sorry, but | didn’t see much evidence of anywhere | waslikdly to find
that in Baance City.”

Heering spun his chair dowly to face Jack.

“As above, so not below,” he said.



“Huh?’ Jack looked down at him blankly.

“| thought that would have had rdlevance for you, Mr. Stein,” said Heering, adight smile for once
gopearing on hislips.

“I don't getit.” He remembered some phrase like that, but he couldn’t see the connection.

Heering continued to look amused. “Y our niece spoke often about the notes, the ancient alchemical texts
that you had used on a previous case. Being, asyou are, apsychic investigator, | thought that phrase
might mean something to you. Asabove, o bdow...”

That waswhat it was. “Y eah, yeah, I’ ve heard it before. What of it?

“I am sorry,” said Heering, the smile dipping away. “1t was my little joke. Balance City isnot al asit
seems. Clearly you have seen only the surface levels. There arelevelsbelow. It is quite different down
there. | suggest you go back and investigate the lower regions. Y ou might just find what you arelooking
for.”

Damn. Of course. That was why he hadn’t seen any shops or facilitiesin the city. All of them were out of
sght in the lower levels. He should have remembered the way the city grew downward aswell as up.
He' d seenit clearly enough on theway in, but his mind had been on other things.

“But can't you help at al?’ asked Jack.

“I am sorry,” said Heering. “ Transportation is not my area of expertise. If you want to engagein space
travel, | suggest you find someone who knows about such things. | truly cannot help you.”

Jack grimaced. Heering wasright, of course. “ Okay, I’m going to need a copy of that page, if it contains
what you say it does.” He pulled out his handipad. “ Can you send it to me?’

Heering looked troubled. “1’m not surethat | can—"
“Dammit, Heering. | need that Stuff.”

“But | cannot do that. | don’t think we are equipped for that. The best | can do isgive you aprint of the
pege.”

“A print?’
“Y es, areproduction on paper.”

Paper?“Damn,” breathed Jack. This place wasfull of anachronisms. Back home, areproduction on
paper would cost afortune.

He nodded dowly. “There sonelast thing, Dr. Heering.”
Heering looked up. “Y es?”’

“I need accessto the roomswhere Billie was staying. | need to seeif there’ sanything of hersthat | can
l&”

Heering pursed hislips and shook hishead dowly.
“What?" asked Jack.



“I would have no idea about where the young woman was staying. It is unlikely we could find anyoneto
assig in that at the moment. The accommodeations are not very well attended at thistime of year. I'm
afraid to do so would take some time, and there' d be explanations and authorities.”

Of course there would. Thiswas Utrecht. Jack sighed. “Okay, it was athought.”

Heering nodded his understanding. “I’'m sorry,” he said.
Five

A |l the way back on the shuttle, Jack was turning options over in hismind. Despite what Heering had
told him, he thought it doubtful that he’ d find what he needed in the lower levels of Badance City. HeEd
seen what sort of people lived here dready. Regardless of their little party time, there were the marks of
rigidity everywhere. The sort of person he' d need would be alittle freer than the mind-set that pervaded
the upper reaches. Hejust couldn’t imagine that it would be so much different.

Maybe he should call for help, but he couldn’t think who there might be who could help. Typicd. He'd
rushed into thiswithout thinking things through. Billie was missing, and here he was charging in like some
ancient knight in armor, except he didn’'t have ahorse, he didn’t have aweapon, and he didn’t quite
know where he was going.

He reached into his pocket and reassured himsalf with the crinkle of paper shoved into his pocket. It was
thinly coated with some sort of protective gloss, it wastrue, but that would protect it for only so long.

He' d just better not lose it in the meantime. If he was lucky, he might be able to find some way to transfer
it to the handipad, but everything he' d seen of Utrecht so far made him doubt that. Next to the paper sat
the small stone shard. He fdt the tingle as hisfingers brushed its edge. He hadn’t had time to look at it
properly, and he didn’t want to yet—not until he wasin the sort of setting he needed. The hotel room
wasn't ided, but it was close enough to what he wanted. He could set the door to DO NOT DISTURB
and then see what he could get out of the stone itsdif.

Thewind farm digtracted him for afew minutes, the giant blades turning, flashing with light, thelines of
white support poles stretching on to infinity. In unison, dl dong thelines, the small green and red lights
continued to blink. It must be abizarre Sght late a night from the other sde. A wall of winking colored
eyes staring back at you. There was only one word for it: dien.

Funny that he should think of that particular word. Alien. That waswhat it was al about—the hunt for the
aien homeworld, if it was the homeworld. Jack had had previous dream contact with these strange
beings, or at least it was possible that he had. He had dreamed them, and in some way, devoid of

gpeech, they had communicated with him. Silvery bodies and featureless cylindrica shaftsthat led to
whatever senaing faculties these creatures had. For dl he knew they had been a mere construction of his
subconscious mind, filling in strange details to make up for the void of his own experience. Well, maybe
Billieand Antille knew the truth of it now. That was where they’ d gone—seeking the homeworld. There
was no way he could tell on hisown.

Mercifully there was no one e se on the shuttle on the way back in. Nor wasthere any sign of his
erstwhile fellow passenger, which gave Jack some comfort. What Heering had said about being between
semesters was working to his advantage. It was only asmall thing, but agood thing dl the same. These
suffy Utrechtians made him distinctly ill at esse.

And he was back to thoughts about how he could possibly find what he needed in this place. An entire
people who used one day in the year to break free from their culturd rigidity. That waswhat Festival was
all about. 1t had to be. Then there was the whol e experience with the officials when he camein, and yet



they’ d allowed him to buy hisway out of the Situation. There was a contradiction there, but not one that
he was equipped to puzzle out right at the moment. And Billie—Billie with her complete distaste for
authority—how the hell had she put up with it for so long? Two and ahaf months wasn't too much time,
but for Billie...

Damned if he knew what his place was as far as Billie was concerned.

Here he was on aforeign world, completely out of touch with his people and customs and devoid of his
regular contacts. Anyone he could have possibly approached was days, weeks away, and he doubted
they had the skills he needed anyway. He didn’t move with pilots and navigators. Most of his contacts
were grictly ground-based. It looked like he would just have to make do with what he had himsdlf.

He sat back to watch miles and miles of empty brown fields dip by asthe shuttle headed back into the
city.

Fifty minuteslater he stepped back into the hotdl Iobby, only now redlly noticing the contrast from the
previous evening. The wide leather sofasand small chintzy tables and chairswere virtualy unoccupied. A

local businessman was Sitting on one of the couches. Jack knew hewas alocal. The bright green suit and
purple shoes gave it away immediately. Jack nodded in the man’ sdirection, but he wasfixedly ignored.

Shuffling around in his pocket, he retrieved the map given to him by the girl at reception and headed for
the front desk. Another young woman stood there, smile dipping into place automaticaly.

“Yes, sr. May | be of some assistance?’

“Um, yes,” said Jack, as he spread the map out on the desk between them and smoothed out the
crumpled paper with theflat of hishand. “One of your colleagues gave me this map yesterday, but it
doesn’t seem to have everything | need.”

“I don't understand, sir. What are you looking for?’
“I can’t see any shopping facilities. Other things. Where would they be?’

The young woman blinked a couple of times, then smiled again. “ The hotel shop has many thingsyou
might need. Anything else you can order through the hotel system and it will be delivered to your room.
Perhaps there’ s something | can help you with.”

Hewondered if there was some way of cutting through this shit. “L ook, have you got amap of the lower
levels, please?”’

Thesmiledid away. “It isnot recommended that visitorsto Balance City vist those areas. We can
accommodate al your needs here.”

Jack shook his head. “No, not good enough. Have you got amap or don’'t you?’
The receptionist pursed her lips. “ Y es, we have such amap.”
“Wadll, can you give me one, please?”’

Her expression became even more severe, disapproving, but she ducked below the desk and came up
bearing afolded glossy piece of paper. Jack did it from her grasp and proceeded to unfold it on the
desk. It had severd interconnected leaves. Jack examined thefirs. A large empty space, vaguely ova in
shape, sat at the center, what Jack presumed must be the centra spire upon which Balance City was
built, and al around the edges of it were districts marked out in different colors. He flipped over to the



next page. Another level was shown, again with the centra blank space, but thistime the level’ s diameter
was smdler. Again, color-coded regions spread out from the centra oval, but not covering as much area.
Hipping rapidly through the remaining pages, he found smilar maps, each decreasing in Size until the last
and smallest one. Each one had awritten key along the outside edge, and grid references. He folded it
roughly back up and dipped it away in his pocket.

“Thank you,” he said.

She merely nodded.

“I don't suppose you have adigitd version of this?’

A flicker of afrown and she shook her head, her face il registering disapproval.
“No, | didn’t think s0.”

He could fed her watching him al the way to the elevators.

“Damned stupid tourist,” she was probably thinking to herself, but why anyone would want to cometo
Balance City asatourist for any possible reason escaped Jack for the moment. Asthe elevator doors
did shut, Jack noticed the parrot-clothed businessman watching him too. He dlowed himself awry grin
asthe devator climbed toward hisfloor. So Jack Stein was the odd one out. Okay. He could live with
that.

Back in hisroom, he shrugged off his coat and hung it on ahook behind the door, reaching into the
pockets to retrieve both maps, the paper covered in calculations given to him by Heering and the small
stone shard. Pressing the indicator to be sure he wouldn't be disturbed, he dropped dl but the stone
shard on the small table and drew the curtains. The power from the fragment till tickled at hisfingers,
which gave him some comfort. The object’ simportance hadn’t been anillusion. Stripping off histrousers
and shirt, he moved to the bed, lowered himsdlf to lie in the center on his back, cupped the stone piece
between his handsin the middle of his chest, and began his relaxation routine, maintaining concentration
on what he held while his breathing dowed. He had none of histools here, theinducer pads, the sterile
surrounds—he' d just have to trust that he could force himself into deep state with his practiced
techniques. He had to be able to force the dream and control it rather than just 1et it happen.

Little by little, Jack felt himsdlf start to drift down through apha, deeper. Awareness started to dip away,
gently rocking him into the edge between wakefulness and dreaming. The stone, he thought. The stone.
Billie. Concentrate on Billie, on Antille. He conjured their imagesin hismind, trying to link them to the
gtone chip held warmly between his pams.

Therewaslight. Blue-white light picked out details of afamiliar landscape. Jack stood in a pretty field,
squinting againg the glare. Grass, wild and tangled, sprinkled with tal wildflowers, stretched out toward a
low hill in one direction, and what he presumed were treesin the other. They didn’t ook 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. The air carried atang. Jack wrinkled his
nose. It was abit like old sweet. 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 he tried willing himsdf upward, but
in thisinstance he seemed confined to the ground. No flying here. Pity. With a shrug, he sarted walking
inthedirection of thelow hill.



As he neared, afigure crested the rise, silhouetted with glare so he could not make out the festures. He
stopped walking and waited. The figure stood at the top of the rise, seeming as though it were looking
down at him. Jack couldn’t quite tell. Thefigure started down the gentle dope and gradually grew more
distinct. It was aman, and as he drew closer Jack could see exactly who it was. Carl Tabot was heading
downthe hill in hisdirection, wearing apale suit and half-open shirt, hishair dicked into place like
something out of the old vids. Talbot took histime, and Jack waited. He glanced behind him once or
twice, but the cathedra treeswere till there, so he turned his gaze back to watch Talbot’ s steady
approach. When Talbot was about ten feet away, though distance was adways 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. But that couldn’t be right. He forced himsdlf to
concentrate, but hiswillpower kept dipping away.

Tabot nodded. The sweat smell was joined by the hint of ozone.

“Where are we?’ asked Jack.

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

But Jack did know.

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 sizzling rush, and then the buzzing was suddenly gone. The sharp smell
of burning filled the air. Tabot till stood in front of him, but half his face had been burned away, and one
armwas gone, leaving just a blackened stump. Hisremaining eye was till 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.”

Wait! He d dreamed this dream before. He was smply replaying an earlier dream sequence from an
earlier case. That didn’t make sense. Tabot had nothing to do with what was going on now.

“Stop!” he shouted.

Helooked down at his hand, but it was empty. He closed it and opened it again, willing the stone shard
back. When he opened his hand thistime, it was there. He channeled his attention down, staring at the
rock chip, focusing his concentration. Then hewilled histhoughtsto Billie. Billie was closest to what he



needed. Billie, he thought, caling to her inthe void.

But when he looked up, the landscape was the same. Talbot gtill stood there looking a him out of his
haf-ruined face.

“Yack Stein,” said Talbot.

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 wasfarther away than that, far, far above. It was...it was Ky,
but dark, leaden gray. That was dl 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...togo.”
“What isit, Carl? Where do | 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. Blankness remained. 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. Jack concentrated. Quad shapes.
Quad shapes like four thick, stocky legs, joined to acentra spire that reached up into the sky.

“’Erel” said Tabot emphaticdly. “Y ou haf to go.”
“Why do | haveto go there, Carl? Tell 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 else. He was standing on aplain. Silver shapes flashed above his head, amost
too fast to follow. One zipped silently past, whipping his head back as hetried to track it.

Heturned to track it into the distance.

Something was standing behind him. It wastall, four legs, spaced evenly around athick centra body. It
seemed smooth, featureless, shining dightly with asilivery dickness. At firgt he thought it was some sort of
sculpture, the same sort of structure as the other things he' d seen, but on asmaller scale. And then it
moved. Jack took a step back. Again, one of the four legs swung forward, repositioning the body. The
top of thethick central shaft tilted forward. The whole thing looked ponderous, awkward. About halfway
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. Thiswas just weird, and the weirdness was
working in his chest, making his heart pound faster. There was something in the hollow. Despite the fear
garting to rise within him, helooked closer. There was a shapein there, something flat, rectangular. He
recognized that shape. It wasthe 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 back his frustration.

“No, dammit!” he shouted at the empty plain. Thiswas the same dream. The same dream over again.
Almost instant by instant, scene by scene, he had dreamed this very same dream over two years ago.



Hewas aone on the plain, and then he wasn't. Tabot was back.
“What do you want?’ said Jack.
Tabot winked with his one remaining eye. “Weknow you are’ere, Yack,” hesaid.

And Jack was awake.

Six

Jack had been expecting more. Something else. Something different. He knew there was no point trying
to go back into dreamstate, though. He sat up and checked the time display. An hour. Nothing he could
usethere, at least not that he could see yet. He just couldn’t work out why Talbot kept regppearing. The
dead guy had been acluein the earlier case, but how could he be a clue now? It made no sense, unlessit
was because the dream back then had been linked to the diens. Both of them had the strange quad dien
beings, and both had Tabot. Those last dreams had been more about Tabot himsdf, but now it was
about the diens. Maybe that was the link. Anyway, it appeared he' d have to use his other avenues of

investigation, and meanwhile, time wasticking past and he was no closer to finding out what had
happened to Billie.

He dressed, then reached for the map that the woman had given him. Sitting at the smdll glasstable, he
spread it out, then flipped through it, peering one by one at the misshapen colored ova s representing the
various levels, knowing that redly it was a pretty pointless exercise. He knew nothing about Balance City
and the way things worked here. Maybe this place had some sort of life going on somewhere, but
damned if he' d seen any sign of it yet. Heering had been pretty pointed in his direction, though. He folded
the map away with afrustrated sigh, grabbed his coat, and, after shrugging it on, shoved the map into an
insde pocket. That was onething he'd learned over the years: Y ou didn’t wander the Streets of a strange
city withamap on full display, even the handipad variety. It screamed victim. And asit was, he sood out
without even trying. Not that he had any intention of purchasing any of the rainbow ouitfits that would let
him fade into the crowd.

He patted his pockets, more out of habit than anything else, but gpart from his handipad and the map,
there was nothing to check. All it did was remind him of another thing he was missing—aweapon.
Where the hell was he going to find agun? Y ou never knew when you might need that little added bit of
security, especidly in Jack’ sline of work. Dammit, Stein. Preparation. He should have learned that by
now. He was right not bringing one with him, with the security he' d seen ontheway in, but at least he
should have searched for where he might be able to find one.

Checking hisroom, and then making sure the door was firmly locked, he headed back down to the lobby
to have aword with the concierge. That should at least give him asteer in theright direction. Hotel staff
were supposed to know things.

A woman he hadn’t seen before stood behind the desk. Dark hair wastied back in a severe bun, and
high cheekbones accented dightly dmond, dark eyes. The hospitaity smile flashed into place ashe
approached. When he dug the map out of his pocket and spread it flat in front of her, the smilerapidly

dipped away.
“Maybe you can hdp me,” he said, flipping over a couple of the map leaves.
“I will try,” sheresponded in aflat voice. “Of course...” she added, almost as an afterthought.

“Okay,” said Jack, meeting her blank expression and prepared to play out the charade. “Thismap is
pretty good, but it doesn’t give me alot of information. If you could give me any pointers about aress that



| should redlly avoid, I’d appreciateit.”
There was the barest pursing of her lips and anarrowing of the eyes. “I’m not sure | understand.”

“I’'m aforeigner here. | don't redly know the city. | would guessyou might beloca.” It wasn't agiven,
especidly not in ahotel, but she had the look and the attitude. “Every city has areas that you might want
to stay out of at night. Right? Even in the daytime. | just want a couple of pointers. Could you do that for
me?’

She bardly restrained asigh, then gave areluctant nod. She leaned forward and turned over two of the
map leaves, looking at them and moving them back and forth, then laid one of them flat. With one finger
shetraced aline around the edge of the purple-hued ova on that page. The level—Jack guessed it was
about four down—was uniformly shaded, except for asquarish green projection at one edge, not too far
from where her finger now pointed.

“Thislevd, Algol,” she said, briefly pointing to the name at the top before returning to trace the western
edge again, “isnot so nice. Here, especidly, | would advise care. In fact, you' d be better off not going
thereat dl, particularly done”

“| see,” said Jack.

“Not advisableat dl,” she said with abrief nod, asif confirming it to herself.
Jack gave ahaf amile. So that waslikely to be one of hisfirst stops.
“Okay,” hesad. “Anywhere d 27’

“Well...” Sheturned another couple of leaves. The page now showing was amosaic of regular pink and
light blue squares. Their ova was quite alot smaler than many of the others. “Thisarea, Carlton, is...”
Here she paused. “Where some of the...loca paliticians, and others, make their homes.” Again the
pause. “They tend to like their privacy and security.”

“Security?” Jack picked on the word, feigning innocence. Y ou generaly didn’t need security unlessyou
had something to be secured againg.

“It'sjudt,” she said, moistening her lower lip, “they don't exactly welcome visitors.”

“Hmmmm.” Jack tucked the information away. “All right. One more question and then I’ [l leave you
aone. Do people hunt here?’

“Yes, of course,” she responded.

Jack nodded. Lots of forest, a certain type of population. It was the classic environment for hunters. He
had thought they might. “So,” he said. “Where might | buy some hunting equipment?’

Her expression lightened ashade, and for amoment her gaze flickered across hisface and body, asif she
were reassessing. She gave the briefest nod, then turned her attention back to the map, flipping back to
one of the higher levels. “Here,” she said, taking apen and circling ayellow area. “ Thisis ashopping
digtrict. Y ou will probably find what you arelooking for here. But, redly, if you wish, we could arrange
something for you. Perhapsyou'’ d like to engage the services of a hunting guide?’

“No, that’ sfine,” said Jack, reaching for the map and folding it away, back into hisinner pocket. “I
prefer to do these things mysdf. Y ou' ve been most hel pful. Thank you.”



And she had, but perhapsin ways she didn’t expect.
“Let usknow if we can be of any further assstance, Mr. Stein,” she said.

Oh, that was good. She knew exactly who he was. He might have guessed they were keeping tabs on
him. How much exactly did they know? Somehow the idea didn’t exactly make him fed comfortable.

More than haf adozen separate spots gave access to the city below, each marked on the map with a
clear red circle. Jack had aready decided that he' d try the area on the westernmost sidefirgt, if only to
get afed for the place and work out if there was any chance of finding what he needed. Equipping
himsalf properly could comelater, if he absolutely felt the need for some hardware. A quick glance & his
map of the upper level gave him aclear idea of which way he should be heading. It didn’t seem to betoo
far from the place he' d first emerged from the port and into the glass-and-stedl serility of Baance City.

Asheleft the hotd’ sfront doors, his sensestingled with the old familiar fegling of being watched.
Someone was observing him. Perhapsit was just the concierge, perhaps it was only the hotel’s own
surveillance equipment, but the sensation was clearly there. He was suddenly struck with the knowledge
that right now it would be abad moveto et anyone know that he knew.

By the time he reached the shuttle stop, the feeling was gone, but the unease wasn't, and he stayed
vigilant, using the old tricks to keep awatchful eye: the casua glance, the use of his periphera vision,

even that feeling of certainty that grew in his gut and reached out to the world around him. Partly from
stakeouts, partly from the old intelligence and counterintelligence days, when it was wise to make sure the
watcher wasn't the watched as well, the habits were dmost autonomic. For now, though, he seemed to
beintheclear. It did prompt another thought. He looked up and around at the surrounding buildings.
Their clean, hard surfaces were unblemished, no protrusions, nothing that didn’t look purdly functional.
He did wonder, however, if somewherein Baance City there was not a group of observerswatching the
comings and goings of its populace, keeping tabs and storing it dl away in nestly filed archivesready to
be recalled at amoment’ snotice.

The expected shuttle cruised to a halt, and Jack climbed aboard, squeezing between a packed group of
colorful locas, each of whom studiously avoided eye contact. Grabbing a handrail, he smply avoided
them back, though he was dightly amused to catch one or two of them giving him the full head-to-toe
when they thought that he was't looking. Okay, so he was't one of them. They could live with it. With
adight snort to himself, he turned his attention to the passing sireets, keeping an eye out for where he
was supposed to dight. With Balance City’ s complete lack of useful signagein the city proper, he
needed to keep aert.

He shouldn’t have worried. The shuttle pulled to astop right in front of asmall open space that proved to
be just what he wanted. If it had had any vegetation, it might just have been apark, but it was bare,
empty, gpart from one obvious feature. No words, nothing but abig blue sign bearing one thing—abig
white arrow pointing down. Thisway lies madness, he thought, then shook his head. Where the hell had
that come from? He squeezed past a couple of hisfellow passengers and stepped down, waiting for the
shuttle€ sdoorsto close before turning and entering the square.

A boxed glass structure similar to the one he' d stepped out of when he' d firgt arrived stood to one side
of the sign, and on the other side was what |ooked like a staircase, descending into darkness.

Jack pulled out the map, flipping through the leaves, checking. He needed to descend afull four levelsto
get to Algol. He guessed the stairs were practica . The elevator could hold only so many people, maybe
ten, twelve people max, and if they had arush...But if they thought he was going to walk down that many
flights of stairs, they had another think coming. Not Jack Stein. He wandered over to the top of the meta



daircase, frowning alittle at the number of steps, the metal walls and celling descending into gloom. Even
from here, he could fed avague breeze blowing up from the levels below, touched with the scent of
machinery and damp. He took two more steps, and as he neared, apink light flashed on at either side of
the entrance. One by one, banks of lights sprang into life, sending awave of illumination down the tunnel
asfar ashe could see, and the whir of machinery throbbed benegth hisfeet. The damned thing was an
escalator! Only then did he notice the hooded structure paired to this one and facing the opposite
direction. Okay, that wasn’t so bad. He had to give the Utrechtians grudging credit for their engineering,
at lesdt.

Jack wastorn now. He could take the elevator al the way down to Algol, or smply ride the escalators
leve by leve, stopping briefly at each stageto get afed for the digtricts that popul ated the spaces below.
He had no idea how far down it might be, but the escalator was moving a afair clip. Theideawas
tempting; everything he' d seen of Baance City so far had been surface level, in more waysthan one. In
the end, though, he decided he' d better take the elevator. He wasn't here for sightseeing, and the longer
he delayed, the greater the chance something might happen to Billie in the meantime, if something hadn’t
happened to her dready. As he walked toward the eevator booth, behind him the machinery subsided
into slence, leaving him with the chill sound of hisown last thought echoing in his head.

It didn’t take long for the car to arrive. He stepped insde, giving one last check to seeif therewas
anyone ese around. The doors did soundlessly shut, the barest lurch, and he was whisked rapidly down
to thelevel below. The glasswalls had shown him it was no farther, giving him aclear view of building
walls and the approaching street that rose up to meet him. There were no controls, just asingle stop at
the bottom. He stepped out, wondering if there was an express verson somewhere that took you al the
way from top to bottom, bypassing the intervening districts. Jack took stock for a second. Another booth
stood right next to the one from which he had just emerged, but this one had asmal blue and white
arrow above it, pointing down.

Far above, about 150 feet by his reckoning, was alumpy, dark ceiling, covered with pipes and conduits.
A narrow gtreet stretched to the left, blocky, dark buildings extending al the way from ceiling to floor and
lost in the maze of service channels above. The perfectly straight roadway led off into adark blur at the
end, illuminated by harsh orange lighting, fading into onenessin the distance. At the end, Jack guessed,
lay the spire swalls. The other direction was smilar, but off in the distance Jack caught the hint of what
he presumed was daylight. In that direction, the buildings seemed a so to become paer asthey neared
the source of the light, but that could have just been atrick of the eye. Theair itsdlf tasted diled, and the
hint of ozone prompted a brief, unwel come flash of the Talbot dream in Jack’ s head. He was uneasy
enough asit was without that particular memory.

A green-and-orange-garbed local chose that moment to walk past, looked at him curioudly, then stopped
and turned back.

“Ick dulast,” said the man.

Jack just stared at him.

“Cand | hef?’

Jack shook hishead. “1 don't...”

“Oh,” said theman. “1 am sorry.” He paused, seemingly collecting histhoughts. “Areyou lost?” he
continued after amoment. “Do you need some directions?’

“No, thanks,” said Jack. “I'm fine. Just looking.”



The man hesitated, looking doubtful, but when Jack said nothing more, he nodded and went on hisway.

Some local diadect. Okay, Jack had noticed the accent before, but he hadn’t even thought that there
might be aregiond variation of language. Everybody pretty much spoke the same thing these days, as
cultures and nations, planets and colonies had blurred, one into the other, even more over the last few
years since the ease of trave that the jump drive had introduced. The seemingly careful, amogt stilted
word choice of everyone he' d encountered up to now suddenly made more sense.

He noticed a couple more brightly daubed locals farther down the street upon which he stood, clearly
visble againg the drabness of the surrounding architecture. Their fashion choices suddenly made more
sense too. Thewhole place had a sense of the drab, an ordered, monochromatic life—it was aimost like
being in one of those old black-and-white vids. The feding of being watched dl the timetoo couldn’t
help, though maybe that wasjust Jack.

He grunted to himsdf with grudging acceptance and, not wanting any other encounters, turned for the
elevator to take him down. Once upon atime, in the early history of this place, he guessed that much of
the residentia space had been on the surface, up on the plateau above, but asit had been subsumed by
business and offices, the people had spread below, clinging to the safety of the spire for some reason.
Their growth had drawn the lesser people below, down into this giant suspended parking garage of a
city. Why hadn’t they spread across the landscape? There had to be areason, but he knew little enough
about the history of the place to know that any such speculation would be no more than aguess. Same as
the rest of thisworld.

Seven

A lgol was dightly smaler than the digtricts above. It had taken Jack three quick elevator ridesfrom the
place he' d first stopped, and then he' d wandered out toward the western edge. The buildings were paler
in color than the—what did he call it? level minus one?—but they still had the same sort of square
samenessto them. He' d had little trouble working out which way to go. Head toward the light, Stein.
Head toward the light. And so he had.

He was barely prepared for the view from the edge aether. Tall glasdike barriers marked the district’s
edge, strangdly clean, no smudges, finger marks, or any sign of human contact. The glasswals bellied
outward, wider at the bottom than the top, alowing aclear view not of the buildings below, but of the
brown, craggy canyon wall opposite and down, down into the canyon’ s depths. Jack stood there,
looking into that abyss, feding adeep uneaseingde him. It was asif nothing were kegping him safe from
that plunge. Sure, there were the glasswalls, but it was anillusion, asif he were suspended above the
drop. Heights like that made him uncomfortable. He swallowed and stepped away from the edge, turned
away from the view, and started getting his bearings. Up that way lay the port, and if Balance City
worked like any other, that was the way he should be heading. He stood for a couple of seconds, willing
his senseto kick in and to guide him, but nothing. He growled quietly, deep in histhroat, randomly
picked a street from those on offer, and started walking, hoping to runinto abar or something dong the
way. Thedidtricts of Balance City might be different in their own way, but there were fundamental s about
any place humanity clustered together. Some things operated the same way wherever you were.

Five stops later, four stiff and mannered bars behind him, he found what he thought offered some
promise. Sure, there had been watering holes along the route, but so far they’ d been typica of this place,
showing al the regimented order of everything else he' d seen. And the district was quiet. A few locals sat
around drinking, laughing, the norma early-evening workers and others winding down after their day.
One after another, Jack had entered, gotten awhiff of the fed of each place, shaken hishead, and
wandered on. This one, however, was different. He could fed it in the placein his gut that sparked and



pulled, aerting him that he needed to pay attention. He stood out in front on the street, looking at the
place, trying to seek a clue why he was drawn here, to this bar particularly.

A negtly lettered sign arched above awide doorway. FARLEY'S. Okay. Tinted bubble-glass pands
made up the top hdf of the doors, and light filtered through the yellowish glass, painting the street outside
with the washed-out hints of jaundice. He could catch glimpses of shadowed movement inside, but that
was about it. Two broad windows sat on either side of the door, the bottom two-thirds of them
curtained. He thought about stepping up to the window and peering inside over the top of the curtains,
but then decided that wasn't such agood idea. With aquick nod to himself, he headed for the double
doors.

The bar smelled like abar. That was agood start. Jack gave the room aquick scan with adightly
cautious eye, but saw nothing unusua, nothing that would draw him here. A couple of interested glances
from the current occupants, he noted, but there was anything but hostility there, and he sauntered over to
the bar.

“Hey, there.” The barman wasatal guy with ashiny shaved head. “What can | get you? And if I’'m not
mistaken, thisisyour first time here, right?’

Again Jack nodded. “Bourbon, neat,” he said, and turned to lean back on the bar to givethe placea
better ook while he waited for hisdrink. Pale furniture, some hunting trophies on the walls, dark wooden
booths. There was nothing particularly unusua about the bar, but at least it seemed alittle less serile than
the other places he' d seen. Why here? That was the question. That place deep in his gut had told him that
there was something here he needed to know, but, as often happened with these things, he had no idea
what it was supposed to be. He turned back to the barman as he returned and placed the drink—a
healthy measure—on the bar in front of him.

“Nice place you have here,” said Jack.
“Thanks,” said the barman. “Hope you enjoy it.”

Jack reached for his handipad, but the barman held up ahand. “Thefirst on€ son me. Y ou need
anything, just give meashout.”

Jack thanked him, nodded, and headed for one of the booths, hisdrink in hand. He did into the bench
seet and positioned himsdlf, elbows on table, leaning dightly over hisglass, one hand around its dick
surface, his other bunched into afist and supporting his chin. The old watching stance. Looking but not
redly looking.

The wooden fixtures might have been pae, but the bar’ slighting was dim. Pools of dusky yellow light
centered over round tiled tables. What |ooked like stone bowls sat on each of the tables acrossthe
central area, haf-full of something—Jack couldn’t quitetdl what from his position. He turned hisfocusto
apair of what looked like busnessmen at atable near the bar. Definitely not from the city: drab gray
auits, conservative shirts, large glasses hdf-full of some dark, cloudy brew, possibly locdl, gtting in front
of them, beads of moisture on the outside of the glasses. Jack let his attention drift into their conversation.

“Yeah, and | let thisguy line up and take his best shot. | saidto him, | said, * Give me what you've got.””
The man was overweight, tanned, deep shadowed eyes set into hisfat face. A sweat sheen wasvisible
on hisforehead. He licked a plump, purple bottom lip before continuing. “I said to him, | said, ‘Y ou just

try.”
“Yeah,” sad hisskinnier, graying companion.



“Yeah,” thefat one said, nodding hishead. “Man, I'm telling you, | wasready for him. Lock and load.
I'mtdling you...”

Jack hated that sort of bullshit, the sort who dished it, knowing dmost immediately with that brief
exchange that there was nothing of useto him with thispair. He let hisfocus dip away from them and
around the bar, casualy observing, his eyes half-hooded, leaving his degper senses open and receptive.

Ones, twos, and threes were clustered around the bar and scattered among the tables. There was
something different about this place, but he couldn’t quite put hisfinger onit. Then, suddenly, heredlized
what it was and why it had been so hard to pin down. Most of the peoplein this particular establishment
wore clothesthat Jack would view as normal. Subtle colors, conservative styling. The normality wasthe
abnormdity. Everyone in the place was from somewhere e se—somewhere other than Balance City.
Okay. Maybe there was some promise here after all. He took a healthy swallow and gave a satisfied
grimace asthe burn took his mouth and throat, then settled in his ssomach. The problem was, none of the
bar’ s current customers looked like they might have meansto own aship, particularly not the sort of ship
he needed. Sure, one or two of them might have accessto one, but somehow he didn’t think so. And he
was convinced, for the moment, that he needed aship.

One by one, Jack checked out the other patrons, sized them up, reaching out with his deeper senses.
One by one, he drew ablank. He took another big swallow, draining the remainder of his glass, and
placed it down on the table with aheavy sigh. Thiswas getting him nowhere. And asfar as he knew, right
now that was where Billie was. Nowhere. Nowhere he could get to, anyway. He pushed his glass back
and forth on the table surface with his forefingers, glancing up now and again to make sure he wasn't
missing anything. Once again, it was starting to look like hisintuition had led him astray. Bloody usdless,
Jack. It was no use berating himsdlf, but old habits died hard. With asigh, he grabbed hisglassand
headed for the bar.

Jack nodded to the bartender and tilted his empty glass meaningfully. The bartender smply nodded in
return and moved off to pour hisdrink. Nice. Jack had his handipad out and ready by the time the
bartender returned. As he was paying, he decided to do some probing.

“Sowhat do | call you?’ asked Jack.

“Ah, thanks” said the bartender, putting his reader away again. “Cal me Rufus.”
“Isthisyour place?’

“Yeah, ming, dl of it.”

“Soyou'rethe Farley onthesign?’

“Wadll, no, actudly. | bought it from Mick Farley about six yearsago.”

Jack nodded. “Y ou're not from here originaly, are you?’

“No, you'reright there.” Rufusgrinned. “Few of usarein Farley’s.”

Jack gave an amused little snort and glanced around the bar. “I could sort of tell.”

“Well, you know how it is,” said Rufus, reaching for a cloth and starting to polish some glasses. “Every
big city hasitsload of expats. Most of them wind up kind of hanging together. Farley’ sjust happened to
be the place that served that community. | liked it. | liked the atmosphere. So | ended up buying the
place, you know? In away | guess|’m providing aservice.”



Jack nodded.
“So what brings you to Balance City?’ Rufus asked.

There was nothing forced about the question. Rufus seemed genuindy interested rather than smply
making conversation, and Jack found himsdf warming to the guy immediately. Heimagined that Rufus
had his crew of loya regulars and would keep doing so.

“A bit of businessof my own,” said Jack.

Rufus smply nodded, not pushing the question. Jack liked that too. Heleaned on the bar, feding alittle
more comfortablein the place.

At that moment the doors opened. A couple of people around the bar looked up, but then returned to
their drinks. Rufustilted his head in recognition toward the new arrival. He was a younger man than Jack,
dark hair hanging long around hisface, wearing a calf-length black coat, lesther or something likeit. A
dark red shirt sat underneath, and utilitarian casua black trousers...and...spacer’ s boots. Jack narrowed
his eyes, not because of what he saw, but because there seemed to be something awfully familiar about
the young guy’ sface. What would he be? Very early thirties? He had his arm draped around the shoulder
of ayoung woman, raven hair and pale skin offset by ruby red painted lips. Large hologramatic earrings
dangled from her lobes. She scanned the bar and its occupants with an expression approaching bored
disdain. The young guy held up two fingers as he approached the bar.

“Comeon, Rufie. Y ou know what | want.”
“And the samefor your lady friend?’ said Rufus.

Undraping hisarm from the woman’ s shoulder, he placed both hands on the edge of the bar. He leaned
in, acrossthe bar, before speaking again. “Well, what do you think?’

Now that he was closer, Jack could see adark mark across one cheek, roughly concealed by the curtain
of hair.

The young guy saw him looking, and looked straight back, unashamedly assessing, peering through the
hair, checking Jack up and down and then fixing on hisface. His eyes widened afraction, then narrowed.
A dight frown creased his brow, barely visble under the hair.

“Hey, don't I know you? Didn’'t we have afight once...?’
“Dog...” Therewasacautionary note to Rufus svoice.

Wasthat his name? Dog? Well, Jack was about to find out. The guy brushed past his companion and
took two steps toward Jack and peered into hisface.

“Wait aminute. | do know you.” He pressed hisfist againgt the sde of hishead and closed hiseyes. A
second later they opened again. They were brilliant blue. “ Got it. Stein. That’ sit. Lucky Stein.” He
pointed hisfinger a Jack’ sface severd timesin succession. “Yeah. Yeah. That'sit. Dammit. Lucky
Sen. I'mright, aren't 1?7’

It was Jack’ sturn to be baffled. Nobody called him that anymore, hadn’t in years, not since he' d been
working for someone e se. But there was something familiar about this guy, something he thought he
should know. He looked at the face, tilting his head to one sSide as he tried to make out the features, in his
mind’ s eye pulling away the long strands of hair, smoothing out the mark on the cheek, and then he had
it....



“Danny Boy? Danny Boy McCreedy?’

“Heh. But nobody cals methat anymore.” McCreedy grinned. With the grin came more familiarity. Jack
recognized that grin more than anything. “Not if they want to live.” He reached out and grasped Jack’s
hand. “Lucky Stein. Well, I'll be damned.” He turned to his companion. “Stella, thisis an old mate, back
from the military days. Finish your drink and I'll see you later. The old Dog' s got some catching up to
do.”

She gave asniff, looked at Jack with abored, dismissive expression, reached for her drink, knocked it
back, and headed for the door without even a backward glance.

Jack frowned. “But what about...?’

McCreedy waved hishand dismissively. “Don’'t worry about Stella. She can look after herself.” He
grabbed Jack by the shoulder and steered him toward a booth. “ Sit. Dammit, man. What brings you to
this godforsaken hole? Lucky Stein, en?” He shook his head, looking at Jack with afoolish grin, reached
back to one of the empty tables, and snagged the bowl that sat there, placing it down between them as
he did into the booth to join him.

Well, at least Jack’ s gut had been accurate about something. Right place at the right time, Stein. Timing
was everything.

Eight

“Y eah, 30| spent sometime basicdly drifting after | quit the service. | dunno. Nobody redlly leaves, you
know. It stlayswith you, or you stay with it. I'm not surewhich oneitis”

Jack nodded, knowing exactly what M cCreedy was talking about. There were echoes of your past
clinging to the darker places of your mind, awake or adeep. He watched M cCreedy—he wasn't ready
for the“Dog” name yet—as the younger man ran hisfingers through the long strands of hishair and then
thoughtfully traced the burn mark on his cheek.

“I guess| never redly got over being a shuttle jockey, you know? That stays with you too. Shuttle, ship,
pilat, it’ sal the same shtick. And here? This place? It just sort of happened. | spent sometimeasa
gtation rat up there on the orbital, but that got boring after awhile. It'stoo much of ahollow community.”
He gave abrief laugh a his own witticism. “ Anyway, | was down here doing some work, found afew
like-minded souls, and...wdl...I'm till here. How about you?’

“Pretty much the same,” said Jack. “Pretty much. Thedrifting. | hear you. After that, well, you know, fate
pushes you one way or another.”

McCreedy nodded sagely. “That it does.” He grabbed the bowl, took a pinch of the green powder, held
thumb and forefinger beneath his nose, and took a hedlthy sniff. He reached for hisdrink, and took abig
swalow to follow it.

Jack frowned. “What isthat stuff?”’

McCreedy pushed the bowl toward Jack. “Kreff. Loca vegetable matter. Sort of lends anice clarity to
proceedings. Have some?’

Jack shook his head. “Maybe later.”
“It goesredly wel with adrink...” said McCreedy, but Jack held up ahand.



“Damn, but things happen in afunny way. Thingswere dways pretty weird around you, Stein, anyway.”
McCreedy shook his head.

“Yeah, wdl...” said Jack, not willing to dwell on anything that happened back then. He' d excised way
too many of those events from his consciousness, those missions where McCreedy was dong. “So
you'redtill piloting?’ asked Jack.

“Sure” said McCreedy. “What elseam | going to do? Nothing dselikeit. Got my own ship too. A little
beauty it is. Own ship. Own boss. That'sal you need, right?’

“Uh-huh,” said Jack. He' d decided he wanted McCreedy to fed alittle more relaxed before he pushed
on the ship front.

“So what about you, Stein?’
“Mmmm, long story in many ways. I’'m sort of aPl these days.”
“PI?'Y eah, might have guessed it...What do you mean, ‘sort of’ 7’

“Wadl, I'm apsychic investigator. The P standsfor ‘psychic,’ not ‘private.” Helet the stlatement hang
between them.

McCreedy looked at him with ablank expression for a couple of seconds, then nodded, reaching for
another pinch of kreff. He closed his eyes after the sniff, opening them dowly only to reach for hisdrink.
He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, took another deep sniff, then nodded again. “Mighta
guessed,” wasdl hesad.

“Jack Stein,” he said after another pause, and shook his head.
“Sowhy here?” asked Jack. “It seems pretty sterileto me.”

“Oh, yeah. It might look like that on the surface, and the rules can drive you crazy, but there' s something
about the place. There' salot of good business here. The expat community looks after each other. Like
Rufus, my man behind the bar. Y ou know? We stick together. There’ s good money on Utrecht. Good
money to be made, good business, and if you know your way around, then you can do all right.”

Jack nodded dowly. “Hmmm, okay.”

“So you haven't told meyet,” said McCreedy. “What brings you to Balance City?’
“I’'monacase. Wdll...no, I'm not.” Jack grimaced. “It’ skind of persond....”
McCreedy pushed back some stray strands from hisface. “ Come on, Stein. Give.”

Jack sghed. He thought he could trust McCreedy. They went back along way. Y oung Danny Boy
McCreedy had saved Jack’ s ass not once, but a couple of times. Jack owed him for that, but who knew
what had occurred in the interim. He flashed back briefly to thejungle, haf his body aflame and
McCreedy dragging him through the vegetation, the dark uniform around his shoulder darker with the
wetness of blood. Y eah, Jack owed Danny Boy McCreedy.

“Okay. My niece...well, she' snot redly my niece...but that’salong story. Anyway, shewasinvolved in
some Suff at the university out here. They were doing some research—alien civilization, that sort of thing.
They thought they had cluesto the position of an aien homeworld.” Jack rubbed his hand acrossthe
table surface, carefully formulating what he was going to say next. “It looks like they took ajump.



Nothing’ s been heard from them since.”
“Yousad ‘them'?’
“Y egh. This professor a the university whom Billie was working with.”

“Wadll...” said McCreedy. “That' s pretty interesting stuff. Aliens, huh? What are you going to do about
it?”

Jack fixed McCreedy with ahard look. “I’m going to find them.”

McCreedy sat back, draping hisarms over the back of the bench. “Come on. These university guysare
going to know whet they’ re doing, aren’t they? They’ re old enough and smart enough to know what
they’ re about.”

Jack’ sgaze didn't fater. “Billi€ s Sixteen, Danny Boy. Sixteen.”
McCreedy narrowed his eyes. “ Shit, okay, then. | thought you said they were working together.”
Jack nodded dowly. “Yeah. Likel sad. It salong story.”

McCreedy glanced around the bar before looking back at Jack. “ So, redlly, what are you going to do
about it?’

Reaching for hisdrink, Jack took acouple of momentsto frame histhoughts. “Well,” he began dowly, “I
thought I’ d track down a pilot, work out where they might have gone, and bring them back....”

McCreedy grinned. “ The old search and rescue, hey? Easy enough. We ve been there before. Both of
lﬁ”

Jack grimaced. “Y eah, nice and easy. It salittle more complicated than that, though. | don't know if
you've ever heard of aplace called Mandaa. It’ sthisresort world. Full of the rich and famous with more
money than sense. Y ou know the type of place, very upmarket, very exclusive. Part of the attraction
thereisthisarcheologica ste. Alien ruins, though | can't really see what the appeal is—a bunch of empty
old buildingsadl fdling gpart.” He rethought where he was going with that. “ Anyway, that’ s not important.
There wasthis dien artifact that came from there. It was part of acase| wasworking on. Thisstone, or
whatever it was, was supposed to have the coordinates of the aien homeworld or something like that.
That’ swhere they went. Looking for this aien homeworld. Thething is, the directions are in some sort of
aien code. I'm no scientist. I'm no navigator. | don’t know how the hell anyone can work out whereit's
supposed to be. And besides, you need the right kind of ship.”

McCreedy was nodding interestedly.

“What do you mean, ‘theright kind of ship’?’ he said.

“It’ sgot to have one of those jump drives. Any old ship isn’t going to do.” Jack shook his head.
McCreedy’ sgrin widened. “Uh-huh.”

“What do you mean, ‘uh-huh’?’

McCreedy leaned forward, placed his hands on the table, looked up at Jack, peering through the strands
of hair that had fallen forward over hisface, his expression suddenly serious. “ Things have been kinda
quiet around herelately.” Then he grinned and reached for another pinch of kreff before leaning back

agan.



Jack stared at him. *1 don’'t—"

“Old Dog' syour guy, Jack. Y ou need aship. Y ou need apilot. Dog’' s up for abit of excitement.” He
took abig snort from between his pinched fingers and put his head back with his eyes closed.

Jack could see traces of the youthful pilot he had once known, more than traces, but time had worn
heavily on Danidl McCreedy’ sface. There was more than that burn scar written on hisfeatures. Sowly
McCreedy opened his sharp blue eyes, staring up &t the ceiling.

“Yep. Old Dog could do with abit of excitement,” he said, dmost asif taking to himsdf. Underneath,
there was a deep wearinessin his voice and traces of something else.

Jack wasn't sure how much he could trust the younger man, but for the moment, he had to take
McCreedy at hisword. Besides, their past association gave Jack confidence. He knew he could trust
McCreedy in atight spot. They agreed to meet again &t the bar the following day in the early afternoon
and take a shuttle up to the orbital where McCreedy said his ship was berthed. No alarms went off in
Jack’ s stomach as they shook hands, and that was a good sign too. Jack turned for the door. Absurdly
forma, but Balance City seemed to bring that sort of thing out in people. Jack had just about reached the
door when he had another, sudden thought. He turned and walked dowly back to the table.

“Do something for me, McCreedy?’ he said as he sood there, ddiberately shieding them from the rest
of the room.

“Hmmm?’ said Dog, with abrief raise of hiseyebrows and atilt of his head.

Jack almost had second thoughts, but then considered that he ought to know by now to trust those gut
fedings, and there was agut feding working away right now telling him what he had to do. Despite his
conscious reservations, he dug insde his coat and pulled out the small sheaf of papers Heering had
copied for him. “Look these over for me. Seeif you can make anything of them. The guy I’ ve been
talking to saysthey give the coordinates. Let me know if he' sright, okay?’

McCreedy reached for them, but Jack drew them out of reach.
“Not here,” he said. “Overnight. And keep them safe.”
McCreedy took them thistime and dipped them from view.
Jack nodded. “They’ reimportant. Don’t lose them.”

McCreedy narrowed hiseyes dightly, clearly at the possibility that Jack had even thought to suggest such
athing. Anyway, if something should happen to them, Jack could aways go back to Heering.

“Okay. Tomorrow,” said Jack, giving another brief nod and turning for the door. He could fed
McCreedy watching him al the way out.

Outside, he stood just in front of the bar and took stock. He wastired. Way too tired. Different time
zone, different planetary cycle. It wastaking itstoll. He grimaced. Maybe some deep. Or maybe alondy
drink in hishotel room. Either way, he didn’t think he could achieve much more that evening. Another
blank night in yet another blank and facdess city. He didn’t redly fed like taking in the Sights, such as
they were. If anything, that waslikely to depress him more. He wondered what Billiewasdoing....

Shaking his head, he shoved his hands deep into his pockets and, head dightly bowed, walked back



down the way he had come,

He d barely reached the end of the street when he became aware of apresence by hisside. A quick
glance showed dark green clothes. Some sort of suit. He tried to ignore whoever it was and kept
walking, his head down. A moment later the presence was joined by another on his opposite side. Oh,
great. What now? He shot alook the other way and it was another green suit. The green suits moved in
close on ether sde. Jack stopped walking. So did they.

“Canl hdpyou?
“Thereis someone who would liketo talk to you,” said avoiceto hisleft, no hostility, cam and polite.

Jack turned to face the spesker. The man had a square jaw and ice blue eyes. Short-cropped gray
stubble covered his head.

“And who might that be?’

The man looked left and right. “1f you would come with us, | am suredl will be explained.” He fixed Jack
with an expressonless gaze,

Jack turned to look at the other green suit. Thick torso, broad shoulders, baldhead shining in the artificia
light. The other man held hisgaze impassively.

Jack wanted to take issue, but he didn’t. What would be the point? What if | don’t want to? Sorry, but |
have somewhere else |’ ve got to be. He could tell aready that none of those was going to work. He
sighed. “Okay. You'd better lead the way.” It might have been different if he'd managed to arrange some
hardware, but these two looked like they’ d be carrying too.

The onewho had spoken held out a hand signifying their direction. Jack inclined his head.
“Sowhat’sthisal about?’ he asked, as he stepped forward on the indicated path.

“Asl sad, al will become clear,” said the spesker. And that wasit. Therewasn't going to be any more
conversation until they had reached wherever they were going. Jack had been through this all before. He
suppressed his next sigh, knowing full well that it would not do abit of good.

Flanked by the two green suits, Jack was shepherded toward the elevators. He refrained from
conversation, refrained from giving this pair of hired lackeys any pleasure by reacting. He smply watched
where they were going. An open hand gestured him into the glass elevator booth, the one leading down.
The two followed him in and turned, facing the doors as they did shut and the elevator began its descent.
Jack was | eft staring at the backs of their heads.

He barely had timeto takein the new level before he was ushered into another down eevator.

And so it went, leve after leve, until they had descended afull six. Jack wasn't sure, but it sesemed to him
that they must be pretty near the city’ s base. That suspicion was confirmed by the absence of afurther
elevator leading down. Okay, rock bottom. Well, not quite rock bottom, but it was pretty close.

Now he had a chanceto look around. He was steered down a broad street with large white buildings
flanking either sde. Struts and beams of exposed shiny metal crisscrossed the ceiling and ran between
buildings. Within anumber of them, flat illumination pands shed clear light across the street and the
building fronts, casting crigp, angular shadows. Nothing gloomy about this district. Jack chewed that
thought over for amoment. Y ou’ d expect something quite different in the bowe s of acity. He sniffed and
glanced at his companions, but they seemed oblivious. Heering’ swords came back to him again. As



above, so not below.

“Downthisway,” said one of hiscompanions, giving him agentle touch on his shoulder. They headed
down anarrow side street that opened into around open space. In the center lay adight depression and
some sort of plinth, looking like it had been carved in polished granite. Jack narrowed his eyes and gave
adight involuntary shake of his head. None of thiswas making sense. He remembered the words of the
woman back at the hotel, about how the peoplein the lowest level of the city liked ther “ security.” Well,
that much was starting to become apparent.

Gray Stubble reached out ahand and pressed it firmly on the top of the plinth, fingers spread. A second
or two, and the next instant Jack understood. A broad semicircle of what had looked like paving in the
depression did back, revealing a set of metal stairs descending into the ground. Gray Stubble gestured
with his chin, and Jack took the cue. Sowly he waked down the Saircase, glancing up behind him ashis
two companionsfollowed. Almost soundlesdy the covering plate did back into place, plunging the
garwell not into gloom, but into bright light. The panel’ s entire undersurface was covered with itsown

lighting pandls.
As he reached the staircase bottom, a hand on the top of his shoulder hated him in histracks.
“Stop. Wait here”

Gray Stubble disappeared through a doorway, while Square Jaw patted him down, removed his
handipad and the map, and seemed dightly disgppointed when there was nothing elseto find. He
narrowed his eyes at Jack and tossed the map and handipad on anearby side table. Jack returned the
look flatly. He didn’'t know how many times he' d been through this routine, and there was nothing
different about it this occasion. He wasn't going to make afuss about it now.

He glanced at the map and handipad sitting on the Sde table and just felt thankful that hisintuition had
told him to leave the other papers with Dog McCreedy. He could trust him ahell of alot more than he
could these guys. Square Jaw was standing by one doorway watching him, his hands clasped behind his
back, a posture that accentuated the breadth of his shoulders and the thickness of his chest. Was he
enhanced? The guy was big. Too big. Jack shoved his handsinto his pockets and |ooked at the floor.
Anything but having to face that impassive, broad-faced sare. He twitched one cheek as he redlized he
had just been on the verge of starting to whistle and rock back and forth on his hegls. Better not to
appear too comfortable while he waited for whoever or whatever waswaiting for him.

Nine

H e didn’'t have too long to wait. It was dmost arelief when Gray Stubble reappeared and beckoned him
to follow down the corridor from which he had just emerged. Jack shot Square Jaw alook, gave him a
deliberate smile, and tilted his head. Square Jaw smply watched him, without even so much asablink.
Jack suppressed asigh, shook his head, and dutifully followed into the corridor. The passageway opened
into another circular open area. The room was empty apart from another metal staircase that spirded
downward. Jack took the hint and descended first, his green-suited shadow following close behind.

When he reached the bottom of the staircase, Jack caught his breath. The descending spird had
obscured hisview of what lay below. What lay below was...nothing....

A vast emptiness yawned benegath hisfeet. He caught himsdlf at the bottom of the stairs; his hand gripping
tightly to the cold metd banister. What the hell?

A chuckle behind him brought him back to where hewas. Still gripping tightly to the handrail, Jack



looked again. Stretched below, what seemed like miles down, lay sharp crags and arocky canyon floor,
from what he could make out in the fading light. Fissurestraced the Sides of an opposite canyon wall, or
patches of deeper shadow; it was hard to tell. Smudges of olive spattered against the rock wall. Probably
vegetation, some sort of bush clinging to bare rock, but the light wasn't good enough to be sure.

“Move. Inthere” said the man behind him.

Gingerly, Jack put out afoot, expecting to find empty space, but instead the toe of his shoe tapped
againgt something solid, something transparent. He withdrew hisfoot.

“Goon,” said hiscompanion. “It’' s perfectly safe.”

It damned well didn’t look it. Jack again took the step, alowing hisweight to transfer to his outstretched
leg. He then followed with another step. He was standing on nothing, suspended above avast drop. He
felt cold. Hetook another tentative step. What wasthis, ascenic panel, or something else?

“I seeyou are enjoying my view,” said adeep, rich voice from across the room. Jack looked up, for the
first time seeing the other presence. How he could have missed him, Jack didn’t know. Acrossthe
broad, rock-strewn maw stood the voice' s owner: alarge black man in a powder blue suit with a purple
shirt held together with an ornate gold clasp at the throat. He was balding, his skin shiny, with a
round-jowled face and virtualy no neck to speak of. Large gold rings decorated the hands crossed in
front of him. There was ayelowish tinge to the whites of hiseyes.

“Hdll of athing to do to someone,” said Jack.

“Oh, don’'t worry about it,” said the man, taking three stepsinto the room, looking for al theworld like
he waswalking on air, and taking a seat on avirtualy transparent couch. Now that he looked properly,
ignoring the distraction of the scene below him, Jack could see severd other piecesin the room, made of
the same transparent materia. “'Y ou soon get used to it,” he continued. “But not at first.” He chuckled
then. Jack somehow didn’t find the whole thing very amusing.

“Come, Mr. Stein. Have a seet.”

Jack stood where he was, though he desperately wanted the fedling of something more solid beneath him.
“What' sthisal about? Who the hell areyou? It sonly fair. Y ou seem to know who | am.”

The man leaned forward, clasping his handsin front of him. “Thisisno way to behave. Sit down.” His
voice had the commanding tone of someone used to being obeyed. “I am Maximilian Aire. | do not
expect you to have heard of me. And you are correct; | know who you are, Jack Stein. | know al about
you. Now git.”

Jack hesitated for amoment, then with a grimace stepped toward one of the virtudly invisble chairs,
finaly taking asest. The yawning emptiness below him was il distracting. He shoved it out of hismind
and tried to concentrate on the man across from him. “Okay, Mr. Aire, what do you want?’

“| should be asking you that, Jack. Why are you here in Balance City? What is your business on
Utrecht?”’

“I think that’smy business, asyou say. Can | call you Max?’ He said the last with the dightest trace of a
sneer, countering Aire sdismissve familiarity with his own. Hismind was racing, trying to come up with
some reason why this man, this complete stranger, would be interested in what he was doing. It had to be
the aiens. “Anyway, how do you know who | am? How did you even know | was here? Maybe you
have me confused with someone dse.”



“1 don’t think 0, Jack.”

He sat back, fixing Airewith ahard glare. “Wdll, evenif you don't, it’s none of your damned business
what I’m doing. My businessismy own.”

Aire shook hishead. “Now that’ swhere you' rewrong.” He stood, levering hislarge bulk upright, then
turned away, staring down into the growing gloom below. “Why do you think | would rate a basement
gpartment like this? | earned thisview. And | didn’t do so by not being interested in what happensin my
city.” Hewhirled with aspeed that took Jack off guard. “ Y es, Mr. Stein, my city.” Sowly helifted his
hooded gaze and fixed Jack with ahard stare, asif daring him to chalenge the statement.

Jack shrugged. “I'm sorry. | till don't get it. | don’t know what you' re talking about or what you want
fromme, and I’ d appreciateit if you' d let me get back to my hotel. It'sbeen along day, and the time
difference...”

Airewaved hishand dismissvey. “All right, Stein. If you are going to play stupid, so beit, but it sa
mistake. It would be alot easer for you if you wereto tell me exactly why you're here.”

Jack sghed. “I’'m hereto seemy niece. I'mvigting. That'sdl.”

Aire blinked and seemed to be digesting that, asif the answer had taken him by surprise. “And what's
that got to do with the University of Baance City?’

It was Jack’ sturn to digest. He had been right. That feeling of being watched...
“She' sstudying there.”

Aire narrowed his eyes. “We can check, you know.”

Jack nodded dowly. “ Check away.”

“Y ou know, Mr. Stein, as soon as you arrived on Utrecht, severa flags went up. We wereimmediately
aware of your presence. | would be very careful if | were you. Wewill be watching.”

“Who the hdl arewe?’

Aireturned away again. “ That doesn’t matter. | think we are done here. For now. But | expect we might
see each other again. It would be wise not to meddlein things that don’t concern you.”

Jack frowned and stood, biting back areply.

Airedidn’'t bother to turn around as Jack |eft, escorted by the green suit who had been waiting patiently
at the staircase bottom.

All the way back up to his hotel—and it was along way back up to the surface—Jack was running the
encounter through his head. He didn’t know who the hell thisMaximilian Aire was, but hewas clearly
someone with resources at his disposal. Someone who was used to dishing out orders aswell. Had he
made amistake mentioning Billie? Okay, that could wait. The redl issue was that whoever they were,
they knew exactly where Jack was, whether or not they knew precisely what he was doing. That level of
interest was strange. Who was Jack Stein to them? The other strange thing was that his extended sense
had given him absolutdly nothing on Aire. Not ashred. If this guy wasimportant, Jack should have felt
something. Weird. Weird, and more than alittle unsettling.



He was dmost stumbling by the time he got to hisroom. Never had ahotd bed looked so inviting. He
barely had the energy to strip off his coat and remove his shoes before collgpsing on the bed. Maximilian
Aireand his green-suited lackeys could wait.

Jack wason aship. It fet likeaship. It smelled like a ship. That vague odor of oiled machinery and
something ese...plagtic. Old air, aswell. Old air touched with the taste of stale humanity. He sniffed at
himself, the front of histop, hisarmpits. No, it wasn't him. He got up off his bunk and looked for a
viewport, something to see were he was, but the room—cabin—gave him nothing but meta walls. He
ran hisfingersthrough hishair, trying to force himsdf to full wakefulness.

“Jack, aren’t you coming?’ Billie had stuck her head through the door. She looked like she' d been
awake for hours, and she had that expression of disgpprova on her face she always got when Jack
wasn't doing what she thought he should be.

She stepped haf into the cabin. Propped on one hip she held alargerifle. She cocked it and stepped
back out. “Come on, Jack.”

He turned to check that he hadn’t forgotten anything and then went to follow. The door was gone.
That was strange.
He pressed his hands againgt the flat meta wall, looking for the door.

Somewhere in the distance, muffled, he could just make out the sound of Billie' svoice. “ Come on, Jack!
What are you waiting for?’

“I don't know,” he muttered, searching for the mysterioudly vanishing door. He looked down, wondering
what had happened to the floor. He was standing on nothing, suspended, and below him water, dark
water, moving with alow swell, stirred. Something pale dipped past in the depths, a vague shadow, and
he looked away.

There was another smell now. A smell of ... cactus? Succulent and green. How did he know what cactus
sndled like?

Dog McCreedy stuck his head through thewall, looking at him with an impatient frown, then withdrew.
Thedark strands of hishair took longer to vanish, trailing after the disappearing face asif stuck within the
substance of thewall. He watched them in dow motion, thin snakes of hair.

He sensed movement below him too, and looked down. The pae blur stirring in the water moved back
into view, becoming more distinct. It was human. He could see that much now. It was aman’s shape.
One pallid arm reached up, breaking the oily dark surface, and beckoned to him. Come, Jack. Come
here.

“Dammit! I'm coming,” he said to the wavering shape.

Pain worked up his neck and across one shoulder. The thick taste of bad deep made his mouth fed like
it wasfull of dirty old feathers, and he worked his eyes open with difficulty. Shreds of the dream were
dready sarting to fade. Helifted himself upright and winced as the action turned his head and shot anew
arrow of hurt across his shoulders. Damned unfamiliar beds. He growled and gritted histeeth. Hefdlt like
cragp, and hewas till in his clothes. There was some sort of smell. Thistime he sniffed, and the smell was



Jack Stein, or Jack Stein’ s clothes, dept in, worn too long and abused, nothing like cactus.

God he hated mornings, especialy morningslike this. Dammit, he didn’t even know if it was morning. He
sat up on the bed, trying to get histhoughts straight, and glanced at thetime display. Y eah, it was
morning. With agroan he levered himself upright and siwung hislegs off the bed, taking another couple of
seconds to sniff heavily. Hishead felt full. Great.

Lagt night’ s events started coming back to him, including an image of Maximilian Aire sfleshy feetures,
big, round, and dark in hismind’ s eye. No, though he tested it, there was nothing familiar about the man.
Nothing at al. Sometimes adream might give it to him. He shook his head. So what had that al been
about?

Dammit, he needed coffee. Badly. Helooked at the display again and did arough caculation in his head.
Allowing timefor getting down to Algol, he till had a couple of hours before he had to leave to meet
McCreedy. It was probably just aswell.

Stripping off his clothes, he ssumbled more than padded into the bathroom and emptied his bladder,
closing hiseyes and trying to work some of the stiffness out of his neck. He spent a couple of fruitless
minutes searching for coffeemaking facilities, then remembered, growled a the room in generd, and
stepped into the shower, thinking about how much hislife had changed over the past few years. Mainly
because of Billie. Maybe coffee would do something to ease his mood. That last thought was amost
enough to make the prospect of the breakfast buffet semitolerable. Almost.

Jack headed straight out from breakfast, his handipad and the map aready shoved in his coat pocket.
Themuscle at Aire' s place had been kind enough to return histhings, at least. He thought he could find
hisway back to Farley’ s without too much trouble. There was nothing particularly complex about
Baance City’ slayout. Hopefully, he' d see no further sgn of his erstwhile green-suited companions. He
could do without them this morning. His senses il prickled with the prospect that there might be
someone watching him, and he fdt the tightnessin his shoulders, only complicated by the stiffness of how
he had dept. He was not in agood mood. Not at al. He just hoped to hell McCreedy wasn't going to
keep him waiting.

It was pretty easy to find his way back to the bar. He stood outside for afew moments, checking both
the street and his sense for anything out of the ordinary. The sireet wasrdatively quiet. In fact, he
wondered if the bar was open—it wasn’t even midday yet—but then why would M cCreedy have
suggested meeting there if it wasn't going to be? He guessed it was near enough to the docksto have its
own schedule, especialy asit seemed to cater mainly to expats. City ports tended to have comings and
goings at any time of the day or night. Why should this place be any different? A couple of locas waked
farther down the street, nearer to the intersection, but there was nothing about them, nothing that
suggested they were at al interested in Jack Stein, obviousforeigner. He dismissed them and headed for
the door.

Just inside he paused, checking the interior. Rufus wasin place behind the bar, cleaning aglass, and the
barman gave him an affable nod. Apart from that, it was virtualy empty. Jack glanced around. There was
no sign of McCreedy at al, but then he was alittle early. He wandered acrossto the bar.

“Rufus, ign'tit?’ hesad.
“Yes, that'sright. And bourbon, isV't it?’

Jack sghed and grimaced. “Nah. It sabit early.”



“Rough night?’

Jack gave awry hdf laugh. “Y ou could say that. Do you do coffee?’
Rufus nodded. “ Sure. How do you like it?’

“Short and nasty,” said Jack.

“Just like your women...” Rufuswaved his hand at Jack’ s questioning look. “ Sorry. Old bartender’ s
line”

Jack nodded. It was just too soon after waking.
“Seen any sign of McCreedy?’ he asked.

Rufus shook hishead. “It' salittle early for Dog to be dragging himsdf out into thelight. More than likely
to shrivel up in flames. Why do you need him?’

“Oh, he was supposed to meet me here.”

“Uh-huh. Wdll, if he said he'd be here, he'll be here. Dog' s pretty good like that. He hasto be. Couldn’t
run hisbusnessif hewaan't.”

Hearing that was ardlief.

Rufus busied himself with a coffee machine and came back amoment later with asmal cup haf-full of
black, tarry liquid. The smell washed up into Jack’ sface.

“Hopeit’s nasty enough for you,” said Rufus, and grinned.

Jack took asmall sp and pressed hislipstogether with satisfaction. “ Oh, yeah. That’ll do thejob.” It
wasn't astimpatch but it would run a close second. Damn, but it wastimeslike thisthat he ftill missed the

things

“So what are you doing with Dog?’ asked Rufus. “Tell meto mind my own businessif you don’t want
meto know. I’ ll understand. L ots of folk hereabouts don't like talking about their Stuff.”

Jack shrugged. “Nothing much. I’'m just looking for someone.” He thought he liked this guy, Rufus, but
that didn’t mean that he was going to spill the detailsto him.

“Anyone specid 7’

Jack declined to answer.

Y eah, it was someone specid. Someone redly specid. Hewouldn’t be hereif she weren't.
Rufustook the hint.

“Hey, Rufus,” said Jack after another quick sip of the evil brew. “There may be something you know,
though.”

“Sure, if | can help.” He' d gone back to cleaning glasses.
“Ever come acrossaguy cdled Maximilian Aire?’

Rufus sucked air through histeeth. “ Phew. Old Million Aire. Now what do you want to go asking about



him for?'Y ou’ re not mixed up with that crowd, are you?’ He d stopped his glass cleaning in midwipe.
“Um, no, | don’t think s0.” Jack paused with his cup halfway to hislips.

Rufus gave ashort laugh. “Wdl, he' snot called Million Airefor nothing. He sinto everything, that one.
Politics, import-export, red estate. Y ou nameit.”

Jack dowly lowered his cup. “Politics?”

“Yeah. Y ou may not have heard of them—in fact, | can’'t see why you would have—but there sthis
group here. Million isrumored to betied in with them. Radica lot. Many people aren’t very happy with
the sorts of thingsthey'reinto. If you' re mixed up with that crowd, I’ d be careful .”

“Okay,” said Jack. “ So what are they called?’
Rufus snorted. “ They cdl themsalvesthe Sons of Utrecht.”

“Hmmmm,” said Jack. He had more than just heard that name before, and it suddenly explained alot. A
lot more than Rufus could possibly imagine.

Ten

Jack spent a couple of minutes mulling that discovery over. He d never actualy managed to draw aclear
link between Outreach Industries and the Sons of Utrecht. He was sure, back then, that he'd put paid to
the Sons of Utrecht when he was instrumenta in Christian Landerman’ s being put away, but that had
probably been naive. An organization like that just didn’t shrivel up because one of itskey players
disappeared from the scene. For dl he knew, Landerman was il directing thingsfrom inside. Anyway,
Jack had never redly known how key Landerman was. This Max Aire might be higher up thefood chain.
Regardless, it meant he still had to be careful and remain careful, a least while hewas still in Balance
City. The Sonsof Utrecht didn’t particularly like outsiders, and especialy not those of foreign extraction.

Hefinished thelast of his coffee and gestured to Rufus for another one.

It was about ahdf hour later, ahaf hour in which Rufus|eft Jack aone with histhoughts, that the doors
opened and Dog made his entrance.

Dog strolled up to the bar looking troubled, dressed in dark, tight-fitting synthetic trousers and a short
leather jacket. Dark stubble shadowed hisface. “ Stein,” he said.

Jack nodded. “McCreedy.”
“Let’sfind abooth.”

Jack took his cup and did into the booth opposite him. McCreedy sat, dightly hunched, his hair
obscuring his features, not saying aword.

“So,” said Jack, when it was evident that M cCreedy wasn't going to say anything elsein ahurry. “Have
you il got those papers| gave you?’

“Uh-huh,” said McCreedy with adight nod. He reached for the ingde pocket of his dark leather jacket,
then stopped. “ Y eah, I’ ve dill got them.”

“Wadll, did you manage to ook them over?’

Therewasapause. “Yeah.” Findly, he looked up. “ There' s some pretty weird shit there, Stein. How am



| supposed to make any sense of it?’

Jack sighed. He had been worried about that. “I think you’ ve probably got more chance of doing that
than | do. What' s your problem?’

McCreedy chewed at his bottom lip before answering. When hedid, hisjaw was st inafirmline. “I
know where they’ re going, but | don't, if you seewhat | mean.”

“That' sthe point,” said Jack.

McCreedy sat back, draped his arms over the back of the bench, and stared blankly at Jack for afew
seconds. “Ligten, Stein. I’ minterested, okay. That’snot it, though. | sort of get what' s going on there,
but I"'m not sure. When it comesto piloting, | liketo be sure. I’ ve worked hard for that ship. I’ m not
going to fuck it up just onawhim.”

“I’m not asking you to,” said Jack.
McCreedy shook hishead. “I don’t know. Y ou need to give me something more.”

Jack nodded dowly. “Okay. Then tell me someone | can rely onto doit. Give methat much.” Already
he was getting asinking feding growing in the center of hischest.

“Look,” said McCreedy, leaning forward. “Last night | wasalittle...relaxed. I’ ve had sometimeto think
things through.” Heflicked astray strand of hair out of hisface and narrowed hiseyes. “How do | know
thisisn't some elaborate setup? That stuff you gave me had coordinates, jump locations. | can see that
much. | don’t know, Stein. Y ou could be lining me up. Who are you working for, Jack?’

Jack sat back with an exasperated Sgh. “ Dammit, Danny Boy...”
McCreedy’ s eyes narrowed even more. Hisjaw remained firmly set.

Jack shook hishead, stood, and held out a hand. “ Give me back the stuff then. I'll try to find someone
dse”

McCreedy leaned back.
“Comeon. Give”

“Nah. Sit down, Stein. | just need to be sure. We go back along way. I’ ve got no reason to doubt you
for the moment. | just need more information. Y ou don’t go off on amisson with no intel, do you?
Especidly if it' sgoing to risk everything you' ve worked for.”

Jack stood looking at him for a couple of seconds, then dowly lowered himsalf back into the booth.
“What do you need?’

“Start at the beginning. Fill mein on the details”

Jack spent the next twenty minutestalking about Billie, Antille, the artifact, everything that went with it.
McCreedy interjected with the occasiona question, but for the most part he just sat back and listened.

“Okay, s0 you think that this Antille has cracked the key. These are his notes, right?’
Jack nodded.
Dog sat back and scratched the back of his neck. “So thiskid...your niece...”



“Wall, sort of ... but that’ s not important. What isimportant isthat she’ s okay. And time srunning out. |
don’t know. How long can you last on aship before things sart shutting down?’

“Good question,” said Dog. “It depends on the ship. Mine...” He shrugged. “ Three weeks, maybe four.
I’ve never had to find out.”

“That’swhat | mean,” said Jack. “We don't know. | don’'t know. We don't even know if they're till on
thisship, but eveniif it' salong shot, | have got to find out.”

M cCreedy suddenly looked suspicious. “ There snothing ese?’
“What do you mean?’ said Jack.

“Wal...maybe there s some other reason you want to find this ship apart from the girl. Maybe they were
carying something....”

“Damn, but you' ve got a suspicious mind, McCreedy.”

“And? Sometimesit pays.”

“Nothing,” said Jack.

Dog paused for a second, studying Jack’ sface, assessing. “Okay.”
“Okay, what?’

“Okay, let’sdoit. | need some more work on this stuff to make sure what we need to do. That might
take me afew hours. There' snot alot to cross-reference against. Maybe we can go to this academic
you' ve been talking to. Get him to help. It would sure as hell make me alittle more comfortable.”

Jack nodded. If the kid thought he needed time to verify Antill€' s calculations, then who was Jack to
question? Christ, and what was he doing thinking of McCreedy as akid? Old habits died hard. Just
because the last time Jack had redlly known McCreedy, he had been akid...A lot had clearly happened
to Dog McCreedy in the meantime. A quick image of afresh-faced young pilot looking back over his
shoulder, dark glasses obscuring his eyes, and awide grin, the sound of rotor blades dicing through the
ar above them, flashed into Jack’ s consciousness. That had been along time ago. A long time.

McCreedy was watching him. “What?’ he said.
“Nothing,” said Jack. “ Shall we?’
“Yeah,” said McCreedy, diding out of the booth.

Outside the bar, M cCreedy headed in the opposite direction from that which Jack expected. “Hey,
where areyou going?’ he said after McCreedy’ s leather-clad back.

“Thisway. One of thereasons| drink around here. Makesthings easy,” he said without looking back.

Jack shrugged and followed. McCreedy led him to the end of the Street, down a side street, then
another. He stopped at the entrance to anarrow metal passageway leading into darkness. Jack
swalowed, not liking thelook of it at al. There wasthat metal smell and darknessin front of him, nothing
else. McCreedy inclined his head.



“Goonthen.”

Jack swallowed, grimaced, and stepped forward—to be bathed in sudden brilliance. IHluminated walls
showed the passageway leading down to aset of wide meta stairs at the end. Feeling foolish, Jack
headed toward them, with Dog following close behind. The stairs were clean and unmarked and rang
hollowly with each footstep. They went up along way.

“Where' sthistake us?” asked Jack.
“The docks, of course. We're going up to the orbital, just likewe said.”

Jack was suddenly nervous again, remembering the performance he' d been through with the customs
officidswhen he arrived.

“Um...what about paperwork?’
“What about it?’ said Dog. “Y ou' rewith me.”
“It' sjust thet...”

Dog put ahand on Jack’ s shoulder, stopping him. Jack turned and looked back down at him. Meta
gairsran behind him, white stripes glowing where thewall lighting caught their surfaces.

“Listen, just take my lead,” said McCreedy. “Most of the entries and exits are automated. City systems
look after that. Anyone coming up thisway isloca or with alocal. Balance City hasits reasonsfor letting
people come and go without much fuss”

“Uh-huh,” said Jack dubioudy. “ So explain that whole charade | went through when | arrived.”

McCreedy gestured upward with his chin and Jack took the cue, turning to climb the rest of the way.
McCreedy continued talking asthey climbed.

“Baance City looks after itsown. They’ Il know we re leaving. But then they awaysknow.” Hegavea
short laugh. “ So they gave you the trestment, did they? It doesn’t surprise me.”

Jack filed that away, fedling like more of anidiot. He wondered briefly if it would have happened if he'd
been with Billie. No. There was enough self-deprecation going on in his head asit was.

They stepped out into the now-familiar dock areawith its even lines and clear directions and markings. A
gentle hum moved through the vast echoing space, amost below hearing. McCreedy scratched the back
of his head, grimaced, then nodded to their right.

“Down thisway.”

Together they walked past line after line of deekly maintained shuttles and small persond craft. Only one
or two werein less than optimum condition. Sharp lines, bristling fixtures—they al looked
top-of-the-line.

“Hereweare,” said McCreedy.

Jack might have known. There was nothing deek or new about this particular craft. McCreedy shrugged,
half as an apology, but more, Jack suspected, asa”so what?’

“Nothing like the birdswe used to ride around in,” he said.



“No, you'reright there,” said Jack, trying to keep any fegling out of hisvoice.
“Yeah, well, wait till you see my baby,” said McCreedy, dapping on theflier’ s side with one hand.

Jack was gtarting to fed more and more dubious. How did someone like Dog McCreedy come by a ship
with the most up-to-date technology anyway? It had been too long since he’ d known Danny Boy

McCreedy.

He was starting to have second thoughts about what they were doing. “ Do we need to do this?” he
asked.

“What do you mean?’ McCreedy paused with his hand resting on the craft' sside.
“Well, why do we need to go up there?’

There was abrief pause before McCreedy answered, the dightest flicker of doubt on hisface. “It'sa
matter of trust, Jack. Y ou show meyours; | show you mine. Y ou know how it works. Besides, I’ ve got
acouple of contacts up there who might prove useful. If your friendseft here, the only place they could
leave fromisthe orbita. We need to check it out.”

It did make sense. Jack nodded.

McCreedy opened up the craft and gestured Jack inside. He climbed in after. “Don’t worry about the
crap,” hesad. “ Just shove anything out of your way.”

A number of empty water bottles lay scattered around the floor, with food wrappers of various colors
lying here and there amongst them. “ 1’|l get around to cleaning it up one of these days. Thisold hulk
doesn't redly warrant the attention.”

He strapped himsdf in, ignoring Jack’ s gpparent discomfort, and started hitting control pads above his
head and in front of him. With agrimace, Jack strapped himsdlf in too, trying to keep his eyes away from
the floor and focus on the routine M cCreedy was going through. It was amost asif he were back there,
back in the old military transport, waiting to be ferried to wherever they were going to be dropped on
that particular day. McCreedy caught him watching and grinned.

The clamps engaged under theflier, and the craft jerked. Jack thrust out his hand, but then quickly pulled
it back. There was nothing he could reach anyway. He held one hand tightly in the other in hislap. They
were drawn back out of the docking space in awide arc, the docking clamps disengaged, and another
st took over. The craft lurched astheir direction changed and the mechanisms drew them forward.

A couple of minuteslater and they had crawled toward the hangar lip. All thought of what McCreedy
was up to or the state of the craft left Jack as the canyon vista crawled into view in front of and benesth
them. What he' d seen from Max Aire s basement apartment was now reveded initsfull daytime glory.
Aire had been right: It was one hell of aview. McCreedy dapped a couple of places on the pane in front
of him, and the drives kicked into life, pressing Jack back into his seet so that it creaked around him. He
caught hisbreath. A bit of warning might have been nice. He shot alook at McCreedy, but the other man
was busy doing things on his control panel and glancing out of the front viewscreen. With asound deepin
his throat, Jack decided to make the most of it, turned his attention away from McCreedy, tried to ignore
the shuddering and rattling around him, and craned forward to drink in the view asthey swept up and
out, away from Baance City.

Thiswas Jack’ sfirst red view of the orbital station. When he'd comein before, it wasin the sealed



expanse of the jump ship that had brought him to Utrecht. He' d had a brief period insde the station itself,
inatransfer lounge, before being whisked into the staging areafor the planetward shuttles. Now, despite
the shaking and variety of noises around him, and McCreedy’ slackadaisica attitudeto it al, Jack was
captivated by the view in front of them. McCreedy till had hisfeet up on the front console and his hands
linked behind his head.

The orbitd platform was basicdly flat, sretching thinly from end to end of the viewscreen. A centra
cylinder rotated gently at its center. From the platform, bristling outgrowths reached in every direction,
with no apparent order, dl of them tacked on like afterthoughts to the entire structure, asthey probably
were. Within the bristles, bubbles and cylinders, ovoids, and squares made lumps among the spars. Jack
guessed that some of those spars were passageway's to carry people from the central environment out to
the various stores or workspaces attached to the orbital. All around the edges of the platform lay ships,
nosein, butting up against scalloped depressions. From this distance it was hard to judge the dimensions,
but it looked like most of the craft were smaller—persond transports, yachts, whatever you wanted to
cal them. A larger vessel sat near one corner. Jack guessed this was one of the magjor jJump ships
sarvicing this particular platform. Another larger ship, afreighter, sat close by, Stretching out and back
likeacubig dragonfly.

McCreedy sat forward, touched afew points on the console in front of him, then settled back. The
rattling around them subsided dowly, and their craft banked, then aligned with the flattened top of the
platform.

“Nearly there,” said McCreedy. “Y ou can remove the finger marks from my seat now.”

Jack glanced down at the place M cCreedy was|ooking, noticing for thefirst time the white-knuckled
grip he had on the edge of his seet. He cleared histhroat, |looked back out of the front screen, and pulled
his hand back into hislap. Okay, so he didn’t travel well off-planet. He glanced back over at McCreedy,
but his companion was concentrating on landing procedures, or so Jack assumed. Either that, or hewas
being polite, and somehow Jack just didn't think that was the case.

They bounced to a stop and Jack sat where hewas, waiting. A dight vibration shook the craft; then there
was afirm clunk from the side. Jack looked at McCreedy.

“Giveit acouple of seconds,” said McCreedy. “I never redly trust the seals on thesethings.” He
checked the pand in front of him, then nodded. “ Okay.”

“Wait,” said Jack.

“What?’

“Those papers| gaveyou...”

McCreedy frowned, flicking astrand of hair away from one eye. “What about them?”’
“I'judt...” Jack grimaced.

“Look, if it will make you fed any better...” He dug insde hisjacket and drew forth the bundle of
papers, creased and crumpled now, then reached down to hisfeet, pulling aside a piece of flooring and
diding back ametal cover. He waved the papers at Jack before shoving them down into the holein the
floor that had been revedled and diding the pand back in place. He kicked the piece of flooring back
over it with onefoot. “ See? All safe and sound. Sometimes | need to keep things away from prying

eyes”



Jack looked at the place beneath McCreedy’ sfeet dubioudy. Surely that would be the sort of spot
someone would look for if they were doing any half-thorough search. “Y eah, okay,” he said findly. The
request had been just as much to see that he till had them in his possession.

McCreedy nodded and reached for something above his head, and the door did back, revealing ashiny
plastic tube with steps leading down. This part was familiar. Jack had boarded the craft that had taken
him down to Utrecht through asmilar arrangement. He eased himself out of his seat and descended.
Jack guessed there had to be other |oading mechanismsfor the larger shipsthat traveled up and down
between the orbital and the surface. The Baance City hangar, though, had shown no evidence of
anything larger. But then, he was getting used to the fact by now that much of what Utrecht had to offer
was kept hidden from general view...Baance City itself not the least of those.

The gair led down to a passageway thet circled off at one end, lines of entrances evenly spaced dong its
length. McCreedy paused at the bottom of the stair, looked in both directions, and then gestured to the
right with his heed.

“Down thisway. As usua, we end up with the cheap seats. We ve got a bit of atrip ahead of us.” He
glanced up a their berth number and nodded to himsdlf. “We can enter the main station only from the
ends. Allows usto synch with therotation.” Jack knew that, but he made adight sound indicating he
understood. They traveled the rest of the way to the main junction in silence, pulling themselves forward
inthe lighter gravity by conveniently placed handholds along the length. Jack wondered that it wasn't
completely weightless, but perhaps that was just the way things worked.

There were anumber of questions he wanted to ask M cCreedy, but they could wait until he had more of
an impression, more of afeding for the man. Well it was more like a reacquaintance than getting to know
him, and he reminded himsdlf of that. There was something he wanted to te<t, though.

“McCreedy,” he said.

“Uh-huh,” came the answer, McCreedy concentrating on where they were going more than anything else.
“You ever runinto aguy cdled Maximilian Aire?’

McCreedy snorted. “ Aire. Jesus. Where did you come across that name?’

“I raninto him yesterday.”

McCreedy stopped and turned. “Y ou don't just run into Max Aire. What happened?’

“We had alittle chat,” said Jack.

McCreedy was frowning now. “1 wish you’ d told me that earlier.”

Jack returned the frown. “What' s the problem?”

“Max Aire hasfingersin everything. If he' sinterested in you there’ sareason, and in Balance City, if Max
Aireisinterested in you, then you had better keep your head down. | would have taken a couple of
precautions had | known.”

“Okaaaay,” said Jack dowly.
“No. | meanit,” said McCreedy. “Why do you think he' sinterested?’

Jack sighed. “I'll fill you in on the detailslater. | have acouple of ideas, but it relatesto an old case of



rriren

“Wll, there' s nothing we can do about it. We can worry about that later. We ve thingsto do now.
Meanwhile, I ll think about our options.”

They made quick progress up the accessway and were soon through the rotationas and into the Station
proper, or at least onto the central spine, where they were whisked downward to the outer ring by a
rapidly moving transport platform. When they’ d reached floor level, McCreedy led them through a series
of portals and into the main environment, looking completely at home. The structure waslarge, not as
large asadcity, but large dl the same, and Jack felt dightly logt, staring up a the metalic celling far above
him. The orbital was broken into severa commercia regions, and resdences clustered in discrete
locations dong the length. The cylinder’ s outside was broken dternately with ground space, dightly
leveled to hide the curve—it was supposed to be psychol ogica—and broad expanses of windows.
McCreedy took a couple of minutesto get his bearings while Jack waited patiently, then pointed themto
amoving wakway.

“Thiswill take usto where we want to go,” he said, beckoning Jack to follow.

Ten minuteslater, having traveled through adigtrict of hotels and restaurants, and past agaudy shopping
mall, they stepped off the walkway, and McCreedy walked past afew nondescript buildings and through
acolorful illuminated archway set into aflat expanse of wall that divided one section from another.

Onthe other Side sat areasonably flat, grassed area, aline of benches set at discrete intervals, in front of
one of abroad set of windows. Jack paused, looking at the grass.

“Isthisred?’ asked Jack.

“Nah,” said McCreedy. “But it looks redl, doesn't it? All the comforts of home. Y ou get tired of the
plastics after awhile, though. Y ou start to notice the smell. True sation ratslikeit. Me, | don't. | guess|
spent too much timein thejungle.”

Hewaved Jack forward eagerly. “Here.”

Tdl railings separated the pseudo-glass from the window display, but they were cunningly constructed
with connecting bars alowing you to lean or sit asyou chose, giving an uninterrupted view of the orbitd’s
brigtling extensions and, where you could see it, the darkened space beyond.

McCreedy was leaning forward, staring across the struts and nodules. “ Thiswas onething | never got
tired of, though,” he said. “Imagine what thiswas like before dl that shit happened. Just take a second to
imagine what it would have looked like without al of thet crapintheway.”

Jack tried, leaning his own elbows on the railing, mirroring McCreedy’ s position. Y eah, he could seethe
attraction. At that moment theflat platform swung into view, dowly creeping acrossthe viewing area.
Watching it, Jack had to remind himsdlf that it was they that were moving, not the platform.

“That'sit there,” said McCreedy, pointing.

Jack hadn’t even noticed the ships. His attention had been completely absorbed by the moving platform.
Hefollowed McCreedy’ s outstretched hand. A deek white shape projected out from the platform edge,
itsdightly bulbous nose shuggling into the depression.

“That,” said McCreedy, “is Amaranth. Beautiful, no?’ He seemed captivated by the vision of hisown
craft.



The ship dowly swung past, and McCreedy’ s gaze tracked it asit went, gradualy dipping out of sight
below and behind them, finally obscured by thelip of the viewing area.

It looked like M cCreedy had been telling the truth. That bulb toward the front could mean only onething:
McCreedy’ s ship had the needed drive.

There was one more thing it meant, one more thing about Daniel McCreedy, but it was something Jack
wasn't sure he wanted to dedl with yet.

Eleven

Jack was suitably impressed, but he made anote to hold the obvious question forming in his head until
later: How the hell had someone like Dog McCreedy come across aship like that? Being here, staring
out at the starscape, had given Jack another idea. He wasn't sure how these places worked, but there
was bound to be someone who knew where Billie and Antille€' s ship had been headed. Wasn't there?

“Dog,” hesad.

McCreedy pulled himsdlf away from therailings, still looking thoughtfully at the place where hisship had
just dowly swung pagt. “Hmmm?’

“Do they keep records of departures and arrivals here somewhere?’

Dog tilted his head to one sde and grinned. “Great mindsthink aike. Well, the answer is, they do and
they don't.”

“I"'m not sure | understand.”

Dog leaned back on therailing, propping his elbows up behind him, and grinned. “ Think about it, Jack,”
hesad. “This place maintainsitsdf by being aconvenient safe haven for ships. Half of Utrecht’ sbusiness
comes from import-export. Sometimes you don’t want people to know what you' re carrying and where
you're carrying it to, if you know what | mean.” He tapped the side of hisnose.

Jack looked around and then leaned over to stare at the green-white arc of Utrecht just swinging into
view. “I don’'t see what they have to export. | didn’t see many signs of redl industry down there.”

“Wdl, youwouldn't.”
Jack frowned and looked sideways at McCreedy. “What do you mean?’

“There salot of high technology. Production in smdl plants hidden in places throughout the forestlands.
They keep it politey out of the way so people don’t have to think what they’ re doing.”

“But where do they get their materials?’

“Some of it here, but alot of it iswhere the import part of it comesin. Likethat freighter we saw on the
way in. You did seeit, right?’

Jack nodded. “Yesah.”

“There are afew cash crops produced on Utrecht too. One or two in particular, and they’ re either
shipped offworld directly, or wind up in the pharmaceutical plants. There sbig busnessin dl of that. You
can guess how many people are dependent upon those products, either directly or indirectly.”

Jack stood there thinking about that for a couple of seconds before pushing himsalf back from therailing



and turning to face McCreedy. “ So when do we get to see this famous ship of yours properly?’

Again Dog grinned. “Now’ sas good atime as any, right? | was getting tired of waiting for you to ask.
Wait aminute while | get our bearings.”

Heturned and faced the viewing areg, linking hisfingers behind his neck. “Ah, here she comes” The
platform edge swung back into view. Dog nodded as he marked the place where the Amaranth was
berthed, then inclined his head away from the direction they had come. “WEe re better off going thisway.
It'slonger, but it'll give you achance to see abit more of the orbital aswell. There' s someone | need to
see on the way, and maybe, just maybe, we might be able to help you out with your little question.”

“My little question?’
“Sure. Y ou want to find out if anybody knows the logged coordinates of your niece’ s ship. Don't you?’
Jack cleared histhroat. “Yeah.”

Dog grinned again and tapped at his temple with one finger, shaking his head before turning and leading
the way aong the edge of the wide viewing port.

Jack suppressed the sound he wanted to make deep in histhroat. McCreedy might just get annoying
before thiswhole thing was over.

They crossed the short swath of parkland in a couple of minutes, coming to another arched doorway in
the dividing strut wall that ssgmented the orbital’ s cylinder into sections. The next areawas purely
utilitarian, broad, undecorated metallic spaces broken only by connecting conduits, wide struts, and tall
stacks of metal containers. Variouslogos and marks and numbers identified each of the containers.
Within the stacks sat loading machinery, al currently idle. Their footsteps echoed from the container
wadlls, and though the place was wdll lit, shadows crisscrossed their path. Dog barely even looked at the
containers, picking his path between them naturally, for athough there was no straight route between the
gtacks, dwaysin front of them stood the next dividing wall, stretching up and above.

“So how do they get this stuff up and down from the surface?’ asked Jack.

M cCreedy answered without looking back. “Oh, they have heavy carrier shuttlesaswell. Y ou wouldn’t
have seen any of them at Baance City, though. There’ sno call for them there. BC' smoreinvolved with
adminigtration and finance. They only need people carriersfor that. This stuff”—he dapped one of the
containersin passing—- gets deposited e sewhere. Mustn't clutter the capitdl.” He gave awry snort.

Heled Jack into the next area, and this, right near the orbita’ s heart, was more functional.
Pseudo-streets and small square buildings made up the bulk of theinner surface, broken again by alarge
st of viewing windows. Psychologicdly, Jack guessed it made sense. It was far better to seeasky on
either side of you rather than buildings and people at right angles to where you stood. He could just see
the edge of another set of buildings hanging above the viewing area, which was abit unsettling. He had a
vigon of someone dropping something from above and it falling to impae him ashewaked below. He
knew it was stupid, but he couldn’t help the impression, and he glanced nervoudy upward, feding his
shoulderstighten. He resolved to keep his attention focused on where they were going.

Dog led the way down asmall side passageway between the buildings and stopped outside adoor.
CENTRAL RECORDS, said the sign.

“Yeah,” said Dog as he caught Jack studying the sign. “ Even though they’ re discreet about it, they il
have an unhealthy dose of the Utrecht spirit about them.” He shrugged and knocked.



“Yes,” said avoice from insde. Jack noted the building had no windows. Nor did any that surrounded
them. Bureaucratic heaven, thought Jack. Little cdlswithin ahive. Another sign behind him said
LADING. Farther down the alley, he thought he could see FUEL TAX, or at least something that |ooked
likeit.

Dog opened the door and stepped inside. Jack followed after. A man, his beard obscuring most of his
face, wearing thick glasses and arumpled shirt, looked up inquistively.

“Can 1—Dog McCreedy! Thelast man | expected to see dive.” The speaker pushed back his chair and
stood, reaching out ahand to grip Dog's, his other hand reaching automaticaly for Dog's € bow.

McCreedy laughed. “Hey, Steve. Y eah, the old Dog' s il dive, hard asit may beto believe.”

The man cdled Steve chuckled. “Well, apparently the dcohol poisoning or the kreff hasn't gotten you
yet.”

“Yeah, yesh. And | seeyou're buried in your burrow. Still down the rabbit hole.”

Steveretook his chair and gestured to the edge of the desk. “ Take a seat.” He barely glanced at Jack.
Meanwhile, Jack |ooked around the small office, searching for somewhere to put himself. He resorted to
leaning back againgt onewall.

“So, Dog. How have you been keeping down among the planet-huggers?’
“Yeah, I've been doing okay,” said Dog, propping himself on the edge of the desk. “How about you?’

“You know what it'slike,” said Steve. “Work, the clubs, the occasional brawl. We have to keep
oursalves amused.”

“Heh,” said Dog. “Yeah, | know.”
“How about planetsde?’

Steve leaned back in his chair and reached up to toy with agraying area of hisbeard at one side of his
chin as he waited for the response. Dog rubbed the back of his neck. “Wéll, you know. They keep their
heads firmly up their own asses, so they can't seelittle oI’ me. Utrecht’ s till Utrecht. BC'sjust the same.
How long since you' ve been down?’

Steve looked thoughtful. “Nearly two years, | think. Y ou can haveit.”
“Ah, it'snot that bad. We keep each other sane, and it hasits own advantages.”
“Y ou can have them too,” said Steve with asnort.

Jack was getting alittle tired with this back-and-forth and wished McCreedy would just get on withiit.
Somehow they seemed like an unlikely pair, but who could tdll in aclosed community like the orbital?
Enclosed environments made for unusua bonding. Just like the military. Jack cleared histhroat.

“Sowhoisyour friend?’ asked Stevefindly.
“Old pd from the services,” said Dog. “We go way back.”

Steve nodded without looking at Jack. There wasn't going to be agreat deal of conversation there. Jack
was clearly aong for theride. He scanned the office. A broad screen sat on the edge of the desk, till
with ligs of figures on it. Shelves and shelves of memory cubes took up the wall space behind Steve,



some with hastily scrawled tagsin anillegible script. Onewall was completely blank. A couple of empty
disposable food containers lay on the floor behind Steve s chair, and awriting block and styluslay in
front of him on the desk. Jack guessed this man didn’t have much interaction with other peoplein his
day-to-day work. He continued propping up one wall while Steve and Dog talked, till smdl talk.

“Okay,” sad Steve. “Why are you here, Dog?’
“I’ve got afavor to ask.”

“Tdl me”

“Jack here slooking for aship.”

Steve glanced over and gave Jack anarrow-eyed look that was barely discernible behind the thick
lenses. “Hmmm,” hesaid.

“Ligten, Steve. Jack’ sokay. Put it like this. I’'m looking for this ship too.”

Stevereturned his gaze to Dog' s face. “ Okay. Because it’ syou. No other reason. Name?”’
“Jack?" asked Dog.

Jack shook hishead. “No idea.”

Dog sghed. “Wdll, that’ salot of use.”

“Wait,” said Jack. “1t was a ship associated with the university in some way.”

“UBC?" asked Dog.

“Yegh”

“Wadll, okay,” said Steve. “ That makesthingsalittle eeser. When wasit in?’ Heleaned forward and
reached for his screen.

“They would haveleft a couple of weeks ago. It might not have been auniversty ship specificaly. The
professor there said something about sponsorship. From what | know about their work, | think it could
have something to do with Outreach.”

Dog shot him a sudden suspicious glance. Jack noted and made the pretense of ignoring it.

Steve merely nodded. He tapped with one finger on the screen surface, then dragged the display down,
scanning the lines. He tapped and dragged again, doing another scan. “What were they carrying?’ he
asked.

“Nothing important, asfar as| know,” said Jack. * People. Maybe some equipment—archeol ogical
equipment, something like that.”

“Hmmm,” said Steve thoughtfully. He went through the tap-and-drag sequence a couple moretimesin
succession, then stopped. “ Okay, this might be what you' re looking for. Private freighter. Registered to
Symbda”

“Symbaa?’ said Dog.

“Mmm-hmmmmm,” said Steve. “It’san Outreach sub. Not too many people know that.”



He leaned forward, peering more closdly at the screen. “Hmmm.” He tapped a couple of timesand the
screen changed. “No manifest. Passengers not listed.” Hetutted. “Can’t havethat.” He closed the
display and retuned to the former list, scrolling up and down a couple of times. “It lookslikeit' s your
likely candidate in the time period. Everything eseisether local or long-haul old freighters around that
time”

“When?’ said Jack.

Steve looked at him briefly, then returned to the screen. “ Thirteen days. No, fourteen now.”
Chrig, afull two weeks.

“Can you give us anything more?’ said Jack.

Steve gave him around-eyed affronted look. “What do you think | an?’ he said. Then he smiled, and
there was an dement of mischief init. “ Of course| can. Regard!”

He tapped at a couple of points on the screen, then turned to face the wall, gesturing with one open hand
for Jack to do likewise. Jack stepped back to look. The blank wall was no longer blank. Loading
vehicles hoisted containers through the cargo port of asmall dark ship. The picture panned, showing the
activity, but also reveding the ship’s shape. It too had the telltale bulbous nose indicating jump capability.

“Zoom, center,” said Steve, and the picture swept in to focus on what was being loaded. They were not
the standard containers, and emblazoned on one end was alogo. The whole sequence was arecorded
segment of dock activity. Jack might have guessed that they kept their own private records of everything
that went on.

“Canyou focuson that?’ said Jack, pointing.

“Certainly,” said Steve. “Pushy, your friend, isn't he?” Thislatter wasto Dog, who merdly grinned.

For ahairy bureaucrat locked in the bowels of arotating tin can, this Steve had agood dice of attitude.
Steve tapped at his screen, then said, “ Focus container.”

The mark was the UBC crest.

“Okay,” said Jack. “That’' sthe ship.”

“Good,” said Steve. “Hold on aminute.” He tapped at his screen acouple of times and the view shifted.
A manin pilot’s coveradlswith an officid-looking company logo was entering the hatch. Steve zoomed
the picture. “Look familiar?’

Jack shook hishead. “No.”

Steve skipped the sequence to another. The pilot was back, but with him were two familiar figures. One
was the portly, dark-skinned Antille, looking older than the image Jack had of him, and the second was
al too familiar.

“Billie,” he breathed, catching himsalf dmost leaning toward the wall screen. She wore jeansand aplain
white top. Her blond hair was allittle longer, and tied back away from her face. She wasin animated
conversation with Antille. That wastypicd. Typicd Billie.

The hatch shut, and Billie was locked away.



“Yeah, that'sit,” said Jack. “That' stheone.” Insde hefdt hollow.

Twelve
“W at outside for aminute, will you, Jack?’ said Dog.

Jack flashed him aquick frown, but dipped outside as requested, tearing his gaze away from Billie's
fading image. He shut the door quietly beside him.

It was afull five minutes before Dog gppeared, five minutesin which Jack waseft with the cold
emptinessringing ingde him. Billie had looked fine, but there was nothing to say shewas il fine. She
could be floating in degp space somewhere, chilly and airlessin the outer reaches. He forced the image
from hismind. What the hell was Dog doing anyway?

McCreedy closed the door quietly behind him and indicated they should leave.
“What was dl that about?’ said Jack.

Dog flashed him aquick sign, one he hadn’t seen for years, abrief hand signd indicating they were being
watched. Jack gave the dightest of nods and strode quickly toward the junction they had come from,
Dog closdly following at his hedl's. When they reached the end, Jack stopped.

“ g7
“Jugt someinsurance. I'll tell you about it later.”

“Damn,” said Jack. Seeing Billiein the replay had thrown him off. “We didn’t ask about the destination.”
“Covered,” said Dog. “Nothing. | checked after you went outside.”

Jack sghed. “ So what now?’

“I still have to see someone,” said Dog. “I can leave you at one of the rec stationswhile | take care of
business; then we can go and check out Amaranth.”

“I'mnot so surel likedl thissurvelllance.” Jack ran hisfingers through his hair and shook his head.
“Damnwell fdt likel was being watched in Balance City, and now | know | am.”

“Thereareways of deding withit,” sad Dog. “Don’t worry.”

“Okay,” said Jack, but Dog’ s offhand dismissal didn’t fill him with confidence. “Lead theway,” he said,
resgned to letting the younger man teketheinitiative.

Dog deposited him in arec center, just as he' d suggested. It wasthe normal sort of trangt facility. There
were game machines, interactive programs, information and communicetions booths, and Jack was
thankful, somewhere where he could st and have coffee. The staff was pleasant enough, and they left him
to his own devices without intruding on his space. The coffee wasn't half-bad ether. It wasn't until he
was nearing the bottom of histhird cup that Dog reappeared.

“Right,” hesaid. “Businessdone.” He dapped his hands together in a dusting-off motion. “Come on,
Stein. Let’sgo and see my baby.”

Dog led the way through a series of rotationas smilar to those they’ d been through before and into the
low-gravity region of the loading aress. Jack felt queasy dl the way through. He hated low gravity. It was
no better when they reached the Amaranth, and he had difficulty redlly paying attention to the things Dog



pointed out as he gave him abrief guided tour. Asfar as Jack was concerned, it was a ship. He grabbed
ahandhold and stood uncomfortably, waiting for Dog to give him hisfull attention.

“Okay, McCreedy. | want to know some things. Can wetak here?’

Dog glanced around, frowned, and gave alittle shake of his head. “ Sure, why not?’

“That look you gave me back at the records place when | mentioned Outreach. What was that about?’
Dog |looked like he was going to say something, then stopped. He turned his face away.

“Come on, McCreedy. It's got to be about something.”

The young man turned away, then crossed to a seat and sat, pulling agrip into placeto keep himin
position. “Yeah, dl right. How do you think | could get hold of adrive, Jack? Where does a shuttle
jockey like mefind the resourcesfor something like this? Sure, | run legitimate contracts. Sure, | work
hard at it too. | dso do abit of stuff ontheside. I’'ve got arep, and | worked hard to get it. Theright
people heard. Some of those people work for big companies, and sometimes those big companies want
things done and they want them done quickly and quietly.”

“And one of those companiesis Outreach,” said Jack.
Dog nodded dowly. There was a pause before he answered. “It seemed like afair tradeto me.”

Jack looked around the small space they now occupied. Everything was pristine. Banks of instruments
that meant nothing to Jack covered thewalls, and comfortable seats sat at strategic locations. He'd
aready seen the cargo area and the cabins. All of it, every single part, was dick and new, in tota contrast
totheamdl flier they’d comeupiin.

“Nothing’ swithout acatch, Dog,” said Jack. “What’ sthe catch?’

McCreedy sghed. “Bottom line, from timeto timel’m at their beck and call.” He shrugged. “It doesn't
happen very often, but when it does, I'm expected to jump.” He gave ashort, hard laugh. “Literaly. But
likel said, it doesn't happen very often.”

“What sort of Suff?’
Dog didn’t meet Jack’ seyes. “| don’t ask.”
A drawn-out sllencefilled the small space.

Jack was suddenly torn. There was coincidence and there was coincidence. Running into M cCreedy was
the type of thing that happened to him regularly, but that M cCreedy should have somelink to Outreach
too. ..that made him distinctly uncomfortable. It didn’t look like McCreedy himsalf was at ease with the
relationship, and that was apotentia positive. He studied the man as he thought. He could be smply
overreacting. The name Outreach Industries was usua ly enough to raise his hackles, but thistimeit could
be nothing more than that—mere coincidence. Outreach Industries kept coming back like abad smell
that wouldn’t leave him aone. Right now, though, he had no other option.

“Tak tome, Jack,” said Dog, finaly breaking the uncomfortable silence.
“So what’ syour interest? How come you want to get involved in this?’

“Likel told you, Jack, | need to bresk thingsup abit. | liketheidea. Alien worlds, dl that. Y ou haveto
admit, it' skinda captivating....”



Jack looked a Dog dubioudy, but he could see the light in the younger man’s eyes. Okay—good enough
for now.

“So did you get anywhere with that stuff | gave you?’

“Sort of. I’'m not ahundred percent certain.”

“WEell, don't you need to be certain?’ asked Jack.

Dog nodded. “Mostly.”

Jack smply stared a him. Thiswasinterstelar navigation. How could it be mostly?

Dog spread his handswide. “ There€' sno point going into the finer details, but it’ s pretty sSmple. There are
paths and there are not paths.” He shook hishead. “| don't know a better way to explainit. | didn’'t do a
degreeinthisstuff. | learned it the hard way. Y ou know. | graduated from flying shuttlesto flying ships.
Then | graduated to jump ships. | know the way it works, and | know how to doit. | can’'t explain the
physicsbehind it. If you'realittle bit out, then there’ s a correction mechanism built into redlity, if you
like.” He drummed on the arm of his seet, clearly looking for away to dispel Jack’ s dubious expression.
“Okay, say you want to go in acertain place in Baance City. Y ou don’t go straight there. Utrecht, BC,
perhaps you ask for directions when you get there. Thefirst part of the processis getting to Balance City,
right? No, okay, bad example. Let’stry it again.” He thought for amoment. “Takethe city. Thereare
roads; there are shuttle routes. Y ou can walk, or you can catch the shuttle. The shuttle followsa
particular route, and when you' reinside the shuttle, you haveto follow that route. Y ou have the option to
get off a anumber of points aong the way, but the path remains the same.” He nodded. “Y eah. Jump
gpaceislikethat. The pathways are theroads. The jump shipisashuttle” Helaughed. “Okay, soI'm
gl ashuttle jockey after dl. There go my big dreams.” Heflicked the hair out of hiseyes, giving Jack a
wry smile.

Dreams. Big dreams. That was what Jack needed right now—abig dream. One that made sense, and
not the sort Dog was talking abouit.

“Okay,” said Jack, deliberately not picking up on McCreedy’ s sdlf-effacing humor. “1 get it. So what else
do you need?’

“Some sort of confirmation that what I’ m interpreting from those notesisright. | could beway off. And if
I’m way off, we' reway off, if you seewhat | mean.”

“Hmmmm,” said Jack. He repositioned himself, changing the hand that was steadying him. Hewasn't
sure whether Heering knew enough to be able to give them guidance, but if they went and saw Heering,
then it would send asignal to whoever was watching him. He didn’t think there was any other choice.
Anything to get out of this perpetua fegling that he' d lost the bottom of his stomach. “Like you said, we
cantry theguy a theuniveraty,” hesaid findly.

Dog nodded. “I think that would help.”

He swiveled his chair and looked at the console display. “It' s late now. No timeto do it today. We can
go down there, but by the time we got back...”

“So you're saying we should stay up here?’
“Sure. We could stay on the Amaranth.”

Dog was alittle too enthusiastic about the idea. “No, thanks,” said Jack. “1sn't there somewherein



there?| could do with something more solid around me.”
“Sure, there are hotelsthere, if that’ swhat you want. But you might aswell get used to it.”
Jack snorted. There was no way he was going to get used to it. Ever.

Dog shrugged. “ Okay, if that’ srealy what you want. We can head down firgt thing in the morning.
Meanwhile, I can show you afew highlights of therat race. Subject you to abit of red gation life.”

Anything. Anything to kegp him on semisolid “ground” for awhile.

Jack woke to stare blearily at an unfamiliar ceiling. His head felt like someone had taken the contents,
shaken them, and poured them back in again. His mouth felt furry. He reached up with thumb and
forefinger, working at eyesthat felt like they’ d been glued together, then opened them and closed them a
couple of timesto try to work some of the blurriness out of hisvision. He had no clue where he was.
Snatches of the previous evening skittered through his ponderous thoughts. A bar—no, severa
bars—and some old friends of Dog's, and...He groaned. Damn, he was getting too old for this. There
was adtirring and snuffling beside him, then mouth sounds, then gtillness again. Sowly he turned his head,
and more memories came back to him. Curly dark hair, a smooth, rounded back, olive skin, broad hips.
That’ sright. The redhead and the brunette. Apparently Jack had wound up with the brunette. In his
haf-awake state, Jack looked at the woman lying beside him. Not the usua sort he went for. Images of
large breasts bouncing up and down above him and the curve of arounded belly drifted into his
consciousness. Full, dark lips on hisdick. Damn, he couldn’t even remember her name. Either of their
names. He guessed Dog had ended up with the redhead. Nora? Dora? And his companion was...Sveta
Y eah, that seemed right.

Jack wrinkled hisnose. Theroom till smelled of sex. And by theway he wasfedling, they’ d certainly
had that. He tried to Sit up and groaned again. It had been awhile since he' d used those particular
muscles. Hislower abdomen was sore. Painfully he levered himsdf upright. Now, wherethe hell were his
clothes?

Sveta—he was sure now that was her name—rolled over, turning to lie on her ssomach, her face toward
him. She haf opened her eyes.

“Hey,” shesaid.

“Hey,” said Jack. “Morning.”

“Yeah.” Shereached out ahand and stroked his arm with her fingertips. “How are you feding?’
Jack gave awordless groan.

“Yeah,” shesad.

Jack was il looking for his clothes, feding dightly awkward with his nakedness. He knew it was
irrationd, but it was there dll the same.

“I had funlast night,” said Sveta.

“Mmmm,” said Jack. He thought he had. He ran his fingers through his hair, trying to smooth it into place.
Hedidn't want to think what it must look like. He rubbed his chin, rough with stubble. Asrough ashe
fdt.



“What are you looking for, hon?" she asked deepily.
“Clothes”

“Don’t worry about that. Grab arobe from over there.” She waved vaguely in the direction of abuilt-in
wardrobe. “We can sort that out after breskfast.”

Breskfast was the last thing on hismind. There was only one word in his consciousness now, one big
word underlined and in bold: coffee.

He staggered over to the wardrobe, did it open, and reached for arobe hanging there. Dark blue with
pink flowers. Lovely. He didn’'t see that there was much other choice, and he pulled it on. It was way too
short, barely covering his modesty.

“Kitchen'sout there,” mumbled Sveta. “Help yoursdf. I'll be out in alittle while. If you need the
bathroom, it'sdown the hdl.”

He closed the door quietly, and headed toward the bathroom. There were voices from the kitchen. So
Dog and hisfriend were already up. He glanced down &t the robe and grimaced. When he'd finished, he
followed the sound of voices back out to the kitchen. Last night’s memories were still vague, and he
hadn’t had much of a chance to check out the apartment.

Asheentered, Dog was Sitting a asmal round table in the center with amug of something in front of
him. He looked up and grinned. The smell of breakfast stuffsfilled his nostrils as he walked into the room.
The redhead had her back to him, doing something at the counter. Both were aready fully dressed.

“Oh, lovely,” said Dog. “ Suits you, Jack. What do you think, Nora?’

Sheturned from what she was doing and gave Jack ashy smile. “Good morning,” shesaid. “Can | get
you something?’

Jack dropped his gaze, just checking. He was gtill conscious of the robe' s shortness.
“Y eah, coffee would be good. Thanks.”

Shelooked thoughtful for amoment. Pale skin, green eyes. She had a sweet smile. “1 think we have
some. Wait, let me look.”

Oh, great, thought Jack. He could guess what sort of coffee that might be. Anyone who said they thought
they had coffee usualy had some sort of generic crap for the occasond visitor. It would just have to do.

She checked in some cupboards, and findly located what she was|ooking for. “Ah, here, | thought so.”
Jack was right.
“How do you haveit?’ asked Nora, turning, package in one hand, spoon in the other.

“Strong. Real strong and with nothing, thanks,” said Jack. The stronger it wasthelesslikely it wasto curl
theinsides of hismouth, but the way his mouth was feding, he suspected it wouldn’t matter much. He s,
pulling the robe tighter about himsdif.

Dog was 4till flashing him aknowing grin, but Jeck, first glancing in Nora sdirection, waved it away with
adight frown. Dog just shrugged and kept grinning.

“We ought to get moving soon,” said Jack.



“Y egh. I’m not the one holding us up, though,” said Dog, glancing meaningfully a Jack’ s borrowed robe.
“Y eah, yeah. Give me achanceto get some coffee into me, and then it shouldn’t take melong.”

“How’s Sveta?’ asked Dog.

“Yeeh, fine”

“Sowhereisshe?’

“Oh,” said Nora, bringing Jack’ s coffee. “1 wouldn't expect her to emergefor awhile yet. She'son alate
roster today.”

Jack held the urge to wrinkle his nose. The coffee smelled as bad as he had expected. He took a
tentative Sp and then alarger one, swalowing whiletrying to ignore the taste. “ Thanks,” he said.

He spped again in the awkward silence. “ So what do you two do?’ he asked findly. “Y ou probably told
me last night, but | can’t remember.”

“Oh, we'reloader drivers. We work shiftsloading containers. Not very exciting, but it getsusby.”

Jack nodded and sipped at his coffee. Norareached for Dog' s hand and held it, resting lightly on the
tabletop.

“So how do you know Dog?’ she asked.
He shot alook at McCreedy, but Dog gave a one-shouldered shrug.
“Oh, we go back aways,” said Jack. “Military originaly.”

She nodded, and then they lapsed into silence again. She turned to watching her fingers playing with
Dog' s hand. Fortunatdly, before long the coffee was cool enough to down in acouple of large swallows.
He placed the mug on the table and stood. “Well, I’ d better get myself together.”

He headed back to the bedroom, opening the door quietly. Svetawas adeep again. He located his
clothes, strewn casually over achair, bundled them, and headed for the shower. A short time later he
was dressed and halfway presentable. He headed back to the bedroom, draped the robe over the chair,
and then crouched down beside the bed. He reached out with one hand and gently stroked her cheek.
She groaned and opened her eyes, not dl the way.

“Hey,” said Jack. “I’ve got to go now.”
“Mmmm,” shesaid. “Seeyou, hon. Drop inif you' rethrough again. It wasfun.”

“Yeah,” said Jack, but her eyeswere already closed and he was staring into the emptiness that walked
out of the room with him.

Though Dog seemed to have enjoyed being back up there, Jack was just as happy to leave the place.
Therewasjust too much that was disorienting, out of true aignment in the orbital—including what he had
seen of itsinhabitants. Hewas full of talk about what a great time he’ d had when he was one of the
“daionrats,” ashereferred to them. Jack couldn’t help wondering: If he’ d had such agresat time, how
come he was down on Utrecht?



Jack il felt pretty rough by the time they boarded Dog' s smdll, messy shuttle, and hewasn't redly inthe
mood for conversation. He folded hisarms, sat back, and watched the view of the approaching planet.
Dog quickly got the hint and seemed content to leave him to it.

Something was teasing at the back of Jack’ s consciousness, something about last night, but he couldn’t
quite put hisfinger on it. He forced his duggish thought processes to focus. Somewhere there was
something he knew he should be remembering. He ran the events over, gradualy piecing together images
of the bar, the women, the gpartment, the strenuous, swesaty activitiesin the bedroom. They’ d been nice
enough, awe come change from the solitude and his own devicesthat solitude implied. Still, therewas
something strangely removed and impersonal about it dl. Fleeting, shalow. Primd. Y eah, that wasthe
word. Thefirst time had been quick. The second better. But that wasn't it. There was something else. He
scanned his memories of the bars they’ d been drinking in, and the club, the pounding music, the bodies
moving, but there was nothing there he thought he should be remembering.

He grimaced. Something smple. Something he should know.

Then he had it. He' d dreamed. After everything, in that pleasant half-adeep state, he'd drifted. He
scrabbled after the images, the flegting smoke-thought that went with disgppearing dreams after the fact.
The creatures had been back. He was pretty sure that he’ d been in that place with the multilegged silvery
beings. They’ d been observing him. He had the impression that they’ d been watching him, even though
they had nothing he could equate to eyes. He had been lying on something, and they had ringed him,
observing, smply watching. Dammit, he had enough people watching him as it was, without a bunch of
drange diensgetting in onthe act aswell....

He struggled for something more, but that was it. So what was the significance? He turned it thisway and
that in hismind, but there was nothing further he could divine.

Thirteen

| t was early afternoon, Balance City time, by the timethey got in, landed, and debarked. Jack was
beginning to wonder how he was ever going to keep up with the time changes. It was playing havoc with
hisenergy levels. Asthey left the dock area, Dog stopped him.

“So what now?”

Jack thought for a couple of minutes. “1 need a proper coffee and a change of clothes. Need to get my
brain functioning again. | can do dl of that back at the hotel and put in acall to Heering aswell. He might
be able to help you with the notes.” Dog had them tucked inside his jacket again, and he patted them and
nodded.

“So,” Jack continued, “why don't you meet me a my hotel in about two hours? That will give metimeto
get back and get mysdlf in order. I'll throw my things together, and then once we' ve seen Heering | can
check out. I'd like to get under way as quickly aswe can.”

“lsn’t that going to cost you extra?’
“What?’
“Checking out in the early evening. Normaly they expect you to leave in themorning.”

“I don't care about that,” Jack said. “If Billie' s been on that ship for more than a couple of weeks, time's
got to be running out. | can't afford to wait around.”



“I’d like to do some things too before taking off on this grand adventure of yours, Jack. Wouldn't it be
better to leavefirg thing in the morning?’

Jack grimaced. “L ook, let’s see what Heering comes up with. We can decide thingsfrom there. | just
don’'t want to waste any moretime.”

McCreedy chewed at his bottom lip. “ So where are you staying?’
Jack told him, and Dog nodded, pursing hislipsin asign of approval. “Nice. Wdll, | know what I’d do.”

“Yeah, | can guesswhat you would do, Danny Boy...sorry...Dog. Okay, we re set? Two hoursin the
lobby.”

Dog nodded and dapped him on the shoulder. “It'sadate.” He spun on his hedl and disappeared on up
the street, leaving Jack to his own devices. As soon as he d gotten his bearings, it wasn't hard for Jack to
find hisway back to the hotel. Once there, he showered again, sniffing at his shirt and crumplingitina
ball before shoving it in the bottom of his bag. Cleaning would have to wait. What he needed was a set of
sdf-cleaners, but they were right out of his price range. He thought better of it, shoved it into alaundry
bag, dong with therest of the stuff that he’ d been wearing over the last few days, and, after dressing,
headed down to the lobby. He didn’t know how long they’ d be gone, and a ship was a confined space.
Two men together in an enclosed ship would start to get alittle gamy after afew days, and hedidn’t
know if McCreedy had a salf-cleaner on the Amaranth. Jack handed the bag over to the desk clerk.

Y es, he knew it would be an extra charge for having it ready later that day. Y es, hedidn’t mind paying
the cogt. Yes, hewould sgnfor it.

With asigh, he made hisway back up to hisroom, shaking hishead.

Timeto put in acal to Heering. With the Sons of Utrecht showing an interest, and the previous
experiences with the artifact, Jack didn’t want Heering getting spooked. Someone like Dog turning up
out of the blue was unlikely to yield positive results. He madethe call...and got Heering' sassistant. He
couldn’t remember the young man’s name.

“Hi. Jack Stein. Y ou remember me. I1s Dr. Heering there?”

The young man looked out from the screen blankly, then seemed to recover himsdlf. “Itisterrible” he
sad serioudy.

“What do you mean?’ asked Jack. “1s Heering there or not?’

“I do not know what he did,” said the assistant.

“Listen, you're not making sense. Can | talk to Dr. Heering, please?’
“Dr. Heering isnot here. | don’t know if | should be talking to you.”
“What do you mean, he' snot there?’

The young man chewed at his bottom lip. “ Some men came and took him away. They asked him many
guestions and then they took him away. His office. It isamess.” He shook hishead gravely.

Jack leaned in closer to the screen. “What men? What sort of questions?”
“I do not know.”

Jack was becoming frustrated. “L ook, you told me a second ago that they asked him questions and then



took him away.”

The assistant pursed hislips and looked down. “| heard them talking in Dr. Heering' s office. | was not
ingde. | did not listen. Their voices were loud, though, and | heard some words, though not very many. |
saw them leaving. | watched them through thewindow. That isdl | cantell you.” He reached to bresk
the connection.

“No, wait!” said Jack hurriedly. “I’m sorry. Can you tell me anything about these men?’
“They were wearing suits. They weretoo far awvay. They were carrying files and a computer.”
“And there snothing e se you can think of 7’

The assistant shook his head. “No. | don't think | should be talking to you anymore.” He looked afraid
and glanced back over his shoulder, asif expecting the mysterious suits to reappear at any moment.

“What color were these suits? Can you describe the men?”

“I am not sure. They had very short hair. Big men. The suits...maybe blue, or green. | cannot think.”
Green auits. Oh, yeah, Jack could think.

“Just onelast thing,” said Jack. “ Do you know what they were asking about? Any idea? Any ideaat al?’
“I an sorry,” he said, and thistime cut the connection.

Damn. Jack sat back, chewing his bottom lip. He could be completdly off base, but he didn’t think so.
Max Aire was becoming alittle too interested in the dealings of Jack Stein, and Jack didn’t likeit abit.
Thefact that they’ d taken stuff away with them made it even more likely, knowing Heering' s connection
to the work Antille had been doing on the artifact and the Sons of Utrecht’ s previous involvement.

Unless there was another player in the game. Jack didn’t particularly like that thought either. The thing
that was redlly worrying him wasthat therewas agame a al. He d come here with the intention of
finding out what had happened to Billie, nothing more, and it was quickly turning into something else.
Billietill remained hisfird priority.

He glanced at the time display. Dog was due in about fifteen minutes, and gill Jack hadn’t managed to
get his coffee. With hislips set into atight line, he headed back down to the lobby.

He ordered a coffee and was three sipsin when M cCreedy appeared at the |obby’ s front. He too had
cleaned himself up and changed. Hislong, dark hair was gtill damp. He nodded to Jack and made his
way over, dumped into a seat opposite, and gestured for attention.

“Beer,” hesad, and waited till the server disappeared before leaning forward, propping hiselbows on his
knees. “ So, any luck with thisguy at the university?’

Jack put his cup down carefully. “We have adight problem.”
“Oh? And what' sthat?’

“Heering' s not there. He' s suffered alittle bout of disappearance.”
Dog sat back. “Um.”

“Yeah,” said Jack.



The server regppeared with Dog' s beer, forestalling conversation for the moment. They both waited until
he had withdrawn.

“Well, that isaproblem,” said Dog. “ Any ideawhy?’

“I have acouple of ideas,” said Jack. “He was helped. It seemsthat someone’ s quiteinterested in what's
going on. Let usjust say that it doesn’t sound like his disgppearance was entirely voluntary.”

“Hmmmm.” Dog was clearly thinking, and he drained hdf his glasswhile hedid so. “So isthere anyone
ds=?’

Jack looked around the lobby before answering, checking the look of the people, searching for anything
suspicious, anything that might indicate they were being watched aswell, but the place looked clean.
“Not that | know about. My other friend at the university kept things pretty closeto hischest. | don’t
think hewas abig onefor sharing. | aso think | wasjust lucky that Heering was around.”

“Heh, Lucky Stein.”
“Or not s0 lucky, depending on how you look at it.”
Dog drained the last of his beer in acouple of quick swalows. “ So what do you want to do?’

Jack took adeep breath, then let it out dowly. “1 don't think I've got achoice,” hesaid. “I haveto follow
ahunch, seeif | can track down Heering. | don’t know how much success I’m going to have, but we
need some sort of confirmation before legping into nothingness. Y ou’ ve convinced me of that much. |
need to follow this. It may take me afew hours. Where can | get hold of you if | need to?’

Dog nodded. *Y ou take what you need. I'll be around. Y ou can probably find me at the bar if you need
me. Either that or I’ll let Rufus know where | am, unlessyou' ve got another suggestion.”

“No, that works.” Jack thought for amoment. He didn’t want to let McCreedy know of hisintentions
just yet. “Oh, and one morething.” He leaned in close. “1 might need alittle help with what I'm going to
do, alittle extrainsurance. Y ou carrying?’

Dog narrowed his eyes, then glanced around the open space, checking. “Um...”
“Come on, McCreedy, give. Y ou know what | mean.”

Hedidn’t look happy, but McCreedy leaned forward, hislips set into atight line. He reached behind him,
underneeth hisjacket, and pulled forth hishand, Stretching it forward, pam down, conceding something.
“Here” hesad. “1 don't haveto ask if you know what you' re doing with it.”

Jack dipped his own hand under McCreedy’ s and took the proffered object, also giving their surrounds
aquick glance before he turned his attention to what he now held. It was asmall but nasty-looking
energy weapon, compact, easily concealed, but clearly sufficient for what he needed.

“Good,” hesaid, dipping it away ingde his coat. McCreedy was still looking troubled.

“Don’t do anything stupid, Jack,” he said. “ Y ou' re sure you want to do this aone?’

“Yeah,” said Jack after amoment’ s pause. “No sense getting you mixed up in thisdirectly. Not yet.”
“Remember, Jack, thisis Balance City. Y ou’ re not home now.”

“I’vegot it, Dog. Don't worry about me.”



“Right,” said McCreedy. “ See you when | seeyou.”

Jack dapped histhighs and stood. “ Good. I’ [l see you in acouple of hoursif everything plays out, and
hopefully we' |l get the answerswe need.”

Despite his assurances to M cCreedy, Jack wasn't feding completely comfortable with what he was
about to do. Dog wasright: Thiswasn't home, not that anywhere particularly was home above any other,
but hewas on unfamiliar territory.

From Algoal, it was only afew short stopsto Carlton, hardly giving him enough timeto prepare his
thoughts. He had arough sort of plan, but he was going to haveto rely on hisluck now to pull it off. He
toyed with the weapon in his pocket, thinking about how he was going get past the hired muscle. It
looked like he would have to bluff it, take things head-on. He pulled it out of the pocket and did it into
his belt at his back, underneath his coat.

A few minutes later he was at the rounded depression in Carlton’ s streets, the plinth before him. Last
time he was here, the green-suited lackey had placed his hand on top of the thing, so that meant it was
keyed. Thelove of surveillance in Balance City led Jack to think that were heto try to operate the
entrance, they’ d know about it soon enough. Suppressing the urge to check the weapon, he took a deep
breath and stepped forward, placing one hand on top of the plinth. A second later a voice came from
some hidden device; it was probably part of the plinth itself.

“YS‘?’

“Jack Steinto see Mrr. Aire,” said Jack. If Aire wasinterested enough to care about what Jack was
doing, enough to monitor his movements, he had to be interested enough to find out what Jack wanted.

“One moment,” said thevoice. “Wait there”

Jack looked around, seeking something that would be monitoring him, but if there was acam, it waswell
hidden from view.

It took only moments before the pand did back, reveding the stairway down. Hisluck had paid off so
far; it looked like Aire was at home.

Jack took the stairs, fedling avague rush of nervousness astheilluminated pand did back in place above
him, cutting off hisretreat. At the bottom of the stairs stood Square Jaw, watching him with avague
frown.

“What are you doing here, Stein?” he said.

“I told you,” said Jack as he took each step dowly. “I'm hereto see Mr. Aire.”
“About...?’

“What'sit to you?’

Square Jaw narrowed his eyes. The lackey was Sizing him up, his gaze flickering over Jack. Jack
descended the last few stairs, his hands out from his sides, his palms spread.

The man stepped back to et him pass. Jack was relying on the fact that the last time he' d been here,
he’ d come empty-handed. So far it was paying off. The guy took a step forward as Jack passed, and in



that moment Jack made his move. He spun on one foot, his outstretiched arm crooking, and he drove his
elbow backward, straight into the upper abdomen of the guy behind him. In the same movement he
dipped his other hand under his coat, whipping out the gun, completing the move by pressing the small
ugly wespon up under the man’s chin, stopping him from doubling further. The guy’ sface was screwed
up inagrimace, histeeth bared, but his eyeswidened as he registered the cold barrel benegath his chin.

Sowly helifted himsdf upright, hiseyesfilling with fury.
“Not smart, Stein,” hesaid. “You'll pay for this”

Jack moved hisface closer, looking into the man’sgray eyes. “The old lines are the best ones, hey,
friend?’ hesad.

He pulled his face away and stepped around the man’s side and beside him, keeping the weapon close
agang theguy’sjaw.

“Okay,” sad Jack. “Take meto Aire”
Therewas no sgn of the other man who was there |ast time, though Jack checked around them.

Aire was standing where he' d first seen him, suspended above the vast chasm below. He watched
impassively as Jack maneuvered his hired muscle into the room.

“Mr. Aire,)” said Jack.

“Stein,” said Aire, hisexpresson remaining unmoved by the scenein front of him. “Y ou could have just
walked in, you know.”

“Oh, no,” said Jack. “Not thistime.” He gave aquick glance around the room, checking the couple of
doorwaysthat led off, but they seemed truly done. “We have some thingsto discuss, and | wanted to
giveyou alittle bit of an incentive to help meout, Mr. Aire.”

“Hmm,” said Aire. The sound was short, dismissive. “What isit you want, Stein?’
“I want to know what’ s happened to Heering.”
Airetilted his head to one Sde, then straightened it. “Heering? Who is Heering?’

A flicker of movement to one sde and almost behind Jack was mirrored in the barest reactionin Aire's
eyes. Jack turned quickly. The other green-suited man was standing in one of the doorways, agun
leveled at Jack’ s head. Jack pulled his own green suit to block. “1 wouldn’t do that,” he said.

Aire gave aquick wave of his hand, and the man with the weapon dowly lowered it.

Jack, keeping his captive well placed within theline, turned hishead to look fully at Aire. “Very smart,
Mr. Aire. Now, if you'd liketo tell mewhat | want to know...”

“I know no Heering,” said Aire. “I’'mafraid | cannot help you, Mr. Stein. | gpologize, though it should be
you who are agpologizing to me. Y ou comeinto my home, threaten my staff....”

“In caseyou' d forgotten, Mr. Aire,” said Jack, “last time | was here, | was the subject of the threats.”

Aire snorted. “ Those were not threats, Stein. Not at al.” He looked vaguely amused. Jack narrowed his
eyes.



“Heering, Aire. Dr. Heering. University of Balance City. Ring any bells?’
Aire spread hishands.

“All right then,” said Jack. He pushed the bodyguard with him forward, crossing the trangparent floor to
where Aire was standing. “ Perhaps thiswill refresh your memory.” He dipped quickly from behind the
man he was holding, grabbed Aire' s coat, and shoved the gun up beside his head. Square Jaw made to
take a step, but Jack pressed the gun harder againgt Aire’ stemple. “Back away,” he said.

The guy made no move until Aire gave aquick nod.

“S0, your memory getting any better?’ asked Jack, his mouth closeto Aire sear. Thesmell of arich,
musky cologne wafted up around hisface.

“If I wereto know anything,” said Aire, hisvoice cam, “it would befair to negotiate atrade. Y ou have
information | want. | have something you want, apparently.” He chuckled.

Jack frowned. What did Jack have? Unlessit was...
“I think you' remistaken,” he said.

“Oh, no,” said Aire. “| am very interested in anything you might be ableto tell me about the dien
homeworld. Perhaps | can help you with your friend. Heering, wasit?’

So. The old pattern was emerging. The interest of the Sons of Utrecht hadn’t gone away with Chrigtian
Landerman after dl.

“I've been there before, Aire,” said Jack quietly. “1 don’t particularly want to go back there.”
“| don’'t understand, Jack.”

“I meanthat | told you guysthat | didn’t know anything about it then, and | don’t know anything abouit it
now. Why don’t you just leave me doneto get on with what I’ m doing?’

Aire sghed and moved his head sdeways, awvay from contact with the gun. “Please, could you move that
thing?’

“Fine” said Jack, and took a step back, keeping everyone clearly in view and the gun il trained on
Maximilian Aire slarge bulk.

“We know that’ s not true, Jack,” said Aire, sounding disappointed. “Y ou have been in possession of the
artifact. Y ou appear at the University of Balance City. Y our young companion was theretoo. We believe
that the good Dr. Antille has made a breakthrough, and you know what that breakthrough is. Why else
would you be here? It is perfectly clear to usthat you are very deeply involved in this matter.”

“Dammit, Aire,” said Jack. “Y ou can think what you like. I" ve got nothing to do with their work. | know
nothing about it. I'm just here looking for my ‘young companion,” asyou cal her. That'sit.” If Aire€'s
network was as good as it seemed, then he had to know that much already.

Aireturned dowly, searching Jack’ sface. “I find that hard to believe. Very hard, Jack. And remember,
you arein my city. Help me, Jack, and I’ ll help you.”

Thiswas going nowhere. Jack could see that. The sense of hodtility from the other two men in the room
was growing. Nothing Aire had said gave him the fedling that he was any closer to Heering. He sighed
and shook hishead. “I’m going now, Aire. The biggest favor you can do meisto leave methe fuck



done”

Aire narrowed hiseyes. “Like you have left meaone,” he said quietly. A subtle menace undercut the
words and then was gone. “Y es, Jack, you leave now. But if you do think of anything, please be sureto
get intouch. | will bewaiting for you.”

Jack stared a him. He lowered his borrowed weapon and shoved it in his coat. Aire made agesture to
his men, not even turning to look at them.

“Good-bye, Mr. Stein,” hesaid. “We'll talk soon.”

The two green suits glared at Jack as he crossed the forbidding gap and made for the halway leading to
the stairs, but they made not amoveto follow.

Jack climbed the stairs; the entrance panel was aready open as he reached the topmost step, and he
stepped out into the harsh artificid light of Carlton. The pand did shut soundlesdy behind him.

Jack stood there for amoment, thinking, reached into his pocket, and turned. He flipped the settings on
the gun to high and gave the plinth aquick blast, hopefully enough to cook the programming. 1t would
dow Airedown for alittlewhile, just in case he changed hismind.

What he’ d just done had been dumb, but it had filled in acouple of blanks. He knew exactly where he
stood with the Sons of Utrecht now. He shoved the gun away and stepped rapidly out on the Strest,
heading for the place where the elevator had descended. Somehow, Jack thought, the only reason he
was dive was that the Sons of Utrecht thought he had something they wanted—or at least away to get at
it.

Fourteen
“Y outhink you know what this stuff means. You'rethe pilot. You tel me”

Dog nodded dowly. “WEell, seeing aswe re not going out to see Heering...” He gestured to the barman,
pointing a hisempty glass, then returned his attention to Jack’ sface. “1 don’t know,” he said. “It’' syour
risk. I'm game. Like | said, | would have liked abit of confirmation. There are some notes at the end that
don’'t make alot of sense. Lots of question marks. | couldn’t understand what it was talking about at al.
It didn’t seem to relate to the coordinates, though. That part was pretty clear.” He shrugged.

“I haveto do this” said Jack findly. “1 don't have achoice.”

“Right, we'redoing it then,” said Dog. “And by the sounds of your little visit with Aire, we haveto do it
soon.” At that, afresh beer arrived. Dog waited until the barman withdrew. He lifted the beer and tilted it
in Jack’ sdirection. “Here sto the unknown,” he said with agrin.

It was the unknown part that was making Jack distinctly uncomfortable. He nodded back, but hislips
were set in atight line. Dog drained the last of his beer, placed his glass down firmly, and dapped his hip.
“That'sit then. Meet you at the entrance to the docks. | need about three hours or so to make the prep.”

“What timethen?’

“Makeit earlier. We need to get away. Get out of sight for awhile, | think. | need to get some supplies
in. I’ll seeyou therein two and ahaf hours. Seven forty-five. Hey, you know, I’m looking forward to
this”

Jack leaned forward, beckoning Dog closer. “One thing we didn’t sort out was hardware.” He reached



into his coat, palmed the gun, and held it out surreptitioudy to Dog under the level of the bar. “You
know, I'm ill naked.”

Dog laughed. “Not as naked as you were this morning.”

“Be serious, McCreedy. Y ou know what | mean.”

Dog nodded, the grin dipping from hisface. “Don’'t worry. I’ ve got it covered.”
From what he' d seen so far, Jack didn’t doubt it &t all.

Dog hesitated and pulled his hand back. “1n the meantime, hold on to that,” he said.
Jack nodded and shoved it back in his coat.

Something was dragging him up through the layers of deep. He worked histongue in his mouth, seeking
moisture, and levered himsalf up on one elbow to look at the time. Oh, God. He' d fallen adegp without
even trying. And he' d been dreaming. He didn’t have time to work through the dream. He had to get

ready.

As he ssumbled toward the shower, he tried to remember as much as he could. Briefly, he wondered if it
had been one of those dreams, and where it would have goneif he’ d stayed with it. Something had
happened. He didn’'t know quite what it was, but something had happened.

The splash of hot water brought him closer to consciousness, but it was sill way too early. He checked
the bathroom, checked the cupboards, the drawers, and the wardrobe, and piled things one by one on
the bed as he found them. Hislaundry was there, neatly folded, but that wasn't going to last long. He
decided what he was going to wear and shoved the rest into his bag. He dressed hurriedly, pulled on his
coat, made the fina adjustments before stowing histoiletries, then gave the room onelast check.
Something ese. No. He could grab a coffeein the lobby.

Satisfied that he' d checked dl that he could, he pulled hisluggage out into the hall and let the door close.
One more pat-down and he verified that his handipad wasin place. It was funny, but no matter how
many times he checked, he was aways convinced that he' d | eft something behind. Maybe hotelshad a
built-in unease generator to make people stay longer because they felt nervous every timethey were
goingtoleave.

Down in the lobby, he pulled hisluggage to a spot where it drifted to rest next to a couch and ordered a
coffee—large and strong. At least they got that part right.

He finished the cup and wandered over the desk to announce he was checking out. The desk clerk
checked his name and room number before frowning.

“Areyou sure you' re checking out, Mr. Stein?” he said.
“Yesh, that' swhat | said.”

The desk clerk shook hishead. “Y ou are not dueto leave yet.”
“No, that' sright. There' s been achange of plans.”

“I'msaure,” said the clerk, atone of clear disgpprovd in hisvoice, “that you were informed of our
advance natification policy if there are to be any variationsin your stay.”



“Yesh, sure. I'm sorry. | didn’t have any advance warning.”
“Thisismogt irregular, Mr. Stein.” The clerk picked up a phone and called someone.
“Hey,” said Jack. “What are you doing?’

The clerk waved afinger at him. Jack had just about had enough. He reached across and grabbed the
phone out of the clerk’s hand. “Forget your call. Tell mewhat the damageis, I'll pay, and then I’ll leave.
| don’t care about whether it’ sirregular or not.” In the dow grind from unconsciousness to wakefulness
was not exactly the best time to do something like that to Jack Stein, coffee or not. He placed the phone
down firmly behind the counter.

The clerk swallowed. “Yes, Mr. Stein. Y ou redlize, of course, you will be charged an extranight's

penalty.”

Jack waved hishand. “Yes, fine. Get onwithit.” Insde, he wasfuming.
“Thereisyour laundry, bregkfast, yes? Some calls”

“Jugt tell me how much.”

The clerk’ slipswere set in atight line now. He printed out an actual statement. “I would ask you to
check this, please.”

Jack barely glanced out it, pulled out his handipad, and flipped it open, histeeth gritted. The clerk
nodded and performed the transfer. “Thank you, Mr. Stein. | hope you enjoyed your stay and that we
will seeyou again.”

Jack’ seyes widened in disbelief and he quickly turned away, stalking over to hisbag. Hedidn’t care
about the cogt. If it meant he never had to see this place again, he' d be happy. As he headed for the
doorway, his bag trailing behind, Jack glanced back at the front desk. The clerk had picked up his phone
again and wastaking into it with an animated expression. Therewasalot of hand waving going on. Jack
had half amind to stride over and wrench the phone out of hisgrasp again, but he knew it would have
been a pointless exercise. As he stepped out of the front of the hotel and onto the street, he paused to
wonder whom the clerk had actudly been calling, but he had some fairly good ideas. Million Aire had his
fingers everywhere, and the man had more of areason now to have hispam print firmly on Jack’s
business.

By the time he got to the place where he was supposed to be meeting Dog, that hint of suspicious
discomfort was still with him. Dog turned up a couple of minutes later, arriving from the dock arearather
than the city itself. He was al business, and had clearly been at it for sometime aready.

“Everything' sloaded,” he said. “ All reedy. Y ou okay?’

Jack checked the area around them, but they appeared to be alone. He nodded. “ Sure. The sooner we
get out of here, the better.”

“Okay, let’'sgo.”
Dog turned and headed back the way he had come, Jack following close behind him.

“Oh, by the way, what was the name of that guy we were going to see at the university again?
H-something, waan't it?’



Jack dowed, acold chill touching the place between his shoulder blades. “Y eah, Heering, why?’

“Thought s0,” said Dog. “ They found him in the early hours of thisevening. It was on the news
broadcast.”

Jack stopped dead in histracks. “What do you mean?’

“Bottom of the canyon. Right at the bottom of the spire. It happens now and again. Y ou get the jJumpers.
So they tend to keep an eye out. It sfunny he should turn up so quickly, though.”

Jack was dill trying to digest this new twist and hadn’t moved from where he stood. Dog turned back to
him impatiently. “Well, are you coming, or what?’

“Yes just wait....” Had hisvigt to Aire prompted Heering' s death?
“What isit?’ said Dog. “Y ou can’'t do anything for the guy. He' sdead.”
“I know,” said Jack. “But someonedid it to him, and | think it has something to do with me.”

Dog shrugged. “Maybeit did; maybeit didn’t. Y ou’ re not going to change it, though. Anyway, we're
gone. If you' re sill worried about it when we get back, then you can do something about it then.”

Jack shook hishead. 1t doesn’'t work likethat. | just can’t walk away.”

Dog looked distinctly annoyed. “Listen, man, where are your priorities? It'snot adamned case. You
don’t have to solve every little mystery you come across. Do you want to find thisgirl or don’t you?’

Thisgirl? Somehow, he couldn’t help feding offense a that. “ Dammit, of course| do.”
“Well, moveit, Stein.”

Dog turned on his hed, not waiting to seeif Jack wasfollowing. It took only ahaf second more before
hewas.

“So what have you done with the notes?” Jack asked asthey swept up and out from Baance City.
Dog was concentrating and took a moment to answer. “Hmmm?’
“Thenotes| gaveyou...”

Dog looked sdeways at him, peering through a couple of loose strands of hair uncomprehendingly. A
moment later, light broke. “Ah, shit. | knew | forgot something.”

“Youwhat?" Jack sat upin his sest.
Dog brokeinto abig grin. “Hal Got you.” He patted his jacket. “ Safe and sound.”
Jack settled back into his seat, muttering under his breath.

Dog shook his head, till grinning, and turned his attention back to the pane! in front. “Lighten up, Jack.
Y ou were always too easy.”

Jack crossed hisarms and kept his attention on the sky in front of them.



“I was doing somethinking last night,” Dog said after awhile. 1 was remembering stuff from back on
those missions, some of the weird stuff that used to happen around you. Me, it’s easy to see how | ended
up doing what I’m doing. Y ou, it was adifferent story. Not that we knew each other that well back then.
No more than any of the crew did. But remembering those things, it makesaweird kind of sense.”

“How s0?7’ said Jack, wondering where thiswas going.

“Wll, you know, running into each other out here. Kindaweird, isn’t it? Me being the guy who just
happened to have what you needed. But that’ sthe kind of stuff that used to happen around you. Y ou
aways seemed to bein theright place at theright time. Well, it was more that you weren't in thewrong
place. | didn't figureit for anything specid, just luck. Some people are naturdly lucky, right? It was
creepy, though. The other guys felt the same way. Not that we used to talk about it much back in the
unit. | guesswedidn’'t want to jinx it.”

He glanced over at Jack, then looked back out of the front screen. “So | guesswhat I'm saying is, | fed
kind of lucky to be aong for theride”

Jack turned to look at Dog's pae face, but his companion was looking studiedly &t the panel in front of
him.

“Hmmmm,” said Jack, turning his attention back to the front aswell.

Thejourney up to the orbital seemed longer thistime, and the rest of the trip was spent in sllence, making
it seem longer dill. All the while thoughts of Maximilian Aireand Dr. Heering flitted through hismind. The
sense of guilt was dmost papable. Jack was relieved when the bristly shape of the orbital appeared and
grew ever larger in the front viewscreen. They bumped to astop, and thistime Jack stayed where he
was, waiting for the thump and jolt of the connecting tube to match the hatch. He was about to unstrap
himsdf and stand, when Dog waved him down. Dog manipul ated something on the front pandl, and
seconds later there was another jolt and bump.

“Okay,” said Dog. He did from his sest and did back apand behind them. He stepped through, waving
Jack in after him. In the small cargo area behind, aloading pallet was stacked with packages. Jack
ducked into the cramped space.

“Drag theluggagein here,” Dog ingtructed. “ Stack it on top.”

Jack hefted his bag up on the stacked pallet and waited while Dog opened a broader hatch. Another
sedled tube led down and away, but broader and wider than the one they’ d entered through on their
previousvigt. A set of control panelswere set closeto the seding lip, just inside, and Dog reached for
them. A flat meta shelf sivung up, whirred dowly flat, and then clicked into place with afirm thunk.

“Okay, give meahand with this” said Dog, and together they did the pallet out onto the platform. On
either edge of the shelf there were handrails, one that had a series of touch pads dong itsfront length.
Dog stepped to that Sde, gripping the handrail firmly. Jack followed suit on the other side of the stacked
pallet. With hisfree hand, Dog reached out and pressed his pam againgt the side of hisflier, waiting until
the hatch door had did shut and locked, before pressing the touch pad. The platform shuddered, then
pulled back, descending dowly into the station proper.

They werein adifferent set of conduits, pae green illumination stretching elther way. Dog put hisfoot
againg the bottom of the pallet and, bracing himsdlf againgt the railing, pushed. The stacked panel did out
onto amoving travel belt and Dog stepped after it. Jack, quickly following suit, guessed they traveled
about a hundred yards before Dog quickly dipped around the side of the pallet and shoved, propelling it
down a connecting passage. Three more intersections gave the same process, until they wound up at the



end of the moving floor againgt asealed dark hatch. More touch pads, Dog's palm applied to a pand,
and the hatch irised open, revealing ared-lit circular passage leading to another hatch. How the hell Dog
had found hisway, Jack had no idea.

“No help for thishit,” said Dog, and grunted as he put hisweight against the stacked pallet, diding it
carefully down the passage and cursing asit banged up againgt asde wall. He managed to manhandle it
into position, and then stepped past it to key thelock with his pam. The hatch did open, lightsilluminated
the compact lock, and Dog pushed the pallet inside.

“Comeon,” he said, waving Jack forward.

The outer door did shut amoment after Jack stepped inside, and they waited until the inner door did
open. Thistime Jack lent ahand helping Dog steer the palet until it was flush againgt severa others. Jack
reached up and retrieved his bags. Pulling a skein of pale green webbing from the floor, Dog draped it
over the palet and secured its other end to hooks on the floor. He pushed himsdlf back, grabbed at a
handhold, and then stood, resting against the wall surveying his handiwork. He nodded.

“Okay, that should keep us going. There’ s enough food and stuff there for a couple of weeks, maybe
three. | guesswe re not planning to be away longer than thet, right?’

Jack nodded his assent. He hoped not.
“So how long do you think it's going to take usto get there?’ he asked.

Dog scratched his head. “Hard to say, redlly. There' s not just one jump. There are severd interlinked
steps. Minijumps, with some conventiond travel in between, getting from one point to the other. Let’ s get
up front and settled, anyway. By my cdculation, it might be two or three days, so we might aswell get
comfortable.”

“Hmmmm,” said Jack. He wasn't exactly looking forward to spending two or three days cooped up in
Dog'sship. “Y ou got anything to do while we re getting there?”

Dog pamed an inner door and looked back over his shoulder. “Let’s stow that bag of yours, then we
can see what’ son offer.”

Jack pulled hisluggage up the passageway, following closdy behind. Two-thirds of the way up, Dog
stopped at a closed door. He touched a pand and the door did open. Giving Jack adight grin, he pulled
himsdlf through and called up the lights. “If you can manage it, shove your luggagein there.” He pointed
at alocker.

Jack hung in the doorway, cons dering the gymnastic possibilities, and then sighed. Okay, he could
manage that.

“Thiswill beyoursfor theduration,” said Dog. “1 hope it meetsSr' s expectations.”
“Yeeh, it'll befine”

“We have music, entertainment, booksif you want them. They’re dl available either on the ceiling pand
above the bunk or over onthewall. Y our choice. Probably enough there, but if you need help finding
things to keep yourself amused later, then just ask.”

Jack grabbed ahandhold and pulled himself into the cabin. After acouple of false starts, he worked out
how to get the bag over to the locker and stowed it insde. Dog was watching him with an amused
expresson.



“It'll get easier once we get under way and the spin kicksin,” he said. “Meanwhile, I'll see you up front.”

Jack let him leave, checking around the small cabin. It was clean enough. He held himsdlf against theend
of the bunk and stood thinking. Did he know what he was getting himself into? He grimaced. It didn’t
matter whether he did or not. Finding Billie was what mattered. And that was everything that mattered
right now. When they got back, he could worry about Heering and what had happened to him. Dog was
right: It wasn't acase, and yet...

It was funny how feelings of respongbility worked into his consciousness. And yesh, he wasfedling
responsible for Heering too, though there wasreally no logica reason why he should. He d set himsdlf up
for that, arting to think of Heering asaclient, going down to Aireto find the guy. Another lost cause.
For some reason, though, he needed to find out what had happened to the bird-faced academic. Possibly
to clear himsdlf of culpability in the man’s death? Maybe. Whatever the reason, it wasn't going to be
easy. The more time that passed, the colder the trail would get. And frankly, he had no ideahow long it
would be before he got back, before they got back.

With some difficulty, Jack pulled off his coat and placed it inside the locker with hisluggage. Therewas
no real need to wear it while on board. Before locking it away, he dug out his handipad and dipped it
into hisback pocket. There was no reason for him to fed completely naked. He gave the cabin one more
scan before heading up to join McCreedy in the front. The blank metallic walls, the uncluttered fegling,
gave him asense of hisold working rooms back in the Locdity. If he was going to do somereal dream
work—and he might have to yet before this was out—then thiswould be the place to do it. His dream
aiensweretrying to tell him something, and one way or another he had to work out what it was. He just
hadn't had timeto do it yet.

Therewas nothing for it, so Jack made hisway up the passageway to find Dog occupied, checking
figures, cross-referencing againgt the sheets, adjusting instruments. None of it meant anything to Jack. He
cleared histhroat, standing in the doorway. M cCreedy waved him in without looking up from what he
was doing.

“Find yoursdlf aseat, whichever onelooks comfortable. I’ d suggest one of the front ones. That way you
can see what’ sgoing on. I’ m just about done here, and we can get under way in a couple of minutes.”

Jack headed for one of the three seats up near the front viewscreen. He maneuvered himsalf into place,
strapped in, and sat staring at blank screensin front of him. After aminute like that, he cleared histhroat
again. “Um, any problems?’

“Nah. Everything sfine, Jack. Y ou dwayswere anervousflier, even back then. Some things never
change. Thisisajump ship. It'snot ajungle carrier.”

Jack looked over at McCreedy and narrowed hiseyes. “Flying' sflying. Doesn't matter whereitis. At
least back there you could see the ground.”

McCreedy grinned and shook his head. “Think of it thisway: If you'rein aship, the ship becomesthe
ground for you. It'sasif you'rein your own little world. Everything' s here, sdf-contained, al you need.”

“Hmmm,” said Jack. “Not convinced.”

Dog shrugged and went back to his checking. Not wanting to interrupt the process, Jack started
fidgeting. After little more than ten seconds of that, Dog sighed. He reached over and touched something
on anearby panel, and the front screenswashed into life. “ There, occupy yoursdf for a couple of
minutes”



Thisview was different, and enough to fully occupy Jack’ s attention. The platform lip swept in abroad
arc around the Amaranth’ s nose, cupping the deek bulb where Jack knew the jJump drive lay. It made
him uncomfortable knowing that here, up front, they were stting almost on top of the thing, but he had to
put it out of hishead. Now, from this perspective, the platform seemed motionless. It was the central
cylinder that rotated. The platform stretched out like some white metdlic plain, even lines of humped
shiny rivets crisscrossing in both directions. About halfway in were guide markings, and the occasiond
small flier, anchored in place by the connecting tubes sedled to their outer edges. He watched the cylinder
for awhile. Blank wall, clear pand. Blank wall, clear pand. He couldn’t seeinside from here. Any view
was obscured by silvery-white reflections of the orbital structure. His attention drifted back to the
platform and down to the curved wall against which the ship’s nose was nestled. Clever design. Al
around thewall, for asfar asthe view would permit, he could see side-by-side hatch doors. So, no
matter what the dimensions of the ship, they could accommodate whichever entry hatch connected to
alow ingress. Mogt of the platform had to be hollow, full of thelabyrinth of conduits and passageways
feeding the various docking points. It didn’t explain how they dedlt with the long freighter he'd seen
coming in, but he was sure they’ d worked out some method that wasimmensely practical, designed to
do thejob with the minimum of fuss.

“Right,” said Dog eventudly. “I’'m done. Y ou okay?’
Jack nodded dowly. “Yeah, | guesss0.”

“Wel, let’ sdoit.” He' d already shoved the papers out of sight. Dog reached forward and touched a
place on the control pand in front of him. “Orbital Control, thisis Amaranth. Requesting clearance.”

The voice that responded was awoman. “ One moment, McCreedy. Checking vectors. Y ou're clear. No
incoming. Haveanicetrip.”

“Thanks, Raisa,” Dog responded. “ See you soon.”
Damn, did Dog know everyone up here? Well, maybe he did.

McCreedy busied himsdlf with the controls, touching a sequence and then waiting for a second until there
was a clear vibration through the ship. He nodded and touched another sequence, then spoke again.
“Disengaged. Pushing back.”

Jack watched the retreating platform lip as they drifted dowly backward.

“Okay,” Dog sad. “On our way. We'll clear the platform, and then turn before | fire up. Too much to get
caught up in close to the station. We' |l have about four hours before | get near thefirst jump point.”

“Andthen...”’

“And then we jump. We get through the jump, | recalculate, get to the next point; then we jump again.
The second leg’ s going to be longer than thefirst. Maybe aday. Whatever it is, we || have sometimeto
catch up, eh, Jack?’

It was probably the last thing on Jack’ s mind at the moment. He watched the retresating orbital growing
smdler asthey drifted back to the point where M cCreedy would perform their turn. Down below, now
reveded, lay Utrecht, mostly obscured by clouds. Not even one last sight of Balance City to send them
ontheir way.

Fifteen



A sthedriveskicked into life, Jack settled back in his sedt. In front of them lay open space, blackness
and stars. Jack swallowed, willing himsdf to rdax. It wastrue: He did have questions he wanted to ask
Dog, questions that had been troubling him on and off over the last couple of days. Not dl of them were
related to Danny Boy McCreedy either. If he was lucky, McCreedy might be able to give him something
more on the Sons of Utrecht. And asfar as McCreedy himsalf was concerned, there wastimeto find out
alittle about what had happened to the man since their daysin the service, how he had ended up on
Utrecht in the first place. Sure, McCreedy had given him the thumbnail sketch, but somehow Jack didn’t
think that was quite enough.

Dog findly settled back in his sest too, finished for the time being with the routines and checks he had to
make to get them where they were going. He gave asatisfied sigh.

“All plain salling from here” hesaid.
“Well, we hope s0,” said Jack in response, unable to keep the dubious note from his voice.
“Rdax, Sen. Everything sfine”

“So I’'m curious, Dog. How did you end up on Utrecht in the first place? Balance City just doesn’'t seem
your sort of thing. Maybe you' ve changed.” Jack doubted it. Looking a the man, the way he carried
himsdlf, the attitude, it was al reminiscent of the wild boy he had known back then. Perhaps alittie more
jaded, but till the same guy, just older.

Dog started playing with along strand of hair, watching the starsin front of them. “How s0?” hesaid
findly.

“Wadll, | don’t know. | would have thought al that order and regimentation would drive you crazy.”

“Yeah, it does, from timeto time, but if you know the way they work, then you know the way to work
them too, if you get what | mean. That wholerigid-attitude thing... The problemis, becauseit'sal so
bound up in rules and expectations, if there' s any loophole whatsoever, they grab it and run. Of course,
those a the top are as corrupt as hell. The politicians, the officids, dl the same. If you know how to play
by their rules, know where those loopholes are, then you can get ahead.”

“Hmmmm,” said Jack. “ And you fed comfortable with that?’
Dog shrugged. “Why shouldn't |7’

“No, | guessyou'reright.” Jack mulled that over for acouple of seconds before speaking again. “ So tell
me, what brought you here?’

Dog gave ashort laugh. “1 was doing freighter work, long-haul stuff. The arrangement | had...well, it sort
of fell apart. The owner and | had alittle falling-out. When | popped him one, | found mysdf on the
Utrecht orbital, no ship, no passage out, and no funds. | didn’t have achoiceredly. | worked the hotels
and the barsfor awhile, picking up whatever | could to get by, and then someone heard | was apilot. |
got acouple of short shuttle jobs and then graduated from there. Don't get me wrong; | was doing fine
out of the bar work and the other stuff. | just couldn’t leave the shipsalone. | guessit'sin my blood.”

“And how' d you pick that up?’ asked Jack, indicating the burn scar.
Dog rubbed the mark thoughtfully. “Pirates.”
“Huh?’



“Oh, we dtill have pirates,” said Dog. “ That’ swhat they are. No other words for them. Long-haul
freighter routes can easily fdl prey to the occasiona bandit. And that far out, there’ s no one there to help.
Every man for himself.” Dog lowered his hand from his face thoughtfully. “I gave better than | got,
anyway. Half of the crew wasn't so lucky. The other crew, their crew, wasn't lucky at al. They madethe
wrong choice picking on us. Y ou have to be careful around freighter crews for that reason. They' re used
to taking care of themsdlves. And that’ s aso why every long-hauler has an armory. Y ou never know
when you need to break out the firepower.”

Jack pictured Dog crouched in a passageway, weapon in hand, smoke obscuring the view. He could see
it, dl right.

“Isitokay if | get up?’ asked Jack.

“Sure. It sawhiletill we get to the jump coordinates. Fed free. Y ou need to Stretch your legs? Fecilities
are back there.”

“No, that’sokay. | liketo wak whilel think.”
Dog laughed. “ There' s not much space for walking here.”
“There senough,” said Jack quietly.

He paced around the bridge, back and forth between the passageway and his seat, pausing to look at the
starscape a couple of times.

“Tell me, McCreedy, precisaly how much do you know about the Sons of Utrecht?’
“Them again.” Dog snorted. “What do you want to know?’

“I don’t know, precisely,” said Jack. “I just need to work a couple of things through. After I left you that
first time, | had that vigit. Or rather, they took me on avisit to Aire' s place down in Carlton. | didn't have
much choicein the matter. | don't like that much.”

“Okay.” Dog had swung his seat around, looking interested, tracking Jack as he walked.
“Rufustold me after that first vigt that thisguy Maximilian Airewastied up with them.”

Dog nodded. “The rumor isthat Aireis SOU. He doesn’'t come out with it publicly, but everybody
suspects. He has front men to do the public stuff. In fact, he'svery rarely seen.”

Jack gripped the back of his seat. “I’ ve had dedlings with them before. | told you that. The whole
Landerman thing. | think the SOU are the reason Heering ended up taking afdl. They want to control the
information, and Heering wouldn't play.”

“Wait, Landerman? Chridian Landerman?”’
Jack nodded.

“Damn, | didn’t make the connection before.” Dog' s face took on athoughtful expression. “Yes, it could
be. That's not good. Damned SOU are aways where you don't want them. But why Heering? And why
the SOU rather than Aire himsdf?’

Jack nodded and sat, steepling hisfingersin front of him. “Max Aire checked me out. | had nothing. He
knew Antille's connection, also that I’ d been to the university and seen Heering. It' s exactly the same
sort of interest that the SOU had before. It would have been easy to assume that Heering had the stuff



that | needed. Heering knew enough about what Aire wanted and—"
“So why would he have him killed?’

“Yeah, | don't get it. Maybe they went too far. Maybe it was an accident. He made it clear, though, that
he thought | was more useful to him than Heering.”

Dog waslooking at him, hisjaw set firmly. “And now you've dragged meinto it.”

“Hey, you're the one who said you wanted a bit of excitement.”

“Thanksalat, buddy.”

Jack shook his head. “All of that’ sjust speculation, but it would make sense, wouldn’t it?”
Dog narrowed his eyes and swiveled his seat away.

“What' s the problem, McCreedy?’

With aglare, Dog swung his seet back to face Jack. “I'll tell you what’ swrong, Stein. Y ou' relooking at
Mr. Anonymity here. Y ou might not think it looking at me, but | make my living by exigting below the
radar. You'vejust raised my profile. | don’t seem to have been consulted on the matter.”

“Come on, McCreedy, it's more than that. Anonymity, you? | don't buy it. What was dl that stuff about
having arep?Look at the way you carry yoursalf. Just about every person we ran into on the orbital
knew you. No. | don't believe that for an instant.”

McCreedy worked his jaw before answering, and when he did, hiseyeswere ill hard. “There's
low-profile and there' s low-profile, Jack. Y ou should know that. Y ou of al people. Remember where
we both came from. Y ou know what it means.” He turned away again, making the pretense of busying
himsdlf with the contralsin front. Jack sighed and stood.

“Fine. I'm going to lie down for awhile. W€ ve acouple of hours, right? Wake me beforewe jump if I'm
not back.”

Dog grunted wordlesdy without turning around.

As hewandered back to his cabin, Jack thought about their exchange. Something had pressed Dog's
buttons, but he couldn’t work out why the SOU was such an issue for McCreedy himself. Dog had
virtually discounted them, and yet hisreactions had clearly said otherwise. Interesting. Sure, Utrecht was
Dog’ s home ground, and also home ground for the SOU, but there was no way, by any stretch of the
imagination, that Dog McCreedy was anonymous. Anyway, further exploration could wait. It was about
time he sarted directing his skillsinstead of |etting them do the work for him.

Since he' d arrived on Utrecht, his concern about Billie had kept him almost on autopilot. He had a
couple of hours, and that was long enough for adream session. There were no inducer pads here, no
equipment, but with the starkness of the cabin, and his own exercises, it wouldn't be too hard to induce
the necessary dreamdtate. If he could push away any thoughts of the impending jump, that was.

As soon as he was inside the cabin, with the door securely closed, Jack glanced around, seeking atime
display of some sort. Nothing. Maybe there was something in the screen above the bed, or somewhere
else. Hetried playing around with the system, but drew ablank. He stood in the cabin’s center, his hands



on his hips, considering. How did you measure time on board aship in away that it made any sort of
sense, anyway? Dismissing the thought, he started to remove his clothing, placed it to one side, and lay in
his accustomed position on the bed, his hands crossed on his chest, his eyes gently closed, letting the
sounds and motion around him drift out of his consciousness. Gradudly he let animageforminhismind's
screen, concentrating. A blond sixteen-year-old, hair messed up, attitude written al over her face. She
wore a pale blue swest top with ahood and jeans. Her jaw was thrust out in the classic pose she got
when she was pissed about something. Billie, he thought. Y eah, that was Billie. He left the arms
uncrossed. He didn’t want the mental image to be one that was blocking him, body language or
otherwise. Billie, he thought. Where are you? As he concentrated on the image, all sensation of the cabin,
the ship, the space around him started to fade.

Jack’ s breathing dowed as he drifted deeper into that mental state that was the precursor to the onset of
dreams. Imagesflickered a the edges of his consciousness, but he ignored them, maintaining his attention
on Billie saccusatory stare. Come on, Billie, show mewhere you are. Wilhelmina? Billie? No, not
Wilhemina. He hadn't cdled her that for years. She was dways Billie. Alwayswould be.

Darkness drifted across his mind as his consciousness floated lower, degper into the receptive Sate.
Billie, where areyou?

Light. Light and motion. Metalic star shapesflashing al around. There was noise and yet there wasn't
noise. No, there should be noise. Jack was standing at ajunction between four large buildings. Shiny
surfaces angled up on every side. They were buildings and yet. .. something was strange about them. He
turned dowly, trying to get his orientation right. A single shining wall in front swept up a an angle. Up,
above, and over behind him. Jack took a step closer, trying to make out the surface. Wasit metd?
Something else. Another step.

A bright silver shape whipped past up and off to one side, too quickly for him to catch the detail. Then
another.

All your senses, Jack. All of them.

Thear smdled hard, metdlic, like the surfaces of the walls around him. Still there was no sound, and he
concentrated, forcing hiswill into hearing what surrounded him, trying to bresk through the barrier of
complete silence. Nothing. He couldn’t hear athing. Wasthat significant? Wasthere amessagefor himin
the silence? He narrowed his eyes and pushed against the deafness, but to no avail.

He stepped even closer to the metallic surface in front and dowly reached out with one hand, touching
first hisfingers, then theflat of hispam againg the smoothness. It seemed solid enough, but it wasn't
smooth, as he’ d first imagined. There weretiny ridgesin the surface. It was neither hot nor cold, matching
the temperature of his skin. He did his hand up and down, fedling the continuity of thetiny ridgelines.

Why was he here? He turned his head, but behind him was another angled wall, farther away, but looking
exactly the same as the one before him. Others stood to the left and the right. Following the path of the
oppositewadl, helifted his gaze. The wal angled up and inward, meeting aflat, dark surface some
distance above. He suddenly had the impression that he was standing under some giant designer chair,
the underside of the seat straight up, and thick arching legs meeting at each corner. He blinked severa
timesin succession, seeing if the image would change, but it stayed. He turned his atention back to the
wall, the smoothly ridged surface, and noticed rainbow colors working through the silver sheen, asif
multihued patterns shifted deep within thewal’ s surface. Every time he moved his heed, the patterns
changed. Nice effect, but it was getting him no closer to working out why he was here. He decided to
trace the wall’ s boundaries and turned to the right.



Thewall extended for what looked like about forty yardsin front of him and then stopped. Jack walked
toward the corner, keeping his senses dert, seeking clues. Below his feet the ground was paved in what
looked like broad, square blocks of natural gray stone. He reached the corner and poked his head
around. Another wall ran for about a hundred yards and again broke at a corner. Once more, the surface
was featurel ess and smooth. He walked the length of that wall too, reached the next corner, and turned.
Againawal, but thistime, about halfway aong, he could see adark square space. A door. He
quickened his pace.

Inside the doorway lay darkness, and though he strained, the thick shadow remained impenetrable. Not
good. He could fed the spark of unease growing insde. Jack looked back over his shoulder. Behind him
was another wal similar to this one, with adark square breaking the even surface. Something flashed
above him, again, too quick for him to see. He had theimpression of asmall ship, rounded at the front,
but couldn’t be sure. Whatever it was was long gone. Fast. He turned back to the patch of darknessin
front of him and swalowed. It might aswell bethis one asany other. The silence beet at him, filling his
ears with the movement of blood within hisown veins. Taking a deep breath, he took a cautious step
ingde, then ancther.

The darkness folded around him, amost palpable, heavy like gray cloth, masking al sght. Gresat, Jack.
Y ou can't see, you can't hear. What' s next? He took another firm step, reassuring himsdlf that he could
gtill fee hisfeet, one hand thrust out in front of him, groping in the darkness, scared about what his
outstretched fingers might encounter.

“Billie?’ he said soundlessy. He could fed himsdlf speak theword, but till there was no sound. “Billie?”
hetried again, with more force. Empty silence. Y et he could hear. That dight buzz and whoosh insde his
earswas il there, touched by an amost-heard, high-pitched ring. “Billie!”

It was dmogt asif the darkness swallowed his words before his voca cords had generated them.

“Welcome, Jack Stein,” said avoice. The words came from inside his head, not outside, and they were
deep and rich, echoing in the blackness of his perception.

“Welcometo our dream.”

“What the fuck does that mean?’ said Jack, but hiswords were swallowed by dark gray fog.
Sixteen

“Jack. Jack Stein!”

Jack groaned.

“Wake up, man. We re coming up to jump.”

Heforced his eyes open. The dark dream place was till on him, and he groped for redlity, taking in the
unfamiliar cabin walls and Dog hanging on the edge of the doorway, draped around the corner.

“Yeah, yeah,” said Jack. “ Coming. Give meaminute.”

“And put some damn clotheson,” said Dog, grimacing in the direction of those parts of Jack that were
plainly on show.

Jack grunted, nodded, and waited until Dog retreated before standing and reaching for his clothes. At
least McCreedy kept the ship at aworkable temperature. Jack wondered if he had time to throw himself



under the shower. Hell, he didn’t even know if the Amaranth had a shower. He should have paid more
attention to his cabin. There were bathroom facilities, but...He pulled on histrousers and shirt and
dipped into his shoes. No timefor that now. Dog' s voice had had atouch of urgency.

Hewaked rgpidly toward the bridge, rubbing his eyes with hisfists and working hisjaw, making sure he
was fully awake. Jump. Dammit, he' d forgotten. He wasn't looking forward to it, but at the sametime, he
wasn't going to missit for anything.

As he entered the control room and reached for his seat, Dog looked him up and down. “Hrmmm,” he
said. “That s better. Much better.”

“Right,” said Jack as he sat and strapped himself into his sedt.

“Wadll, you could have given me somewarning. We' redl guys here, but...”

“How long have we got?’ asked Jack.

“About five minutes before | kick it over. | don’t get why you're so interested. It'sjust ajump.”

Y eah, just ajump, thought Jack. It was aways just ajump. It wasn't just anything since the Van der
Stegen case, when he' d first seen what it could do to someoneif it went wrong. He grimaced. Okay, it
had been afew years. Surely the technology was stable by now.

“You never know, Dog,” he said to McCreedy. “1 don’t know when | might pick something up, and
because thiswhole thing’ s about Billie having jumped somewhere, | just want to be awvaketo the
posshbilities”

“Well, you're awake. | don’t know about any possibilities” He reached and adjusted something in front
of him.

“How many jumps have you done, McCreedy?’ asked Jack.

“Plenty enough,” said Dog, giving Jack asidelong look. “What’ syour point?’
“Nothing. Nothing at dl.”

“Okay,” said Dog, returning his atention to the controls.

Jack looked out in front of them, the spattered stars merging into lines, the blacknessilluminated by the
glow of starlight. Somewhere far behind them now lay Utrecht. Better the devil you know. He swallowed
back the sensation of rising panic, forcing himsdlf to keep his breathing steady. Slow, even breaths, Jack.

“Okay, nearing coordinates. Hold on,” said Dog, and reached forward to stab at asingle control.

Everything blurred; every cdl in hisbody blurred. His gutswrenched, fdling, faling in every direction. He
was underwater and inice. And it was over. A new set of starstook shapein front of them asredlity
dabilized.

Dog let out along whoop. “Damn, | lovethat,” he said. “Nothing likeit.”

Jack struggled for words and cleared histhroat. His guts were threatening rebellion, and he forced it
back. “You can haveit,” he said with difficulty.

“Awww, what' swrong, Stein? Thisiswhat it’ sall about.”



Hetook a couple of deep breaths. “I can think of better things.”

“Yeah, I’'msureyou can,” said Dog with agrin. “To each hisown.” He busied himsdlf checking displays.
“Well, it lookslikewe rein theright place, fromwhat | can see,” he said after acouple of seconds more.
He peered through the front viewscreen, scanning the starscape. “Hmmm, nothing particularly familiar.”

“Wadll, that’ scomforting.”

“WEe re not herefor comfort,” said Dog, swiveling his chair to face Jack’s own. “ So did you get

anything?’
Jack shook hishead dowly. “No, nothing. As| said, | never know when I’ m going to get something.”
“So you can't control this stuff, whatever it isyou do?’

Jack thought about that for amoment. “Mmmm...l canand | can’t. If | have promptsor cues, | can
work with them. Other timesit just hitsme. | touch something or someone and it’ s like awave crashing
over me, sensation, knowledge, vison; it varies.”

Dog sat back. “Okaaaay. That’s got to be pretty hard, doesn’t it?’

“Yeah,” said Jack, unstrgpping himsdif. “ Sometimesitis. | just haveto wait around until it’ sthere, but
normaly | have some ideawhere | might expect to find some sort of cue. | have a piece from the
university that | got from Heering. | used that as a dream prompt.”

“How?

Jack thought about that for aminute. “I suppose it has to do with the energies trapped in materia objects.
| can use proximity to shape the direction of adream asan initia prompt. From there | take control of the
dream, try to steer it in directions that will give methe clues |’ m looking for. If I'm holding an object, I'm
in touch with those energies. Sometimes, though, | don’t need to enter dreamstate to get there. A smple
touch is enough to push whatever these senses are, and | get avision or apicture then and there. It
does't matter whether it'sadream or awaking vision; | still haveto interpret what | see”

“Uh-huh,” said Dog, rubbing his chin. “Weird. And you say you never know when it’sgoing to hit you.”
“That sright, unlessI’m controlling it, and then | can’t guaranteeit’sgoing to work.”

Dog leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, so he was amost peering up a Jack, hislong hair faling
down around hisface. “So isthat what you were doing back there?’

“Moreor less,” sad Jack. “I went into dreamstate. L et my senses take me wherever they would.”
It was Dog' sturn to nod dowly. “And...?7

Jack turned back to look into the nearly empty blacknessin front of them. “Y eah, | got something, but |
don’t know what it was yet. Sometimesit takes awhile for the imagesto dot into place and start to make
sense. We'redl connected. Everything's connected in one way or another. Finding the connections and
making sense of themisthetrick.” He glanced a Dog, who was watching him appraisingly, then turned
back to face the front again. “1 wasin this place. It was dark. Some sort of weird building, and someone
wastakingtome”

“What did they say?’

“It doesn't make any sense,” said Jack dowly, feding the disappointment of the lingering images. “No



senseat dl.” Hesighed. “ And thinking about it, it could just have been adream, just anormal dream.”
“That’ stoo bad. How can you tdl the difference?’ asked Dog.

“Normaly, | can,” said Jack with ashrug. “If it’sredly important, | know. There sjust afeding. The
waking visons arefar easier to be certain of. They'reright there.”

Dog seemed have run out of questionsfor the time being. Already unstrapped, he stood. “ There sabit of
timetokill. Youfed likeadrink or something?’

Jack nodded.

“Y eah, metoo. Comeon, I'll show youthe gdley.”

Fortunately, Dog had some pretty decent coffee on board. Jack hadn’'t even considered the fact that he
might not.

“Y ou want something stronger?” Dog had asked.
“No, thanks. Not the way my somach isfeding.”

Jack’ s response had brought ashort, hard laugh and a shake of the head dong with muttering about
damned planet-huggers.

Jack sat at the smdl galley table, cupping his mug between his hands on the tablein front of him and
garing down into the blackness of the swirling liquid that now haf-filled the mug. There were no clues
there. “Our dream.” What the hell had that meant? He' d tried to steer the dream in Billi€ sdirection, but
nothing. The knowledge did little to add any comfort to the way histhoughts were headed. Was she even
okay? If shewasin trouble, he would have been expected to be led straight to where she was, but there
wasn't even the dightest trace of her in the dream, nor in the others he' d had over the last couple of days.

Dog sat opposite, diding his cup from one hand to the other on the smooth table surface.

The gdley was compact, metallic chairs set into dotted grooves that crisscrossed the floor so you could
move them into various positions. He guessed you might be able to fit four peoplein there at astretch. A
row of latched gray cupboards graced one wall above afood preparation bench with a couple of
drawers and adisposa unit. A faucet sat above the disposal, and a heater sat close by, affixed to the
wadll. If you wanted to make coffee, you pulled amug from its ot in the cupboard, filled it with water and
dried coffee from asealed packet, then shoved it in the heater. Dog had told him that when he was
finished, he needed to wash the mug with the minimum of water and dot it back in the rack. Not so with
any of thefood. It was dl in seded disposable containers that could be heated and then put into the
disposal unit when you werefinished. No waste, no fuss. It made sense that you' d have to mix
convenience and practicality in a utilitarian space likethis,

“So what are we going to do when we get there?’ said Dog.

Jack looked up from hismug dowly. “1 redly don’t know. Find some clue that will tel uswhere Billie
and Antille have gotten to.”

“Wadll, if they’rein aship, we should be able to pick up their sgnd if they’rein the vicinity. It' snot like
there are going to be alot to choose from.”



“Hmmmm,” said Jack, looking back down into his coffee. Dog wasright. And what if therewasn't a
sgna? What were they going to do then?

Dog cleared histhroat. “Okay, Stein, tell me. What' s with the whole naked-on-the-bunk bit?’

“Hey, it'sjust how | work,” said Jack, looking up again. “| try to strip away asmuch as| can that might
interfere with the dream direction, and that includes my clothes. | never know what might have
accumulated during the day, one way or another. | don’t know if it’ simportant or not. It'sjust what |
do.”

“I think | getit,” said Dog, standing and draining the last from his mug. “But how would you know? How
did you learn dl this stuff?” He gave the mug a quick rinse and dotted it back into the cupboard rack.

“Tria and error,” said Jack. “1t’ s not like there’ s some sort of psychic academy or anything. Some of the
intelligence training comesin handy. Some of the tricks from the old days. Bits and pieces dong the

way.

“Uh-huh,” said Dog. Jack seemed to have satisfied his questions for the time being. “1’'m going up front
just to check the heading. You?’ he asked, standing.

Jack stood too, taking his mug over to wash it out, diding past Dog as he did so. “I think | might try
another sesson and seeif | can get anything more meaningful out of it. So remember...”

Dog laughed. “ Forewarned. I’ll cdl you from up front if anything happens. Otherwise, I'll bein my cabin.
We ve dill got afew hourson thisleg.”

He dipped out of the galley, leaving Jack to attend to his own mug.

Jack replaced the mug and made hisway back to the cabin. It wasn't going to be easy to dip back into
dreamdtate, having just been there, but there was something about the last session that was worrying him.
What he' d told Dog was true enough, but he was sure there was something there, something he had to
tease gpart to get to the meaning. There was only one way to do that—go back and seeif there was

anythingdse.

Back in his cabin, he opened the locker and dragged out his bag. Somewhere in there, he' d remembered
to pack the stone shard he’ d acquired at the university. His conversation with Dog had reminded him he
gill had it. With any luck, it could provide the defining prompt he needed. He cursed, unableto find it. He
shoved his hand deeper into the back, feeling around beneath hastily bundled clothing. He was on the
verge of pulling everything out, convinced that he hadn’t packed it after al, when hisfingers sent a sudden
flash of energy through hisarm and chest. Deep in one corner, Jack’ s fingertips had made contact. He
pushed deeper and grasped the stone shard, drawing it forth, hisfingers curled tightly around it. That
initid flash was enough. The energy was more subdued now, but it was fill there, bardly pulsing benesth
his perception. Jack crossed to the bunk and placed it down in the bed' s center. He stood there for a
couple of seconds, looking down at it, debating. Would it take him back, or would it lead him
somewhere completely different? Finally, he decided it was worth the risk.

Not even bothering to shove his belongings back into the locker, he stripped off his clothes and resumed
his position, with the stone shard held benesth his hands at the very center of his chest, but not before he
had checked the cabin door to make sure he’ d be truly undisturbed.

Hefdt the energy and tried not to think about it. He needed to fix onething in hismind, and thistime it
wasn't Billie. He thought about a voice, adeep, sonorous voice.



“Welcometo our dream.”

Gradudly, his breathing dowed. Gradually, histhought processes relaxed. Down, he thought. Down,
deep, dark. Waves of darkness.

“Welcometo our dream.”
Hold it, Jack.
He was back in that darkened doorway.

Thistime there was something e'se. He could smdll earth. He could hear. Something whooshed past in
theair above. A vague buzzing came from al around. He stood in front of the darkness, waiting. He
worked his mouth, dry now. Thiswas important, someway; he knew it, and the nervestingled in his
arms and fingertips. The stone shard wastherein hisright hand. He glanced down at it, stroked histhumb
over itssurface, but there wasn't anything else he could fed from it. Swallowing, seeking to drive
moistureinto hisdry throat, he took a deep breath and stepped inside.

“Billie?” he said quietly. Now, why had he said that? He pushed the thought away.
“Hello?’ Lame, but better.

Silence beat againgt him. The shadow seemed to muffle any noise that had been outside.
“Hello?’ hesaid again, thistime louder.

Nothing.

Hetook three firm stepsinto the darkness. Not only was it muffling the sound, but it also wrapped about
him, dowing his movements, putting pressure againg his chest. It was difficult to bresthe. The darkness
moved around him, drawing closer, trailing thick, cloying bands across his mouth and nose.

“No,” he shouted, trying to force the shadow away with that single word.

He couldn’t catch hisbreath. Tighter till. He was bound in shadow, panic sarting to well insde. He
bunched hiswill, pushed, thrusting out with hismind.

“No!”

And it was gone. The space was filled with light. Jack drew a deep, shuddering breath, and another,
blinking againgt thelight. As hiseyes adjusted, details svam into focus.

Hewasin abright, empty room. Dark stone walls marked out abroad, square space, climbing to adark
celling. In one corner sat some sort of platform, hovering a mere foot above the sone-paved floor. He
noticed for the first time that he was not aone.

One, two, three more of the aien creatures stood around the space, immobile on their four silvery legs,
their central trunks Stationary.

Jack caught his breath again, waiting. They were till, no movement at al. Thistime there was no dipping
of the centrd trunk, no unfolding of petals; they could have been identical metalic scul ptures spread
randomly across the space of the vast room. He took a hesitant step toward one of the crestures, then
another. He was standing right in front of it now, though how was he supposed to work out what was the
front? He walked dowly around the creature, looking for some sign, something that would give him a
clue. His nerveswere singing, his breath coming in short gasps, and he could fed the sweat on his body.



It was warm here, too warm.

He stopped his circuit and looked up at the central piece, searching for some movement, anything that
would tell him the cresture knew he was here.

“Hello, Jack.”

Jack spun toward the sound of the voice. Talbot stood in the far corner of the room where before there
was smply floor and walls, leaning against onewall, hislegs crossed.

Tabot pushed himsdf off thewall and waved at him. Jack amost laughed. The gesture seemed
completely out of place.

Jack was dmost afraid of speaking. “Talbot, what are you doing here?’
“What are you doing here, Jack Stein?’

And suddenly he was over in the corner, standing in front of the man. Jack was thankful thiswasthe
whole Tdbot, not the burned one with haf aface.

“No, Tdbot, why you? What are you doing here?’
“I'm not here,” said Talbot.

Jack checked back over his shoulder, but the randomly arrayed creatures had not moved, asfar ashe
could see.

“What do you mean, you're not here?| can seeyou. I’'m talking to you.”
“Yes” sad Tabot. “But I'm redly not here.”

“Okay, you're not here,” said Jack.

Tabot smiled.

“Am | here?" said Jack.

“Yes, you arehere,” said Tabot. “And so arethey.” Hewaved hisarm in awide, encompassing arc. “All
of them.”

Jack turned dowly. “Sowhy am | here?’ he said, looking from one alien creature to the next.

“I don’t know,” said Tabot. “We don't know. We have been trying to determine that since thefirst time
you came.”

“We? said Jack without turning around. Talbot didn’t answer.

When Jack turned back, Talbot had gone.

Seventeen

T hough he tried desperately to stay in the dream, as soon as Talbot disappeared, Jack found himself
dragged upward through the layers. The room and the aliens grew foggy, blowing avay in wispsand
srandsthat curled around him like the cloying shadow from before. He fought, but soon the cabin lights
filtered with dark pink light through his eydids, and with agrimace he opened his eyes. Back in the blank



cabin aboard the Amaranth, and if anything, he was more confused than before about what hisinner
sensesweretdling him.

With afrustrated mutter, he svung hisfeet off the bed, reached for his clothes, and dowly pulled on his
shirt. He looked at his case, the bundled clothes, and other things protruding from the top, wondering if
there was any point in unpacking. One thing he knew for sure: He had to replace the stone shard and
keep it out of harm’ sway. Who knew what would happen if he' d left it lying around and they lost spin
again. Standing, pulling on the rest of his clothes, he then bent and pushed everything back into the bag,
including the shard, and shoved it back in the locker.

He needed someone with whom to talk through what he had seen. He needed Billie. Ever since she'd
comeinto hislife, she' d acted as his sounding board, pointing out flawsin histhinking whether he wanted
it or not. Running solo again was different. If he was lucky, Dog might serve the same purpose, though he
wasalittlewary of sharing theinsides of histhought patterns with someone like Dog. Not that he didn’t
trust him. Well, hedidn’t, completely. Jack had sensed traces of skepticism in McCreedy’ s reactions, but
that was normal. He often sensed skepticism—just about every time he took on a case.

[tdidn’t hurt totry.
He unlocked the cabin door and headed forward.

The control roomvbridge, whatever it was, sat empty, along with McCreedy’ s seat. Jack wandered over
to the seat and scanned the controls, but there was nothing there that made any senseto him.
Color-coded displays, numbers, symbals; it was al very impressive, but told him nothing. He thought
about rousing Dog from whatever he was doing, but decided againgt it. His fellow passenger would
emerge soon enough. Jack wasn't sure how long he d spent in dreaming, but even if it hadn’t been that
long, it couldn’t be much more time before Dog would have to gppear to make the adjustments required
before their next jump.

Instead, Jack took his own seet, Stretched hislegs out so that hisfeet were resting on the front console,
and stared out into the Dopplered stars showing through the viewscreens. Off to one sde aweird pinkish
cloud shot with orange and trailing off to white tissue at the farthest end dominated the sky. Looking out
to the right, he saw asmall glowing bal shining with blue light, dmaost too bright to look at.

He pulled hisfeet off the console and sat forward, scanning theimage in front while he thought. For some
reason the aliens had been asking him what he was doing there. Or at least Tabot had been. Were they
one and the same? And if so, why would his dream consciousness trangpose the two?

One by one, he picked through the images. Thetall buildings, the room he had been in—they werethe
same asthe buildings he' d seen on Mandaa at the City of Trees, but whole, rather than weathered and
damaged by whatever disaster had struck that planet. So it was an dien city, and it had to be on the dien
homeworld, where they were headed. What he didn’t get was that complete immobility and apparent
lack of awareness. Every time he had dreamed the diens, they had been completely aware of his
presence. They had responded; but thistime it was Talbot who had been doing the responding. Y et
Tabot had said he wasn't there. None of it made sense.

And it was getting him no closer to Billieand Antille.

“Ah, Jack. Any luck?" asked Dog as he wandered in. Jack watched him approach in the dightly
distorted reflection in front. Dog was pulling hisfingersthrough hishair in ahafhearted attempt to get it in
some semblance of order. By the time he reached the back of Jack’s chair, he had given up.

“Not redly,” said Jack without turning around. “I got someimagesthat | think are the dien homeworld,



but gpart from that, no clear message. Just some stuff that makes me think I’m not done yet.”
“How often can you do this?’ asked Dog, leaning on the back of the chair now.

Jack grimaced as he answered. “| redlly don’t know. I’ ve never redlly pushed the limits, or needed to.
When I’ ve tried to go in too many timesin ashort period, the dreamstate just gets shorter and shorter. |
redlly think I’ m done for acouple of daysnow. | then have to knit the sequences together to anything
meaningful, and | can fed that Sarting to happen now. There' s something there, but I'm till not getting
what itis”

Dog rocked back and forth on the chair. “Will you look at that?’
Jack looked up at him. Dog wore arapt expression, staring out at the view in front.
“Damn, | never tire of this stuff, and it just gets better. Better than drugs, you know?’

Jack turned back to look at what Dog was seeing. Y eah, it wasimpressive, but it clearly didn’t stir
Jack’ semoationsin quite the same way.

“Thejump driveé smade dl the difference,” said Dog. “Old conventiona drives, the same things over and
over, day after day, week in, week out. But this...” He shook his head, hiseyeswide. “Who would have
conddered the possbilities?” Hisvoicetrailed off. “Man,” he breathed.

“Yeah, | getit,” said Jack. “ So how long have we got?’

Dog tore his atention away from the view and glanced over at adisplay. “Hmmm, about an hour and a
hdf, I'd say.”

Jack nodded.

“Sit down, Dog,” said Jack.

McCreedy frowned but did as he was asked. “What isit?’
“What'sredlly inthisfor you, McCreedy?’

Dog lowered his gaze and scratched at the back of his neck. He glanced up at the view again, then back
to Jack’ sface. “ That's part of it, out there. Adventure, the undiscovered, something new. I'm serious. |
get bored real easy, Jack. Y ou just happened to strike me at the right time. Just lucky, | guess.”

“Come on. What gets you, Dog? What do you want?’

Dog was looking down at hisfeet. “1 never owned anything growing up,” he said quietly. “I wasjust
shoved from place to place and never had any control. The military was away to get away from that, but
that was amistake too. In the end, it wound up being just more of the same. | thought I’ d escaped.” He
gave ashort, self-deprecating laugh. “But now...” Helifted his gaze dowly. “I own thefucking universe,

Therewas aflicker in Dog’ s eyes, so brief that for amoment Jack thought he had imagined it. But no,
there was no doubt. That brief reaction had shown uncertainty. What was Dog McCreedy uncertain
about?

“So what do you do when you get back—when we get back?’ asked Jack.

Again Dog shrugged. “More of the same, | guess. | don’t care now, you know. | own my own ship. I’'m



more or lessmy own boss. Sure, | could do with more cash—couldn’t we al—but you can't begt the
life, Jack. You just can't best it.”

They sat in dlence for awhile then, Jack wondering if he was that much different from the younger man
gtting acrossfrom him.

“I need coffee” hesaid findly.

“You go,” said Dog, not looking up. “I’ ve got stuff to do up here.”

Hedidn’t know why, but Jack was sure he had to be up front for the jump, or every jump. By thetime
he got back to the bridge, Dog seemed to have moved beyond his deep, thoughtful mood and was back
to hisold sdif.

“After dl that coffee, | suggest you make sure you don’t need a piss before we jump. It could get ugly,”
he said. “ And you know, Jack, | don’t want to have to clean up my nice, clean deck.”

“Y eah, yeah, McCreedy. Y ou just worry about getting us to where we need to go,” Jack responded.

“Nothing to worry about,” said Dog. “Y ou’ d better strap yourself in. We re jumping in about two
minutes”

Jack fdlt the coffee tir in his guts with the news. He stepped quickly toward his own seat and did just as
Dog suggested. Once he was sure he was secure, he turned his attention back to McCreedy, watching
the adjustments, the quick checks, the lightning-fast hand movements across the control pandl. Therewas
no hesitation there, and that gave Jack atouch of confidence.

“Ready?’ said Dog, his hand hovering above the pand.
Jack nodded.
[1] GO! ”

Dog dapped the pand and the wrench flipped through Jack’ s body. Light. Everything waslight. Every
particle flipped inside out. He reached out blindly and his hand made contact with something. He turned
to look dowly, so dowly. It was Dog’' swrist and he was gripping it hard. Dog was turning to look at him,
the action drawn out in dow motion. It was Dog, and yet it wasn't Dog. Sitting beside Jack was another
McCreedy. He flashed on that transport, Danny Boy’ s grinning face looking back at him asthey
thrummed across the jungle canopy. It was Danny Boy. No, it wasn't. The hair wasthere, but darker,
thicker. There was no trace of the burn scar on his cheek. His face was smooth, unlined, except for the
traceries of laughter around the edges of his mouth. Then the image faded. A flash of light and they had
emerged.

Jack was gripping Dog' swrist. The old Dog M cCreedy. The burn scar was back. So was the flash of
white at the top of his head. He was looking at Jack strangely.

“What isit, Jack? What' swrong?’
Jack struggled to find words. “It’s...it"'sokay,” he said haltingly.
“Y ou sure?’

Jack nodded.



“Wadll, can | have my arm back then?’

Releasing his grip, unfolding his fingers one by one from around McCreedy’ swrist, Jack nodded. “ Sorry.
| guessit'sjust thejump. | can’'t ssemto get used to it.”

Dog nodded, gave one more concerned |ook, and then turned to gaze out of the front.
“Well, that' sdifferent,” hesaid.

Jack’ s attention was il fixed on McCreedy’ sface, overlaying memories of the vison on what wasin
front of him now. Wheat the hell had that been about?

“Look,” said McCreedy.
Sowly Jack turned to look a what Dog was showing him.

The sky here was dark. Very few starswere visble. They clustered in small groups at the top and
bottom of thefield of view. In between, featherlike clouds drifted across the blackness. No, thought
Jack, more like the spume whipped from the tops of waves on astormy day.

“Hmmm, | wonder what' s at the back.” Dog reached out a hand and hit aspot on the pand. “ Shit!” said
Dog.

Jack went cold insde; then his heart started racing, the panic sweeping over him.

They were amost on top of avadt, craggy orb, spinning dowly againgt adark background, virtualy
invisble except for the faintest of lights. Suddenly Dog' s hands were flying over the controls. “Damn
thing'sgot us” hesad. “ Shit.”

Theimagein the viewscreen was definitely getting closer. Jack gripped his seet.
“What can we—"

“Shut up, Stein,” snapped Dog. “Let mework.”

Therewas aburg of vibration and sound, and the fedling of acceleration.
“Damnit,” hissed Dog, hisface creased in concentration. “Come on, baby.”

Jack couldn’t bresthe. He couldn’t move. And still the vast stonewall grew closer.

Another burst. More push. More concentration. And Dog sat back. “That'sit,” he said with the dightest
touch of triumph, and reached out to stroke the control pandl in front of him. He nodded and turned to
look at Jack.

“I don’'t know what made me look. Proximity warning should have gone off, but | guessthe jump
screwed with it somehow. If | didn’'t know better, I d say it was because you were here, Stein. All that
old stuff. That sort of shit used to happen to you dl thetime, didn’t it? | remember. Lucky Stein.” He
narrowed hiseyes. “ Still working, huh, Jack.” He held the look for a couple of seconds, then turned
away. “Damn, I’'m going to have to recalibrate now, work out the position and look for the next vector.”

Jack barely noticed what Dog was saying. He was remembering how to breathe again, his heart ill
pounding in hisears.

He suddenly had an awful thought that chilled him to hismarrow. Wheat if Billie and Antille had donethe



samething in their ship? What if what McCreedy said wastrue and it was just his own presence that had
made Dog look? What if that was why he was picking up nothing of Billie? What if ...

No, dammit. Enough with the what-ifs. He d know. He was sure he' d know.

“Lisgten, Jack. Thisis going to take me about an hour or 0,” said Dog. “Y ou may aswell go back and
find something to occupy yoursdf in the meantime. We have a couple of daysto the next point anyway,
by my cdculations.”

Jack rubbed the back of hisneck. Thevison was il disturbing him. He' d dmost forgotteniit in the
panic, but now it was back. He stared at M cCreedy, almost seeing that younger face again.

“What?’ sad Dog.

“No. Nothing,” Jack replied with aquick shake of his head. He undid the straps and stood, taking a
couple of deep breaths to steady himself. “Y ou do what you need to do.”

Heleft Dog sitting there poring over the controls. At the doorway he looked back, but al he could see
wasthe large spinning ball that had nearly ended their quest. Despite himsdlf, he scanned the sky, what he
could see of the body’ s surface, searching for wreckage, or something, some sign, hoping that he
wouldn't find it. Finally he tore himself away from the doorway and the viewscreen and headed back
toward his cabin.

The next two days, rdative ship time, were full of long, seemingly endless hours spent either in his cabin
or in brief conversations with McCreedy. The confined space, the lack of anything red to do, built
tension between them and within them, but there was something else. Jack had noticed it just after the last
jump. It wasadmost asif the air was buzzing around them, barely perceptible, just below the threshold of
awareness. He had mentioned it to Dog, but Dog had dismissed it, claiming there was nothing there. It
worked in Jack’ s molars and through his bones. It wasthere, dl right, whether Dog could senseit or not,
and it merely added to the already growing tenseness that Jack was feding. He resgned himsdlf to
gpending as much time as he could alonein the cabin so he wouldn't get in McCreedy’ sway. It was dso
becoming apparent that McCreedy guarded his space jeal oud y—this was his ship, hisdomain, and

Jack’ s presence was a politely tolerated intrusion.

Jack dreamed twice more in those two days, dreams brought on by the regular patterns of deep rather
than invoked by his own exercises. The first one was back in the dien city, and it wasthe clearer of the
two. When he awoke, the images were fresh and bright in his mind. He had been back in the large room,
no darkness, and thistime there had been no Talbot. He had walked from one immobile alien to the
other, talking to them, trying to establish differences, waiting for motion. Everything was till, and the air
had been thick. After awhile he had smply stopped trying to invoke any response, and waited in the
room’ s center for something to occur.

For along time nothing happened, but finaly his patience had been rewarded. A wave of sound had
appeared in the center of his head, washing forward, then receding, broad, incomprehensible. It grew
louder, reached a peak, and then dwindled away into the distance. Fivetimesit had repested, then
stopped. After a pause it started again, but this time he could sense the shape of words. Something,
someone, was trying to talk to him. By concentrating, focusing on the wash of sound aswords, he was
eventually ableto distinguish the words themsdlves. It helped when he had closed his eyes, blocking out
theimages and light and immersing himsdlf in the dark, auditory sea.

“Jack Stein,” the voices had told him. They had been voices, not asingle voice, al speaking together.



“Jack Stein,” they had said. *'Y ou are coming.”

He had tried to answer them with words, but that hadn’t had any apparent effect. Eventudly he just
willed hisresponse back at them.

“Yes, | amcoming.”

“You are coming. It istoo soon.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You are not ready,” the noise surged against hismind. “Not ready.”
“What do you mean?’ asked Jack. “Why am | not ready?’

“Y our timeisnot right.”

Jack had spent amoment before sending back his response to that one. The construction wasweird. If it
was the dien voices trying to communicate with him, then that might explain it, but the word choice was
peculiar. Your time. Not thetime.

“I don’'t understand.”
“Timewill work againgt you,” said the massed voices.

Hewas il stlanding confusedly in the room’ s center when the dream faded, dipping from hisgrasp like
S0 much smoke.

He had been awake afull two hours before traces of the second dream had come back to him, a
tangentia flash ashe sat Spping at amug of coffee, donein the galley. Dog waslocked away in his
cabin, doing whatever hedid in there,

The woman from an earlier dream had been present in the second one, sitting on the edge of abed, again
wearing that shapeless white robe. She had been watching him, and somehow he got the impression that
shewas waiting for something.

“Hdlo,” hehad said to her.

Shedid not respond. The set of her jaw had become alittle harder, asif that had been completely the
wrong thing for Jack to say. After afew moments she had stood. The shape of her body was clear
benegth the robe’ sthin materia, and Jack had looked on gppreciatively. She caught him looking and
placed her fistson her hips.

“What are you doing, Jack?’ she' d asked accusingly.
“Looking,” he d said.

Her voice was deep, her blond hair dightly mussed. High cheekbones and sharp features served to make
her hard look even harder. She was't quite histype, but she was pretty attractive al the same. Her
flimsy garb madeit difficult to kegp hismind on what was happening.

“Y ou can stop looking and do what you' re supposed to be doing, Jack,” she said.
“And what am | supposed to be doing?’



“Y ou're supposed to be here,” she said, clear impatiencein her tone.
“But | am here,” said Jack.
“You arenot!” she'd said, a hard emphasis on the last word.

With her find accusation ringing in his ears, Jack had awoken.

Eighteen

| t was the second dream that stayed with him most, her face lingering in his consciousness with that clear
look of accusation. Didn't he have enough blond women in hislife giving him orders? Billiewas quite
enough on her own.

It merely added to the tension he felt buzzing through the ship.

Dog was beside him, making find adjustmentsto their jump trgectories. Despite their hijacking by the
huge rotating mass at their |ast emergence, he seemed fairly confident that he’ d made the proper
correctionsto get them where they needed to be. Only a couple of minutes remained, but he couldn’t
help thinking about what might have happened to Billie sship if they’ d gone through the same thing. It
was either that, or thinking about the impending jump. Neither was aparticularly pleasing prospect.

“You'resure?’ he asked Dog yet again.
“Yeah, I’'m sure, Jack. Have alittlefaith, will you?’ The response was undisguisedly snappy.

Jack settled back into his seat again, unconvinced. Dammit, thiswas il relatively new technology.
Nobody was an expert. It didn’t hurt to be sure, did it?

“Coming up...now!” said Dog, and hit the control.

Jack’ s entire body and mind went through that sucking flip, and again they were through. Thistime
there’ d been no vision, just that indescribable sensation.

They had jumped to an area of space that |looked norma compared to their last emergence. Dog, just to
be sure, flipped the viewscreens through the various options, checking their immediate vicinity, and let out
alow exhdation.

“Wdl, we can be thankful for that.”
Jack nodded. There wasn't much elseto say.

Sowly he released the straps holding him in his seat and forced himsdlf to try to relax. Damn, but that
could become wearing. Hedidn't envy Dog at dl.

Hetook severa deep breaths and reached out with his perception, searching for something, anything.
He' d been expecting another episode like the last jump, and strangely, he was dmost disappointed that
there had been nothing smilar.

Theweird buzz was ill there, even stronger than before. What the hell wasit?
“Dog, you're sureyou don't fed anything unusua?’ he asked.

Dog turned to him and gave him aquerying look. “No, nothing. Postjump nausea. Always get atouch of
that, but apart from that, nothing else. Why?’



“I don’'t know,” said Jack. “ Something. Y ou're sure?’
“Dammit, yes, I’'m sure. What isit with you, Stein?’
Jack shook his head.

“Wadll, if you want to project your own damned insecurity onto my ship and my piloting, you can take it
somewheredse”

Jack held up ahand and shook hishead again. “No, it snot that. And I'm sorry. | fedl stuff, you know. |
just want to make sure.”

“Wadll, if youlike, I can run asystems check while we re waiting for the next jump. Not that | think it will
do alot of good. The Amaranth is set to notify meif there' sanything not asit should be. Anyway, I'd
know. | can fed her, fed if there sanything wrong.”

“It doesn’'t have to be the ship, McCreedy. Something, anything. Look what happened with the last
jump. I’'m feding something, and I’ d prefer just to get it out of theway if | can. Knowing what itisgoesa
long way toward dedling with it.”

Dog sighed. “Okay, if it makes you fed any better, I'll kick in the diagnostics, but we haven’t got very
long before the next jump. They might not be finished by the time we go through, and who knows what
effect the jump might have.” He spread hishandswide. “I’'m only saying...”

“Yeah, | getit, McCreedy,” said Jack. Damn, where had that come from? He should have been far more
conciliatory than that. “L ook, sorry. Whatever thisthing is, it’ swinding me up tight. It slike this constant
buzzing in my bones and my teeth. That'sthe only way to describeit.”

“Don’'t worry abouit it,” said Dog, turning back to the controls. “ Anyway, I’ veinitiated the diagnostic
sequence. If there sanything to find, she'll find it.”
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“Amaranth.”

“Hmmm,” said Jack. HE d never quite come to terms with the way people imbued inanimate objects with
personae. Okay, the Amaranth wasn't quite inanimate, but still...

“Two more jumps, plusthe next one,” said Dog matter-of-factly. “We' Il be there before you know it.”
Somehow, Jack didn't quite share his optimism.

The next jump was upon them amost before they knew it. It came way too quickly for Jack’ sliking, and
al the while the buzzing sensation persisted unabated. It was almost becoming aroutine. Jack would
retire to his cabin or to the galley to stoke himsalf with more coffee, and then he'd wander forward to
drap himsdlf inand grit histeeth in anticipation of the jump.

Thefollowing trangtion set histeeth on edge even more, helghtening the buzzing sensation deep within his
bones and making him disinclined to engage in conversation with Dog. He fdt like hisveins were strung
with taut wire, humming through his system and setting histeeth on edge. When they emerged through the
jump and into normal space, hisjaw was clamped shut, and he was wincing againgt the heightened
sensation besating through his system.



“What?" said Dog, looking a him a brief few seconds after they had emerged. “What isit?’

Jack shook hishead, not saying anything. Not ableto say anything. The fedling was coursing through his
neura pathways, rendering him unable to speak, making him fed asif every cell in hisbody were going to
explode. There was something happening to him, to both of them. This just wasn't normal. He'd been
through jumps before, and it had never been likethis.

“Come on, Jack. What' s going on?’

“Nothing. It'sokay,” he forced out between clenched teeth. “How long before our next one?’
“About three hours.”

“Fine” hesad, the strain evident in hisvoice. “I’ll bein my cabin.”

Hedidn't want to talk to Dog. He didn’t want to talk to anyone. It waslike that fedling when you' d had
too much to drink and were on the verge of throwing up. He swallowed once, twice, then released
himself from his harness and sumbled hisway back to the cabin, feding dong the corridor wallsfor
support. Chrigt, he didn’t need this. Things were bad enough without the physical symptoms aswell.

Jack found hisbunk and lay there, the buzzing working through his bones, stringing through his skull. He
tried acouple of hisrelaxation exercises, to no avall. The dull throb in hisjaw from pressing histeeth
tightly together for too long became his sole focus. Nothing was like this. Nothing.

Dog’ s voice blurred out from some source in the cabin. Jack was unable even to focus on the direction.
It just seemed to comefrom al around him, barely cutting through the buzz. Whét the hell waswrong
withhim?

“You' d better get up here, Jack.”

He mouthed words back at Dog' s disembodied voice.

“Jack, you coming?’

“Yeah, I’'mcoming,” he said, forcing the syllables through closed teeth.

Hisvison wasblurred. Every one of hisjoints ached, dull, throbbing pain. He levered himself upright,
groaning, and staggered out of the cabin, toward the bridge.

At the corridor’ s end he leaned in the doorway .

“Dog,” he said, barely forcing out the words.

“Shit,” said Dog, swiveing his seat to face him. “Y ou look terrible. What' swrong?’
“Appreciate your concern,” Jack said, hisjaw clenched. “Dunno. Y ou got any patches?’
“Yegh, wait here. Why didn’'t you say?’

The reason he hadn’t said was that using patches hadn’t been on his agenda for awhile now. He just
hadn’t thought about it. He could bardly think, et alone consider what he might need.

Dog pushed past him and returned afew moments later. Strong analgesic. He waved the patch and Jack



snatched for it, peeled the backing, and dapped it on. Anything to help &t this stage.
Dog watched him with aconcerned expression.
“I’'mokay,” said Jack. “Do what you have to do.”

Dog lingered for asecond, but then returned to his seat. After giving Jack one more questioning glance,
flicking the hair back from hisface, he turned his attention to the controls.

Jack stumbled to his own seat and, supporting himsalf with one hand, lowered himself carefully intoit,
and then reached for the restraints. He fumbled with the harness, managing to focus on the task with an
effort.

How long before the patch kicked in?

Buzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.

It had to be soon, right?

Buzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.

Helet air escape between histegthinalow hiss.

“Okay, Jack. Y ou ready? We re coming up. Thisisit.”

Jack’ s hands gripped the arms of his sedt tightly.

Now, he thought. Now.

Dog reached for the controls, flashing Jack a sidelong look, a concerned frown creasing his forehead.

“Now!” said Dog.

Nineteen

T hat dreadful sucking sensation swept through him, turning his cellsinside out and back again. He
screwed hiseyestight, pressing hisjaw together so tightly that histeeth felt like they might crack. A bright
flash lit hiseydids from within, and arushing sound spilled past his consciousness like ahuge wind insde
his ears, and then, abruptly, it was gone.

They were through. The jump had been different thistime.

Gradualy Jack released the pressurein hisjaw, unhooked hisfingers from the seat, and took along,
deep, shuddering breath.

“Jesus,” he whispered.

The sensation was not the only thing that had gone. The buzzing was gonetoo. It was asif ahuge
pressure had been released from hisbody, inside and out, asif he were no longer going to burst from the
ingde.

Sowly, carefully, he opened his eyes.

In the front viewscreen, he could see asystem. Five planets, clustered about a bluish star. Thiswasit.
Thiswaswhat they had come for.



He scanned the system, seeking...he didn’t quite know what he was seeking. At this distance, was he
likely to see aship, or be ableto pick it out from the surrounding starscape?

Three smdl inner planets, alarge giant, and another, smaler body on awide orbit made up the system,
with the star dominating the viewscreen.

Sowly heturned to face Dog. “ So thisisit?’ he asked. “ Y ou're sure?’
Dog was staring at him, openmouthed.

Dog was not Dog.

“What the fuck?’” said Jack.

Inthe pilot’s seat sat ayounger man. It looked like Dog M cCreedy, but it wasn't. Gone was the flash of
white in the hair, gone was the burn scar and the shadows and lines that gave time and experience to
McCreedy’ sface. Thiswas amuch younger man.

“What the...?’ he said again, stupidly. Thiswasn't adream. It couldn’t be. HE d know if it were a
dream.

Jack gtarted to fumble with his harness.

“Wait,” said McCreedy/Not-McCreedy. “ Jack?’ He looked puzzled.
“Huh?" Jack blinked.

It was McCreedy. He had M cCreedy’ s voice, though not quite as gravelly.
“What' s happened?’ said Not-Dog.

“Youtdl me. Whothe...”

“Look at yoursdlf, Jack. Just look.” Helifted an arm, flexed hisfingers, and appeared to be examining his
hand. He turned it over, looking at the pam. “Damn,” he said. “It’ s happened to me too, hasn't it?’

Jack managed to release his harness, and stood. He shook his head. This couldn’t be happening. It just
couldn’t be.

“I don't get it,” said the young man who was not Dog. “I just don’t get it. What the fuck happened?’

Jack |eft the young man Sitting there examining his hands and | eft the control room, walking down the
corridor rgpidly toward the facilities. There was alightnessin his step, an energy that he hadn’t felt for
years. He reached up and scraped the patch from his neck, balling it in hisfist. The patch felt real enough.
He reached the shower room, waited impatiently for the door to dide open, and stepped inside, till
clutching the wadded patch in one hand. He should be feding scared, but hewasn’t. All hefet wasan
inexplicablelightness.

“Mirror,” he said, and one wall became reflective, showing him standing there, adightly startled
expression on hisface, but it wasn't hisface, and yet it was.

The man who stared back at him was Jack Stein. He wore Jack’ s clothes, but it was a Jack Stein he
recognized only from memory. It was years since he' d looked like that. The grayness, the dight thinning
at the temples, the shadows benegth his eyes, they were gone, al gone. He leaned closer to the mirror,
examining, and the figure leaned toward him. Jack raised atentative hand and prodded at hisface. The



figure did likewise. He stepped back. What was going on? He shook his head and so did the figure
before him. The mirror wasamirror, al right. Just for asecond, he had aflash of some of the old
comedy vids where two look-alikes mirror each other’ s actionsin an open doorway. One of themis
aways dightly confused, unsure whether it’samirror or not, and goes through a series of unusua
performancesto test the reflection. He had the sudden urge to break into an absurd dance routine, but
quelled it. Despite himsalf, he grinned. The younger image grinned back.

“Shit,” said Jack, the grin fading asfast asit had appesred.

Heleaned in closer to the mirror again and gently touched hisface, seeking changes, differences, assuring
himself that it wastruly hisreflection he was seeing. Heflexed hisarm, turned and looked back over his
shoulder, shook hishead again. Any moment he expected to wake, to find himsalf back on the bunk
preparing to ride through the next jump. Leaning in again, he placed theflat of his padm againgt the
mirrored surface and pressed. Mirrors aways had strange propertiesin dreams. The surface was solid,
no ripples, no give. He stepped back.

Christ. He could stand herefor hours, but it wasn't going to get him any closer to working out what the
hell was going on here. He blanked the wall and |eft the shower room, heading back to the bridge.

As he entered, Dog—and he had reconciled himself to the fact that it was Dog now—was till flexing his
hands and turning them one way, then the other, looking at them with afascinated expression on hisface.

“Dog? hesad.
“Yeah,” he responded, tearing his attention away from the self-examination.

“Um,” said Jack. “I...um...” He shook his head. “ Something happened back there.” Understatement of
the year, Stein. “I have no ideawhat’ s going on.”

He stepped to his seet and sat heavily. Hismind was racing, trying to think of something to say, but
nothing seemed right. He shook hishead again.

“Damn, but you look al right,” said Dog. “It suitsyou.”

Jack felt amanic urgeto laugh riseinsde him, but he bit his bottom lip. “Y eah, you don’t ook so bad
yoursdlf.”

“Huh,” sad Dog.

“And once we ve finished with this mutua admiration,” said Jack, “ maybe we ought to work out what
we re going to do now.” He scanned the viewscreen, looking for options out there where he knew he
wasn't going to find any.

Dog nodded dowly. “Man, think of the possibilities”

Jack turned dowly to look a him. “What possibilities, Dog? We don’'t even know what the fuck’s
happened here. How are there possibilities?’

“I dunno,” said Dog. “WEe re younger, aren’t we? That’ s what’ s happened. Fountain of youth. Water of
life. Wow, think about it....”

“I’d say we' ve got other thingsto think about first,” said Jack.

Dog seemed to stop in midthought. “ Thisisredly happening, isn't it?”



“Youtdl me” sad Jack. “Maybe we re stuck in some sort of jump space and dl of thisisanillusion
we' ve created o we can cope with it. How can wetel?’

Dog swiveled and started playing with the controls, touching pandls, looking at readings, scanning from
one device to another.

“Everything looks normd,” he said. “1’ m getting readings on the systlem. The ship’ sfunctioning within
norma parameters. | can’'t see anything unusud.”

“Yeah, but that’ s not going to tell usanything,” said Jack. “Y ou might be seeing what you expect to see.”

Dog sat back dowly into his seat, his outstretched hand lingering over the controls. “Y eah, but there's
too much,” he said. “Besides, we' re talking to each other. There' s more than one of us here.”

“We could be congtructing that in our headstoo,” said Jack. “How do | know that I’'m just not imagining
that we re having this conversation?’

“How do we ever know?’ said Dog.

He had apoint, and one with which Jack was more than familiar. He drummed hisfingers on the seat
arm. “1 don’t know,” hesaid. “I don’t know.”

It was asif, rather than having traveled through time, time had travel ed through them, or trickled out of
them, or something.

“WEe re not going to work it out Sitting here talking about it,” said Dog. “We re supposed to find thisalien
homeworld. Right now I’ m not complaining. So let’s do what we' re here to do. We can worry about it
later.”

“Uh-huh,” said Jack dowly, but hismind was till ticking through the possibilities, and he was not
convinced thiswas redly happening at dl. Any moment, he smply expected to wake up.

“Sowhat now?’ hesaid.

“I’'m going to have to scan these planets, check the system,” said Dog. “If thisisan dien planet, it might
not be something we' d expect. | don’t know. It could take me sometime. I'd liketo bealittle closer in
s0 | can be sure of the readingstoo.” He glanced up at the system’ simage, arrayed on the viewscreen in
front of them. He pushed his hair back from his face with one hand, caught himsdf in midgesture, sared
at the hand for half asecond, then turned his attention back to the viewscreen, peering at each of the
worldsinturn. Apart from that momentary lapse, he was right back to business.

“Okay,” said Jack. “If that’ sthe case, | might leave you to it for awhile. I've got something | candoin
the meantime.”

“Uh-huh,” said Dog, barely paying attention.

Jack nodded and stood again. He did have something to do. If he could invoke dreamstate one more
time, he might get some idea of what was happening to them, or, at the very least, some clue about the
system that now lay before them. At least he could fed like he was doing something useful. Though how
he was going to be able to concentrate with the change. ..he just didn’t know.

Back in his cabin, he went through theritua, removing his clothing, getting ready to lie on the bunk and



assume his standard pose, but there was something he had to do firt.
“Mirror,” hesaid.

There was Jack Stein, standing before him, but a Jack Stein that was someone he only haf recognized,
and then only through the veils of memory. His body wasfirmer, tighter. The dight softness around the
middle was gone. There was chest hair, but dark again, instead of brushed with white. He turned around
and looked over his shoulder. His back looked the same, but yeah, he was firmer in other placestoo. He
turned back to face thewall and cast a critical eye over hisreflected body. He hadn’t really looked like
thissince he' d left the services. HE d maintained it for a couple of years, the regimen, the exercise,
keeping himsdlf taut and fit, but that had faded without the discipline. Self-discipline was the hardest of
al. Heturned again, checked over his shoulder, and then turned back once more. He held out an arm,
ingpected it, right from the shoulder to thetips of hisfingers and back again. It was hisarm, his body.

Wasthisred?
Hefdt...good.

Now that he was paying attention, other things were becoming gpparent. The dight twingein his shoulder
that constantly nagged at him seemed to be gone. He flexed the shoulder, checking.

Y eah, he could livewith this.
Weasit anilluson?

He closed his eyes, concentrating. Dream within adream within adream. That wasthe risk. When you
knew you were dreaming, how did you know when it redlly stopped?

Sowly he opened hiseyes. Theimage was il in front of him, apparently unchanged. Chewing & his
bottom lip, hetried to work out how much younger he looked. Fifteen years or ten, or somewherein
between, he thought, but it was hard to be sure. Y our own self-image was colored by the passage of
time and the gloss you put on your own perception. Maybe it was more.

Chrigt. What if it had happened to Billie? What if .. . fifteen years...maybe more...
Shewas sixteen. Was.
Was that why he had gotten nothing from her?

Jack pushed the thought away with an effort. He couldn’t afford to think like that. He didn’t want to think
likethat. First thingsfirst. He and Dog had to dedl with their current situation and then find Antille and
Billie. The dien planet wasthefirg thing, the diensthemsdves. If he found them, then everything would
gtart to become clear. His dreams had been telling him that much, if nothing ese. First, however, he had
to try to find out something more.

With aresolve made soldly of the fact that he’ d convinced himsdf it was the only way, he blanked the
wal and moved to the bunk to take up his position.

Jack willed himsdlf to rdax, closing his eyes and fixing an image of the slvery dien creaturesin the center
of hismind.

“Dammit, Stein. Concentrate,” he muttered to himsdlf, but his thoughts kept skittering away, and try ashe
might, his bresth remained rapid, refusing to dow.



“Dammit.”

He stood again and went to retrieve the stone shard. It looked like he redlly needed a prompt now, and
he hoped the tiny rock diver had not lost the power to guide him. With the piece clutched firmly in his
hand, he stepped back to the bunk and lay down again, holding his closed hand to the center of his chest.
Eyes closed once more, he forced his breath into an even, deep pattern, breathing through his nose and
counting the time of each inhalation and each exhdation, thinking of nothing e'se. He could fed the stone
shard' senergy asawarm tingle within hisfist. One, two, three, four, five. One, two, three, four, five. His
breathing became more regular, degper. The numbers rolled through his mind, back and forth, and at last
taking him lower, deeper into that state of consciousness that would permit him to dream. Gently, gently,
hefdt himsdf sart to drift.

“Ah, nice,” said Tabot, reaching out with two fingersto touch Jack’ s cheek. “1t looks good on you.”
“What?" asked Jack.

“The change suits you. And you know what they say about a change.”

Jack was puzzled. “No, what do they say?’

Tabot shook his head. He seemed taller. Jack looked up a him. Talbot towered over him.

Jack looked down at his body. He had the body of askinny kid.

“Hey,” hesaid, and clamped his mouth shut. The voice that came out was high and light, achild’ svoice.
“Come back, Jack,” said Talbot.

Jack squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated. This was his subconscious playing with him. He needed it
to stop. Slowly he opened hiseyes again, to look directly into Talbot' sface. That was better.

“What’ sgoing on, Carl?’ he asked.
“Good question,” said Tabot. “Very good question.”

For thefirst time Jack |ooked around them. They stood together in ablank space, completely featureless
gpart from what looked like gray metd wallsin every direction. “What isthis place?’

“Thisisnowhere, Jack,” said Talbot. “It iswherever you want it to be.”

“Oh, you'reagreat help, Tabot. Next you' re going to tell me thisisthe stuff that dreams are made of.”
Tabot laughed. “Oh, but it is”

“Shit,” said Jack, and looked away. “No, | don’t want to be here.”

“No, you don't,” said Tabot. “But you have to be here, before you' re there.”

Jack closed hiseyes, willing Tabot away, willing himsdf back to the room with the aliens. He opened his
eyes, but Tabot was dill there. Distant gray walls still surrounded them.

“Dammit,” he muttered.

“What do you want, Jack?’ said Talbot.



Jack ground histeeth. 1 want some damned answers. That’swhat | want. | want some of thisto make
sense. | want something | can useto find Billie.”

Tabot nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, it sagart,” hesad.
“Okay,” said Jack. “ Take me back to the diens.”

In an eyeblink, they were back in the broad room with the immobile alien crestures. Talbot stood beside
him. A strange metallic bed stood in the room’ s center. Now where had that come from? He turned to
Tabot.

“What'sthat?’

“What doesit look like, Jack?’

“Wadll, if | didn’t know better, I'd say it was an operating table.” The realization gave him a sudden chill.
“Not bad,” said Tabot. “But only inaway. Y ou can operate on it, but it’s not for operations.”
“Hmmm,” said Jack. More nonsense responses.

Helooked around the room, seeking anything €l se he could probe for meaning. The dienswere ill
motionless. It didn’t look like he was going to get any answers from them. He turned back to Tabot.

“I don't getit,” Jack said. “What are you doing here? Why are you aways here?’

Tabot frowned, seemingly puzzling out the answer to the question. He gave adight shake of hishead,
then looked around the room. He indicated the stationary aienswith abroad gesture of hisarm. “ Ask
them.”

“And how am | supposed to ask them?’
“Just ask,” Tabot answered.
Jack hesitated, looking from one dien form to the next. “Okay. Why is Talbot always here?”

Hewas aware of that wash, that swell of sound growing in the back of his consciousness, lapping against
his understanding, then ebbing away into hismind’ s corners. Growing and fading like atide of meaning.

“Itishard,” said thevoices. “It. Is. Hard.”

Therewas no sound outside him. It dl swelled and grew within hismind before drifting away.
“What is?’ he said, dmost overwhelmed by the sensation. “What is hard?’

“Tak. Ta-bot.”

Jack turned back to face his human companion.

“Why areyou here, Tabot?’

Tabot concentrated, lines creasing the space between his brows. He blinked a couple of times, and then
the frown relaxed.

“They put me here.” He nodded.



“| don't understand.”

Again there was a pause before Ta bot answered. “ They sought something familiar that they could use.
Something from your own mind. It was the only way they could reach you.”

Twenty

T hough hetried desperately to hang onto the dreamdtate, it dipped from him, resisting Jack’ s every
attempt to hold on to it. Gone. All gone.

He sat up on the bunk, staring at thewall infront of him, into the chasm of what he was remembering. If
there was even the dightest shred of redlity in what he' d been dreaming, he understood just how
important it was. Jack Stein had not been reaching out to the diens; they had been reaching out to him.

Dreams. It was al about dreams.

Somehow, when he was in dreamdtate, they knew he was there. They were aware of him.
Jesus. Why him?

For amoment he doubted himsdlf.

Who knew? Perhaps he wasn't the only one. It was dll happening too fast. He flexed his shoulders,
feding thefluidity of the motion, thelack of stiffness. And then he remembered the change aswell.

He jumped from the bunk and stepped into the bathroom to check. No, he hadn’t been dreaming that as
well. Young Jack Stein till stared disbelievingly a him out of the mirror. He ran hisfingers back through
hishair. He could get used to it, he guessed. Still, he rather missed the old weether-beaten Jack looking
back at him. He leaned in closer to the reflective wall, pulled down his eyelids, looked at his eyes, made
aface a himsdf, and then stepped back. Maybe it was an illusion brought about by whatever happened
to you in jump space. Maybe it would just go away.

He shook his head. He had more important things to worry about right now. He need to get up front and
see how Dog was going with the search. There was no question in Jack’s mind now; there was an dien
world out therein front of the Amaranth.

First thingsfirst: He needed clothes. Asmuch ashe wasin favor of hisnew look, he wasn't quite
prepared to go parading it in front of Dog McCreedy yet, and he was sure Dog wouldn't redly
aopreciateit either.

When he reached the bridge, Jack couldn’t help the automatic double take on seeing Dog’s new form.
He pushed the reaction aside and stepped up to Dog' s sest.

“Any luck?’
The worldsin the viewscreen were larger now. They’d moved in closer while he’ d been under.

Dog glanced up, grinned, then turned back to hisdisplays. “A couple that might be candidates, but I'm
flying blind here. Do you know what I’'m looking for?’

Jack scratched the back of hisneck. “Mmmm. I'm going to guessthat it's human-friendly. The City of
Treeswas on Mandaa, and that was aresort world. They’ re not going to build an open city on an
inhospitable planet.”



“No shit,” said Dog.
“Wadll, you asked....”

“Yeah, | did, didn't I? Still doesn’t narrow it down much. There are two that read as being habitable.
Anything els=?’

Jack thought for amoment. “Have you looked for transmissons of any sort?’
Dog sighed. “ Y ou think | haven't done ascan? If there was anything out there I’ d have seen it by now.”

Jack thought about the dream. Perhaps they didn’t communicate by conventional meansat al. Therewas
no reason to presume that they would. Or they might use some form of technology that was completely
unknown. Dog was|ooking at him expectantly.

“I don’'t know,” said Jack, atouch of exasperation creeping into his voice. “We take a chance. Can you
get closer to one of them and check it out? Maybe we can see something from orbit.”

Dog nodded and reached for the controls.
Jack had a sudden thought. “Have you scanned for other ships?’ he asked.
“What?’

“Or have you forgotten why we' re here? Thisisthe destination from Antill€ s notes, isv't it? Shouldn't
we be seeing their ship?’

Dog frowned. “Y eah, you' reright. Sorry. Not surprisingly, my mind's been on other things.”

He touched a couple of panels, watched the readings, made some adjustments, and scanned again. After
afew seconds he shook his head.

“Nothing.”

Jack stared out at the approaching system, ahard constriction in histhroat, not wanting to draw the
conclusion that lay staring him in the face. Something had happened to Billieand Antille. Either here or on
theway here. He kept his gaze focused on the screen, not wanting to look at Dog.

“WEe | try the nearest onefirgt.”
Jack nodded.

If there was no sign of Billi€' s ship, then what might have happened to them? The possibilities tumbled
through his head. Who was to say that these aliens weren't hostile? He' d seen the damage to the City of
Treeson Mandala. It was asif the entire upper section of the city had sheared away asthe result of some
vast force.

He had no indication that they were hogtile. None whatsoever. He had to hold on to that thought.

“Thirty minutes,” said Dog, “and we' |l be close enough to do a decent scan. Y ou know, thisiswelrd,
Stein. We' rein the unknown in more ways than one. Look at you. Look at me. Look at the system.” He
gaveashort laugh. “It'sweird, but it' s great. | might have known when | ran into you that some strange
stuff was going to start happening.”

Jack looked at him sidelong, and then turned back to the screen. “Listen, Dog,” he said. “I’m going to



seeif | can get anything from the planet. | need to concentrate.”
“Right,” said Dog, the grin dipping from hisface. He turned his attention back to the controls.

Jack didn’'t want to think about the weird things that were happening. Hetried to clear hismind instead,
reaching out with his sensesto the world dowly growing in the screensin front of them. The bridge, the
controls, Dog, everything faded as he stilled his thoughts and reached focus.

The planet they were headed toward was blank. It sparked nothing in hisguts or his chest. There was
nothing. He took a deep breath.

“Not that one,” he said. “Head for the other.”
Dog frowned at him but complied, trusting him at least that much.

Their heading changed, and theimage in the viewscreen did across. The second planet was smaller, but
greener at this distance. It centered in the screen, and again Jack reached out. Thistime there was
something. The barest twinge, but something.

“Yes” sad Jack. “That' sthe one.”
“How can you tell?’ asked Dog.
“l canfed it.” Heclosed hisfis in the center of hischest. “Here”

“Uh-huh.” Dog was watching him curioudly, asif expecting to see some sort of dterative. Jack didn’t
know what other change he expected. Persondly, he thought they’ d both changed enough for hisliking.

Jack tried sending his thoughts out, questing for some sign that would indicate Billi€' s presence, or a
least dert her to the fact that he waslooking. He didn’t know if it would do any good. He' d never even
attempted anything like it before. He and Billie had abond, but he had never thought to experiment with
using that bond to try to communicate. There hadn’t ever been the need. He sent the thoughts out and
didn’t know where they went, because there was no sign of aresponse. Jack sighed, turning back to
focus on the approaching world.

“If their ship’s down there, would we know it?" he asked.
“I don't know,” said Dog. “But if it is, that' s not agood thing.”
Jack frowned. “What do you mean?’

“These shipsaren’t built for planetary landing. Why do you think | had Amaranth berthed at the orbital ?
That’ swhat we have the shuttlesfor. If their ship is down on the surface, it means something bad’ s
happened to it. Something very bad. If they’ ve crashed on the surface and there' sno signal, | wouldn't
like the chances of survival.”

Jack swallowed.
“Oh,” hesaid.

They performed three full orbits while Dog checked readings and displays, monitoring for anything that
looked liketraces of civilization. All the while Jack kept his senses on dert, seeking anything more than
the subtle pull resting faintly in the base of hischest.



“I wasn't sure on the last pass,” said Dog, waving Jack over. “But it looks like there’ s something down
there”

The reading meant nothing to Jack, but he knew there was something down there dready. He didn’'t
need any display totell him.

“Sowhat isit?”

“Can't tell from here, but it' shig.”
“Big enough to beacity?’

“Oh, yesh.”

Jack peered down at the planet, trying to see marks of what Dog was pointing to, but nothing was
digtinguishable at this distance. A wide continent lay bel ow, shaped something like afive-pointed star.
Light clouds swirled in spird patterns above it, obscuring much of the green-brown surface. A deep sted
gray ocean bordered the landmass, darker, more monohued than Jack might have expected. Dog had
matched the Amaranth’s orbit to what lay below them, and Jack reached up a hand to touch the screen.

“Hey,” said Dog. “No finger marks. They’re hdll to get off.”
“Sorry,” mumbled Jack, still caught by the vision of the unknown world below them.
“Isit safe?” he asked findly.

“Asfar as| cantdl,” answered Dog, still checking hisdigplays. “ Atmosphere sfine. Looks hospitable
enough. Somehow | don’t think there’ s going into be any bars down there, but damn, | could do with a
drink.”

“Yeah, metoo,” said Jack. “Metoo.”
“S0, what next?’

Jack took afew moments before answering. “1 guesswe go down.”

The small ship that they used to get down to the surface wasin much better condition than the one Dog
had ferried them to Utrecht in. Like the rest of the Amaranth, Dog seemed to take pride in its upkeep.
Perhaps the other shuittle, the one Sitting back at the orbital, was merely afront. There were things about
Dog that worried Jack gtill. How much more was afront?

On the way back to the shuttle, Dog had opened alocker, reveding ahedthy array of primed and clearly
well-maintained wegponry.

“I think we should take precautions,” said Dog as he hefted alargerifle. “ Take your pick.”

Jack chose another, the same, and amost reached for asmall hand weapon, but somehow he didn't
think hewas going to need it. Fedling the weight of theriflein hisgrip brought back memories of along
time ago, when he was much—He cut the thought off dmost as soon asit formed. Memories of atime
when he was as young as he was now. He rested the weapon in the crook of hisarm and automaticaly
checked the charge pack. It was primed and ready to go. Some patterns you never forgot. They could
amost be back, heading out on a mission together. He glanced a Dog, but the long hair, the leathers,
quickly dispelled theimage. They were here for something completely different.



Stowing the wegponsin racks behind them, they took their seats and strapped in. Dog hit the controls,
and the doors siwung open. The craft had detached from a section toward the rear of the ship, and until
Dog had pointed out the bay on the way down, Jack wouldn’t have even known it was there. Seamless.
He' d tucked that thought away for later too.

After consultation, they had agreed to land some way off from the cluster of Structuresthat wastheir
destination. Both of them knew that if you were heading into the complete unknown, caution was the way
to go. Get the lay of the land first and then you could work out what your next steps would be.
Sometimes there wasn't enough advance intelligence, or that which you did have couldn’t be relied upon.
Thistime they had nothing.

The shuttle swept in to land on an open, grassed field. It was grass, or at least it looked like grass. They
were il in bright daylight. The light had ablue cast to it, and felt very bright. Jack squinted out of the
front viewscreen, screwing up his eyes againg the glare until Dog touched a control and the screen tinted.
Even through the shading, Jack could see the greenish tint to the sky.

Dog let the craft settle, and then sat there, smply scanning the field. Jack did the same, looking for
movement or any other Sgn of life. They’ d seen trees on theway in, or what looked like trees, but from
their position now, there was nothing but dowly undulating fields. Dog could have chosen a spot with a
better vantage point. Slowly Jack released his harness. A couple of momentslater Dog did the same. He
reached forward and opened a previoudy concealed compartment, scrabbled about inside, and flipped
Jack apair of shades.

“Y ou might want these,” he said with agrin, dipping another pair onto hisface. “Y ou know the Dog.
Alwaysready.”

Jack turned them over in hishands. Nice. Ex-military. Image intensfiers, light enhancers, or filters,
depending on the prevailing conditions. Jack frowned. They were top of the range, and Dog had just
flipped them out casudly, asif they were nothing. He kept the thought to himsalf as he dipped them on.
He reached around behind his seat and pulled out therifle. Now that Jack thought about it, the hardware
was pretty good, and looked relatively new too. It wasn't the sort of kit you' d expect your average
shuttle jockey to be sporting. He rubbed his hand up and down the weapon’ s barrel as he thought about
that.

“So, arewedoing it, Jack?’

He thought Dog might have caught the moment of speculation and hetried to cover. He dapped therifle.
“Ready or not, herewe come.” It was what they used to say in the unit.

Dog grinned.

He punched the release and the doors swung open. Jack jumped to the ground, absorbing the spring with
his knees, and quickly looked around, checking that there was nothing they had missed. He kept closeto
the craft’ s body, presenting less of avisible target. The old routines were kicking in automatically. The
planet’ s gravity was atouch heavier than they’ d had on board the Amaranth, but the way he wasfedling
now, it barely made a difference. Senses aert, he stepped to the front of their craft and scanned the
fiedlds. A moment later, Dog joined him.

Jack smdlled theair. Damn, that wasfamiliar. A dight tang like old swegt.
“You smell that?" he asked Dog.
Dog wrinkled hisnose. “ Y eah.” Hewas il dightly crouched, hisrifle held at the reedy.



Okay, that was good, thought Jack. He could have been imagining the scent, overlaying old dream
images over what he was experiencing, because thiswas dl too familiar—the sky, the smell inthe air, the
dightly rolling grassed fields. He looked around, almost expecting to see Tabot stroll over the crest line.
Hetook adeep breath of the tainted air, trying to steady himself, trying to convince himsdlf that thiswas
not just another dream.

“What now?" asked Dog.
“Wewalk, | guess”

“Okay, wait aminute,” said Dog. He disappeared around the shuttl€’ s Side and retuned amoment later
with apair of small packs. He tossed one to Jack. “Water, some rations. We might need them.”

“Yeah, good idea,” said Jack, shouldering his pack.
“Whichway?’

Jack didn’t need prompting. He knew the way. He indicated with his chin. “Over the hill and down. We
should be able to seeit beforelong.”

Dog gave him astrange ook, but said nothing.

Jack took the lead, striding up the hillside, not waiting for Dog to follow. It waslike treading familiar
ground that he' d been over countless times before. The top of the hill revealed nothing more than he'd
expected to see. He stopped there at the very top, looking down over the gentle dope. Off to one side
sat agrove of cathedrd trees, slvery and catching the light. Four uneven trunks met in the middle, joining
at aknotted central shaft, arched hollows between the legs. Something lumbered through the grove,
something large, and Jack watched it with interest. Dog had joined him, and he saw the movement too.

“What the...”

Jack caught him lifting the rifle and dapped it down.

“It' snothing. It sharmless. Besides, it' stoo far awvay.”

Dog tutted at him. “I was only trying to get a better ook at it.”
“Shit, sorry,” said Jack. “I’'mjugt alittle jumpy, | guess”

“Y eah, you too, huh?’ said Dog.

Farther in the distance lay the city Jack had been expecting. It looked exactly asit had appeared to him
in the dreams. Unlike the City of Trees, these constructions were complete. Four buttressed legsrosein
thick, even supportsto a centra spire, the place below the legs hollow. Just like the trees. Just like the
diensthemsdlves. The city—for it was clearly a city—shone in the distance. Something metallic and
semireflective coated the building surface. There was movement up between the spires. Glinting lights
gpoke of mation, rapid and, from this distance, slent to them. Jack stood watching, staring down into the
distant cluster and fedling nervousness growing inside him.

“What are we doing, Jack?’ asked Dog.

Jack looked at him, but couldn’t see his eyesthrough the dark lenses. He wondered if Dog was fedling as
unsettled ashewas.

“There” said Jack. “ That’ swherewe' re going.”



“Y eah, of course. But how do you want to handle it? Arewe just going to walk right up there?’

Jack considered. They should temper the approach with caution, but if he wasright, the diens aready
knew they were here. Would they have a reception? he wondered.

Twenty-one

Jack and Dog walked for what seemed like hours, but Jack knew it wasfar lessthan that. All thetime
he kept glancing nervoudy around, checking for some apparition, for one of the diens, for Tabot, for
what he didn’t quite know. He wasn't worried about the lumbering spiny beast they had seeniinthe
cathedral trees. He guessed it was some sort of forest dweller and it would keep to its natural
environment. Thered thing that worried him wasthat he might till be dreaming. A couple of timeshe
experimented, trying to will himsdf into the air, or to another place, but with no results. The place seemed
redl, as corpored as Dog trudging beside him, swinging hisrifle dowly from sideto side asthey walked.

Asthey neared the city, the true size of the buildings became apparent. They swept up into the sky,
towering above them. The motion amongst the spirewas far, far above, far enough that they couldn’t
make out the true detail of whatever it was that moved up there.

Even though the quick movements were digtracting, there was something more important that caught
Jack’ s attention now. A shape was moving toward them from the city’ s edges.

A long, low platform was skimming across the ground toward them, and on it rode afamiliar shape. The
four slvery legsheld it steady. The central trunk was upright.

“What the...?" said Dog, dropping into acrouch, hisrifle ready.

“Stay,” said Jack, waving at him with one hand.

Dog dowly eased upright, but there was nothing relaxed about his stance.

Jack lowered hisrifle so that it was pointing at the ground and gestured to Dog to do the same.
The vehicle drew closer, and il there was no reaction from the creature riding it.

Jack’ s heart was begting loudly, his mouth dry. He swallowed, trying to work the moisture back. He
could hear adight hum now asthe vehicle neared.

Thedienswerered.

Closer till, and the cresture had till not reacted.
Thedienswerered.

The thought kept on going around and around in his head.

The vehicle was amaost upon them when it suddenly veered away and headed in another direction, off
and behind them. The creatureriding it ignored them completdly.

It wasasif they didn’t exist.

Jack turned to track its progress into the distance, his mouth open. He turned back to Dog, findly
remembering to closeit.

“Wall, that wasinteresting,” said Dog. He looked back behind them, but the vehicle had aready gone.



He shook his head. “Not quite what | expected.”

“Um, no,” said Jack. For a second he was convinced he redly was dreaming again.
“Comeon, Stein, what are we doing?’

Jack lifted hisweapon again. “Onward.”

They reached the edges of the city, with no further encounters. They stood together in the building's
shadow, and the lenses automaticaly adjusted to compensate for the changein light. Jack felt dightly
ridiculous, two lone humans bearing weapons and standing in front of an dien city. It was morethan a
little surreal. He beckoned Dog forward and walked quickly to the empty paved area between the
building'slegs. At least that way they’ d be out of direct view and he could fed somewhat |ess exposed.

Together they stood beneath the huge structure above them, neckstilted back, straining to takein the
true enormity. Just like in his dream, the paneled walls surrounded them, vagudly reflective, rainbow
colorsworking through the surfaces in shimmering uneven lines. Just one of this building' slegswasthe
sze of an office building back home.

“Jack?’

“Wait,” he said, holding up ahand. “ Give me amoment.” He closed his eyes and concentrated, seeking
the pull, the tug that would show him which way he should go. It wasthere, but now it was
nondirectional. The sensation seemed to be coming from al around him. He opened his eyesto see Dog
watching him.

“I don’'t know,” said Jack. “We're just going to have to hope we get lucky.”
He picked one of the directions at random. “If I’'m right, the entrance is on the opposite side.”

Hewas right. They worked their way around the edge and onto aflat expanse of paneled wall. Just like
in his dream, the broad doorway halfway along led into darkness. Jack took a deep breath and headed
toward it. A shape whisked overhead, giving him astart, and he had to struggle to bring his bresthing
back under control and to still the beating of hisheart in hisears.

“You okay?’ he asked Dog.
“Sure. Lead on.”

Asthey reached the doorway’ s edge, Jack dowed, senses prickling, listening for noises. Another vehicle
zipped overhead with awhoosh and Jack tracked its passage, turning to follow until it disappeared from
view between the building spires.

“Wall, the place seems dive enough. | wonder why they haven't done anything. It' sasif we aren’t even
here”

“Perhapsthey can't seeus,” said Dog. “It didn’t look like that thing had eyes.”

“But they haveto perceive what' s around them some way, don’t they? Somehow, | don’t think that’ sit.
Maybe we' re just beneeth their notice.”

Inside the doorway lay only shadows. The empty space gaped at them forbiddingly. Jack ducked his
head around the corner, but saw nothing but veiled darkness. He quickly pulled back.

“It lookslikeit’sopenin there. | couldn’t see much. Not enough time for the shades to work.”



“Wadll, there snothing for it then,” said Dog, hefting hisrifle and stepping forward. Jack held out one arm,
blocking his path.

“No. Mefird,” he said. Steadying himsdlf, he took two strides into the darkness with Dog close on his
heds

Within two seconds, though it seemed like an eternity, the light intensfierskicked in, revedling abroad,
empty space. At least it looked empty, until Jack noticed the pair of aien figures standing off to one sSde.
They seemed unaware of him. Dog cleared histhroat and indicated the occupants with aquick gesture of
his hand. Jack nodded. He hadn’t finished scanning the room yet, if aroom it could be caled. It was
more like an arena, a covered sports ground. Dog was repositioning hisrifle. Jack shook his head and
Dog lowered it, but not before licking hislipsand biting the lower onein aclear indication of doubt.

Just like the building in his dreams, there was some sort of platform hovering about afoot off thefloor in
one corner. Looking up, Jack noticed awide square hole aboveit. That was how they got from level to
level. Seeing nothing else of note, Jack took another couple of stepsinto the open space. The floor was
hard, paved with some type of interlocking gray-brown stones, just as the floors had been in the City of
Trees. Inthe darkness it was difficult to tell the exact color, despite the light intensifiersin his shades. He
let his gaze rove over thewalls, the celling, the floor, but the room was unremarkable apart fromitssize.

Diagonally across from them, one of the diens moved. Dog’ s rifle whipped to his shoulder and he started
tracking it. Jack thrust out one hand, pushing the barrel down.

Hewasintrigued. In the dreams he hadn’t really seen the creatureswak. He could understand Dog's
jumpiness, but for Jack, it was dl strangely familiar. One of the four slvery legs swung forward, then the
one on the opposite side. Next, it swung the one behind the first forward and then the one opposite that.
It lifted the centra trunk and then repositioned the two front legs, drawing up the rear ones behind. In this
manner it dowly approached, looking amost asif it were tottering across the floor toward them. Jack
suppressed agrin.

“What?" hissed Dog.
Jack waved hishand again. Wait.

The dien stopped mere feet away from them. Close up, Jack could see the snakeskin mottling in the
epidermis, if it was skin. The central trunk was about asthick as aman’ sthigh, except whereit bulged
outward at the place where Jack knew lay the mobile petals and the dightly recessed chambers. Here,
now, he could smell the creature. It gave off the barest hint of burned wiring. He wondered if the creature
could smell them too—some sort of musky animal scent. He swallowed, wondering what to expect next.

The creature stood where it was, towering above them, not moving. Jack could see Dog' sfingersflexing
and unflexing on hiswesgpon. Jack chewed at theinsde of hisbottom lip, waiting. Another eternity
passed while they stood there nervoudy. Jack had visions of the old vids. Hail, we comein peace. PAm
outdtretched. We mean you no harm. Dog was starting to fidget.

“Hello,” said Jack.
Nothing.
They stood where they were as the seconds ticked by.

Without any warning, the upper part of the alien’s centra trunk tilted forward, then straightened. A
moment later it sarted moving away from them in that strange tottering gait, merely reversing the motions



it had made before. It reached the spot where the other creature was standing and stopped. Again it was
motionless.

Jack waited where he was.

“Um,” hesadfindly.

“That wasit?" whispered Dog.

“Yeah, lookslikeit.”

“So much for first contact,” said Dog, sounding disgusted.

“I guessthisisn’'t where we' re supposed to be,” said Jack. “And anyway, who'sto say itisfirst
contact?’

Dog just grunted.

Giving the vast room and the motionless aliens one more look, he turned and headed for the door. A
moment later Dog was behind him.

Asthey stepped out into the light, the shades adjusted rapidly, recognizing the conditionsimmediately.
“Soif that’s not where we' re supposed to be, where are we going?’ asked Dog.

“I don’'t know.”

Dog stared a him. Jack guessed he was staring, though it was hard to tell through the dark lenses.

“Okay, ligten, Mr. Psychic Investigator,” said Dog. “I suggest you work out what we' redoing. | don't
like standing around like abug, because that’ swhat | fed like right now. If there'sareason we are here,
let’sfind it; then let’ sget the hell away.”

Jack laughed. “Can’t takeit, Dog man?’
Dog' s grip tightened on hisweapon and his jaw clenched.

Jack shook hishead. “Relax. | don’t know. We're supposed to be here, but I'm not sure quite where. |
wasn't getting at you. But you have to admit, thisis not quite what we might have imagined.”

Dog made anoisein histhroat and looked away. “ Okay, which way?’

Jack looked at the buildings towering around them and realized that he had no idea. The broad Street
they stood on stretched into the distance, where the details merged into a monotone backdrop. He
closed his eyes and concentrated, turning dowly around on the spot, seeking adirection. The city was
not only big, but the buildings themsalves were virtudly indistinguishable from one another. If they sarted
randomly wandering down the streets between them, they could get lost in no time, not knowing which
onesthey had visited and which ones were new. Jack opened his eyes and rubbed the back of his neck.

Five doorways later they were no closer to finding what they sought. Jack thought he knew what they
were looking for, but now he was becoming uncertain. Each of the stops had revealed vast shadowed
rooms, some with dien inhabitants, and nothing to tell one of them from ancther.

“Wait,” said Jack, when it was clear that Dog' s patience was wearing thin. “I have an idea.”



“Wall, it d better beagood one,” said Dog. “I’m getting abit tired of slver coatracks.”
“Let’scut over thisway.”

Jack led off, shouldering hisrifle. He no longer cared if Dog was following or not. He walked down a
Sde street until he reached an intersection, stopped and looked carefully each way down the
cross-dtreet. It was the same as the last. He moved on to the next junction. After four more blocks he
found what he was looking for. There was something different about the street that ran from right to left.
It was broader than the previous cross-streets, and a recognizable pattern was worked into the stones
that bordered each side.

“Ah” hesad.
“Wha?" Dog was gill with him, even though Jack had been virtudly ignoring him.

“Thisgtreet isdifferent. If the City of Treesisany clue, I'm guessing this should lead down to a plaza.
With any luck, what we relooking for will bethere”

“What makes you so sure?’
Jack lowered hisrifle and sighed. “I’ m not sure, but you haveto follow the clues.”
“Okay, Mr. Detective Man, lead on. Let’s hope you' reright.”

They turned onto the wide avenue and tarted walking toward the city’ s center. Six blocks farther in the
buildings still rose around them, indistinguishable from one another. Jack stopped, pulled the small pack
from his shoulder, and reached insde for awater bottle. Despite the deep shadows cast between the
buildingsit waswarm, and a sheen of swesat had broken out on Jack’ s brow. He took a healthy swallow,
moistened hislips, and replaced the bottle. Dog did likewise.

“Have you wondered where they all are?’ asked Jack.
“What do you mean?’
“Wdll, look at the size of thisplace. It lookslikeit could hold millions of them. Where arethey al?’

Dog frowned. “I hadn’t thought of that.” He looked around at the buildings and the empty streets.
“Maybethey'rehiding.”

“Didit ook like they were hiding?’
“No. Guessnot.” Dog shrugged.
Jack shouldered his pack again and lifted therifle.

A few blocks later they found what Jack waslooking for. The building that occupied this block was
larger than the others were, and intricately patterned stones paved the flat expanse beneath it. Plinths
stood dotting the edges, and set into their tops were metdlic tablets, designs and figures worked into the
surfaces. He' d seen atablet like these before; the artifact that had led them herein the firgt place. Jack
walked carefully into the ringed center, looking down at the patternsin the paved floor. From the central
point benegth the building, lines radiated out to each plinth. At random, Jack chose one of them and
followed it out to the stone and its tablet while Dog stood at the edge, watching him, seemingly more
interested in what Jack was doing than what they had found.

Jack stood in front of the tablet, just staring at it. It could easily have been the artifact that Antille had



been so careful about guarding. It wasidentical in shape, but the raised patterns on its surface were
different. Helifted ahand and carefully traced the surface with hisfingers. The tablet waswarm to the
touch, and he could sense adlight vibration. He withdrew his hand and stepped back. He thought for a
moment, then walked over to the next plinth. Another tablet stood fixed to itstop, with figuresand
symbols covering its surface, just like the last one. He turned and glanced around at the other plinths and
the tablets they bore. Thishad to be the place.

“What isit, Jack?’

Hewalked over to Dog. “I’ ve seen placeslike thisbefore, both in the City of Trees and elsawhere.
Thosethings at thetop are like the artifact Antille used to derive his notes.”

Dog whistled. “Yeah?’ He crossed rapidly to one of the plinths, placed hisrifle on the ground, and then
reached up, gripped one side of the tablet, and tried to moveit. When it didn’t budge he used both
hands, applying pressure back and forth and straining.

“What the fuck are you doing, Dog?’ said Jack.

Dog stopped with his hands still gripping the tablet’ s edges. “ These have got to be worth afortune,
right?’

Jack shook his head with disbelief. “ Are you crazy?’

“What?’ Dog lowered hisarms. “What?’

Jack just shook his head. Dog shrugged, stooped to pick up hisweapon, then crossed back to join Jack.
He shot the tablet one last lingering look and sighed. “1t was worth atry,” he muttered.

“Y egh, but getting killed is't.”

Onemoretime, Jack closed his eyes and concentrated. There. Hewasright. The pull had been with him
congtantly ever sincethey’ d arrived, but had faded to something barely below his awareness, just like the
smdll. Now it was back, and stronger. He focused on the direction, then opened his eyes.

“It'shere.” He pointed to one of the building' slegs. “Over here.”
“I hopeyou'reright,” said Dog. “’ Causeif you' re not, we' re getting out.”

Jack held back his response and started walking toward the building leg he had indicated, his pace
dightly faster than before. Dog had to jog to catch up.

On the wdls on the other side lay another doorway, dmost an arch but angular in construction, reveding
nothing more than shadow inside. Jack nodded. The sensation growing in his chest was stronger now.
Thiswas the place. He took a couple of steadying breaths and waked quickly toward the door.

Twenty-two

Jack stepped into shadow, shadow that disappeared as soon asit enfolded him and the light intensifiers
kicked into action. This vast room was too, too familiar. All around the space stood immobile aliens,
alone and in groups of two and three. Jack stood in the doorway, hesitating. Did he redly want to enter?
The smell of shorted wires cameto his nodtrils, and hefdt his snusesreacting. He grimaced and sniffed,
not wanting his eyesto sart watering. To one side lay the gpparatus he'd seenin hisdreams. It waslikea
bare metd table, but in sections, giving it adope and cant that would match the shape of hisbody. A
central column and four angled legs supported it. It was funny the way the aliens seemed to reflect



themsdvesin everything they built.

He knew this was where he was supposed to be, but he wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do. If the
aienswere aware of his presence, they’ d made no sign.

“What now?’ said Dog behind him.

“Here, hold this.” Jack turned and handed him the rifle. Somehow he didn’t think he was going to need it.
Hewaked dowly acrossto the bed, table, whatever it was, acutely aware of the multiple alien presences
around the broad enclosed space. The sound of hisfootstepswas loud in hisears. Ashewaked, he
became aware of something else. There was an energy in the place, abarely sensible buzz working
through the air and bel ow the threshold of conscious awareness. He could fed it, though, and it prickled
his skin like the buildup of energy before astorm.

Helooked around at the nearest aliens as he approached the apparatus that he knew waited for him and
him aone. He had decided he was going to call it atable. He stopped beside it, reached out, and ran his
hands over the surface. It waswarm, metalic, like the tablets outside. How the hell had they made this?
Helooked about himsdlf, at the dliensand up at the ceiling. Still, they hadn’t moved.

“What are you doing, Stein?” said Dog. There was atrace of uneasein hisvoice.

“What | haveto, McCreedy. | suggest you turn away unless you want your tender sensibilities offended

agan.

Jack reached up and dropped the pack from his shoulder onto the floor. Very dowly he pulled one arm
free from his coat, and then the other, and dropped it, resisting the temptation to make use of Dog's
comparison to coatracks from before.

“Oh, shit,” said Dog. “Not thisagain.”

“Wait outside,” said Jack. “1 need to be able to concentrate.”

“No, it'sokay. I’'m going to...um...watch your back.” He coughed.

Jack stripped off his shirt and trousers and everything e se, letting it dl drop to theground in apile.

As he stood there, naked, exposed, he gave one last ook around the crowded but strangely empty
room. The hairs on hisarms were standing up, though the air was warm.

“Thisiswhat you want, right?’ he said.
There was no response.

He swallowed and clambered up on the table. He swung his legs up and lay back, resting his head on the
curved platform toward the top. Three breaths passed before he lifted his hands to cross them on the
center of hischest.

“Are you sure you know what you' re doing, Jack?’
“Shut up, Dog,” hesaid.

Thewarm metallic surface beneath him fdt asif it were humming, but it could have been hisimagination.
With difficulty, he closed his eyes. The waves ran through his skull immediately, damping his perception
and filling his mind with apleasing numbness. It was asif the table had built-in inducer pads. Hewas
drifting. Awarenesstrickled away from him, and within moments he was awash in asea of dreamdate.



Jack opened his eyes. Nothing had changed. He sat up on the table and looked around. The diens il
stood there, immobile. Dog still stood near the doorway, onerifle by hisfeet, the other moving back and
forth, asif hedidn’'t know whereto aim.

“Shit,” said Jack.

Then heredlized: There was nothing on hisface. He reached up, fegling for the shades, but they were
gone, and yet he could see clearly. Gone wasthe dight colored hue that accompanied light-enhanced
vison. An aien nearby adjusted its position, and another. The motion took him by surprise.

Gradually growing in the back of hismind, washing forth like waves besting against abeach, camethe
noise, swelling and receding again, swelling and receding.

“Jack...Sein...”

He was dreaming. He had to be dreaming.
“Jack...Stein...welcome...”

Thelast word drifted away, echoing.
“Too...hard...”

“It’ stoo difficult for them,” said Tabot from behind him. Jack recognized the now-familiar voice
immediatdy.

Jack whirled to face him. “What are you doing here?’
Tabot smiled. “1 am aproduct of your own mind, Jack.”
“I don’'t understand.”

Tabot crossed hishandsin front of himsdif. “1t'ssmple, Jack. Trying to communicate mind-to-mind is
difficult for them. The structure of your thoughtsistoo different. Too dien. They looked for an image that
you would recognize and could identify with.”

Jack stood. “If that' s the case, why you, Talbot?’

He shrugged. “1 was fresh in your mind, walking the dreamscape. | wasthere thefirst time you saw them.
| was accessible.”

“Well, they could have made a better choice,” said Jack. “ That whole burned-away facething isnot a
good look.”

“Y ou would prefer someone else?” Tabot asked. He grew and stretched, his body and face € ongating.
The dark hair paled and thinned. His skin became mottled and pale. Histeeth grew suddenly, filling his
mouth.

“Jack, dear booooooy.”
Finpin Dan!
“No!” said Jack. “No way.”



Pinpin Dan was dead, like Tabot, but there were too many memories attached to the particular
repugnance that was Heironymous Dan.

Pinpin looked disappointed.

In aragpid succession of transformations, figure after figure from Jack’ slife gppeared before him and
melted away.

“Stop!” said Jack.

Thefigureinfront of him stopped in midtransformation, halfway between Van der Stegen and Alice the
librarian from the Locdlity.

“One” said Jack. “Only one.”

Thefigureinfront of him shrank, and its hair grew longer. Jack grinned.
“Billie”

“Isthat okay, Jack?’ she asked.

“Yeah, that' sfine.” He glanced down quickly and saw with rdlief that he was clothed. He wouldn't have
felt comfortable standing naked in front of Billie. It was funny. Thiswasthe younger Billie, from when
they had first met about four years earlier. He wondered why she should be foremost in hismind.

“Hey,” hesad.

She crossed her arms. “What are you waiting for, Jack?” She frowned. “Hey. Something’ s happened to
you.” Shetilted her head to one sde and frowned. “Hasn't it?’

“Don't you likeit?" he asked. Dumb question, Stein.
She shook her head. “Nuh-uh.”

“S0,” hesad. “Where are you?’

“I’m not here, Jack. Y ou' re supposed to be finding me.”
“I know that,” he said. “How am | supposed to do that?’
Billie shook her head.

Jack propped himsdlf on the table edge and stroked his chin, thinking. He had to ask the right questions.
If you didn’t ask the right questions, you didn’t get the right answers. And dl thetime thiswhole thing, he
knew, was being colored by his own dream expectations. He glanced across at Dog, but he was
immobile, frozen. No help there, then. ThiswasBillie, but it wasn't Billie. He knew that hisown
consciousness, his understanding and knowledge of her, was shaping the way she reacted, as Billiewould
react, as he' d expect her to react. The right questions, Jack.

“What' s happened to us?’ he asked.

Billielooked a him gpprovingly. “Tempord energy, Jack.” She climbed up on the table and hugged her
kneesin front of her, just as shewould if she were sarting to explain something to him, something that he
might have trouble getting &t firdt.



“What' stempord energy?’ He hitched himself up on thetableto St beside her.

“It' swhat’ s happened to you. When you jump, it' s not only space, but it’ stime aswell. When you pass
through the porta there' sabuildup of tempora energy. It accumulates within living cells, accumulating at
asubatomic leve. It doesn't matter if thelife-formis carbon or silicon or something dse. It dwaysworks
the same.”

Jack shook hishead. “I don't get it. What do you mean, subatomic level? What' stemporal energy?’

Billiesghed, giving him that gee-you' re-stupid-Jack look. “ Okay. Timeisenergy. Y ou don’t know it
becauseyou'reinit dl the time. Wormholes disrupt that steady state. They change space and time. That
change hasto go somewhere. Living beingsfill with time. They livein the timestream like they are
swimming in it. Welearned that centuries ago when wefirst started traveling through space.”

Jack held up one hand. “Do meafavor? Don't usethe ‘we' for amoment. It' seasier if I'mjust talking to
Billie”

Billie released the grip around her knees and crossed her legs. “Uh-huh,” she said.
“S0,” said Jack. “Timeislike energy.”

She nodded.

“And every timewe jump, that energy buildsup ingde us.”

Again she nodded.

“So what happened?’ he asked.

Once more, the look. “Unlessit’ sdissipated, it hasto bereleased. The cellscan’'t hold it forever. If there
are anumber of jumpsin succession, thereisno timefor it to disspate. That’ s the paradox.”

“So this’—Jack waved his hand down the length of his body—"“iswhat happens.”
Billie pursed her lips. “ Sometimes.”

“ Sometimes?’

She shrugged. “Dependsif it' s negative or positive. There' s something el se, Jack.”
“HT?

Sheleaned forward. “ A living thing can take only so much. The energy buildup disruptsthe cellular
pattern. Disspationislimited.”

“What do you mean?’

“If it happens more than one time, you can dissipate.”

“What?’

“Matter and energy arelinked. Y ou are playing with the bonds that make stuff what it is.”

Jack was starting to understand where she was going with this. “'Y ou mean, if we jump again, it could
make us disspate too.”



She nodded.
“Shit”

Something was happening. Billie was growing pale and insubstantia . He could see the outline of thetable
beneath and through her.

“Billie?’
“Stay calm, Jack,” she said, but he could barely hear the words.
The wash of voiceswas back. “Too...hard...”

Jack was awake again.

He swung hislegsfrom the table and sat up, hand going automatically to cover his crotch.

“Dog?

McCreedy was looking distinctly uncomfortable. “What have you been doing?’ he said. “They’ ve been
moving.”

“Comehere” said Jack.

Dog stooped and scooped up the other rifle, then walked quickly up to where Jack was Sitting. He kept
looking back over his shoulder asif eager to be outside the door.

“What isit? Can we go now? And can you put your damn clothes back on?’
Dog was glancing around &t the aliens nervoudly.
“Sorry, not yet,” said Jack, lifting one hand to still him. “I’m not done.”

“Y ou're going to tell me something happened while you were degping, aren’t you? I’ ve been standing out
here with thesethingsfor at least haf an hour.”

“Y es, something happened. I’ ve been talking to them.”
Jack couldn’'t see Dog' s eyes, but he could read the expression of disbelief.

“Y ou can believe me, or you can doubt me. Frankly, | don't give adamn. But | suggest you listen to
what | haveto say.”

Dog dapped Jack’ srifle down on the table beside him. “ Takeit,” he said. “Y ou're going to need it.”
He spun on his hed and started stalking toward the door.

“McCreedy!” yelled Jack. “ Stay whereyou are. You can't leave.”

Dog stopped in midstep but didn’t turn around. “ And why the hdll not?’

“Becauseif you leave, you'll die”

“I’'mtired of your stupid fancies, Stein. Y ou dwayswere weird. |’ ve got what | need.”



Jack amost et that one pass. He reached for therifle. “What was that, McCreedy? | suggest you turn
around, dowly.”

Dog turned. Very dowly he placed his own rifle down on the floor and lifted his hands.

Jack was suddenly struck by the ludicrous nature of the Stuation. There they were stuck in an arenafulll
of diens, and he was stark naked and pointing a heavy-beam rifle a his pilot. He laughed.

“What, Steinl What? What' s so damned funny?’ Dog’ swordswere full of fury.

“Look at us, McCreedy. Look at us. Look around you.”

An dien shifted position and he glanced in its direction, but quickly returned to watching Dog.
“Leave the weapon whereit is. Come over here. Sowly.”

With hishands still raised, Dog did as he wastold, waking carefully across the intervening space.
“And put your damned hands down,” said Jack. “ That’ sfar enough.”

Dog'sjaw was s, and though Jack couldn’t see them, he knew his eyeswould be full of anger.
“What?" Dog spat the word.

“Look at you, McCreedy. Look at me. Isthat someweird fancy? It’sreal and there’ sareason for it.
They told mewhat it was.”

Dog glanced around at the diens.

“Y eah, them,” said Jack. Without |owering the wegpon, Jack recounted what the alien Billie had told him.
Though he didn’t completely understand it yet, he thought he had the detail sright enough.

As hefinished, he could sense the tension going out of Dog' s stance, and he carefully lowered the
wegpon and laid it across hislap.

“Areyou ready to listen yet?’ he asked.
“Damn,” said Dog. “Damn.”
“Yegh”

McCreedy turned, linking hisfingers behind his neck, and looked up &t the celling. “Damn,” he breathed
again. “What are we going to do?’

“Your choice, Dog,” said Jack. “Y ou can go and take your chances, or you can let mefinishwhat I'm
hereto do.”

Dog let his hands drop to his sides and turned back dowly to face him. “I’m sorry, Jack. Thisisdl too
weird. I'm not used to this shit.”

Jack considered for amoment. “Yeah, dl right.”

Hedidn't know if he could trust him now, but he couldn’t afford not to. Without McCreedy he was stuck
here anyway. He rubbed his cheek with one hand and sighed. “Okay. | haveto try to go back under.
I’ve got to find out what we need to do. Can | trust you, Dog?’



Dog bowed hishead. “Yeah,” he said quietly.

“Good.” Jack lifted therifle and proffered it, stock firdt. “Takethis. It'sonly in the way. Y ou might want
to go and have ascout around outside while you' rewaiting. | don’t know how long I’ m going to be.”

He had amomentary second thought, a quick rush as Dog reached for the wegpon, but he needn’t have
worried. Dog took the gun and held it, barrel down. He stood there for a couple of secondslooking at
Jack.

“You'll be okay here...done?’
“Yeah,” said Jack. “I’'mfine”

Dog nodded. He turned without another word, his head still dightly bowed, and crossed to the door,
then disappeared outside. He d | eft the other rifle on the floor.

Jack watched him go, then swung hislegs back onto the table and lay back. It was strange how caming
an adrendine rush could be. Crossing his hands on his chest, he closed his eyes.

Twenty-three

B illie was back beside him and Jack felt awash of relief. It wasfar better talking to Billie than Tabot. It
fdt...naurd.

“That was nice, Jack,” she said.
1] WI,H?’
“Theway you handled the other one. Nice.”

“Thanks, | think,” said Jack. So they were aware of him and what he was doing. That was confirmation
enough.

“What do you want to know, Jack?’ asked Billie.

“| want to know where you are.”

She shook her head. “We cannot tell you that.”

Jack dghed. ““We again.”

Billie pouted. “ Sorry.”

“It' sokay.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, then rubbed her aready messy hair.
“Okay, then,” said Jack. “Why can’'t you tell me?’

Billie frowned, concentrating. “ She could be anywhere. There are many pathways. Wherethe portaslie,
often many paths come together and lots of doorways. It slikeahall. If you go too far, you can take the
wrong door. If you do not know the door, you don’t know whereit leads.”

Jack thought about that for amoment. “But what about all those charts outsde? They’ re directions,
aren't they? Maps, right?’



She nodded. “ Sort of .”

If thiswerethe red Billie, she’ d be showing signs of boredom by now. Instead she uncrossed her legs
and let them dangle over the edge of the table, still looking a him intently.

“Soif | want to find you, | need to find the right door.”

“Uh-huh.”

Shelooked sdeways at him.

“But to do that, | haveto be ableto travel. Y ou just got through telling me that there wastoo much risk.”
Billiesighed. “Y ou think they haven’t thought of that? How do you think they travel, Jack?’

“How?

“They’ ve been making jumps for centuries.”

Jack frowned. Of coursethey had. “But how?’

“Tempord dispersers. It sasmal piece of technology that sucks up the tempora energy and scattersit.
It stopsit building up. If you have one of those, you can jump.”

A dlvery shape suddenly appeared in the air between them, dowly spinning. It was star-shaped, four
points and athickened center. The surface shimmered with strange patterns. Jack watched it asit turned.

“Andthat'sdl | need?’
She nodded enthusiastically.

Thiswasweird for adream. It was asif he were back home just chatting away with her, working through
the details of a case. Billie had done the research and was giving him the answers he needed. He shook
his head. He' d lost count of the number of times he' d used Billie as a sounding board. He missed it.

Jack leaned back. “ And these guyswill give me one?’
“Nuh-uh.”
“What do you mean?’

Her face grew serious. “ The device is configured for them. It could be reconfigured, but it would take
time. They are not sure how it would work on your form, if it would work at al. There would haveto be

study.”
Time was something he didn’t have. “ Shit,” he said. “ So what am | supposed to do?’

She looked thoughtful. “Wait.” There was along pause. “Y ou could risk the jump, or you could spend
time enough between the jumps for the tempora energy to disperse.”

He shook hishead. “I can’t do that. Can't you just give me one of these things?’
“No. Itisimpossible. We haven't traveled for centuries.”

Jesus.



He thought about what he wanted to ask for amoment, something to fill the space while his head
processed what he' d learned. “Thisisapretty big city,” he said. “ There don’t seem to be many of you
about for something thissize”

“The city has been herefor along time,” she said. “A long, long time. Before there were lots more, but
many becametired or bored. They left, or opped living. Here, some would stay. For thousands of
years we thought we were aone, or too far away. There were otherslike you, othersthat we could
dream.”

“Dream?| don’t understand.”

“Asyou dream us, we dream you. Like now. Y ou join usin the place of our dreaming.”
Jack blinked a couple of times as he processed that. “Y ou said there were others.”
Billienodded. “Uh-huh.”

“But then?’

“They were either too primitive, or too far away. We are an old race. We have long given up the urge to
travel. We il wish to dream with others. To dream doneislimited, but thereisthe chalenge.”

He stared at the young girl Sitting next to him, watching her feet asthey swung back and forth. She turned
tolook at him and grinned.

“Hi, Jack,” she said.
“Isthisanorma dream?It doesn't fed likeit'snormd.”
Billie'sgrin dipped avay and she became serious again. “1 don’t know. Maybe.”

Well, of courseit wasn't normal. He was damned well communicating with diens. What was norma
about that?

“Wait,” he said. “What happened to the City of Trees? What happened on Mandaa?’

Billie was concentrating again. She was working her mouth as she thought. “Oh,” she said after awhile.
“That'savery old place. There was another race. There was awar. We lost many. That time has passed

|mg @.”

He nodded. It made sense. He suddenly realized he didn’t know what €l se to ask. He was the wrong
person to be having this conversation. What did he know about talking to an dlien civilization? Let
someone else do this. He had other thingsto take care of .

“It'sdl right, Jack,” said Billie. “They understand.”

They knew what he was thinking? Even in the dream?

Damn.

“And Jack,” she said with aquick frown. “Y ou need to be careful now.”
“Huh? Careful of what?”

“There are il other races out there. They will know about you. If not now, soon. Remember what we



said about awar. Y ou have announced your presence now.”
Animage of the City of Treesflashed through his head. Damn.

“Careful of those around you. Bye, Jack,” said Billie, and then she was gone, and waking consciousness
filled his senseswith awareness.

Jack jumped from the bed and started gathering his clothes together, shaking them out and laying them on
the table before getting dressed. There was faint motion al around him, but he was till distracted from
the dreamstate and didn’t pay much attention. His eyewear was sarting to cause him discomfort too, and
he removed it, massaging histemple and rubbing at the bridge of his nose where the constant pressure
had begun to pinch. Without the light enhancement, darknessimmediately obscured hisvision.

He stood there in shadow, taking stock. First, he had to find Dog and get away from this place, work out
away to ded with their problem. He was tempted to go back into dreamstate, but he knew, deepin his
gut, that he wasn’t going to find the solution there. Now al that mattered was tracking down Billie and
Antille. Her dream image had only spurred him more.

Stll thinking, he replaced the shades, and wasimmediately startled by an dien looming above him close
by. 1t dipped the upper part of its centra trunk toward him and then straightened. Dog was right: They
could be coatracks. Coatracks for giants, if it were not for the missing hooks at the top. How they built
anything or did anything with those sirange limbless cylindrical bodies, he had no clue. A weird thought
cameto him then. They seemed to spend most of their time stationary, and the movements, the stubby
petd-like limbs, made him wonder if they’ d actudly evolved from trees. Sentient trees? No, it didn’t
make sense. Why would atree want to build acity? The City of Trees. Y eah, right. He shook his head.

“So now what?’ he said to the room.

Jack had no ideaif the diens could hear him in the norma sense. He il hadn’t worked out how they
perceived things, even though it wasfairly clear that they were aware of what went on around them. He
looked around seeking some clue, and noticed the pack and weapon where Dog had |eft them, so he
crossed and retrieved both. He stood on the spot, the weight of theriflein hisleft hand, the pack hitched
on his shoulder, and looked around the room, waiting for some further response. An dien acrossthe
other sde stirred into action, swinging its legs around and tottering toward the room’ s center. Just for a
moment it reminded Jack of an absurd giant Slvery spider, or no, apraying mantis.

Hewaited, presuming the aien was going to move to where he was, but it stopped about sixty paces
away and was suddenly il again.

“Hey,” hesad.
Nothing.

How long was he supposed to wait? He had no idea how these creatures perceived time. What if it
didn’t mean anything to them? He chewed at the insde of his bottom lip, wondering what he was going to
do next.

Jack crossed the room, walking around a cluster of three dliens, and avoiding another, dl of which
seemed completely obliviousto him.

The noises were coming from the square place in the corner above him, and he stood, his head tilted
back, watching. The buzz became ahum, and a couple of seconds later the platform dowly lowered from



the ceiling back down to the floor. Thistimeit bore another alien. Jack tracked it, watching asit settled
with adight bounce about two feet above the floor. The dien swung itslegs forward, extending one of
them down, and then the other, until both were placed firmly on the paved surface. For amoment Jack
thought it was going to topple forward, but as it moved itsrear limbs forward, the central body canted
backward until the other legs had also met the floor. The central body then straightened.

Jack waited.

It took several minutes before the alien was spurred into motion again. It tottered toward Jack until it
stood right in front of him, towering above his head. The centra trunk bent toward him, but thistimeit
stayed in that pogtion, looking asif it was peering down a him.

“Um, hi,” said Jack.
The centrd part sraightened again.
What now?

Just asin hisdreams, around the circular bulge three petals folded down. Behind them lay dark spaces,
but there was nothing there. When he’ d dreamed the aliens on past occasions, the peta's had unfolded to
reved thetablet he' d been seeking, the tablet just like the ones set into their own stone platforms outside.
Jack craned forward to get a better ook, but there was nothing there. He rubbed his mouth with the
pam of one hand.

The three petals that had detached first, elongated and split at the ends, the tips separating into four flat
digits. So that was how they manipulated things. In unison, the limbs—he couldn’t quite think of them as
hands—curved into the center. The limbs stretched forward, pushing outward, toward him. Jack stood
there. Again the alien made the gesture. He didn’t need any prompting. The cresture wastelling him to

do.

One by one, the petasfolded back into place, leaving that seamless bulge around the middle of the
dien’scentrd trunk, and then it went till.

“That'sit, huh?’ hesad.

Thedien did nothing. Although previoudy there had been dight movement around the room, now
everything wasill.

“Okay,” said Jack. “That'sit.”

Helooked over at the table thoughtfully, wondering if there was anything ese he should ask, but Billie's
good-bye had had an air of finality about it. No, he was done here. He had gotten as much as he was

going to get.

Outsde the building Jack cdled for Dog, but got no response. All he was worried about now was getting
back to the ship and finding Billie, then getting her back to Utrecht. Funny, it dmost seemed asif Utrecht
were the aien place now. Context framed so much of what you thought. He looked up at the surrounding
buildings, his hand shoved into his pocket.

Theair out herewas almost fresh, making ardlief from the burned eectricad smell pervading the
aimosphereinsde. The shadows were darker and the temperature afew degrees cooler. He guessed
night would be drawing in soon, and he' d rather not have to make the journey back to the shuttle in the



darkness. He called for Dog again. He had no idea how long he' d been in there; Dog could be anywhere
by now. He just hoped he hadn’t managed to get himsalf into mischief, though redigticdly, he found the
prospect unlikely. Standing herelikethis, you could dmost believe the city was deserted.

“McCreedy,” heyelled at thetop of hislungs.

“Yah!” came an answering shout, faint and distorted by the city’ swalls.

“Dog, get your ass back here!”

“What?’

Jack sighed and leaned back against thewall to wait for Dog to emerge.

A few minutes later Dog' s face peeked around the far corner. “Ah, thereyou are.”
“Find anything you liked?" asked Jack.

McCreedy sghed, then made asif he hadn’t understood the comment. “ The placeis dead. Just building
after building, al the same. A few coatracks here and there, but most of them don’t seem to be doing
anything. | may aswell not have been there.”

Jack pushed himsdlf from thewall. “Wdll, you should fed pretty much at home then.”
“What?'

“All that sameness, nothing much going on. Just like Baance City.”

“Y eah, very funny, Jack.”

Jack shrugged.

“It amost made me want to carve something in the walls.” Dog reached out with one hand and,
remembering, Jack handed him therifle reluctantly, wondering if he was going to useit to burn hisname
into the side of the building. Instead he tucked it into the crook of hisarm.

“What now?’ said Dog.

“We go back to the ship and retrace our steps. | think | know what happened, but we' re going to have
totry it out.”

“And the tempord-energy thing?’

Jack took amoment to answer, framing hiswords carefully. “They told me how to ded withiit.”
“So canyou tell me?’

Jack grimaced. “It’ skind of complicated. I’'m not sure | can.”

It was Dog' sturn to sigh. “Okay, if that’sthe way you want to play it. But you' d better beright.”

The light was fading noticeably, and Jack pulled off the eyewear to let it dangle around hisneck. HE d
had enough of it impressing linesinto hisface. HE d just gotten rid of the lines; he didn’t need them back
again. He glanced at Dog, but McCreedy’ s face remained unreadable, so he turned his attention back to
thetrek in front of them. The planet’ s sun was behind them, and the city cast long shadowsin front.



Asthey walked, saying nothing, Jack toyed with what he’ d learned. He hadn’t exactly lied to McCreedy.
He wondered how long before he told Dog about it, and what he would say when he did. He d haveto
tell him, sooner or later, and he could imagine what the reaction would be.

Heading back toward therise, Jack was once again struck with the sensation of having done this before,
of having done this many times before. It wasn't often that the dream redlity became so red, plucked
from his unconscious thoughts and given substance. Why him?Why Jack Stein? Hefailed to seewhy he
should be singled out to have this dien adventure. Why didn’t they pick on someone who
was...engaged. ..inthis suff?

He played with that thought for awhile, then turned to Dog. “Hey, Dog. Have you ever wondered why
you end up in certain places?’

“'mnotsurel...”

Jack pressed hislipstogether, and then Started again. “ Everyone ends up in certain places, in certain
stuations, right? Sometimesit’ slike there sareason it happens, asif the world pushes you into doing
certain things or being in particular places at particular times.”

“Uh-huh.” Dog was scanning the fields to the sde and the distant stands of trees as they walked.
“Wall, do you think thereis areason?’

“Hmmm.” Dog shrugged. “I’ ve never redly thought about it.”

“Wadll, I've thought about it alot,” said Jack. “ Shit happensto me dl thetime.”

“Yeah, I'd kindanoticed that....”

“The problemis, | can’t contral it. | might be aware of it, because of what | do, you know, but it seems
to happen regardless of whether I'm aware of it or not.”

They lgpsed into slencefor awhile, and then Dog findly answered. “ So you ' re trying to tell me that
something makesthis stuff happen.”

“I don't know,” said Jack.
“You'renot going al reigious on me, areyou, Stein?’

Jack gave ashort laugh. “Hardly that. | just can't help wondering sometimesiif there are forces at work
that we re not fully aware of.”

“If you ask me, there’' sahell of alot we' re not fully aware of, and it doesn’t have to be some mysterious
force. Think about where we' ve just come from, Jack. Think about that.”

Twenty-four

A sthey reached the shuitle, Jack was till debating how much he should tell him. Billie's
admonition—well, realy the diens admonition—to be careful was nagging at him. He strgpped himsdlf in
after stowing his weapon and handing the pack to Dog, who put it somewhere out of sight. What ese did
he have nestly stowed away on thislittle craft? Jack finally decided he' d be better off not knowing.

The last light was disappearing by the time the craft |eft the ground, and the sky wastinged with purples
and greens. Interesting sort of sunset. Did you even cdl it asunset? Somehow, starset just didn’t sound



right. The shuttle swept above the top of the reaching spires, and from their vantage the whole thing
looked like nothing more than a hairbrush fixed to the ground. Citiesdidn’t look like that. The regularity,
the sameness was wrong. Cities were about chaos and disorder, random growth—Balance City aside. It
was those things that attracted him to the urban existence, and in that respect the Locality, despiteitssins,
had been ided. As he thought about that, Jack glanced at Dog, who was presently concentrating on the
controls. What was aguy like him doing in Balance City anyway? He had heard the explanation, but he
couldn’t help feding that there was something e se, something moretoit.

Dog caught him looking, made one or two adjustments to the controls, and then settled back.
“Hey, about that stuff down there—" he started, but Jack cut him off.

“Don’'t worry about it.”

“Arewe okay?’

“Yesah, we'refine, Dog. It' sl abit relative, though, isn't it? 1 mean, look at us.”

Dog grinned. “Hey, I’'m not complaining. | think the old Dog’ s going to have abit of a party when he gets
back into town. This new body could do with atryout. What do you think, Jack?’

“Hmmm,” said Jack noncommittaly. Actudly, the thought couldn’t have been farther from hismind.

They broke the atmosphere and Jack looked down, watching the receding continent, now swathed in
darkness. There were no lights, nothing to indicate there might be atrace of civilization below. Everything
about them was different. When you came into a populated world, you expected the traceries of cities
gparking illuminated spiderwebs across the landscape, the chatter of communication, the flash of
trangport arriving and departing, but here there was nothing. In some ways it amused him to think that
Landerman and his crowd had held out such hopes, now that he’ d seen the redlity. Sure, the diens had
technology, but Jack wasn't sure anymore that it was truly so advanced. It was different. The diens had
traveled across the reaches. He' d seen the evidence, but it didn’t look like they had much interest iniit
anymore. They were confined to their world and they wanted it that way.

Technology. Almaost unconscioudy hisfingers strayed to his pocket, seeking something, and asif on cue,
Dog turned to him once more.

“What are you thinking about, Jack?’

“Oh, nothing. Nothing important, anyway.” That wasn't true. Were they going to survive the next jump?
The one fter that?

“So when areyou going to let mein on thisbig secret?’
Jack looked away. “And what secret would that be?’

“I dunno. Y ou must have gotten something interesting from them. Y ou werein therefor ahell of along
ti rre”

Jack turned back. Dog was looking at him expectantly.
“I only asked them what we needed to know,” said Jack with ashrug.

Dog'sjaw dropped then. “Y ou' re telling me that you had an opportunity like that and you missed it?
Damn. There were so many things you could have asked. Imagine what they know. | can't believe you,



Sen.”
Jack shrugged again. “What should | ask? | don’t know.”
“Y ou might never get achance likethat again.”

“Y ou forget one thing, McCreedy,” said Jack, narrowing hiseyesdightly. “1 can talk to them just about
anytime | want. | don't actually haveto be hereto do it. And I'm starting to think that there are others
just thesame, likeme.”

Dog clamped hisjaw shut and smply stared at him. Jack gave him adight smile, nodded dowly, and
looked away, out at the approaching ship.

“Shit,” bresthed Dog.
“Yeeh,” said Jack quietly.

Dog was very quiet after that, saying barely aword until their shuttle had docked in itsbay on the
Amaranth and the outer doors had did firmly into place.

Once he' d dumped his coat, joined McCreedy on the bridge, and strapped himself firmly into place, he
considered the options. Dog was looking at him expectantly. When Jack took histimeto react, Dog

spoke.

“What isit you' re supposed to do? | can get us back, but unless | know what you' re planning to make
sure we don't go through this again, we re going nowhere.”

Jack returned his gaze, holding it for afew seconds. “Okay,” he said findly. “ They told me how to dedl
with it, how to counter the effects. There sa particular technique to dealing with the buildup.” That much
wastrue.

“And I’m supposed to trust that?” Dog asked.

“Y ou worry about getting us where we need to go. I’ ll worry about therest.” And damned if he wasn't
going to worry about it.

“Uh-huh,” said Dog, sitting back. “ And we' re supposed to trust that too? How' s it work?’
“I have no idea”

Dog stared a him. “And you didn't ask?’

“I didn’t need to.”

Dog gave ahefty sigh. “Well, | don’t know.” He looked out of the front screen for afew moments, and
then turned back. “Maybe you need to go into one of your dream things and work out how we're

supposed to useit.”
Jack dowly shook his head. “Nope. That’ s not going to do any good.”

“Fine” said Dog, settling back and crossing hisarms.

Hesdghedin turn. “ Jesus, McCreedy. Y ou have to trust me. I’ m the one who can talk to them. They're



the oneswho know. Do you think we' ve got any more time to waste sitting here arguing like kids?’
Jack sat back. Dog waslooking at him half with disbelief, haf with suspicion on hisface.

“Dammit, Sen, if youkill us...”

“We'll both be dead and it won't matter,” Jack finished for him.

Dog nodded, hislips set into atight line. “Y eah, okay.”

He turned and hit the sequence to take them away from the planet and back to the final jump point that
had brought them here.

Much of the voyage to the jump point they spent in sillence. What had occurred between Jack and Dog
on the planet surface had |eft tension working between them. Jack spent some time thinking about it. He
hadn't really known McCreedy back in the services, not redlly. He didn't really know him now. Asmuch
as you thought you knew people, anyway, Jack understood the redlity. The things he dreamed had just as
much truth as the things he remembered, in the scheme of things. Sometimes he wondered if that was
what dreams were—merely memories of things future and past, al mixed up together. The dien
encounter made him question that even more. The thought that the diens were dreaming him at the same
time that he was dreaming them worried him. As much as he spent timein the dreamdtate, in the
borderlands between what was red and what was unredl, when it came down to it, he liked the solid and
the tangible, that which he could hold on to with afirm menta grip. It was one of the reasonsit had taken
him so long to come to terms with his abilities and accept them for what they were. Sometimes hewasn't
redly sure that, even now, he truly had. The dien encounter had sealed it once and for al. He could no
longer smply play dong with theredlity of it.

In the absence of concrete verifiable redlity, he had to have something to hold on to. Y ou couldn’t find
that existing on the fringes done. Perhaps that was why the bond with Billie had become so strong. She
provided the hard-nosed practicdity that anchored him in the real world. Without her, he would probably
have ended up drifting, amlesdy going nowhere. Looking at Dog, he wondered if he was so different.
Were any of them?He d lost touch with most of those he' d served with. The brief contacts he had
managed over the years since he' d left had shown an assortment of similar lives, different in their own
ways, but gill the sametypes, existing on the fringes or buried in the underbelly of legitimate society.

He had been following that train of thought when he sat back and gave himsdlf awry laugh. Pretty deep
for someone who didn’t know whether he was going to make it through the next jump, or the one after
that. Was that what he was doing—coming to terms with the state of his own existence?

Shit, Stein, you' re becoming morose. There was no time for that. The jump was dmost upon them again.

Dog' s hands hovered over the controls, hesitating. He glanced at Jack, and Jack |ooked back at him,
closed his eyes, and then opened them before nodding.

Dog hit the controls.
Existence flip-flopped insde him, and Jack gripped the seat arms, willing it to be past.
The next moment they were through, and Jack heard Dog breathe asigh of relief.



“Waell, we're dill here,” he said. He reached forward and patted the control pandl. “Looks like your aien
friends have done the job.”

Jack reached out with his senses, seeking the buzzing sensation, the amost-static he had noticed before
their transformation. For now, there was nothing, but he didn’t know how many jumpsthey had to make
for it to appear. How long did it take for thistempora energy to build up—no, that was wrong...how
many jumpsdid it take? It wasn't amatter of time, and yet it was. He shook hishead. No, it wasjust too
confusing.

“What isit?" asked Dog.
“No, nothing. I’'m just trying to get to gripswith al this Stuff.”
Dog narrowed his eyes, but let it pass. He had to be just as nervous as Jack was feding himsdlf.

The next couple of jumps followed the same way, the tension, the buildup, and then the release. In the
between times, waiting to get to the jJump point, they kept pretty much to themsdves. Still Jack hadn't
told him anything. It just wouldn’t help them get to where they were going. Jack watched afew vidson
the ship entertainment system and stayed away from dreaming as much as he could. That was one of the
thingsthat had never attracted him about space travel—the time. Those long, interminable spaces
between points had to be filled with something to counterba ance the emptiness. At least when hewasin
acity, Jack could pretend he wasn't aone. Even if hewalked around in his own constructed bubble,
there were people there, things with which he could interact. Here there were blank wallsand a
meaningless starscape and Dog McCreedy. Sure, there were pretty stellar clouds and distant nebulae
and passing stars, but for Jack it waslike Stting in an art gallery. Y ou could stare a an individua painting
for only solong.

He did have one conversation with Dog in which he had explained to him the pathways asthe diens had
explained them to him. Doorsin ahdl. Dog had seemed taken with the concept and ran with it. When
Jack had described what he wanted them to do, Dog' s enthusiasm had carried over. Although Jack
wasn't entirely sure, he thought it wasthe only red possibility they had to find Billieand Antille.

“But how will we know when to jJump?’ Dog asked.

“For that, I'm afraid you' re going to have to rely on me,” answered Jack. “ Y ou're just going to haveto
trust me”

“What' sthereto trust?’

“Okay, maybe not trust me, but trust my senses. I’'m going to let them tell us. It' sworked in the past. We
just haveto be lucky.”

“Or hopewe relucky,” said Dog. “Buit if what you told meis right, then we don’t have too many
choices, unlessthere are alimitless number of doorways. From what they told you, it doesn’'t sound like
thereare”

“That’ swhat I'm hoping. And if thereare only alimited number of possibilitieswithin any given area of
space, then we' ll have better odds of hitting the right one. If I’ m right about what happened, then the
chances are going to be better ill.”

“So we get to that dead star or planet or whatever it was, and then...”



“Then we let my sensestake over and we jump.”

Dog rubbed at his scalp rapidly with hisfingertips, then shook hishair. “I hope you' reright. Damn, but |
hope you'reright,” was dl that he said.

Twenty-five

T hey emerged in the area of space where they had nearly met disaster the last time, Jack’ s senses dert
for any further buildup. He could dedl with tempora energy if and when it happened, and if it killed
them...at least he had made the effort. He tried to rationalize the guilt about M cCreedy. Dog had known
the risks, known what he was signing up for. Insde, he knew they were just words, but Billiewasthe
important part of the equation. Her safety outweighed any mord dilemma he might be feding.

He settled back for the ride, running the possibilities through his heed. If, as he thought, the gravitationa
pull of thelightless body had screwed with Antille' s navigationa caculations, then what they needed to
do wastry to smulate what the university ship’s pilot would have done. Jack needed to place himsdlf
insde Antille s head and try to re-create what had happened, and for that he had to rely on Dog and his
piloting skills. He knew M cCreedy was agood pilot; he always had been, one of thereal hotshots
attached to the service.

Dog findly caled him to the bridge. Barely discernible in the forward viewscreenslay the large body that
had dmost spelled disaster for them.

“Proximity dertsareworking thistime, soit seems” said Dog, indicating the view out of the front screens
with atilt of hishead. “And it’snot that | don't trust you, Jack, but | really do hope you know what
you'redoing.”

Jack nodded. He wasn't about to enter into an argument, but the truth was that it was only his gut that
was guiding him now. He looked out at the approaching sphere, little more than arotating ball of gray
rock, and struggled to suppress the nervous edge growing in his gut.

Before long they had moved into range, and the body’ s pull started to touch the ship.

“Okay,” said Dog. “It'sgot us. It'snot going to be long before I’ m going to have to start fighting it. What
do you want to do?’

Jack could fed the pull. “How far are we from where we emerged initialy?’ he asked.

Dog glanced at his readings, hunched over the controls, looking rapidly from display to display. “I can't
besure” hesaid. “But I’ d say about five minutes. Last time the controls weren't exactly accurate. I'm
guessing from the caculations as much as not.”

Jack bit hislip and nodded. Okay, he had to have abit of faith here. Thistime there weren't any
benevolent aliensto guide him. He closed his eyes and reached out, concentrating his sensesinto ahard
ball deep in hisabdomen. “Tdl mewhen you think we rethere,” he said without opening his eyes.

The secondsticked padt, feding like minutes, and gtill Jack didn’t open hiseyes.
“Coming up...now!” said Dog. “ Shit, okay, it'sgot us properly now. What am | going to do?’
“Letitrun,” said Jack, pushing everything he had into trying to fed for what they were looking for.

“Comeon, Jack,” said Dog. “Come on. Soon, man. Soon, dammit!”



And Jack felt the spark.
“Doit!” hesaid, through clenched teeth, hisfingers gripping the edge of the sedt.

Hedidn't have to open his eyesto see Dog hitting the control. Hefdlt it through every particle of his
being, crashing through him like awave of atered existence. He caught his breath, sucked air into his
lungs, and then they were through.

Jack dowly opened hiseyes.

Dog was dready busy with the contrals, checking readings and positions. Jack watched him for a couple
of seconds, and then turned his attention to the image on the viewscreens. They gppearedto beina
virtually black areaof space. The starfield was thinly populated, and there appeared to be no nearby
bodiesto focuson at al.

“Do you know wherewe are?’ he asked Dog.

Dog shook hishead. “Not aclue.” Hishandsflew over the controls, stopping only to push strands of hair
out of hisface. “But then, | wouldn't expect to,” he said.

Jack looked out at the black emptiness, waiting.

“Okay, I’ ve got ardative position, though that doesn’t make much senseonitsown,” said Dog. “What
now?’

Jack thought about what he was ready to propose. It felt right. “ All right. Put yoursdlf in Antille's shoes.
Y ou'vejust emerged from ajump. Y ou know something’ s not right, but you have your calculations and
you havefaith in them. Y ou're pretty sure you can’t risk jJumping straight back. Y ou also have to assume
that you' ve probably jumped through the right point. What do you do?’

“Take the calculations and project the next point from your current relative position,” answered Dog.
“Yeah,” said Jack. “That' swhat | think he’ d do, anyway.”
Dog nodded. “I1t makes sense. Okay, that’ | take me alittle while.”

Jack ungtrapped himself and stood. “ Before you do that, | want you to scan the surrounding area, seeif
there sanything out therejust in case”

Dog watched Jack as he crossed behind his seat and rested his hands on the back, rubbing his palms
back and forth on the top edge. “Just in case?’

Jack stared back out at the surrounding space, looking for any sign of aship. “I don’t think they’ re out
there. | think I'd fed it. Justin case.”

Hefdt likesghing; hefdtlike...hedidn’'t know what he fdt like. He had to rely on his senses. They
could bein the middie of nowhere, driven by nothing more than haf-baked suppostion, and it would dl
be hisfault. He wasn't going to let Dog see theat, though.

“I'm going to leaveyou to it for awhile” hesaid. “1 need to think.”

Redlly, he just needed to be alone.



When Dog called him back up to the bridge, Jack returned with asense of trepidation. Helingered in the
doorway, hesitating until Dog beckoned him fully inside.

“Youwereright,” said Dog findly. “Nothing.”

Jack nodded. He hadn’t expected anything el se, but there had till been afaint glimmer of hope. Wasthis
going to be the pattern after every jump they made? He didn’t even know how many jumpsthey would
have to make. It had to be the same number asthey themsalves had taken to get to the alien system, but
then, if therewas no sign of Billieand Antille, he had no ideawhat they would do next, and still there was
the problem of the tempora buildup.

“Okay,” he sad after afew moments, the sense of doubt weighing heavily indde him. “Next.”

It was nearly two days, relative ship time, before they reached the next caculated jump point, and Jack
was despondent. The more time they spent, thelesslikely they wereto beto find the ship, with Billie and
Antille divein one piece. Every hour they spent, the odds againgt them grew.

Back on the bridge, Dog tried to lighten his mood with encouraging words, but they did little good. Jack
amply looked out into the blackness, feding nothing insde. He was't even nervous about the
gpproaching jump anymore. He cinched his straps tighter with a sigh and waited for Dog to hit the
controls.

The familiar sensation swept through him, and it had barely passed before he was fumbling with the
straps, ready to return to his cabin, overwhelmed with a sense of wry irony. It wasn't much of a
trade-off—to make it through the jump without any traumaand to lose Billiein return.

He had barely stood before Dog lifted a hand, waving him down. “Wait,” he said. “ There’ s something
out there”

Somewhere within him, asmal spark grew. Sowly, very dowly, he lowered himsalf back into his sedt,
barely daring to ask what it might be.

“Yeah,” said Dog. “Thereé sasgnd.” He pointed to the upper right of the viewscreen. “ See that system
up there? Coming from there, somewhere.” He leaned over the controls, focusing on what he was
reeding.

“A dgna?What sort of signal?’ asked Jack.

“I think we' ve found what we' relooking for,” said Dog. “We need to get in closer. Something's
interfering withit.”

Jack leaned forward, hoping, resisting the urge to reach out with his hand to the image of the system on
the screen in front of them.

“How long?’ hesad.
“1 don’'t know. Bear with me.”

Dog did something with the controls and the image in the viewscreen changed. “1t’ I take us about twenty
minutesto clear whatever itis”

Twenty minutes. It might aswell have been an eternity. Jack closed his eyes and bit hislip, reaching out,



feding, trying to sense what was out there.

“That’sit,” said Dog after ashort while. “Thisisthe Amaranth, hailing unnamed ship,” he said, leaning
forward. “Can you hear me?’

Nothing.

“Thisisthe Amaranth, hailing unnamed ship,” Dog said again. “Can you hear me? Captain Dog
McCreedy hailing unnamed ship.”

“Hedlo?’ saidavoice. “Hdlo?’

“| say again, thisisthe Amaranth. Who isthis?’

“Helo? Yes, yes. We can hear you. We need help.”

Jack recognized the intonation, if not the voice. It was Antille. Where wasther pilot?
“Antille, isthat you?’ said Jack. “Hervé Antille. Can you hear me? Thisis Jack Stein.”
Dog waved him down. “What isyour Stuation?’ said Dog.

“We havelost our pilot,” said Antille’ svoice. “1 don’t know how much longer we can last. We don't
know how to operate these controls.”

“Jack?’ another voice.
“Billie? Areyou okay?’ Her voice sounded strange.
“Where have you been, Jack?Y ou were supposed to be here.”

He could fed the annoyance, the accusation in her voice, though there was definitely something else
about it. What did she mean, he was supposed to be there? They weren't done yet, but he could fed the
sense of relief growing.

Dog pushed him back. “What do you mean, you' velost your pilot?’ he asked.
Antill€ svoice came back on. “Our pilot did not survive the last jump.”

Jack leaned forward again urgently. “ Areyou okay? s Billie okay? Tdl me....”
“Weare...okay,” said Antille.

“Just get here, Jack,” said Billie. “1t ginksin here”

Jack settled back in his seat. Y eah, that was Billie. He gave Dog a questioning |ook.

“About an hour,” said Dog, reading the query without prompting. “But then we' |l have to work out how
to get in there. We should be able to dock with them, and then maybe | can talk them through the
procedures.”

Jack gave ashort laugh. “Billie' s probably worked them out already.”

Leave her long enough on the ship, and she would have worked out how to fly the damn thing. Therelief
within him was papable.



“Very funny, Jack,” came Billi€ svoice from around them.
“Damn, isthat till on?" he asked.

Dog nodded with agrin. “Ending communication for now,” he said, reaching forward to flip something on
the controls.

“Crap,” said Jack. “1 think I’'min enough trouble asit is”

Asthe Amaranth matched orbit with the university ship, Jack scanned the vessdl, looking for damage or
anything that would indicate what they’ d been through. Below them aworld turned, but he had no
interest in it or the system they werein now &t al. All he cared about now was seeing thet Billiewas dl
right.

Dog talked them through the docking procedure, and Jack sat back, drumming on the arms of the seat
with hisfingers, impatiently waiting for the sgnd that he could move.

“Okay, go,” said Dog, and Jack was out of his seat and heading down the corridor, toward the lock,
before M cCreedy had even moved. He waited, one hand resting beside the door, ready to step through.
A couple of moments later Dog was with him and cycling the controls. The inner door opened, and Jack
stepped through, giving Dog a hurry-up look while the door closed and Dog turned to operate the outer
door.

It did open to reved a semiopaque umbilicus, attaching them to the outer door of the other ship, dightly
tinged with blue, and with palerings giving it both stability and flexibility. Jack wasfirst to the other door.
Dog reached for apanel beside it, waited asthe cover did back, then tapped out a sequence. The door
infront of them did open to reved adarkened lock. Stale air tinged with the scent of something
unwholesome washed over them, and Jack wrinkled hisnose. Billie wasright: The place did stink. Dog
stepped through first, Jack amere step behind him, taking air through his mouth.

“Come on, McCreedy,” he breathed.

“Yeah, yeah, I'm getting to it,” said Dog. He manipulated the inner controls, waiting while the outer door
sedled, then for more seconds as the mechanisms cycled and the inner door swung open.

The door opened into acorridor, facing ablank meta wall, and with the flow of air from insde the ship,
the smell intengified. So where werethey?

Jack stepped into the corridor, looking up and down its length. They were probably waiting for them on
the bridge. The corridor lighting was low, washed-out and yellow. He stepped rapidly toward the ship’s
front, his heart beating in his chest. He could fed Dog close behind him, but the only thing that mattered
at the moment was getting up there, seeing that Billie was okay.

He reached the control room door, ducked dightly, and stepped through.
“Oh...” hesad.

Two people sat on the bridge, looking expectantly a him. Therewas Antille, but the portly, dark-skinned
archeologist had aged by about a decade since Jack had last seen him. His face still held the smoothness
of those with too much flesh on their bones, but agrizzled ring of white hair encircled hisshiny scalp. That
wasn't what held his attention, though. Perched on the edge of one of the seets, dressed in an off-white
robe, was the young woman from his dreams.



“Jack?’ shesad.

He closed his eyestightly and opened them again. He recognized he voice, yet he didn’t.
“Jack?’ shesaid again. “Isthat you?’

“Billie...?

She amiled, launched herself from the seat, and was across the room in an ingtant. The next thing he knew
she had her arams around him, squeezing him tightly. Jack stood there helpless, till Struggling with his
confusion. Rationaly he knew thiswasBillie, and yet. ..

The next moment she stood back, planted her fists on her hips, looked him up and down criticaly, and
then spoke.

“Why did you take so long?’

“What do you mean?’ asked Jack.

“Y ou were supposed to be here.”

Jack shook his head, and she turned and crossed back to her seet.
“Billie?” hesaid again.

Antille was watching them both with an expresson of mild interest, but then, he remembered Antille
watching just about anything with an expresson of mild interest.

Billie had resumed her seat, crossing her arms across her chest, and was staring at him with an
accusatory look.

Of course, Jack knew what had happened. It was the tempora energy, the same sort of buildup that had
affected him and Dog. The dream Billie had spoken about positive and negative. Somehow the route
Antille and Billie had taken must have resulted in the reverse effect.

“How did you know we were coming?’ asked Jack.
Before Billie could answer, Dog wasin the doorway behind Jack, looking over Jack’ s shoulder.
“Well, hello,” said Dog.

Jack stepped out of the way, hdf turning to look at his companion. Dog'’ s attention was clearly focused
on Billie, having aready dismissed Antille asbeing of only margind interest. And focused he was.

“Andwhoisthis?’ he asked Jack.

“ThisisBillieand Dr. Antille,” said Jack. “ The people we were supposed to find.”

Dog scratched his head. “Huh? Billie? But you said...”

Jack closed his eyes, composing himsalf. He didn't like the way M cCreedy was|ooking &t her.
“Thetempord effect,” hesad.

“Oh, yeah,” said Dog, not redlly paying attention.



Jack pressed hislipsinto atight line and then looked back to Billie and Antille. “What happened to your
pilot?’ he asked.

“Unfortunately,” said Antille, “hedid not survivethe...um, change.”
“Oh,” said Jack. “Oh.”

Antille bowed his head and nodded.

“Whereishe?’ Jack asked.

“We had to place himin one of the cabins,” said Antille. “1 do not like to think what state he might bein
now. We have not ventured into the cabin since.”

Dog was dill saring at Billie with adight grin on hisface. Billie waslooking back a him, her eyes
narrowed, her ams still crossed.

“Hey, McCreedy!” said Jack.
“Yeah?' he answered, tearing his gaze away.
“What are we going to do?’

Dog ran hisfingersthrough his hair, pushing it out of hisface. “ Get back to the Amaranth,” he said. “We
can work it out from there. We're going to be abit pushed for space, though.” He grinned again.

“Enough, Dog,” Jack said quietly, narrowing his eyes as M cCreedy gave him an innocent shrug.

“What shal we do about the pilot?” asked Antille, getting to hisfeet. Jack had amost forgotten how
round the archeologist was.

“We can't do anything for him,” said Dog. He had stepped fully into the control room now and was
glancing &t Billie even while he addressed Antille. “Weleave him, just like we leave the ship. I'm guessing
that neither of you can pilot thisthing, and anyway, it’s not equipped to dedl with the tempord buildup.
No choice.”

Billie pushed hersdlf to her feet. Jack still couldn’t come to terms with the change, with the way she
looked, but in that robe and nothing e se, he could see why Dog was alittle distracted. Damn, but she
looked good. Her hair was messy, her face was drawn, and she still looked good.

“Billie, what the hell are you wearing?’ he said.

Shelooked down at her clothes, then back up. “It’'sone of Hervé sthings,” shesaid. “I didn’'t have
anything eseto wear. Nothing fitsanymore.”

B
“Jack,” she said, atone of exasperation cregping into her voice.

“Yeah, sorry,” hesaid. “Let’ sget out of here and into some clean air. Thisplaceisabit—"
“Areyou sure?’ asked Antille. “Wecan't just leaveit.”

“Wejust don't have achoice,” said Jack. “Come on.”

“Wait,” said Billie,



She pushed past Jack and Dog. Dog turned to follow her with his gaze as she disappeared up the
corridor.

“McCreedy, cut it out,” said Jack inalow whisper. “Billie, what are you doing?’ he said inanormal
voice.

“Getting Suff.”

“I too mugt collect my things,” said Antille, lumbering across the control room and maneuvering his bulk
past both of them. As he passed Jack, he stopped and turned briefly. “Thank you for coming,” he said. “I
will not belong.”

Jack watched him as he too disappeared up the corridor.
Jack turned to Dog, giving him anarrow-eyed look.
“What?’ said McCreedy. “Wha?’

Twenty-six

T hey |eft the other ship floating there in an unknown system around an unknown world asa silent
memorid to the pilot who hadn’t madeit. Who knew if it would ever be seen again? Jack watched it
dwindleinto the distance in the viewscreens, unable to avoid thoughts about what his memoria would
eventudly be, if anything, ever. It wasn't agood feding.

They were together on the Amaranth’ s bridge, Billie now decked out in some of Dog' s clothes that
surprisingly—to Jack, at least—seemed to just about fit. In the dark clothes and pilot’ sjacket, her blond
hair and pale features contrasting, Jack couldn’t help looking either. There was atough confidence about
her, and that combined with the way she now looked, he kept catching himsdlf giving her speculative
glances, assessing, catching himsef again, and admonishing himsdlf dl inturn. Theinner conflict was hard
enough, but the red concern wasthe lingering fascination Dog kept showing in hisinteractionswith Billie.
Billie, no fool, was clearly aware of them, and though Jack expected her to rip hishead off at any
moment, it wasn't happening. Maybe she was just relieved to be heading back, now out of immediate
danger of joining their dead pilot.

Dog was deep in conversation with Antille. The archeologist was questioning him in detail about the
jumps, about the alien homeworld, about the temporal buildup, about the aliens themselves. Jack had had
just about enough of the dliensfor the time being.

“Billie” hesad quietly.
“Hmmmm?’ she responded, hdf listening to Dog and Antill€' s conversation.
“We got cut off before, on the ship. What did you mean, we were supposed to be there?’

She turned to face him, drawing her knees up on the seet in front of her in an old familiar posture. She
linked her fingersin front of them.

“Y ou werethere”
“l don't understand,” he said.

“I saw you, Jack. Y ou were there on the ship.”



“Huh?’

She nodded. “ Uh-huh. Right there in my cabin. | thought you were redly there for aminute, but then you
weregone.”

Jack’ smind wasracing. Billie had never shown any redl psychic ability. Thiswas something new and
different. If they had that sort of connection...

She shrugged. “It wasweird.”
Maybe it had been some sort of projection, some as yet-undiscovered ability he had insde himsdif.
He shook hishead. “What, | just appeared there?’

“Uh-huh. | looked up and you were standing there looking at me. | said something to you, and it looked
like you were saying something. Then you were gone again. | knew it meant you were coming. That's
al.” She swiveled her seat to face the front viewscreens. “1’'m glad you came,” she said.

“Soam|,” he said, watching her, looking for sgnsthat sheredly was okay.

Shelooked back over her shoulder at him, and there was something in the look that he couldn’t interpret.
Then it was gone and she was |ooking back at the viewscreens.

“You redly got to seethem,” shesad. “The diens, | mean.”

“Yeah,” hesaid. “More than see them. | talked to them. Sort of talked to them. It wasweird. | had to
dream them to communi cate with them, and they had to do the samething.” He gave ashort laugh. “Dog
calsthem coatracks.”

She pursed her lips. “I wish | had been there,” she said.
“Redlly, you weren't missng much,” said Jack.

She set her jaw and took a deep breath, but surprisingly said nothing. He knew hel d said the wrong thing
as soon as the words were out of his mouth, but it looked like shewas going to let it pass.

He watched her for awhile before speaking again, and when he did, he framed what he was going to say
ascaefully as he could.

“Have you had enough of it yet, Billie? Are you stisfied?’

He could see the muscles working at the side of her jaw before she responded. “Nuh-uh. I’ m going to go
too. We' re going to go. Hervéand 1.”

“You're serious, aren't you?’
“Uh-huh.”

“Dammit, Billie. Y ou just nearly had one disaster, and we' re not out of it yet. You can’'t redly...Come
back to Y orkstone with me. Leave dl thisaone. We re good together, you and me. | want you to come
back.” The words had come out in arush, and he hadn’t expected any of them. He caught hislip
between histeeth.

Shewas along time answering, and the silence waskilling him.



“| can't, Jack,” she said.

Dog took that moment to interrupt. “Hervé and | have been talking,” he said. “We ve got aproblem.”
Jack had to drag his gaze away from Billie with an effort.

“What?’" he said, not redlly caring right now about what M cCreedy had to say.

“Thejump. The next jump after thisone.”

“What about it?”

Both Dog'sand Antille' s eyeswere fixed on him, their faces deadly serious.

“If we jump back to wherewe were,” said Dog dowly, “we' reliableto end up in the middle of that ball
or rock. What are we going to do about that?’

It took Jack a moment to process what Dog was saying. “1 don’t see what—"

“Lisgten, Jack. I'm adamn good pilot, but | don’t know if I'm that good. The Amaranth isagood ship,
but she' s not made for that kind of stuff. | don’t know if we can jump and then get out again. If that thing
getshold of us...”

Billie turned to look at Jack too. What made them think he’ d have any sort of answer?

He got up from his seat, looked at each of them, then walked off the bridge and back to his cabin. He
could fed them gtaring a him as heleft them.

Billie came back and found him. She entered the cabin unannounced and stood in the doorway just
looking at him. Jack, lying flat on his back and staring at the celling, turned his head to return her look. He
gtill couldn’t get used to the way she looked, and inside he knew she was till a sixteen-year-old girl with
an unusudly mature view of the world. He recognized the look, though—ypartialy concerned, partialy
pissed off with him.

“What isit, Billie?” hesad finaly.

She pursed her lips and, after giving alittle shake of her head, came into the room properly and perched
on theend of hisbunk.

He hitched himsdlf up so that hisback was againgt thewall. “So?” he said.
She sighed. “What’ swrong, Jack?’

“I don’'t know. | guessit’sexpectation. It'sal abit too much, | guess. Look at you, Billie. Look at me.
And then everyone seemsto think that I’ ve got the answers dl of asudden. Dammit, Billie. We were
lucky. We had help. That'sdll. | don’t have the answers.”

Shelooked down at her hands. “No one thinks that you do,” she said quietly. “But you got us here. You
found us.” She looked back up to meet hiseyes. “Y ou cared enough to come get us. It's not the first
time.” She reached out and placed one hand on hisleg.

“Y ou're important to me, Billie. What am | going to do. ..leave you there?’



“Y eah, but nobody el se was going to comefor us. | knew you would.”

Jack drew hislegs up, away from her touch. Reluctantly she withdrew her hand and crossed it with her
other onein her lap. She chewed her bottom lip and looked back at her hands again.

“You're specid, Jack.”

She sat therefor acouple of seconds, and then, asif suddenly making her mind up about something, she
quickly stood, took two steps, and, leaning over, kissed him firmly on the cheek.

The next moment she was gone from the cabin, leaving him gtting there to think about what had just
happened, leaving him to think about the extra burden of risk he now faced taking them through the
jumps. Every single one could betheir last. He had to tell them.

“Jack, get up here.” Dog’ s voice came from around him. “We' re coming up to the jump point.”

Jack nodded to himsdlf, swung hislegs from the bunk, and headed back up the corridor to the bridge.
Whatever happened, they werein thistogether.

“Hey,” said Billie as he entered.

“Hey,” Jack said in return. Antille looked back and nodded at him. Dog appeared focused on his
controls. It was asif nothing had just happened. He wondered, briefly, if they’ d been talking about himin
his absence. It didn’t matter.

“| suggest you get strapped in,” said Dog, without turning. “We re coming up on the point pretty fast.”

Jack’ smouth was dry. It wasn't just the jump; it was as much the knowledge that if something was going
to go wrong, then it was aslikely to happen now. He took his seat, aso knowing that the thought wasn't
rational, and that there was nothing in his gut telling him that something was wrong.

He glanced & Billie, and she gave him alittle smile.

Dog's hand was hovering over the controls, waiting. “You s&t?” hesad.
“Uh-huh,” said Jack.

“Coming up...now!”

Asthey flipped, Jack watched Billi€ sface, her new face. He watched her swallow, grimace, and then
relax, reacting purely to the physica sensation. Then there was no time to watch. They were back in
normal space again, the huge bal of uneven rock spinning in front of them, covering the viewscreensand
bearing down on them fast, rushing toward them. Jack held his breeth.

“Shit,” said Dog, hands flying over the contrals. “ Adjust, adjust, adjust. Come on, baby. Shit. Too
damned close! Shit!”

He paused for half asecond. “ Chrig, if you' ve got any of that luck, we need it now, Jack,” said Dog.
Hisface was screwed up in concentration, histeeth bared, and yet his hands didn’t stop.

“Adjust! Close, close...”



Antille was pushed back into his seet, his eyeswide, hisface pae.
Billiewasjust staring out the front, immobile, her mouth partway open.
And il the giant ball of rock was rushing toward them.

Jack looked from one to another of them, watching them, watching the reactions, and inside hewas
blank; everything outside of him gppeared to be moving in dow mation.

“If I canjust...” Dog'svoice was strained. “Dammit. Here.” His hands moved, tapped, touched. Still no
one else had moved.

“Arghh!...Yesssssl” hesad.

Jack felt the change, and it was evident on the viewscreens. The vast rock wall was moving, but it was
moving Sdeways, not closer.

“Comeon, baby,” said Dog. “Come on.” He was hunched forward, his hands spread, their frantic
movement having dowed. He bounced dightly up and down, asif urging the Amaranth faster. “We re not
out of it yet.”

The gray rock whipped past, faster and faster. Blackness broke the edge of the screens, and then their
captor was gone. They were shooting out and away.

Dog leaned back, along, low exhaation coming from his mouth. He turned to Jack and grinned.

Just then Jack remembered to breethe, pulling in adeep lungful of air. He nodded dowly at Dog, hislips
pressed together. Good job, McCreedy.

Billie seemed to remember too, and closed her mouth. “Wow,” she said.

Dog gave ashort laugh. “Y ou can rely on the Dog,” he said, leaning acrossto pat Billie on thethigh.
“Alwayshavefath.”

Jack narrowed his eyes, but Dog seemed not to notice. Surprisingly Billie hadn’t drawn back from Dog's
touch. Jack spent amoment processing that, and then decided it wasn't worth reacting to for now.

Dog turned back to the controls. “We' re not done yet,” he said. “We need to find the other point, which
means we have to get back in range of that thing. Thisone s going to be easy though, in comparison.”

Helet out alow whistle and rubbed his palm across the front of the panel. “Yeah,” he breathed. He
turned back to look at Jack. “1t’ s going to take me alittle while to recalibrate. Fed freeto stretch inthe
meantime.”

Jack undid the straps. He could do with adrink, but somehow, just at that moment, he didn’t think that
was an option. He looked at Billie, but she was watching Dog. Jack cleared histhroat.

“You coming?’ hesaid.
“Nuh-uh,” she said without looking a him. 1 want to watch.”
Jack narrowed his eyes but said nothing.

“I will joinyou,” said Antille. Hervé struggled with the straps restraining hislarge bulk and pushed himsdlf
from the seet, using onearm to lever his body awvkwardly into an upright position.



Jack followed Antille as he waddled down the corridor toward the galley. Antille had one hand pressed
to the smdl of hisback.

“I| am getting too old for this” hesaid. “Now...”

As soon asthey reached the gdley, Antille found a seat and lowered himsdlf carefully to sit. Hisbulk
seemed to occupy much of the spacein the small room. Jack too pulled out achair and sat, leaning his
elbows on the table and cupping hishandsin front of hisface.

“So..." said Jack.
Antillelooked at him and blinked afew times.
“Y ou wanted to talk about something?’

“Yes, | supposeyou areright. | fail to understand how you could have found us. The caculations, my
work, they are...um...esoteric. | wouldn't expect you—"

“To be abletowork it out,” Jack finished for him.

“Yes Precisdy,” sad Antille.

“It'snot asif | didn't have help,” said Jack. “Heering at the universty—"

“He gave you my papers?’ Antille sat forward, leaning on the table, hiseyeswide.
“Would you rather he hadn’t?’

“No, no. Of courseyou areright.”

“I’ve got some bad news, though,” said Jack. “Heering' s dead.”

Antille sface went through arange of expressions, and then he reached up with his hand to massage his
temples with one thumb and hisforefinger spread across hisface. “No. Thisis not possible. How?’

“I have my own theories about that,” Jack answered. “ The officid story islikely to be suicide. Hewas
found at the bottom of the spire. That doesn’t make sense, though. | saw him at the university and he was
fine. Hisassstant—I can’t remember the guy’ s name—said that he saw Heering being taken away by a
couple of men, and they took equipment and papers with them too.”

Antille gave aheavy sigh, removed his hand, and then shook his head and sat back. “Will it not end?” he
sad.

“Not aslong asyou' ve got something people want,” said Jack. “Y ou must know that. Look what
happened before with the artifact. Y ou knew about it then and you were prepared for it. It doesn’t
matter if it's politics or business; they don’t care.”

Antille nodded dowly. “Of course, you areright again. Y ou have your theories?’

“Yeah,” sad Jack, Stting back aswell. “I had a brief encounter with aguy called Max Aire. He seemed
to be pretty interested in what | was doing. Heering’ s disgppearance came not long after, and then he
wound up dead.”

“Aire?” Antille sat up. “Maximilian Aire? So it isthe Sons of Utrecht again.”



“It would make sense, wouldn't it?’

Antille s shoulders dumped. “Yes, it would. If they took my notes, if they got accessto my work, thet is
not agood thing. We have no ideawhat use they might put it to if they get exclusive access ahead of
anyone else. Once | have published, and everything isin public domain, | can avoid the risk of
exploitation without fair competition or checks and baances. The freeinteraction of competing forcesin
theworld at large tends to balance things out. But now...” Helet out adeep sigh. “1 thought we could
avoidthis”

“And now that we re coming back,” said Jack, leaning farther forward, “the atention isn’'t going to go
away, isit? We ve dready seen the lengths that the SOU is prepared to go to, and they’ re not donein
that. | don’'t know what you can do to divert their interest, but | haveto tell you, I’ m concerned. Before,
when Billiewasakid, ared kid, she sort of had her own defensesbuilt in, if you know what | mean. She
taught methat. People don’t pay much attention to kids. They don’t think they’ re athreat. But now,
looking like she does, she'sgot to be at risk, right? More of arisk, anyway. People are going to start
paying attention to her...awholelot more than before.”

Antillelooked a him for a couple of seconds, clearly thinking about what he had just said. “And thisis
your mgjor concern? Nothing more?’

Jack sat back, resting his pamsflat on the edge of the table, hisarms straight out. “Y eah. What dseisit
going to be?’ Helooked back up to meet Antille’ sgaze. “Listen, people like the SOU will get involved in
plenty of things we can't do anything about. But the things | can do something about, they maiter. I've
aready talked to Billie. She didn’t want to hear what | had to say. | think you might be able to convince
her. Until dl thisbusinessis sorted out, | don’t think it’s safe for her to Say at the university, to stay on
Utrecht. | want to take her away from the place. Y ou' re asmart guy, Hervé. Y ou' ve got to be ableto
seewhat I'mtdling you.”

Again Antille nodded. “Yes, | supposeyou areright.”

“Damnedright, I'mright,” said Jack. “ So talk to her, Hervé, will you? We have a couple of days before
we get back, and then maybe some time after we do, but not too much. I’ ve done my bit. Now it'sup to
you. And quite frankly, I think you owe me that much.”

Antillesaid nothing.

“Right,” said Jack, dapping his pams down on the table. “We should get back up there.” Now was as
good atime as any. “But before we do, there' s something else | need to tell you. We can’'t makethis
next jump.”

Antille frowned. “Why not? | thought they had given you some way to deal with the tempora effect.”

Jack dowly shook hishead. “They explained it to me. That'sit. They said they had no idea whether
whatever thisthing waswould work for us. They wouldn’'t giveit to me.”

Antilleé seyeswidened. “And yet you jumped anyway?’
Jack said nothing.

He rose without seeing whether Antille was going to follow and stepped out of the galley before
wandering up toward the bridge.

He reached the door and stepped inside to see Dog busy over the controls. Billie was standing next to
him, watching what he was doing and asking a question here and there. Dog was explaining as he went.



Thething that gave Jack pause was that Billie's hand was on Dog' s shoulder as she leaned over to
observe,

Jack cleared histhroat in the doorway. Billielooked around, gave him alittle haf smile, and then turned
back to what Dog was doing. Jack wasn't sure whether she' d caught his brief, questioning frown or not.

“Ah, good,” said Dog. “WEe re coming up to the point. | was just about to call you two.
Whe€'s...um...”

“Antille)” said Jack. “He |l probably be back up inaminute.”

Jack moved to hisown seat. He couldn’t help glancing in Billi€' s direction and tasting the thoughts that
were running through hishead. He was't redlly sure that he liked where they were going.

“Dog, we need to talk.”

“What isit?Y ou'd better hurry. We haven't got long.”

Billiewasfrowning at him, perhaps sensing something.

Antille appeared in the doorway. “ Tel them, Jack.”

Jack bit hislip, and then let the words tumble out.

“Wheét the hell?” said Dog, half rising from his seat. It was Billie s hand that held him back.

“Thelonger we stay,” said Jack, “the more we lessen therisk. It lets the energy fade or something. That's
the only way without one of these temporal dispersers. We ve been lucky up to now.”

Dog was staring at him, breathing shalowly. “Thelonger we stay,” he said, “the greater the chance that
we'redl going to die anyway. There are four people on this ship now, Stein. We' re consuming resources
at double the rate. Have you thought about that? Sometimes you can rely on luck abit too much.”

“Jesus, Jack,” sad Billie, glaring at him.

Dog seemed to be about to say something e se, then clamped hisjaw shut, his eyes widening. “ Shit,” he
breathed.

“Um...” hesaid after apause.

“What?" said Jack.

“Um...you don’t happen to know what these temporal-disperser thingslook like, do you?’
“Yeah, | think so....”

Dog bit hislip and nodded. “Wait here.” He jumped from his chair and disappeared rapidly down the
passageway. Moments later he burst into the room carrying his pack. Flipping it open, he shook it out,
strewing the contents across the control room floor. Severa pieces of dien artifacts dipped out, chips of
stone, other unrecogni zable things, but there, off to one Sde, lay asilvery star shape, thicker in the
middle, with asurface shifting with colors and a definition hard to focus on.

“Shit,” said Jack. “There” He pointed.
Dog bent down and carefully lifted theitem. He squatted there, hefting it in one hand.



He looked across at Jack and grinned. “While you were busy in there, | went on alittle shopping trip.
The coatracksjust didn’'t seem to notice.” He shook his head.

“Lucky, Jack. Damn lucky.”

Twenty-seven

T he next jump passed without incident, and Jack could dmost ded with the sensation, it was becoming
so familiar. Therewas along interval, a couple of days before they reached the next jump point. He had
decided that he would give Antille enough time to work on Billie—not that she wastaking to him at the
moment—so hetried to stay out of her way, but she was spending more and more time with Dog up on
the bridge. He even caught Dog letting her take aturn in the pilot’ s seat, touching the controls and making
changes under hisdirection. It wasjust like Billie. She could pick up just about anything and had an
insatiable appetite for learning new things. Somehow he couldn’t believe that Dog' s accommodation of
her interest was purdly innocent. He had to keep reminding himself that Billie could look after herself. She
generdly knew exactly what she was doing and the potentia repercussions of what she did. She' d spent
enough timein the Old end of the Locality and with Pinpin Dan to know dl about the interactions
between men and women. It didn’t make him any more comfortable, though.

Thething that was unsettling Jack even more was the strange haf glances she kept giving him, dways
with the hint of asmile. It was most unlike her.

About hafway to the next point, Antille ambushed him in the corridor and drew him into the galley.

“Jack, | am sorry. | have not had a chance to speak to her yet, but | have been thinking over what you
sad”

Jack perched on the table edge, waiting.

“Related to our previous conversation,” Antille continued. “Y ou have provided the evidence | need to
verify my findings, even though | have not yet been able to go there mysdlf. | will, of course, as soon as
the opportunity arises. | may have some difficulty explaining theloss of aship and apilot to my sponsors,
but | am confident that | will be ableto overcomethat eventualy. All that being said...”

Jack held up ahand. “ Get to the point, Hervé.”

Antille became flustered. “ Y es, well.” He took adeep breath before continuing. “1 have so many
questionsto ask you. | need the information, descriptions, evidence, anything you can give me to support
the publication.”

“Andthepaintis...?’

“I need you to stay for awhile on Utrecht so | can finish the work.”

Jack looked at him blankly. “1 don’t need to be there for you to ask me questions,” he said. “Do |7’
“No, | suppose not.”

“No, of course not. And if you' ve been holding off talking to Billie because of that...”

“No, no, no,” he said, waving his hands, but his face had flushed, despite his protestation.

“Okay,” said Jack, pushing himsdlf off the table edge and moving to edge past Antille and out to hisown
cabinagain.



“But thereis one other thing, Jack,” said Antille, grabbing hisdeeve, quickly recovering his
sdlf-composure.

“What?’
“This Dog person, can you trust him?’
Now where had that come from?“Y eah, | think so. Why?’

“Wall, it' sjust that he’ s had accessto al the research notes. He' s been with you to the planet. Hisshipis
now fitted with the technology. That isalot of information.”

Jack stared at Antille. He hadn’t thought of it in those terms before. “1 can't see any reason not to trust
him, Hervé. We served together along time ago. He' s given me no red reason to doubt him, and he
came aong to help me. His ship rescued you, after adl.” He thought for amoment. “Yeah, I'm sure.”

“Oh,” Jack said after apause. “ There sone morething | think you need to know. They said something
that could be important. They said that there were other races out there and that we had announced our
presence. Y ou may want to consider that in what you do.”

Thistime Jack did extricate himsdf from Antille' s grasp and walked dowly back to his cabin.

Despite what he' d said, though, Antille swords had reawakened the seed of doubt. He' d questioned
Dog'smoativationsin his head before, but then dismissed the thoughts, taking everything he' d seen as
mere evidence of the way McCreedy was and how he functioned. In al of it, there was one thing that
didn’'t add up: Why would someone like Dog McCreedy risk his ship and hislivelihood on some
half-baked quest for amissing person? Sure, Jack was damned grateful that he had, but on the other
hand, what was the payoff? What wasredly in it for McCreedy?

He was chewing on that right up until the time that he drifted off to deep.

Thekid pushed himsdf from the pillar and strolled across the intervening floor, his hands clasped behind
his back.

“A friend, en?’ he said as he neared, looking Jack up and down. He did a circuit, walking right around
the spot where Jack stood, dl the time subjecting him to scrutiny.

Findly he stopped in front and stood, hands still clasped behind his back like an old man.

“And what sort of friend are you looking for?’ he said quietly. “ A boyfriend or agirlfriend? Hmmm, New
Man?What isyour fancy? A boyfriend or agirlfriend?’

“Neither. Just afriend. A particular friend. Maybe you know her.”

The kid stopped his circuit and peered up into Jack’ s face.

“ She said she had somefriendsin Old.”

The voice came from behind him thistime. “Maybe we could arrange something. It depends.”

Jack had had enough. He spun and grabbed the kid by hisjacket and drew him close so they were
face-to-face. It depends on what?’



“Nuh-uh,” said thekid, pulling hisjacket free with awrench and smoothing it down with hishands. He
looked up and gave ashake of hishead and aknowing smile. “Y ou won't get anything that way.”

Too much familiarity there, and the familiarity hurt. How ever old thiskid was, he' d seen too much for his
years. Itimmediately put him inmind of Billie.

“Dammit,” spat Jack from between closed teeth, feding dightly ashamed for trying to monster the kid.
“I’'m looking for afriend, that' s all. Either you can help me or you can't. Perhaps | can persuade you.”
He reached into a pocket to retrieve his handipad and the kid took a hasty step backward, glancing
warily from side to sde, making sure of his escape route.

“I wouldn't do that if | wereyou, New Man,” he said quietly, and followed it with along, low whistle
through histeeth.

“But | wasjug...”

There were other noises from beyond the shadowed gloom. Then Jack could seefigures clustered in the
archway, and others back behind the kid.

“Daman, you okay?’ said a voice from the doorway—young, like the kid's, but somehow hard. There
was the sound of meta scraping along awall or floor; he couldn’t tell.

“It' sokay,” Jack said, holding his hands out, and dowly, carefully he reached in and withdrew the
handipad from his pocket. “1 was just going to seeif | could make it worth your whileto help me out.”
He thumbed the handipad on, looking for the kid' sreaction.

Thekid lifted a hand, palm toward the vast doorway. “We like numbers, New Man. Now you' retalking
our language,” he said. Hisface was dtill hard. “Who' s your friend? Perhaps we can work something out
after dl...or, even better, find someone who might be even more to your taste. Sometimes you make
discoveries down herein Old—discoveriesthat might surprise you.”

“No, listen, kid—Daman, if that’ swhat you call yoursaef—you' ve got it wrong. Thisredly isabout a
friend. Her name sBillie.” Jack stopped for amoment, right there in the middle of the dream. WasBillie
afriend? Or was she something else? The thought disspated and he was back to the dream.

Daman looked thoughtful and then suspicious. “Billie, en? And what' s she to you? Y ou ardétive or
something? We sometimes get relatives down here, or people who say they' rerdatives.”

“No, not ardative. Nothing like that. Do you know her?’

Daman was dlent for along time. Findly he seemed to make up his mind. He gestured for Jack to follow,
turned his back without a care, and headed toward the vast doorway. “No,” he said over his shoulder.
“But there' s someone here who might.”

Jack set hismouth inagrim line and followed. He didn't like the implications of what hewas seeing at all.
The connection Billie had to this place was painfully obvious, and he didn’t need hisgut feding to tell him
it was something uncomfortable. He watched Daman as he led the way. The kid' s step was confident,
relaxed, asif he owned the building. There was still something about him, though, that felt out of place.
Thekid just didn’t belong. Sometimes there were people like that, but Jack had come across them only
rarely.

As he moved beyond the doorway, the lurking shadows resolved themsdlves into shapes. About adozen
more kids stood eyeing him warily. He couldn’t tell how old they were—after Billie, Jack couldn’t be
sure—but they were young, al of them. Most were boys, and a couple of the older ones held lengths of



metal either hefted in two hands or dangling from one hand, resting casually against the floor. That had
been the scraping sound. All the kids had one thing in common—a haunted, pinched look and eyesthat
seemed to go on forever. It wasthelook Billie had worn thefirst time that he' d seen her. Jack suddenly
felt very exposed. But that was stupid; they were only kids. Sometimes, though, kids were more than
kids. He should have |learned that much.

Daman gestured, and the shadowy figures dipped away with bardly a sound, melting back into the
darkness.

“Thisway,” said thekid, motioning Jack to follow.

Across the broad expanse of floor, alarge Staircase swept up to the levels above, and Daman headed
toward it.

“Bevery sureyou know why you're here,” he dropped casudly over his shoulder with no further
explanation. Biting back aresponse, Jack followed.

The daircasedidn’t ook like it belonged in the original building design, but it was hard to tell in thedim
light. Jack couldn’t imaginethat it would be functiona in an office block. Perhapsinitsearlier incarnation
in New, it would have made more sense. It was grand, but somehow wrong. Therewas alot about this
place that was wrong.

The stairswound on and up, and he mounted them one after the other, trailing Daman’ s steps. After what
seemed like three floors, but with no breaks in between, no landings or entranceways, they cameto a
stop. Daman stood above him, waiting. Another vast doorway, and within, a pae glow.

“Areyou sure, New Man?’ said Daman quietly as Jack reached the landing and stood beside him,
waiting for the next move. When Jack said nothing, Daman nodded briefly and motioned him to follow.

An archway gaped in front of him, leading off into darkness. A faint light emanated from beyond the
pillared entrance. Daman stepped through and said, “ Lights,” then gestured for Jack to follow. “1t’skind
of likethat,” he said, “when you first step through. All new places are full of wonder, New Man, and
there are wonders to be found hereif you make the right choices.”

Daman was gone, leaving hislast words echoing in Jack’ s head, and in the next instant the dream was
gone.

He struggled back to consciousness full of aredization that he couldn’t possibly have had back then, in
the time period that he' d just dreamed. The dream, the flashback back to the time when he' d first met
Billie and when he' d gone to Old to try to find her, had shown him something. That strange young/old kid
caled Diamantis or Daman had been old beyond his apparent years, and there was areason for that. The
kid had been through the jumps. Hiswords, his gestures, the way he had carried himself, had al been the
signs of amuch older person trapped in akid’ s body. He must have been asubject in Outreach’s early
experiments.

That meant only one thing—Outreach knew about the accumulation of tempora energy.

That was why they had been so interested in locating the dien homeworld. They had been looking for a
solution to their problem. They had known about the tempora accumulation, and they weren't stupid.
They’ d rightly reasoned that the aiens have to have ameans of dedling with it. How e se could the
creatures have traveled the great distances from their world to Mandaa?

Even now, years|ater, Billie had been the key.



Just like Billie often turned out to be the key.

He tucked the information away and left his cabin, rubbing the deep out of his eyeswith hisknuckles,
wanting to processwhat he' d just learned, but eager to join the others on the bridge for the moment so
that he could be occupied with something else while his mind went through and worked out the
connections.

It took nearly two days and one more jump before Jack tried to broach the subject of his dream with
Billie. By thetime he' d rgoined the others, it was clear that Antille had managed to have hislittle chat
with her, and she was clearly pissed with him. Gone were the vague half smiles. Instead he was back to
narrowed eyes and set jaw. He decided to let her cool off before hetried again.

When hefindly did, shelifted one hand and pushed past him to stalk down the corridor, saying just one
thing back over her shoulder.

“You talk to me, Jack. Not Hervé. Y ou talk to me. Haven't you screwed things up enough?’
“I amtaking to you, Billie. | need to talk to you. Now.”
She stopped in the corridor, planted her fists on her hips, and waited.

He gtarted telling her about Daman then, about his revelation and the connection, but before he' d even
gotten to mentioning Outreach, she lifted her hand again.

“Boring, Jack,” she'd said, then spun on her hedl and disappeared down the corridor.

From that point on, she made a point of staying close by Dog, hanging on his every word, and shooting
meaningful looksin Jack’ sdirection. By thetimethe orbital and the jeweled curve of Utrecht started to
grow in the front viewscreens, his sense of relief was amost papable.

It was dmost over. They could get back and get out of there.

Asthey drew in to dock, Jack realized that he hadn’t made any plans. He had nowhere to stay and
nothing apart from what he carried in hisluggage. He didn’t know how long it would take Billie and
Antilleto sort things out, and now, with the current mood, he had to rely on the archeol ogist to work on
her and try to convince her of the wisdom of what he' d suggested. He was even tempted to talk to Dog
and try to get him to convince her, but he knew exactly what Billi€ sreaction to that would be. Maybe
later. Right now it was't worth the risk.

It ill left him with the problem.
Hedrew Dog to one sidein aquiet moment.
“Dog, | need somewhereto hole up while Billie and Antille sort things out.”

Dog grinned. “I was going to suggest it, Jack. Y ou can stay a my place until you're ready to leave. You
are planning to leave, aren’t you?’

“Oh, yeah,” said Jack. “There s no doubt about that. Not even a hint of doubt.”
Dog clapped him on the shoulder. “ That’ s settled then. Good.”
Dog looked genuinegly pleased with his decision.



They rode down to the surface in Dog' s other transport, amongst the rubbish and the detritus and the
stained seets. Neither Billie nor Antille seemed to notice, and asthey broke through the clouds and
Baance City swung into view, al other thoughts were swept away. It didn’t matter whether Jack had
begun to hate the place; the city was magnificent, and the approach made it more so. Once again, Jack
was swept away by the majesty, craning in his seat to get a better view of the spire and the clustered
buildings spread across the upper plateau and crawling, supported, down the sides. Even the color was
unimportant; whether it affected his senghilities or not, the sght was till something to inspire smple awe.

Even Billieand Antille seemed captivated.

Asthey docked, Billie turned to Dog.

“We should go out to the dormitories at the university and get some stuff organized.”
Antille nodded his agreement.

“Then we can meet back here or somewhere to talk about what we're going to do.”
“Billie...” sad Jack.

Sheturned to look at him. “I have to do some stuff, Jack. | need to get some clothes and other things. |
need to get cleaned up. We can tak later.”

He understood the sense of what she was saying, but he still wasn't very happy abot it.
“It might be better if wemet inthemorning,” shesad.
“Y eah, that makes sense,” said Dog.

Thanks alot, McCreedy, thought Jack. A big help. Jack looked at Antille, and Antille gave him the
barest of nods, signaling that he knew what Jack wanted of him.

Dog suggested they meet at the bar around midday. He gave Antille directions and they agreed it was a
plan.

In the open spaces of the docks, the ordered lines of shipsall around him, Jack stood and watched as
Billie headed off with Antille to the entranceway that would take them to the surface. He'd just found her,
and now she was leaving again. He watched the doorway they’ d disappeared through for afew seconds,
his hand holding hisluggage lead loosdly in hisgrasp.

“Y ou coming, Jack?’ said Dog.

“Yeah,” hereplied after amoment, letting out a sigh as he turned to follow.

Twenty-eight

D og’ s apartment was deep in Algol, and M cCreedy led him unerringly through the narrow Streets,
bardly looking to check that he was following. Jack was gtill unessy at the prospect of |etting Billie go off
alone with Hervé back to the dorm rooms at the university, but right now he had to accept that it wasthe
best course of action. They’ d meet up as soon as Billie and Antille had gotten their stuff in order. He
guessed Billie had some other thingsto think about too. ..and hopefully Antille would have the
opportunity to talk some senseinto her.



Despite the encapsulated nature of Baance City’ slevels, the gpartment building was much the same as
any other in any city Jack had known. Of course, they were different from anything back in the Locdlity,
but these were fixed buildings, not programmed. Dog' s place was on the third floor, and they took stairs,
rather than an elevator, and then went down adimly lit halway to aplain unmarked door. Therewasa
number on the door—thirty-six—but nothing else. Dog palmed the outside lock and stepped back to
allow Jack to pass.

The apartment was small but functiona, and Dog led him through the rooms. Therewasalounge, a
kitchen/ dining area combined, bedroom, bathroom, and a spare room. Dog indicated that Jack should
drop hisbagsin there, and then led him back to the living room.

“Takeasest,” he said, indicating the plain, square sofa. It was beige, just like most of the other fittings
and fixtures in the gpartment. There was nothing about the place that spoke of Dog, no personalization,
none of thelittle things that people accumulated. 1t was anonymous. If Jack didn’t know better, he would
have thought the place was completely unlived in. Still, if you were a pilot, hopping from place to place,
maybe an apartment would have that fed—just asmple practicd utility, somewhere to degp when you
werein town. He d seen Dog with that woman, though, on their first meeting. Thisdidn’t look likethe
sort of place Dog would be bringing someone like that back to ether.

“Can| get you adrink?’ Dog asked.
“Y eah, bourbon if you've got it.”

Dog opened a cupboard off to one sSide and clattered around in it, finaly turning back waving abottlein
one hand. “ Scotch okay? 1t Il haveto be. | haven't got anything eseright now.”

Jack nodded and Dog poured the drinks. He spoke to Jack without turning around as he busied himsalf
with the glasses.

“There’ ssomeone | want you to mest, Jack. He should be here soon.”

“Here?’ Jack took the proffered glass and settled back on the couch, swirling the warm golden liquid.
“How’ sthat?”’

Dog settled in achair opposite and cupped his own glass between both hands, staring down into the
contents before peering up at Jack through hishair. “1 put acal in from the ship.”

“Okaaay,” sad Jack. “Why would you do that? What' s this al about, McCreedy?’

Dog settled back in hisown chair, brushing hishair out of hisface. “Y ou’ ve been very useful, Jack, and
hopefully you'll continue to be useful. Now with the navigational materia and thelocation, we Il be able
to expand the contact with the dliens. The tempora disperser was an unexpected bonus, and once we
work out how it operates, we should bein aposition to exploit the technology properly. Who knows
what elsethey’ve got.”

Jack narrowed hiseyes. “We?’ he said.

Dog waved his hand. “Not important for now. Of course, we' re ill going to need your services until we
work out some other way of communicating with the coatracks. | can’t see why they won't look after
you properly inthe meantime.”

“Okay, McCreedy, what are you tdling me? I’m not doing anything with anyone. I’ m getting the hdll off
thisplanet, and if | can convince Billie to come with me, then that’ sthat.”



Dog leaned forward again. “Wait and see, Jack. Y ou don’t have much of achoice.”

“Oh, | getit.... You rehooked up with the damned Sons of Utrecht. Isthat it? 1 don’t know why |
didn’t seeit sooner. Antille suggested something, but | dismissed it. | told him | could trust you.” Jack
dowly placed hisglassdown. “1 can't believeit, after what we' ve been through. What, wasit asetup all
aong?’ Hegot to hisfedt.

“Sit down, Jack. Drink your drink. It's nothing to do with thoseidiots.”
Jack narrowed his eyes, but did as ingtructed. He was interested now despite his growing anger.
“So what’ syour angle, Dog?’

McCreedy lifted his hand, rubbed histhumb and finger together in the universal gesture, and grinned.
“What do you think?Y ou know me, Jack. A job’sajob. Follow the cash. Y ou should understand that.”

Jack made asound low in histhroat. “1’m not interested, McCreedy. Assoon as| can I’ m out of here.”

Dog shook hishead. “It’s not that easy, Jack. | wish | could tell you it was, but it’snot.” His voice was
deadly serious, and there was the vaguest note of resignation init.

The door announced an arriva, forestaling any further discussion, and Dog placed his glass down and
went to answer it. Jack contemplated trying to leave, but right now there was too much remaining
unanswered. He wanted to see where thisled for the moment, and whom the mysterious visitor would
turn out to be.

Hedidn't have long to wait; Dog returned afew moments later, followed by two men. The onein the
rear was clearly hired muscle, making Jack’smind up for him immediately about what he was going to
do. The other onelooked strangdly familiar.

“Ah, Jack Stein. Hello,” said the newcomer. His companion moved to take up position on one side of the
door, his hands clasped behind his back. The man who had spoken was graying, aplain, unremarkable
face, adark suit, the latter marking him out as an offworlder. Jack knew the face, but he couldn’t
remember from where.

The man paused, frowned, and then moved to take up a seat. He gave Dog a curiouslook aswell. He
leaned forward, crossing hishandsin front of him.

“Y ou don’t remember me, Mr. Stein, do you?’

Theway he spoke was familiar too. Jack looked from him, to Dog, to the two standing by the doorway,
and then back again.

“No. Should 1?’

“Probably not. The name' s Thorpe, Mr. Stein. Andrew Thorpe. The last time we spoke was a couple of
years ago. It was only very brief, but | remember it quite well. Y ou seem to have changed somewhat
sncethen.”

Jack suppressed awry grin. Yeah, he'd changed dll right. “No,” said Jack. “ Refresh my memory.”

Thorpe nodded. Meanwhile, Dog had taken one of the other vacant seats. The other man remained by
the door, watching impassively.

“Around the time you had located the artifact, when you became involved with Christian Landerman and



the others, we expressed interest in retrieving the item, and | spoke to you then.”
Aganthewe.

“Enough of the mystery,” said Jack. “I’ ve had enough games for the moment. Who are you and what do
you want?’

Thorpe sat back. “1 represent the interests of Outreach Industries. Mr. McCreedy hereis one of our
fredlance agents.”

Suddenly it dl clicked into place. The ship, some of McCreedy’ s comments. Jack turned and looked at
Dog accusingly. Dog merely shrugged. And Jack did remember this guy Thorpe. He'd called back at the
Y orkstone gpartment, but Jack had told him what he and Outreach could do.

Thorpe continued speaking. “ Ever since then, we' ve been keeping afairly close eye on you, Mr. Stein.
When you ended up on Utrecht, we became interested, very interested. It seemed wise to make use of
what we knew about you, and we know quite alot about you, Mr. Stein.”

“I don’'t seewhat—" Jack started, but Thorpe cut him off with one hand.

“We know even more now,” he said. “McCreedy sent in his reports as soon as he was within
communication range. And very interesting they were too. We had no ideahow vauable his past
associations with you would turn out to be.”

Jack’ smind was racing now. The big man by the door was severdly limiting hisoptions. Therewas Billie
to think of too. He knew the way Outreach operated, and not alot stood in the way of their quest for
what they wanted. Already they owned the technology around the jump drive. They knew all about
Antille aswell. The best thing he could do for the moment was pretend to play along until he found out
exactly what they wanted, but he could guess. His reveation about that kid down in Old put it firmly into
place.

“Tel mewhat you want.”

Thorpe gavealittle smile. “I’ m pleased you see things our way, Mr. Stein. Of course, asssting uswill
have its rewards. We need you to help us communicate with the alien beings, establish
contact—introduce us, if you like, until we establish our own mechanisms. We need to study how thet all
works. Unfortunately, or fortunately, depending on how you look at it, you are our sole means of doing
that at the moment. For that reason, you have become a very valuable resource.”

Jack felt anger growing within him anew. Hewas't quite sureif it was anger with Outreach, or anger
with Dog. He clenched histeeth together, trying to keep it under control. He couldn’t help saying one

thing though.

“You get well paid for this, McCreedy?’

Dog looked down at his hands, but didn’t answer.

Jack sniffed and turned his attention back to Thorpe. “And what if | just leave? What then?”

“I"'m sure you' ve seen the way thingswork in Balance City,” said Thorpe. “I think you would find it
difficult to leave. Besides, | believe there are certain things that are important to you here. We wouldn’t
want anything to happen....”

Jack gtarted to stand, the anger boiling up insde him—Thorpe could only be referring to Billie—but ashe



moved, the hulking man by the doorway took a step forward. Jack gritted his teeth and sat back down.
“Dammit,” he said. “Thisgoddamned place. I’ ve had enough of it.”

Thorpe smiled fully thistime. “Oh, I’'m glad you fed that way actudly, Mr. Stein. I’'m sure you remember
the Locality. We have anicelittle place arranged for you there. It will bejust like coming home, won't
it?

“The Locdity?But Billie...” said Jack.

“Will betaken care of. We are far more interested in you, Mr. Stein. Y our niece is unimportant.”
Jack glared a Dog, who was unable to meet his gaze.

“We are very excited about the work we are about to do together, Jack,” Thorpe continued.

Jack amply stared at him, the anger bleeding away, leaving him stting, haf-empty glassin hishand, and a
hollowness nestled deep insde.

Somewhere out there, there was an dien race, and it looked asif Jack had become the key.
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