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One

Jack Stein was fuming. The anger welled up ingde him, making him totally aware of his powerlessness
complete with the knowledge that there was absol utely nothing he could do. Once again, Outreach had
managed to make him apawn in their own game. At least he assumed it was Outreach. He knew he



couldn’t say anything that would help. Not to the impassive face across from him watching from the
opposite bunk, nor to anyone else. His new friend wouldn't have listened anyway. All spiky hair and
stubble, the guy was nothing more than a hired thug. He shifted on the edge of the bunk, his expression
unchanging, his pale eyes devoid of emation. Jack ground his teeth together, narrowed his eyes, and
looked away.

Why wasit that Outreach Industries couldn’t leave him aone?

He knew the answer: They thought he had something they wanted, or at least the key to unlocking the
knowledge they wanted. They could beright; Jack wasn't exactly sure.

Back behind him, far, far away now, lay Utrecht and Balance City, teetering impossibly on itsrock spire,
al metd and glass, and somewhere within that urban construction was Billie. A changed Billie, but il
Billie. Maybe by now she had found Dog McCreedy and discovered what had happened to Jack. At the
thought of McCreedy, Jack’ s fingers tensed on the bunk edge and the anger welled up in him anew. He
had trusted McCreedy. They had ahistory. That would teach him.

Never again. History counted for nothing.

He turned back to the man across from him and broke the silence.

“Do you haveto St there watching me? I’ m not going anywhere.”

His companion grunted.

Jack sighed. “ Okay, belike that. Not much of a conversationalist, are you?’

The dight narrowing of the man’s eyes was the only acknowledgment that Jack had said anything. Great
company.

And Jack was't going anywhere. Not anytime soon. They were on one of Outreach’s ships, heading
back to apast he didn’t want to relive. At least they’ d dready been through the gut-wrenching sensation
that was the jump. He didn’t think they’ d be going through another one. He hoped not, anyway. He' d
been through afew now, but he wasn't going to get used to the fedling, the way every cdl in his body
turned ingde out. Damned jump space.

There was nothing he could do, nothing he could say. He glanced across at the cabin’ s other occupant,
but knew he was unlikely to get any further information. They’ d be at their destination in afew hours
anyway, and there Jack would find out precisely what Outreach wanted from him.

Somewhere e'se on the ship, probably in hisown persond cabin, sat Thorpe, hisimpeccable dick
smugness locked away out of Jack’ sreach. Right at this moment, Jack would have liked to stretch out
and ruffle that presence just alittle. Thorpe was Outreach through and through. If nothing else, Thorpe
had told him they were headed for the Locdlity, but that was scant information to work with.

Jack growled inwardly at the thought. Back to the Locdlity, back to hisroots. Jack Stein had moved on
from everything the Locality represented. The sdlf-contained, programmed urban structure had been the
breeding ground for many ills, and if he thought about it, wryly, Jack knew that hefdl into that category
too. Four years. It had been four years since he' d been anywhere near the place. And yet, here he was,
heading back to the hive, back to everything dirty and corrupt that he' d left behind. Would it have
changed? He doubted it. Well, perhaps physicaly, but that was naturd; asit crawled acrossthe
landscape, its programmed buildings grew afresh at itstip, right up at the far end of New, and then they
decayed and fell apart, to be consumed by the whole down at the end of Old. Inside, its populace



mirrored that decay, whether they knew it or not. Jack wasn't looking forward to returning to those roots
adl.

He glanced back at his guard and sighed. The guy hadn’t shifted. Reconciled to the wait, Jack leaned
back on the bunk, swung hisfeet up, and linked hisfingers behind his neck. If that was the way it was
going to be, he could at least try to get some rest in the meantime, hired muscle be damned. He closed
hiseyes, sill intimately aware of the other presence in the cabin, feeling the vague energy of another
person dmost as background noisein his extended senses, and knowing full well that any attempt at
deep would be little more than pretense.

Two

B illie stood in the doorway to Dog McCreedy’ s soarse living room, staring a him increduloudy, her figts
planted on her hips.

“What do you mean, he'sgone?’ she said.

“I don’t know,” said Dog, shrugging helplesdly.
“Gonewhere?’

“| told you | don’t know.”

“Well, what happened?’ Billie stepped into the room, her fists still on her hips, her expression turning
hostile. “What happened, Dog?’

“Some suits came and took him. What can | tell you?” Dog M cCreedy flicked a stray strand of dark hair
out of hiseyesand moved to the couch. “ Jesus, Billie. There was nothing | could do. | suppose you
wanted meto get shot. And yes, they had guns, al right? | think | look better without gaping holesin
rre”

She let her gaze wander from head to toe and back again, leaving him in no doubt about what she
thought of hislast satement. He Sghed and sat heavily.

“Nuh-uh. Not good enough, Dog.”

She d been away from Jack and Dog for only afew hours, having left them to pick up afew things a the
university. It didn’t make sense. She glanced around. There was no sign of any sort of struggle. The
empty order of the apartment looked like just that...empty order. She chewed at the side of one finger,
thinking, as Dog watched her. What would Jack do in her place?

Dog reached down beside him and lifted a glass with afew sips of what looked like scotch in it, and took
aswadllow, grimacing asthe burn hit his paate. Another glass sat on asSde table next to one of the
armchairs. Jack’ s glass, she presumed. That much tied in with Dog’ s story, not that she had any reason
to doubt him. Shewasjust naturdly suspicious, she guessed. Her life up to now had taught her that much.

“So tel me again what happened.”

Dog leaned forward, cradling his glass between his hands and staring down into what remained of the
contents.

“Jack and | were sitting here having adrink, talking. Someone came to the door. | answered. They
forced their way in. Three of them—one suit, two others. Somehow, they knew Jack was here. One of
the guys pulled agun when | made amove. The onein the suit said that Jack was going with them. He



said something about the Locality or something like that, about knowing him from there.”
Helifted hisfaceto look at her. “And that'sit.”

She crossed to the vacant chair and sat, pulling her legs up in front of her, keeping her gaze fixed on
Dog'sface. “That'sit?’

“Yeah”

“Uh-huh.” Think, Billie. What did they want? What could they want with Jack? And the Locality. Despite
hersdf, achill went through her. There were too many things about the Locality that shejust didn’t want
to remember. She had spent too long with the Family in Old, in shadows between crumbling walls,
servicing the clientswho cameto find them with one sole purpose in mind. That was until Pinpin Dan had
found her and taken her to a better life. She pushed the thought away.

“How long ago did they leave?’ she asked.

“I dunno, maybe three hours, maybe more.”

“They didn't hurt him?’

Dog shook his head.

She lowered her feet and sat forward. “We have to stop them.”

Dog sighed. “And how are we supposed to do that, Billie? Huh? They’ relong gone. We have no idea
who they are or where they went.”

“Haveyou got asystem here?’ She glanced around at the walls, looking for thetdltde signsof a
wallscreen.

“Sorry,” said Dog with ashrug. “I’'m not here much. And when | am, | have better thingsto do.” He gave
her ady littlegrin.

“Yeah, yeah, Dog. You're great. Where can | get accessto one?”’

There was the university, but as with most of the places on Utrecht, it seemed technologically backward.
She shouldn't have been surprised that Dog had no system of hisown.

Dog ran hisfingersthrough hishair, frowning. “Um...”
“Your ship,” shesad.
“What about it?’

“Wall, you've got asystem there. | can useit to get access. If they’ ve taken him offworld, there hasto be
some transport record. If they’ ve even left yet.”

“But we' d haveto get up there, Billie. That will take time. I’ m not even sure my ship will give you access
to what you need.”

“Uh-huh,” said Billie, determination cregping into her voice. “Y ou let me worry about that. Well?”
“Wdl, what, Billie?’

“What are you waiting for?’ She stood, crossed her arms, and glared at him, the challenge clear in her



tone.

Dog returned her ook with one of resignation, put down his now-empty glass, and got dowly to hisfeet.

Dog'sold, beat-up shuttle was berthed in Balance City’ s docks, not too far from his gpartment in Algol.
Billie pushed him out the door and told him to lead the way.

Algol was okay, she guessed, for one of the less reputable parts of Balance City. She had seen far

worse. In fact, even the worst areas of Baance City were afar sight better than much of what Billie had
known in her seventeen years. But it was weird now, with thiswhole time thing. Meeting Jack had been a
shock. It looked like he had lost about ten years. Inside, he was still the same Jack, but on the outside,

he was definitely younger. She kind of liked the old Jack.

The temporal backlash had taken Billie the opposite way. She knew she looked about twenty-seven
now, maybe more. For some reason, the tempora buildup had affected her and Antille dissmilarly. Jack
was younger; Billiewas older. It looked more like they belonged together now. If things had been
different...

No, she couldn’t even think like that. She owed alot to Jack, but their relationship wasn't like that,
couldn’'t belike that.

Now. Dog, on the other hand...

She watched him gppreciatively as he waked aong in front of her, his shoulders dightly hunched, the
resentment evident in his carriage.

She sniffed the deave of thejacket she was wearing. Y esh, there were traces of its owner impregnated in
the black pseudo-leather. It was only alittle too large for her. Dog and Billie were roughly the same
gze...now. He had lent her some of his clothes on board the Amaranth after he and Jack had effected
their rescue. A pity the clothesweren’t programmable too, because she kind of liked the jacket. But it
would just have to do asit was. Same as the black pseudo-leather trousers. Spacer’ s gear. Like Dog.
Still, shewished she' d had time to get some new clothes. Nothing she had back at the university fitted her
anymore. She hadn’t had time to do anything redlly, except have a shower and rummage through her
things. She' d found the white oversized T-shirt that she was wearing now, but it wasn't that oversized
anymore. She hadn’t grown much with the trangition, but she’ d grown enough, in ways she might not
have expected or thought about.

Everything else would have to wait. Sorting out the Jack problem was more important for now. Dog's
mention of the Locality made her think of Outreach. Anything to do with the Locality had to do with
Outreach in oneway or another. It dways had, and she' d gotten into Outreach—or at least the edges of
it—before. If she could get some decent access from Dog'’ s ship, then she could get into the datamines
she needed, maybe Outreach itself. Then they could identify the people who had taken Jack. And if she
couldn’t do that from out here, at least she could find out if there were any recent or planned ship
movements back toward the homeworld.

“Dog, have you got any contacts?’

Therewas adight offbest in his step, but he answered back over his shoulder with nothing apparent in his
voice.

“Y eah, some. What do you need?’



“I don’'t know yet. I'll think about it.”

He stopped in midstride and turned to face her. “ Jesus, Billie. Ask aquestion. Don't half ask it. You
want meto help you? Then tell me what you want.”

She narrowed her eyes. “1 don't know yet. It dependswhat | can get with your system.”

He shook hishead, causing hislong, dark hair to fal across hisface. He flicked it back out of the way
before answering. “1 don't like your chances. Thisis Utrecht. It’s not exactly the most advanced planet.”

“Every place has a network you can tap into,” she said.

“If 1 can get into one network, | can get into others. Information’ slike that. There are bridges and
pathways. Otherwise the whole network couldn’t work. And where there' sabridge, there’ saway in.”

He looked doubtful and shrugged.
She pursed her lipsand gave hisarm alittle shove. “Come on. Timeto go.”

They walked into Balance City’ sdock area, with al the deek shipsarrayed in even lines, and Dog led
her reluctantly toward his own excuse for a shuttle. Dirty, banged up, it looked out of place among dl the
other well-maintained vehicles parked nearby. He stood, staring at the ship, asif waiting for something.
She wasjust about to ask him again what he was waiting for when he spoke.

“Look, Billie, are you sure? | don’t know what you think you' re going to achieve.”

“Let meworry about that, Dog.” She studied him, trying to work out what was forcing his reluctance.
There shouldn’t be any reason for him not to help her. It wasamost asif he was delaying. “What' sthe
problem?’ she said.

He shrugged. “No. No problem. | just wanted to make sure you knew what you were doing.”
“Uh-huh. Well, you can be sure,” shesad.

Dog keyed the sequence and the door did open. He let her clamber infirst, then took his own place at
the controls, reaching up to toggle equipment and hit switches. Shewatched dl of his moves carefully,
trying to remember the patterns. The last time they’ d been in this craft, she' d been too absorbed with
talking to Jack and Hervé Antille to pay red attention. The shuttle thrummed into life and lurched
backward as the docking mechanism kicked into action. She nodded to herself. She thought she had a
pretty good ideawhat she needed to do to get the shuttle moving. Along with the stuff Dog had shown
her on the Amaranth, if worse cameto worst, shewould be ableto fly thisthing...maybe. She continued
watching, imprinting, as he touched more controls and eased the shuttle out of its berth and into the
hangar, letting the parking controls draw them to thelip that led to open airspace and the yawning gap
over the chasm above which Balance City rested.

He spoke to the port controllers, seeking clearance. There was a brief back-and-forth, and then Dog sat
back.

He gave her onelast look. “ Sure you' re sure?’
“Shut up, Dog. Hy.”

He dapped the pand and the engines roared, launching them out into the void and up, away from
Badance City into the Utrecht skies.



Three

Jack spent some time on the voyage testing his memory, looking for places where there might be holes.
Somehow, what had happened to him didn’t make any sense. Things had been too much of awhirl since
he and Dog had rescued Billie. It was only now that the full implicationswereredlly beginningto sink in.
Though he seemed to have lost about ten years chronologically, his memories seemed pretty much intact.
How would he know? If you lost achunk of your existence, what would tell you it was gone? But then,
he didn’t redlly understand how the brain worked anyway. What wasit about Jack Stein’ s neural
pathways that gave him his specia abilities? Maybe everyone had them, but some were just more aware
of them than others. What had happened to him in the jump space was better than the other way around,
he guessed. Imagine being years older with nothing having happened in the missing interva. It would be
like having avast holein your memories, ablankness with nothing tofill it. Or perhapsthere were, in
some dternative plane of existence, in some other universe, the things that were meant to fill that hole. He
wondered briefly how Billiefelt about that. Maybe it was okay for her. Redlly, she could have no proper
idea of what she’ d missed by going through the experience. Shewas till too young to missthe absence.
And anyway, sometimes not having the memories was better than having them hanging around to haunt
you. He sometimes wished that some of the memories he carried around with him weren't there.

Back to the homeworld. Back to the Locality. Unlike in the outreaches of Utrecht and Baance City,
there was no shuttle down, no orbita platform. Asthey neared, his stubbled shadow escorted him to the
ship’s seating area, guided him to a padded chair sculpted to match the body’ s contours. He indicated
that Jack should strap himsdlf in. The man took another seat facing Jack and reached for hisown
harness. Thorpe was aready there, two seats down, safely secured. He didn't even turn his head as Jack
and the bodyguard entered the landing lounge.

“Wdl, Mr. Stein,” he said findly, turning to face Jack. “How do you fed ?’
Jack snorted. “What' sit to you, Thorpe?’
“Now, Jack. That's hardly the attitude.”

Jack shook his head and bit back hisreply. Thorpe was a corporate functionary, doing what he was told.
Jack’ sissue was with whoever called the shots, and he had a pretty good ideawho that might be. He
knew how Outreach operated.

“I' would think,” Thorpe continued, “that you might be feding something. Nostalgia? After dl, it sbeena
while since you were back in the Locality. Back home, asit were”

Jack gave him anarrow-eyed glance. “ And how do you know where the hdll I’ ve been?’

“Oh, we have agood idea of your movements over the last couple of years, Jack. We have been
keeping an eyeon you.”

“Yeah, | bet you have,” Jack shot back, venom in hisvoice.
Thorpe didn’t react.

Jack set hisjaw and looked away. He could fed the ship realigning and moments later, the deep-throated
growl of the conventiond driveskicked in, stirring his chair with vibrations. They were on their way
down.

Jack spent the time avoiding the eyes of both Thorpe and the hired muscle, though the blank ship walls
gave little digtraction. He could fed the weight of their descent in the pit of his tsomach. The drives



increased to amuted roar, and then, afew minutes | ater, there was a clear jolt as the ship met ground. It
settled, rocking once, twice, and the drives cut out, leaving the aftermath beeting in hisears.

“It appearswe are here,” said Thorpe, unnecessarily.

Jack wondered how far they were from the Locality. Though the port itself was afixed complex, the
inch-by-inch crawl of the Locality across the landscape might leave them farther or closer than when he
and Billie had lft. There was no way of knowing which way the Locality might have moved; its
programming saw to that, seeking out the materialsfor its ongoing growth and renewd, dictating the
direction it traveled in next. Hetried to do aquick caculation in his head, but it was beyond him. He no
longer even had his handipad to assist. His captors had removed it as soon as they had reached the ship,
removed anything that might be of possble use.

Thorpe unstrapped himsalf and indicated that Jack should do the same.
“Wadl, in ashort time, we will be at your new quarters, Jack, and there | will be leaving you.”

Jack took histime over his harness, thinking, testing the options. If he could find ameansto dip away
from this pair, maybe he could disappear. They were hardly likely to try to harm him if they thought he
was S0 vauable to them. At least he hoped that was afair assumption. They had to be at the port now.
He would have three opportunities: here at the port; on the way to the Locality; the Locality itsdlf.
Outreach would likely have put on aflier to get them from docks. He couldn’t imagine them bothering
with ground trangport. That was going to limit his options severely.

“How are we getting there?’” he asked. “And who am | going to meet? | suppose I’ m going to meet
someone,” he added to throw attention away from thefirst part of the question.

“All will become clear soon,” said Thorpe, watching him appraisngly.
Jack stood dowly. “So... 7

Thorpe gestured to the room’ s other occupant, and the gray-suited gorilla stepped across and gripped
Jack’ s upper arm. Jack tried to shake hisarm free, but the man’s meaty paw wasfirmly in place.

“Thisway,” said Thorpe, leading them from the cabin and out into the corridor.

Asthey emerged from the ship, Jack looked around at the familiar spaceport. It brought back memories
with the wash of fuel and ship scents, and the flat expanse of stained apron. He hesitated at the top of the
steps, trying to get his bearings, looking for any opportunities. Four or five other ships stood in place, and
off to one sde, not far from their own parking position, sat an unmarked flier. No onein sight. He'd been
right. The port buildings were along way off. Too far. In the other direction lay open fields. Reluctantly,
he succumbed to the pressure on his arm and stepped down to be led acrossto the waiting flier. It
looked like he was going to have one chance, and that would be when they arrived at the Locdity. Inthe
Locality’ sown port, there should be people, witnesses, perhaps the chance for adistraction. Wait and
see, Jack. Let fate play the numbers on this one.

Theflier rose, and shot forward, and as they reached the height of their ascent Jack craned to one sSide,
trying to get adecent glimpse of that crawling iridescent beast that wasthe Locdlity itsalf. Seen from this
distance, the roof pandls, programmable from the insde to reved displays designed to keep the masses
indde entertained, reflected the light, moving with waves of rainbow highlights. Here and there, blank
panels overlooking parks and green spaces revedled the Locality’ s murky depths. He felt his somach
lurch, and the cold emptiness grow within him. There were too many associations here. Too many
failures. Too much darkness, and here he was winging hisway back into the heart of it. Hewondered if



any of the old contacts still survived. If not, there' d be otherslike them, scrabbling away an existence
againg the crumbling walls of mordlity thet lived in the belly of the beast. He swallowed back a sour taste
and looked away.

Origindly acorporate innovation, the Locality functioned as a salf-contained city environment to give
those with links to Outreach a secure, serviced existence as the world around it had deteriorated. It was
removed, guarded, and screened; nothing outside could touch them. Early inits history, there had been
trouble, rioters attempting to pull down the shielded walls, but the Locdlity’ s defenses had proved more
than equal to the chalenge. Over time, it became more than a community, more than atown, and it had
grown quickly to city status asit attracted more people to the shelter and certainty it provided. But like
any hive, it dso grew insde, guarding its own corruption, concealed from the outside world and able to
creep throughout, controlled only by those who owned whatever happened within those walls. Billie had
come out of that, in some ways so had Jack. Despite himsalf, he leaned over to take another look. The
tagte in his mouth was not pleasant and he tried to swallow back what he wasfedling ashislip curledin

response.

Theflier swung lower, banking into an approach. Jack watched the Locdity suspicioudy asit grew
larger, dominating his view. No good could come of this. No good at all. He took severd deep breaths,
trying to steady himsalf. He had to be ready to act as soon as the opportunity presented itself. He
glanced at his companion, but he was sitting staring fixedly ahead and baling and unbaling hisfists. He
couldn’t see what Thorpe was doing. He was up front with the pilot, separated by a screen. Jack turned
his attention back to their approach.

At thefront of the Locality, the port areawas clearly defined. Large curved transparent panels marked
the section, retractable as necessary and then closing again after incoming ships. Probably unnecessary,
but they gavethe air of completenessto the Locdity’s domain, securdly self-contained and protected
from the rest of the world. Having the port located at the leading end also added to theinitial impression
for vigitors. At the extreme front, the buildings, the digtricts, were newly grown, dick, and fashionable, a
far cry from the crumbling hulks at thefar end of Old. To Jack, it just reinforced the artificidity of it all. It
was agloss, apatinaof polished cleanness that could be wiped away in an ingtant if you looked hard

enough.

Jack could fed their descent in hisbelly and he leaned sidewise to catch aforward glimpse of the celling
pandsretracting into their invisble dots. He couldn’t make out much detail yet, but it looked asif there
was only limited activity down in the port. He grimaced. No crowds, no throngs of people he could dip
through. He had to hope for an opening between the ships and buildings. The port layout was kept
reasonably constant within the changing structures. Sure, it had been more than four years, but he thought
he remembered enough. Then, if he managed to dip away, he could...

He could what? He hadn’t thought that far yet. If any of hisold contacts fill remained, hewasn't sure he
could trust them. Not against Outreach. If he could get down to Old...but then there was a matter of
surviva. No handipad. No clothes. Nothing. Even though he often forgot to eat, he could still get hungry.
He growled to himself, prompting an immediate reaction from his guard, who turned to look at him, eyes
meredits.

“Nothing, friend,” said Jack. “I just don't like this place.”
And hedidn’'t. Hedidn't likeit one bit.

They swept down and the flier settled to astop. Jack’ s captor unstrapped himsdlf and stood. The front



panel that concealed the passenger area from the forward section of the flier eased back and Thorpe
looked aft and nodded. The pand did shut, and the besuited gorilla gestured with one hand that Jack
should get up too, and at the same time reached inside his coat meaningfully. Jack sighed, released his
own harness, and stood as well, waiting for the side door to open. Asit did, his shadow stepped up
close behind, pressing something hard into Jack’ s back.

“I guessyou want meto get out,” said Jack.

The other guy said nothing. Jack was tempted to turn and look at him, but ashove in the smal of his
back quickly took al thought of doing so away. He stepped out of the flier and down to the ground.
Thorpe was stlanding at the bottom of the stairswaiting for him.

“So now what?’” said Jack. He could sense the presence of the other man close behind.
“We go to your quarters.”

Jack took adeep breath. “Give me aminute, will you? It's been awhile.” He made a show of looking
up, checking out the ceiling panels, then scanned the port facilities. Nothing immediately presented itsdlf.
Thorpe strode off to talk to aport officid, flipping out a handipad and rocking back and forth while the
man in the uniform checked over whatever was on the screen. It took only amoment for the man to snap
upright, clearly in deference to Thorpe, hand back the device, and take a pace back. Y ep, dwaysthe
same. Outreach moved and shook within the Locdlity.

Thorpe nodded and walked briskly back to join them.
“Our transport will be herein afew moments,” he said.

Meanwhile, Jack was dtill scanning, taking in everything around them, trying not to be too obvious about
it, looking for that smdl spark in hisgut that would aert him to opportunity. He till didn’t know what he
might do if he did manage to get away, but for now, the important thing was to make the first move.

A sguare white vehicle pulled up at the edge of the landing apron.

“Ah, herewe are,” said Thorpe, stepping back and holding out one hand to hissidein invitation. “Mr.
Sen?

“Yeah, yeah,” said Jack. “'Y ou can drop the polite formality, Thorpe. Thiswhole thing’s enough of a
charade asitis” He made amove toward the waiting vehicle.

Behind him, Thorpe gave apained sigh.

Walking asdowly as he could, still dert to anything he could use, Jack reached down inside himself
again, seeking any spark from hisinner senses, but there was nothing there either. It appeared that Jack
Stein was on hisown. Even his extended senses had deserted him.

He resisted glancing back over his shoulder a Thorpe or the other man. He had to make it look like he
was playing dong right until the last possible moment. As he neared the white vehicle, he strained to see
inside, but tinted windows obscured hisview. So for now, there was Thorpe, the muscle, and one,
maybe two, indgde. Fifty yards or so separated him from the transport; Thorpe and the other guy were
close behind. Jack quickened hispace. A cluster of buildings, nondescript, probably administrative
offices, lay off to theright. They presented the only opportunity he could see.

Now or never, Stain.



Jack brokeinto arun, pegling off to the right in the direction of the buildings.
“Hey!” ydled Thorpe. “ Get him.”

There was the sound of pounding feet. He risked a glimpse back over his shoulder. The gray-suited guy
had drawn his wegpon and was heading after him. He had the gun leveled, out in front of him.

“No!” yelled Thorpe again. “Don’t damage him. Take out hisleg.”

Shit, thought Jack, breaking into a sprint and zigzagging a the sametime. A shot burned into the ground
nearby. Jack swore and zagged.

Another glance showed that he was drawing away from his pursuer, but the white vehicle s doors had
opened, and two others had joined the chase. They had picked his destination and were charging toward
the smal clugter of buildingstoo.

Jack put on another burst of speed as another shot sizzled past uncomfortably close. There was
something to be said for the missing ten years he had regained. His new body was holding up well. He
had just about reached the first building when another shot zipped past him. Dammit. Close. Too close,

He ducked between the buildings, not risking another look yet. Directly in front of him stood the
astonished officid who had checked Thorpe' s documents. His jaw dropped open, and he thrust out his
armsin some sort of futile effort to block Jack’ s progress. Jack barreled into him and they both went
down.

“Fuck it,” said Jack, scrambling to hisfeet, pushing off from the ground and catching the officid with his
back step. Served him right for interfering. The yelp of pain gave Jack only amoment’ s satisfaction. He
cut quickly right between two of the buildings, then left, then right again.

“That way,” he heard avoice behind him. Grest.

He pressed up againgt awadll, breathing heavily. The sound of running feet had subsided. They were
stalking him now. Jack looked quickly each way, but there were just the narrow passages. He ducked
down, but there was no space benegath the buildings. Of course not. Everything in the Locality was grown
from the ground up. Looking up at the nearest gap between structures, he could seewall. Hisgaze
drifted up, tracing the wall right up to the celling panels. Up...yes, but he' d have to be quick. Sometimes
the old training came in handy. If you wanted to hide from someone, you went up. Peoplejust didn’t
naturally look above them unlessthey had areason to do so.

“Over thisway,” said avoice, close.

“Shit,” whispered Jack. He turned to face thewall, searching for something that would give him purchase.
There was awindow, and it had adight frame. He ducked his face around the edge of the frame and
back quickly. The glance had shown him the insde appeared to be unoccupied. Maybe they’ d gone out
to join the search.

With one hand, Jack gripped the edge of the frame, lifting one leg to get some sort of support. It was
awkward, but with an effort, he was able to boost himsalf up and catch the upper lip with the fingers of
his other hand. He dmost lost hisgrasp, ripping the skin of one of hisfingers. He winced against the pain,
precarioudy clutching against the wal and reaching up with one hand for the edge of the roof. Hisface
wasflat againgt the top of the window, turned sideways. He couldn’t look. He found the edge, diding his
fingersflat a full stretch, and then, straining, dowly reached up with his other hand. He had agrip, but it
was only with the edge of hisfingers. Repostioning, he pushed himsdf up to the very ends of histoes,



diding hishandsfarther onto the roof surface.

Jack heaved himsdlf up, getting his elbows onto the edge, then wriggling his hips up and over, and finaly
hislegs

Just intime. Gray Suit ducked around the corner, hiswegpon still drawn, looked both ways, then
disppeared from sight again.

Staying perfectly quiet, Jack inched back on the flat roof, and then allowed himsdlf the luxury of along
exhaation, the cool roof surface pressing againgt his cheek.

Now al he had to do was wait.

Four

T hey spent the journey up to the orbita in silence, Dog making the occasiona adjustment to the controls
and Billiewatching, filing information away. Ships, systems, they were easy. Eadier than people, anyway.
She could read people well enough, figure out how they worked too, but mostly, shedidn’t redly like
what she discovered when she did. There were one or two exceptions: Jack, Antille, Pinpin Dan when
he' d been around and before what happened between him and Jack. There were the members of her
Family down in Old too, but that seemed along, long time ago now.

Asthey neared the orbital, she watched its looming presence grow. Mere hours had passed since they’d
been here, with the vast rotating cylinder and the winged arrays stretching out from it in the blackness,
shipslined up intheir docking bays like awkward projections from the extended wings. She couldn’t
remember how many ships had been parked here when they’ d left, but she could make out the Amaranth
clearly asthey swept up toward the landing dock. The large bulge toward the nose containing the drives
announced quite Smply what sort of ship it was. She did aquick scan, searching for anything el se that
looked like it might have jump capability, but there was nothing. If the people she was looking for had
been here, they weren't here anymore. She suppressed a sigh and clenched her teeth together tightly,
barely stopping hersdlf from shooting Dog a narrow-eyed look of accusation. It wasn't hisfault. It wasn't
her fault either, but she was sarting to fed asif it were.,

Their shuttle nestled into its docking bay, and again, Dog seemed to hesitate.
“What isit now?’ shesad.

Heturned to look at her, obvioudy working on what he was going to say next. After acouple of
moments, he spoke.

“What isit with you and Jack, Billie?’
She took adeep breath and held it before letting it out dowly asasigh.
“Nothing.”

“Oh, comeon,” he said, peering a her through strands of dark hair that had fallen over hisface. “Why
this huge concern? Jack’ sabig boy. He can look after himsdlf. It' swhat he does, isn't it?’

Billie thought about that for asecond. “Nuh-uh. Well, sort of.”
“Comeon,” hesaid again. “ 1t smore than that. Anybody’ d think you were...you know...”

She screwed up her face and gave her head alittle shake, asif she weretrying to throw hiswords back



away from her.
“No,” shesaid.

Dog sat watching her. The silence between them grew uncomfortably. He opened his mouth to say
something, but she cut him off with awave of her hand.

“Don’'t say anything,” she said to him. “Not aword.”
Not looking at him, she fumbled with her harness.
“Canwego?

“Sure” he said after amoment. She heard him releasing his own harness. She gave him aquick sidelong
glance, but he was concentrating on the controls. That was good. She didn’t want to meet his eyes. What
he' d suggested was uncomfortable, not because of the thought of it, but more because of her history. But
there was no way he could know that, and he didn’t need to know either.

The sedl was in place around the doorway, and she palmed the control to open the hatch. Not even
looking to seeif Dog was following, she stepped into the walkway that would take them into the orbital
proper, and reached for the steadying handholds.

Dog caught up with her afew moments later, stopping her with ahand on her shoulder.
“Wait,” hesaid. “Where are you going?’

“Theship, of course”

“Well, you need meto get into it, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” she said, taking another deep breath. “Come on, then.”

She shrugged off his hand, and headed up the passageway .

It took them only afew minutesto get to where the Amaranth was berthed, through the shops and offices
and living quarters contained within the rotating cylinder that made up the orbital’ sbulk. A couple of
times, Dog had tried to dow them down, acting like he wanted to talk, even suggesting at one point that
they stop for a coffee or something, but Billie hurried him along. She stood tapping her fingerson the sde
of her thighsimpatiently as Dog opened the Amaranth’ s hatch and stepped aside to let her on board.

Dog’ s ship was acomplete contrast to the smal shuttle he ran back and forth to Utrecht’ s surface. In
someways, it was even a contrast to his own dightly disheveled appearance. Take one look at Dog
McCreedy and you' d hardly believe he maintained aship, let alone aship in such an ordered condition.
She guessed the shuttle was more in keeping with his Balance City persona. Billie had had to be good
with people, had to know how to react to them and play them. Somehow, though, Dog wasfull of
contradictions that she hadn’t worked out yet. He seemed to be good at what he did. He was agood
pilot. And what she needed was a pilot—and a ship. Getting up to the orbital to usethe Amaranth’s
systemswas merely an excuse; when it came down to it, Billie was going to the Locality and the only way
shewas going to do that was with Dog’ s assistance. Not that he knew that yet. All that she needed to set
her plan in motion was the proof that she needed to go there.

She headed straight for the bridge, though she could have used the ship’s systems anywhere, Dog close
on her hedls.



“So, what do you need?’

“Giveme access, full access,” shesad.

He was standing behind one of the seats, his hand resting on the back, chewing at his bottom lip.
“What, Dog?’ shesad. “Afraid I’ m going to find something?’

He frowned and shook his head. “I’m just not sure—"

“Let meworry about that,” she said. “I know what I’'m doing.”

Shedid into a sest, scanning the bridge for the best access point. “Can you put the diplay anywhere
here?’

He pointed a ablank section of wall off to the right and she nodded, swiveling the seat to face that
direction.

Dog reached acrossto the front panel and placed his pam flat on a polished areain the middle of where
the displays appeared when the ship wasin flight. “Full access, new voice,” he said.

Billie gave aquick gesture of affirmation. “Links,” she said. The blank section of wall was no longer
blank. An array of linksfilled arectangular illuminated area and she stood, stepped closer to the screen,
and started reading. Dog was well connected. She nodded to herself.

“Scroll,” shesaid, letting the list drift dowly down. “ Faster.”

Getting impatient with the system’ s speed, she placed afinger on the display and moved thelist to where
shewanted it. Patterns of interconnected nodes ran back and forth in nested clusters.

She had what she wanted in less than five seconds. There was a gateway to the orbitd’ s systems there.
Probably secured, but that wouldn’t stop her for long. A couple of seconds more, and shewasin.

From there, she had anetwork of linksthat stretched far beyond what the Amaranth offered. She plotted
the pathwaysin her head, and checked, confirming that they would lead her where she needed. But
before she did that, she wanted to take a brief detour into the orbital’ s own systems.

Dog gave an audible sigh behind her. “Can | do anything?’

“No. Just be quiet,” she said, waving ahand behind her. She barely noticed the sound of him taking a
seet, the dight hiss asthe seat redligned and conformed to hisweight. Billie was in working mode now.
Not much disturbed her when she was.

Satisfied that she was where she needed to be, Billie moved back to her own chair, pulled her legsup in
front of her, and scanned the record display. Thiswasthe orbita’ s own log of ships coming and going
over thelast day. There was nothing there.

“Shit,” shesad.
“What?' said Dog.
“They couldn’t have had asurface ship, could they?’ she said, spinning her chair dowly to face him.

He shook hishead. “ Unlikely. Not on Utrecht. The regulations would kill you. Or you' d haveto pay
someone enough.....”



She narrowed her eyes. That was the sort of thing Outreach might do.
“Nah,” said Dog, clearly seeing where her thoughts were going.

She agreed. If they were going to snatch someone, they’ d want to do it with aslittle fuss as possible, and
landing a ship where no ships normaly landed, that was fuss.

“Okaaay,” shesad. “They got to the records. It only shows eight coming or going over the last day.
None of them are going back home. Unlessthey lied.”

“Uhrhun.”

“Wait asecond,” she said, turning back to the screen. Shetried pulling up the crew and passenger
manifests, but couldn’t access them.

“Damn.” She rubbed her fingersin her hair, frowning.

“What now?’ said Dog.

“They're encrypted. If | washome, | could pull the dgorithms. It would take too long now.”
“So what do you want to do?’

“I’ve got something ese,” she said, and then gave a short growl under her breath. “ That’ s going to take
too much timetoo.” She dapped the seet arm. “Dammit!”

“Um, Billie...” Dog had risen and crossed to stand behind her chair. Shelooked up at him as he placed
his hand on her shoulder. “Maybe | can do something.”

“Likewhat?’ she said.
“Don’'t worry about that. Y ou keep doing whatever it isyou' re doing. | need to go and see someone.”
Billielooked at his eyes. He obvioudy picked up the unspoken question.

“It doesn't matter,” he said quietly. “There are things that you do, and thingsthat | do. Just trust the old
Dog.”

“Hmmm,” shesad.
“I’ll beback inawhile”

She watched him leave the bridge and head down the corridor, the question il clear in her mind. At
least he trusted her enough to leave her done with the Amaranth’ s systems.

Just for a second, when she was sure he had gone, she thought about taking the ship hersdlf. It was anice
idea, but no, she hadn’t learned enough yet. She wasn't sure she could handle the Amaranth, let alone get
it to where she needed to go. For now, she was reliant upon Dog McCreedy, whether sheliked it or not,

and Billiedidn’'t much like being reliant upon anybody .

By thetime Dog returned, Billie was bored and frustrated with her searches. Dog stood in the doorway,
looking a her adight grin teasing at the corners of his mouth.

“So? sadBillie.



“Yeah,” sad Dog. “I don’t know if thisisgoing to be any help.”
With aflourish, he pulled a sheet of laminate from behind his back and gave a short bow.
Billiewas out of her seet in an ingtant, grabbing at it.

Dog made alittle play of keeping it out of her reach, and then at last handed it over. It was a picture of a
guy in asuit. She peered at it, then shook it beside her.

“Who'sthis?”

“That'sthe guy,” said Dog.
“But how...?’

“Never mind. That'stheguy.”
“No name? The ship?’

Dog shook his head.

“Great,” sad Billie. Shehdd the picture at arm’ slength asif looking at it adifferent way might
mysterioudy revedl the man’sidentity, and then she grimaced.

She crossed to the screen part of the wall and spoke acommand as Dog looked on interestedly.
“Accept image,” shesaid, and placed the laminate flat against the display area.

“Search. Cross-reference Outreach Industries.”
“Now what?’ asked Dog.

“Wait,” said Billie, and moved back to her seat to do just that, sudying the picture. She wasn't sure how
good the search engines would be with this set of remote links, but it was her only option. She frowned at
the picture. There was something vaguedly familiar about the face. It wasawhile ago...and yet...

Shehad it. Back in Y orkstone with Jack. Some guy had called about the artifact when they’ d finished
with that case. He' d been from Outreach. Jack had put him in his place. She remembered thinking how
impressed she' d been with Jack at thetime. Y es, this could easily be that man.

What was his name? She d only been half paying attention at thetime.

“Add parameter,” shesad. “Soundalike‘ Thaw’ or * Thorne.””

Dog had moved to his seat and was watching intently, adight frown on hisface. “Why that?" he said.
“I recognize him,” she said. “His name was something like that.”

“Recognize him? From where?’

Billie shrugged. “Back in Y orkstone. It was something to do with a case we were working on.”

“A case?’

“Uh-huh. Someone had stolen an dien artifact from one of the stes. Only they hadn’t. But they thought
they had. It was complicated.”



“Yeah, it soundsit.”

The screen flashed, showing a hit. Billie turned her attention to what it contained. Therewasasmdl news
articleand ablurry picture. 1t looked like the same man. She stood to move closer and read the text.

“Andrew Thorpe, of Outreach Industries said today....”

She looked down at her feet, thinking. “Clear,” she said. She had the name. She knew who he worked
for, but she'd dready known that. Thiswasjust confirmation.

Thorpe' s mention of the Locality was enough. Or at least Dog' s saying that he d mentioned it. If they
wanted Jack, it had to have something to do with the diens, and the only place they’ d want to deal with
him was somewhere close, at the heart of their operations.

Maybe.

It was dways maybe.

Maybe they’ d taken him off to some remote world to do experiments on him.
Maybe.

It didn’t matter. Outreach was the Locality and the Locdity was Outreach. That’s where they were
going.

Sheturned dowly to face Dog, looking a him through her hair.

“You'd better get ready,” she said.

“WI,H?’

“You' d better get ready, whatever you have to do. We re going back home.”
Five

D espite her indstence, despite the knowledge that she had to go back to the Locdlity, Billie wasn't redly
sure how shefdt about winding up back there. There were memories there—and people. In Y orkstone
with Jack, and then on Utrecht with Hervé, it had been okay, different. She could be whoever she
wanted to be and not have to worry about it. Now she was sort of someone €l se anyway, So maybeit
didn’'t matter. She wouldn’'t know until she was back there. Being there with Dog would be dl right, she
thought. She looked over a him surreptitioudly, and then quickly glanced away. She hadn’t convinced
him yet, not quite; she could tell.

Thinking about Hervé reminded her. She' d better et him know what she was doing. He might get
worried.

“Dog?
“Yeeh,” hesad unenthusiagticaly.
“Can| mekeacdl?”

“Who to?’

“If you must know, | want to let Hervé know what I'm doing.”



“And what are you doing?’

She narrowed her eyesat him. “Y ou, Mr. McCreedy,” she said, stlanding and crossing behind his chair,
“aretaking meto the Locdity.” Sheleaned over so her facewas closeto his.

“Am |, now?’ he sad, looking into her eyestrying to maintain a stern expression, but he grinned despite
himsdf. “Yeah, | guessl am,” hesad.

“Thanks,” she said, reaching over and touching hisface. “And so, | haveto call Herve.”
“Wadll, you' ve got full accessto the systems. Just call.”

She was conscious of him watching her as she walked back to her own seat. People used to look at her
like that. Pinpin Dan used to look at her like that. Others. Jack never had. Having Dog do it made her
dightly uncomfortable. Thinking about the Locdlity brought it all back.

She put inthecal, but Hervé didn’t answer, so sheleft him amessage. After cutting the connection, she
turned back to look at Dog, folding her handsin her lap.

“So...," shesad.

Dog'sgrin had faded. “What? 'Y ou don't expect usjust to go, do you?’

“Uh-huh.”

“Jesus, Billie. Therearethingsto do. | can't just take off. What about abit of preparation?’
“Why can’t you? We ve wasted enough time aready.”

Dog sighed. “If they’ ve jumped, and there' savery good chance they have, they’ Il be there dready. An
hour here or thereis't going to make a difference. And what are you going to do when you get there?
Have you thought about that?”

No, she hadn’t. And Dog wasright, of course. It was her turnto sigh. “1 just want to be doing
something.”

Dog was looking thoughtful now. A dight frown marked his brow.
“Okay,” he said reluctantly, amost as awhisper, and turned to his controls.

While he was caling up charts and numbers on the display in front of him, touching panels and buttons,
highlighting readings and dragging them off to one side, she walked over to stand at his back, watching
over hisshoulder.

“How much do you know about this place, the Locdity?’ he said, not looking up.
“A lot. Weused to live there.”
“Hmmm,” he sad. “But not for awhile, right? Things could have changed.”

She leaned over to look at aparticularly tricky piece of calculation, taking a second to answer. “Nuh-uh.
| don’'t think s0. The buildings might have changed, but not the people. Not really. Haven't you ever been
there?’

“It'sbeen along time since I’ ve been back to Earth,” he said distractedly. “No. I’ ve never been.”



“But you knew Jack before, right?’
“Y eah, but that was before then.”
“Um...”

“Billie? Can you go and st down for a couple of minutes? Y ou're distracting me.” His hand was paused
in mid-action, hovering over the displays.

“But | want to watch,” she said.
“Just doit, Billie” he said. Then, dmogt as an afterthought, “ Please?’

She gave alittle pout and moved back to Sit, pulling her legs up in front of her, her arms crossed in front
of her knees. She couldn’t see as much from that position, but if it got them to where they were going
more quickly, she guessed it was okay. Shewasn't sure she particularly liked Dog’ stone, though.

Findly, Dog leaned back. “ She' |l take a couple of minutesto plot the trgjectories, and then we can get

gang.
“So, why did you leave?’ asked Billie.

Dog chewed at his bottom lip, then grimaced. “ That again. Let’sjust say | had my reasons.” He shook
his head.

Okay. She knew better than to push where she wasn't wanted. She would have answered just the same.
“Do you need anything before we leave?’ Dog asked.

“Nuh-uh.” Billie shook her head. “We re only going to be afew hours. | can get whatever | need down
there”

Dog st hisjaw inafirm line, breathed out heavily through his nose, and then nodded once. * Okay.”

He opened a channd to the orbita, sought clearance, and mimed to Billie that she should strap hersdlf in.
“Coordinates on their way, Orbita Control,” he said.

He glanced once a her questioningly, dmost asif he was expecting her to change her mind, but she
nodded again and gave him alittle frown.

“Okay, herewe go.”

The sedls around the Amaranth withdrew, and the ship eased dowly back. Checking somefigures, Dog
touched the controls and the conventiona drives throbbed into life, pushing them out and away from the
brigtling array that wasthe orbita itself. Dog was busy checking things, so Billie occupied hersdlf
watching the retreating station and Utrecht’ s globe beneath them. Don’t worry, Jack, she thought. I'm
coming. We re both coming.

The drivesincreased in intensity—she could fed the vibration through her seet—and the ship shot out
and away, into the blackness. Behind them, Utrecht glowed in the void.

With alast touch of the controls, Dog seemed satisfied and he settled back. He glanced once at Billie,
then out at the surrounding space, seemingly lost in his own thoughts.

Already, Billie was bored. The region around Utrecht was relatively empty, and now, for awhile, she



couldn’'t access any of the world-based systemsto continue her searches. That would al have to wait for
the Locality. At least there, she'd be on familiar territory.

“Dog?’ shesad.
“Yeah.” Hedidn't look at her.

“Jack said some things about when you two worked together. | thought you' d saved hislife a couple of
times”

Helinked hisfingers behind his neck and looked up, then closed his eyes. “ That was along time ago,
Billie. Things get colored by time. It wasn't anything specid. We were serving together. It'sjust the sort
of stuff that happens.”

“Jack made it sound alot more than that.”

“Y eah, wdl. Y ou know, when you' re on missions, things happen. People get into difficult Stuations. Y ou
help each other out. That' stheway it is. Likel said, nothing specid.” He lowered hisface and opened
his eyes. “We ve got about an hour until we reach the jump point. | think I might go to my cabin for a
while. Y ou can either stay up here or go down to the second cabin along. Y ou know the one.”

“Uh-huh,” said Billie, giving him alittle frown. She watched him release his harness and head out of the
bridge, the characteristic douch of his shoulders made even more pronounced by his hands tucked firmly
into hisarmpits.

“Seeyouinawhile” shesad.
If Dog responded, she didn’t hear him.

Sheturned back to look out at the stars, thinking about the worlds that lay out there still undiscovered,
and the dien homeworld, and wondering whether she' d ever get a chanceto redly go there. Sheand
Hervé slagt attempt had been adisaster.

Jack had seen the diens. Dog had seen them.
Maybethey’ d get the chance again.

Maybe.

It was dways maybe.

Dog was wearing a sour expression as he looked out at the cloud-swirled blue world ahead of them.
“I need aparking orbit,” he said. “Why can't they put up an orbital like anywhere el se?’
“Thereused to be one,” said Billie.

“Y eah, and what happened to that? What happened to haf the population of the place?’

He got through to ground-side control and eventually received clearance. No banter thistime; it was dl
rigid formdlity.

“I remember some of the reasons now why | got off this stupid planet,” he muttered. “Okay, Billie. Let's



go. When we get down there, I'm not sure how long I’'m going to stick around.”
She gave him another little frown, but didn’t pursueit. There' d betimefor that later.

Together they moved to Amaranth’ s onboard shuttle, afar sight cleaner and better maintained than the
onethey’d left back at the orbitd. Dog was still muttering under his breeth. Billie shook her heed. It was
amogt as bad as hanging around with Jack. She stifled agrin.

Once they were strapped in, Dog reached up and toggled controls, for the moment absorbed in the
needs of piloting rather than his own misery. Theflier eased out of its bay and below the Amaranth and
dowly accelerated toward the watery world in front of them.

“Y ou’re sure you know the way?’
“Yes, | know theway,” he snapped.
Billie reached across and touched histhigh. “Dog?’

He turned, sudden hogtility on hisface that faded in an ingtant. “ Sorry. Just old memories, Billie. Not
you.”

He patted her hand. She watched the motion, and then turned her own hand over, gripping hisfingers
gently in her own.

“I need your help, Dog. | need you to be clear.”

Helooked down at her hand and gave her fingersalittle squeeze. “I know.”
Hewaslooking a her face now, something in hiseyes.

Not now, Dog. Not now.

She gently pulled her hand away, holding the look for just a second. Then turning to the front screens, she
pointed at the steadily growing continent. Mountains, forests—all lay obscured by cloudsin some parts
but clearly recognizable.

“See, therg,” she said.

Hetore his gaze away from her and looked up at the screens. He tapped his finger on the continental
mass that projected south from the place where she was pointing.

“And see there? That’ swhere| first met Jack.”

At that moment, aflash of light, sometrick of reflection, drew her attention back to where the Locality
performed its dow crawl across the continental surface. She could just make out its shape now. A hollow
sensation crept through her chest. Over the other side of the continent lay Y orkstone, but there was
nothing for her in that place, no memories, nothing. There, below, lay her red memories, the start of her
lifewith Jack. She pressed her hand gently againgt her abdomen, trying to gtill the fedings that were
threatening to well up inside her. She had to gtart thinking about what they were going to do when they
got there.

They’ d have to get a hotel when they got down and that wouldn’t be cheap. There was no one she could
stay with. She glanced at Dog, but quickly pushed that thought away. She reached into her pocket and
pulled out her handipad. She thumbed it on, but apparently they were till too far out. With atut, she
switched it off again and dipped it back into her pocket.



“So what do we do when we get there?’ Dog was watching her again.

Billie shrugged. “ Find somewhere to stay, ahotel or something. From there| can get into the local
systems and start looking around. | need to see what the Locality looks like now. Things could have
changed abit snce weleft. Outreach has got buildings, but | think they’ ve got other facilitiestoo.”

“And how are we supposed to pay for that?’ asked Dog.

“Haven't you got money?’ she asked.

“Jesus, Billie. If you think...”

She grinned and tapped the place where she had dipped the handipad. “ It's okay.”
“Shit,” said Dog, and returned her grin.

He shook his head and looked away again, focus now back on the controls. “ Shit, Billie,” he said under
his breath, but he still had the traces of agrin on hisface.

By thetimethe smdl flier touched down, it was dready dark. Dog had sent through al the required
identity codes and they’ d been cleared for entry. Asthey stepped from the shuttle amid a shadowed
landscape, individua ships picked out with directed lights, Billie scanned them one by one. Not asingle
one of them had thetelltale jump bulge, and shefdt her heart sink. If only she could be sure.

Asif reading her thoughts, Dog tried to reassure her. “Look, they could have landed, taken off again.
They might have parked in orbit. Y ou never know.”

Billiejust nodded.

She flipped out her handipad and started checking Locality hotels.

“So, arewejust going to stand out here?’ said Dog. “Whereto?’

Billiewaved in the direction of the port buildings. “ The shuttle to the Locdity isthrough that way.”
He took her upper arm and started steering her toward the open hangar. “Come on, then.”

Shefollowed without protest, till concentrating on the hotel availability. Shewastired now. Tired and
hungry. It had been avery long day, and now that they were on the ground, suddenly she was sarting to
fed it.

SIX

S omething was moving beneath his cheek, and Jack pulled away in revulson. There was anew scent
walfting around hisface too, reminiscent of crushed insects. What wasthis? The Locdity didn't have
bugs. It took him a couple of momentsto work out what was going on. Then the redlization hit him; the
roof wastrying to rgject him, or absorb him—one or the other. Its programming had recognized him as
something foreign, something that shouldn’t be there. He dipped sdeways, farther toward the roof’ s

center, hoping that would forestd| the programming for alittle. He turned hisface the other way, rubbing
vigoroudy at his cheek with one pam. Urgh. It had felt liketiny little suckers being applied to hisskin.

Below, the noise of the search continued. Thorpe and his boys were checking each of the buildingsin the
smdl cluster now.



“No sgnover here” cdled avoice from farther away.
“WEéll, he’ sgot to be here somewhere.” Thorpe svoice.
“Nothing in here,” came another voice from dmost directly below.

Jack held his breath, finaly hearing footsteps heading away from his hiding spot. The roof was starting up
again, and he grimaced againgt the sensation. Damned if he knew what it was doing to his skin, but he
couldn’t move yet. His heart pounded as he expected that at any moment there would come a shout
announcing his discovery. The seconds dragged into minutes, and then, findly, Thorpe s voice came from
somewhere close by.

“All right, Mr. Stein. Have your little bit of fun. Wewill find you. Where can you go?’
Good question, Thorpe.

A few seconds of silence followed, broken only by the sound of aflier taking off. Jack tilted hisface
dightly, straining to track the craft asit rose to the ceiling panels far above. He couldn’t tell whether it
wastheflier they’d comein on or not. He just hoped to hell they didn’t spot him. The clear celling panels
retracted; the flier accelerated upward and then shot out of sight. Slowly, dowly, the panels did back into
place.

Jack waited for afew minutes more, listening hard. The sensation againgt his skin wasredly starting to
annoy him, and if anything, the smell had intensified, becoming more acrid. He wormed hisway to the
edge of theroof and risked aglance over. There appeared to be no one around. He turned his attention
to where the vehicle had been parked, but there was no sign of it either. It seemed that Thorpe and the
otherswere truly gone, for now. Thorpe might have left someone behind to keep an eye out for him, but
there was no trace of anyone asfar as he could see. He took the opportunity to get his bearings and map
out the areaaround the small cluster of buildings. It looked like if he kept closeto the outer walls, he
could circle around to where the shuttle stop was, and then get into the Locality proper, hopefully without
being spotted. He edged back across the creepily dive surface to the rear of the building, did hislegs
over, and dropped to the ground.

Looking in both directions, he determined the way was clear and made aquick dash to the next building,
taking care to avoid the window as he went. Two more buildings and he had only open ground between
him and thewall. He d be exposed for about a hundred yards before reaching the side of the next
building, one of the main port terminds. There was nothing for it. Steding himsdlf, his heart dtill racing, he
stepped casualy out from the building’ s shadow and into the open. He strolled unhurriedly acrossthe
expanse. Someone walking would draw less attention. The last thing he wanted to do was run.

As soon as he reached the sde of the next building, Jack fet himsdf relax. He had made it without being
spotted.

Jack walked along the side of the building, rounded the corner, and amost walked straight into Gray
Suit. Theflat-faced muscle looked as startled to see Jack as Jack was to see him. That instant was all
Jack needed. As Gray Suit was reaching insde hisjacket, Jack hit him, ahard uppercut to the chin, and
followed that with arapid blow to the now-exposed throat. His silent former captor staggered back,
clutching at histhroat, and Jack hit him again. Thistime he went down. Jack flexed hisfigt, ignoring the
pain. There was something to be said for these new reflexes. In an instant, he was on the guy’ s huddled
form, wresting his wegpon from its place of conceament. The downed man made agrab for the gun, but
Jack was too quick for him. Jack stepped back, checked that the weagpon was on and the safety was off,
and thenleveledit.



“Onyour feet,” Jack said quietly.

Gray Suit clambered dowly to hisfeet, one hand till clutching at histhroat, coughing roughly, eyesfull of
icy fire.

“Turn around,” Jack told him, and then, when the guy hesitated, “Just do it.”
Sowly the man turned.
“Sorry about this, friend,” said Jack.

Jack hit him at the base of the skull, hard. He went down again, still without any real sound. Jack leaned
down to check him and, satisfied that he wasn’t going to get up again any time soon, stood back up,
flipped on the safety, and shoved the weapon into hiswai stband undernegth his coat at his back. The guy
would live, but he wasn't going to be very happy when hewoke. Jack felt dightly guilty. All the man had
ever donewas gt therein sllence. Still, it came with the territory, and Jack wasless than inclined to fed

any sympathy for him.

Helooked around. There could be others, but now he had aweapon, not that he had the urgeto useiit,
he needed to get out of there and quickly. With abrisk tread, he set out in the direction he' d been
headed and then stopped as a thought hit him. He turned back to the crumpled form and rummaged
through the guy’ s pockets. There, he felt the hard shape he was looking for. He pulled out the guy’s
handipad and dipped it into his own pocket, then waked quickly away from the unconscious body. A
gun and a handipad. Jack was fedling awholelot better. He picked up his pace, flexing hisfingers. His
hand was starting to throb now, but it was going to hurt alot less than hisfriend on the ground back
there.

When he reached the shuttle stop, and the wash of familiarity that came withiit, al sorts of conflicting
emotions ran through Jack’ s gut. That sense of comfort with the known, being back in the place where he
used to live and bregthe, it was strange. In some ways, despite the familiarity, it wasadmost asif hewere
herefor thefirgt time; hefet so removed fromit al, cut off from it by some sort of perceptua barrier.
With his new body—no, wait; that wasn't right—it was morelike hisold bodly. It just felt new. Theway
he looked now was probably not that much different from when he' d first arrived in the Locdlity dl those
years ago.

“Dammit, Stein. Keep your mind on thejob,” he muttered to himself. There wastime enough for analyss
later. For now, he had to get himsdlf out of the area. There' d ill be people looking for him and he didn’t
know how long it would be before his friend back on the ground was awake again. In the Locality
proper, in Mid, or in Old, he could lose himsdlf. Not in New. In New, he' d stand out too much. The
problem was, if they came after him, they’ d be likely to check hisold hauntsfirst. He could try to teke a
room somewhere in the Midside of Old, one of those seedy divesjust starting to fal gpart, but there was
aproblem. No funds. Until he got into the handipad and started messing around. .. he fingered the
handipad in his pocket. When he got somewhere alittle less hot, he could try to put acal into Billieand
let her know what had happened, at least warn her about M cCreedy.

The shuttle whirred to a stop, the doors hissed open, and quickly checking in every direction, Jack
dipped on board, ducking low and keeping his attention focused through the window. As soon asthe
shuttle was under way, still keeping low, he walked to the rear of the compartment and took a seet in the
very back corner, partly shielded by the rear spar. He did down in the seet. If memory served, this
would take him to Mid-Central and then he' d have to either walk or change to an Old-bound shuittle.

Jack couldn’t risk anything until he was out of the port area. He angled his head so he could watch the
trangition, see the way the city had changed in the few yearsthat he' d been away. Thefirgt buildings



swept up before him, dick, sharp at their edges, marked with subtle pastels. No advertisng yet. That
wouldn't appear until afew blocks farther down, where the buildings were fully occupied and their
inhabitants or corporate |easehol ders had moved in and customized the programming to their needs. Up
at thisend of the Locdlity, it was al corporate. No normal person could afford to live up here. If
anything, the fashion appeared to have become more retro. The hard lines and industrial feel had been
replaced by more of a cakdike sengbility, iced edges and sweeping curved moldings and pinks and
ydlowsand blues.

The shuttle dowed, drawing into a stop. Nobody joined. Probably still too far up, and it was getting late.
Jack risked pulling out the handipad and checking thetime. It was't locked, so hewasin luck, but it
was gtill rare for anyone to lock their handipad by the looks of things. What time would it be back on
Utrecht? He didn’t know, couldn’t work it out. Whatever it was, he had to call now and not bother
about it. He could use this handipad only for ashort time before they used it to trace him. That gave him
another idea.

But in the meantime, he had to put in the call. He keyed up the commands and called the University of
Baance City, Hervé Antille.

It took awhile for Antilleto answer, and when he did, he looked deep rumpled, the eyesin hisround,
dark face bleary.

“Jack, where are you?’

“What timeisit there?’ asked Jack.

“Early, Jack. Early. Where are you?’

“Notimeto explan. IsBilliethere?

“No, Jack. She' sgone. She'sgonelooking for you.”

Jack ran hisfingersthrough his hair and grimaced. “ Shit. Well, tll her to get back. I'm back in the
Locdity.”

“I can't do that.”

“Why?'

Hervé sghed. “ She' sgone off with that Dog M cCreedy. | received a message from their ship.”
“Shit. Shit,” said Jack.

“What isit?’ asked Hervé, clearly puzzled. He had no reason to suspect McCreedy. After dl, the young
man had been ingrumentd in Antille and Billi€ srescue.

“Ligten,” said Jack, leaning closer in to the screen. “McCreedy’ s in bed with Outreach. It was a setup.
He sthereason I’'m here. Y ou' ve got to try and get amessage through to Billie. | don't know. Say
something, anything. McCreedy’ s not to be trusted. Y ou’re asmart guy. Y ou can work something out.”

“| see” said Hervé dowly. “I'll seewhat | can do, but | don’t like my chances.”
“Do what you can, Hervé.”

“I will. And Jack?’



“Yeah?
“Good luck.”

Jack nodded and cut the connection. He closed the handipad and held it, one hand outstretched on the
seat beside him. Shit. There was no one else he could call. He knew Hervé would do the best he could,
but Jack also understood the truth of Antille’ swords. The chancesweren’t good. Even if Hervé could
get through to the Amaranth, what could he say that wouldn’t alert McCreedy?

Jack was gtarting to get hungry. It had been along day aready and he’ d been burning energy. He needed
something, and he needed a coffee too. That dight nagging headache was starting to risein histemple,
telling him he d been far too long without one. It wasfunny.... He might have expected the
transformation of hisbody to purge him of his dependency, but then, how long had he been drinking
coffea? How long had he been drinking too much coffee? No, never mind.

The shuttle had taken him about halfway down New. Now was as good atime as any, and unlessthe
genera layout had changed much, there should be a convenience plaza somewhere in the vicinity.
Normally, even thislate, there' d be something open, places catering to the later office workers. He
jumped off the shuttle at the next stop and stood, trying to get his bearings, asit whirred away. Something
quick like Molly’ swould be good, but in thisdigtrict, he was unlikely to find one. They catered moreto
the middle market. Glancing above, he noted that the ceiling pandswere playing clear moonlit night. At
least he wouldn’t have to put up with rain.

He had to wak afull two blocks before he found the entranceway. Promotiond lights crawled up the
gdeof abuilding and it was the same on the building at the other corner. Looking around, but seeing no
one, just a port-bound shuttle heading up hisway, he ducked into the side street, onto wide, clay-colored
tilesand aclear pedestrianized roadway. Benches and small shrubs were dotted aong the length in front
of stores. He d not gone ten paces when an advertisng drone hit him with lightsand aburst of music.
Jack flinched away automaticaly.

Dammit, he' d forgotten about these things. He drew his hand away from behind him and strode quickly
out of the drone srange. Normally, the thingsweren't let anywhere near the quiet spaces. Maybe they’ d
relaxed the rulesin the time he' d been gone.

Dead ahead was an open plaza, and he walked quickly toward it. Jack stopped at the entrance, scanning
it. There was a café serving customers across the other side. A couple deep in conversation occupied
one of thetables. A solitary man sat at another, reading something on his handipad. It would do. He
stepped past the requisite flowing statue in the center and crossed to an empty table. He pulled out a
chair, with aclear view of the square, his back to the other patrons, and keyed up the menu. A quick
perusal, and he ordered a sandwich and a coffee, paid with the handipad, and waited for the order to
arrive. He blanked the menu, and the tabletop reverted to a black-and-white checkered tile pattern.

He nodded as the server brought his order. That was nice. Actua human service. And he had to give
them credit; they were quick. He wolfed the sandwich, bardly tasting it asit went down, and then sipped
appreciatively at the coffee. It was good. It wasn't espresso, but it would do. He thought about his next
steps as he sat there. Sowly, he was starting to come up with the germ of aplan. Some of it relied on
luck, but then luck had aways been Jack’ s stock-in-trade.

Hefinished the lagt of the coffee, draining the dregs, gratefully pocketed the handipad, and stood. The
table, would clean itself. He headed out across the plaza and back to the shuttle stop. Therewasa
Mid-bound shuttle with him in acouple of minutes. He hopped on and made hisway to acorner seet,
avoiding eye contact with the four other passengers dready on board, late workers by the looks of them.



Huddling in the corner, he pressed hisface up againgt the window, watching the celling panelsfar above
them, seeing the fake clouds scudding againgt the background of afake moon. He merely glanced at the
passng buildings, some familiar, some not. A few had clearly been reprogrammed in his absence. Other
passengers came and went on the way down to Mid-Central, but none gave Jack the briefest pause. He
remained huddled in his corner, and barely anyone looked at him. He wasthe last one left when the
shuttle pulled into the terminus at Mid-Central.

Jack left his shuttle and crossed over the platformsto Old-bound. Mid-Central wasthe place where
shuttlesfrom Old ended their journey, then sat for a period while they self-cleaned, removing the detritus
and damage from the compartments, until ready to head back down into the battlefield of their abuse.
The platforms were empty, and Jack leaned back against awall, waiting for the next one to appear. He
tried to fade into the background, because in the Locality, you never quite knew whom any city officia or
functionary worked for. He had to face it; the word had probably aready gone out.

Before long, an Old-bound shuttle whirred into the platform and the doors hissed open. Jack stepped on
board and rapidly made hisway to the back of the compartment, pulled out the handipad, and shoved it
under a seat, deep in the corner. He dipped out of the compartment and watched with satisfaction asthe
doorsdid shut. Let them track him now.

Next stop, the library. Things might be coming together after all. He' d be on foot now, but that suited him
too. People didn’t walk anywhere in the Locality, well, not any red distance. Outreach would be unlikely
to be looking for him on the street. It was quite a hike from Mid-Centra, but there was no chance that
Jack wouldn’t be ableto find it. The library was one of the few fixed structuresin the Locality, dong with
some other limited facilities. Therest of the city dowly flowed around it inadow migraion to the
decaying end of Old. The self-replicating, semiorganic structure was congtantly renewed, maintaining the
essentia data sources and information linksin onefixed location. It was easer to maintain that way, and
ensured uninterrupted access, when the rest of the businesses and services were forced to relocate as
their buildings shifted and decayed.

Onthelong wak down, Jack was aone with his thoughts and the echoes of hisfootsteps. He had alot to
think about, including the hint of guilt he now felt about the last time he had been &t the library and the
person who worked there. Jack had left without aword. There' d been something there, something,
maybe, that could have been more, and he' d just left without saying anything. Typicd Jack Stein. Of
course, there had been Billie then, the whole Outreach thing, but ill...

He reached the building and looked across at the airs, a the huge doors, feeling torn. He had no other
choice. None. Stedling himself for the inevitable, he crossed the street and strode up the gairs. Alice
would help him. He knew she would.

He stepped up to the doors and. . .they were locked. Dammit, he should have thought. It waslate. Alice
didn't live at thelibrary, did she? That was, if she even worked there anymore. Stupid Jack.

He banged his pam against the door and winced as the blow jolted through his bruised knuckles.
There wasn't even an echo.

He turned around, scanning nearby buildings, reconciled to holing up in adoorway for the night. It
wouldn’'t bethefirst time.

Seven

T he spatter of raindrops on empty streets brought him awake. The boysin programming had, for some



reason, changed moonlit night to light drizzle. Sure, the Locality needed its dose of rainfal, but they redly
could have chosen a better moment.

Jack huddled tighter into his coat, looking around blearily. It was fill too early, and his neck was stiff
from the awkward position he’ d been sitting in. He' d been dreaming, but he couldn’t quite remember
what. It had something to do with Billie; he knew that much. In his degp-muddled Sate, that gave him an
idea. If he could regain the dreamstate, he could try to send aprojection to her. It had worked once
before, so there was no reason it wouldn’t work again. He' d had that strange dream on board the
Amaranth where he' d seen Billieand Antille' s ship, and her ditting there, off in some uncharted system.
She' d been aware of his presence then. It wasworth atry.

Briefly, hewondered how long he had, whet time Alice arrived at thelibrary. He shifted position, trying
to find one that was more comfortable in the sheltered doorway, attempting to ease the pressure on his
neck, closed hiseyes, and willed himself to rax. For afew minutes, he couldn't help fidgeting, restless
againg the hard pseudo-stone wlls.

The waves of deep descended finally and he found himself drifting in ablank space, aware that he was
dreaming, but blank. Jack concentrated, focused hiswill, and thought of Billie, knowing what he had to
do. He pictured hims=lf seeing her, standing in front of her. Clenching hisenergy, hetried to forcethe
imageinto being, but theformlessvoid remained just that.

“Dammit, Stein. Y ou can do better than that,” his dream salf muttered.

Another directed burst of concentration, and there was adight change in the empty dreamscape around
him. Gathering up hiswill, he pushed again.

Vague shadows took form behind the gray deep veil, dmost there and yet not. Somewhere within that
indigtinct cloud of shapeswas what he sought, and once more, he concentrated on thoughts of Billie,
Then, suddenly, the clouds were gone, and there she was. There was one dight problem; it was Billie
from before, the young Billie, before her change.

“No, no. Thisisthewrong one,” he said, and tried to will her away.

Shelooked up a him, an inquiring expression on her young pae face, her blond hair uncharacterigicaly
nest. It was that that told him there was something different, that this was not what he was expecting.

“What' swrong, Jack?’ she said. “ Aren’t you pleased to see me? Why do you want to send me away?’
“I don't want you,” said Jack. “1 want theredl Billie, the now Billie”

With those words, she started to change, her figurefilling out, her face becoming older.

“No!” said Jack. “ Stop. That’ s not what | meant.”

Thedteration halted.

“What do you want, Jack?’

For thefirst time, he noticed figures, in the background, other, tal, silvery figures, and walls. Hewas
back with the diens.

There was no reason for him to be there. It could be just dream stuff, echoes of the places he’ d been
over the past few weeks being dragged from the dark placesin his subconscious to populate the dream,
but somehow, he didn't think that was what was happening. Testing it, hetried to will the aliens away



too, but they remained where they were, stlanding like burnished coatracksin adim and gloomy club.

Helooked at Billie. He knew that she wasn't redly Billie, that she was the image from his memoriesthat
the aliens used as a mouthpiece. But it was hard to keep that knowledge at the forefront of his thoughts.

“Moreto the point,” said Jack, “what do you want?’

“I'm going to tell you something,” said thefake Billie.

“Okay, I'mwaiting,” hesaid.

Severd seconds passed, asif she was gathering her thoughts. Then she frowned.

Taking a step forward, she reached up, placed one smal hand on his shoulder, and shook.
“Hey,” shesad. “Hey!”

Hetried to move out of reach, out of her grip.

“Areyou okay?’ avoicesad.

Therewas ahand on his shoulder and it was not Billi€'s. It shook him again and Jack opened his eyes.
Anunfamiliar face was looking down at him.

“Areyou okay?’ said the voice again. It was coming from the face.

Jack shook his head, caught in that half transition from adeep to awake, and groaned. Pain shot through
his neck and shoulder.

“Yeah, I'mfing” hesad.

The owner of the voice straightened, looking down at him with aworried expression. “Wdll, | suggest
you find a better place to deep it off than in adoorway,” said the man. * People have livesto get on with
without having to look at you.”

“Yeah, thanks” said Jack, levering himsdlf to hisfeet and brushing off hisclothes. “Thanksalot.”

The man gave him one more disapproving look, shook his head, and was on hisway, off down the street
that Jack had come up the night before. He glanced once back over his shoulder before he disappeared
from view. Great, that was al Jack needed—some community-minded citizen ready to report him for
cluttering up the neighborhood. He probably presumed that Jack was some denizen of Old, up out of his
stamping ground and deeping off adrunk. It might be smart to vacate theimmediate areafor awhile, just
in case the man became a bit too community-minded and did report him.

Jack smoothed his coat and |ooked up and down the street, then across at the library doors, running his
fingersthrough hishair in ahaf-futile attempt to make himsdlf presentable. Thelibrary Htill looked likeit
was closed, so he had that much for which to thank the passerby. He glanced at the surrounding
buildings, one by one, seeking another place he could stand and wait. He couldn’t use the library Stairs;
they were just too exposed, and by thistime, the Outreach boys would have had time enough to get the
word out. He never knew when acity patrol might just cruise by.

Hewalited in the new doorway another thirty minutes, watching as one by one, the numbers of people
heading off to their daily ritualsincreased. After dl thistime, he was Sarting to become despondent, and
gtill there was no sign of the librarian. He sniffed at his armpits, but he was okay for now. His ssomach



gave agrowl of protest, reminding him that he hadn’t had coffee yet either. Usually that was enough to
keep any pangs a bay. For now, he was completely reliant on his seemingly fast-fading luck. Perhapsit
hadn’t been such agood ideato get rid of that handipad.

He was about to give up al hope, when ahaf-familiar figure waked briskly up the steps and toward the
library’ sfront door. The hair was different, but then you’ d expect that after a couple of years. He was
pretty sureit was the woman he’ d come to see. Checking that there were no city vehiclesin sight, he
dashed across the street and up the stairs behind her. She was reaching into her bag, pulling out acard of
some sort, and he stretched and placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Alice?
She jumped, and then turned dowly. “What do you...Jack? But | thought you—"
“Alice, itisyou. | wasworried for aminute.”

She stood back from him. “ After thelast time...wall...1 thought...” And then her face took on a puzzled
expression.

“What' s happened to you? It is Jack, isn't it?’
“Yeah,” hesad. “Long story.”
He glanced nervoudy over his shoulder. “Listen, can we get ingde? I’ [l tdl you about it there.”

She was chewing on her bottom lip, checking him out from head to toe. “ Y es, okay. We' d better get you
insde.” She dipped whatever it was she had been looking for into a pocket and pushed on the door,
which swung open easily at her touch. She stepped in, and beckoned Jack to follow.

Shewas gtill the Alice he remembered, short, dim, with pae skin. She'd cut her long hair and it satina
bob, no longer pulled back revealing her face. Slight lines had grown at the corners of her eyes, and there
were afew strands of gray starting to creep in, but there was very little else to mark the passage of time
since last he' d seen her. As soon as he wasinside, she pushed the door shut after him and leaned back
againg it, her hands behind her, fixing him with asteady gaze.

“It' sbeen along time, Jack.”

Heran hisfingersthrough his hair, feding sheepish. “ Y eah, | know. | guess | should apologize for back
then. Therewas alot going on, and what with Billie and everything...”

“Hmmm.”

“Yeah, | know. | know. No excuses.”

Shewasn't going to let him off that easily, and her expression became sterner.

“So, Jack Stein—you are ill cdling yoursdlf that?>—what brings you to darken my door again?’
“I'mintrouble, Alice”

She gave ashort laugh and pushed hersdlf off from her position by the door. “Now, there’ sa surprise.
What isit thistime?’

Shewaked past him into the library proper, not waiting for the explanation.



For the few seconds they’ d been standing there talking, Jack had dowly become aware of an underlying
hum cutting through the walls. He followed Alice through the large double doors that led into the library
itself. The hum was louder here and there was the smdll of ... he couldn’t quite put hisfinger onit. It was
sort of like machinery, but different, with a sharp tang about it. Jack stood just insde, his mouth falling
open despite himsdlf. He d forgotten what this place looked like. Not in essence, but certainly inimpact.
Ranks and ranks of colored walls disappeared into the background, but they weren't just colors; they
were iridescent. Bright glowing blues, reds, oranges—al colorsimaginable were stacked in tiny cubes,
one on top of the other. They filled the vast room from floor to celling. Jack let his gaze rove, tracking the
lines, seeking some pattern in the ranks of softly glowing color. He remembered standing here on hisfirst
vigt, doing just thet.

Alice had crossed to her desk. A comfortable-looking swive chair sat behind a kidney-shaped desk with
rows of flat screens arrayed before it. She was perched on the edge of the desk, watching him intently.

“What' s happened to you, Jack? Or perhaps my memory is playing tricks on me. Y ou seem. .. different.”

He closed his mouth and crossed to join her. “Likel said, it'salong story. It'sgot to do with
Outreach—"

“Ha Our old friends.”
“And some dien homeworld.”
“Okay. That’'snew,” she said, completely unfazed.

“There sthisaccumulation of tempora energy if you perform any seriesof long jumpsand it hasa
certain, gpparently random side effect.” He swept hisarm in ahalf bow. “ And there you haveit.”

“I’'mnot sure | redlly understand, but you can explain it to mein more detail later. For now,” she sad,
looking him over criticaly, “let me guess. Y ou could do with coffee.”

“I could do with more than that, but right now, yeah, that would be great.”

“Comeon.” She got off the desk and headed toward a doorway Jack hadn’'t seen before. It ledto a
small kitchen and eating area. She dided up a coffee and leaned back on a counter, waiting for it to
brew, still watching him appraisngly. She had her hands shoved into the pockets of her white coat. He
thought he liked the new hair. She seemed to have put on just alittle weight too, and it suited her. Jack
pulled out achair and sat. After the night in the doorway and the hurried flight the evening before, he was
garting to fedl abit rough. He probably looked it too. He propped his chin on his hands, returning her
gaze while they waited for the coffee.

The slence between them was growing, dong with Jack’ s discomfort. He cleared histhroat.
“S0, how isBillie?” asked Alicefindly.

Jack wondered whether she was speaking just to fill the empty spaces. He cleared histhroat again before
answering.

“Y eah, fine. Though she’ schanged.” He gave awry little laugh. “More than you can imagine.”
“Whereisshe?’

“Back on thisworld called Utrecht. She was working with thisguy at the univerdty there.
Xenoarchaeology.”



“Redly?’ she said, sounding interested. “ That must be something. | remember, she was very excited by
al that sort of thing.”

“Mmmm. | don't redly get it, mysdf.”

Aliceturned to deal with the coffee, and Jack watched her as she moved. She looked good, but then
she' d looked good before. He wondered for amoment if the whole body thing had sparked some old
urges. Of course they’ d dways been there, but just now they seemed to be stronger. She turned, holding
acoffee mug, and caught him looking. There was the vaguest of smiles as she placed the mug in front of
him.

“I hopeyou likeit asis. | don’'t have anything here.”

“Yeah, good,” he said. He drank the smell in, savoring, before taking atentative sip.
Stll with that little smile, Alice took a seat opposite, lifting her mug with both hands.
“So, Jack. | think you' d better tell me what’s going on.”

As he garted talking, explaining, the smile quickly dipped away. Hetold her about the diens, about the
tempord buildup, about Billi€ s rescue, and about McCreedy. All throughout, she listened attentively,
taking the occasiond sp from her mug. Findly, he went through the eventsleading up to his dash from
Thorpe and his people.

“So, | don’'t know who' sleft in the Locality, Alice. Not anyone | can trust. | thought of you. I'm here
without a handipad, without achange of clothes, and with no ideawhat I'm going to do. | need aplaceto
hole up while | work out my next steps. | know it'sabit of animpostion, but | don’t know where dseto
turn. | guess|’m lucky that you're fill here”

She had placed her mug down and was tugging at her lower lip. “And you're sureit’s Outreach?’ she
sad.

“Oh yegh. I've had dedlings with this Thorpe guy before.”
“Hmmm.”
Shetraced her fingers up and down the side of her mug.

“Y ou can stay at my place, Jack. I’'m probably anidiot, but | don’t see any option.” She sighed. “And a
couple of dayslater, you'll just wander off and disappear again.”

Heheld up ahand. “No, Alice. It' snot like that.”

“Whatever you say, Jack. Listen, my placeisn't very big, but we' |l have to make do.”
Jack had a sudden thought. “1s there someonein your life, Alice? Becauseif there—"
She gaveashort laugh. “No, Jack. There€ sno onein my life, asyou put it.”
Involuntarily, he briefly narrowed hiseyes.

“Oh, don't worry. There have been possibilities. Encounters. Nothing' s ever gone very far, though.
Currently, | am between...arrangements.” She looked down into the remains of her coffee and tilted the
mug back and forth in her hands.



He decided he' d pursue that one a a more convenient time. Alice was an attractive woman. Did she
have some bizarre persondity flaw that made things not work out? He stopped that thought right where it
lay. Look at yoursdlf, Stein. Y ou should talk.

Alice s apartment was in areasonably quiet areaof Mid, closeto the borders of New. It was small, but
functional, Situated on the seventh floor a acorner of the building. The view from the windows was
New-bound. She had decorated the flat in pale blues and whites. She gave him the quick tour, seeming
dightly embarrassed. He looked for traces of things that made the space uniquely hers, and reached out
with his senses despite himsdlf and despite the exhaustion he felt, but the place was strangely devoid of
the hints of energy that spoke of long-term occupancy. Maybe it wasjust that he wastired.

“How long have you been here?’ he asked.

“Oh, only about ayear. | moved up when the last place started getting too close to the Old end of the
digtrict. It was apity, | liked the place, but property moves on, you know. Didtricts change.”

He moved across to the window and looked up the broad avenue heading up the Locality’ sleading
edge.

“Niceview.”

“It'snice enough,” she said, and then she was suddenly all business. “But we need to think about getting
you sorted out, Jack. Enough about me. Y ou’ re going to need some clothes. Perhaps a handipad, but |
think we' [l need you for that.”

He turned from the window and held up hishands. “Hey. All | asked wasfor aplaceto stay whilel
worked out what | was going to do.”

“Look at you, Jack,” shesaid. “You'rein no state to do anything. Give me your sizes. I'll go out and get
afew things. Meanwhile, you get in there and take a shower and then get some deep. A couple of hours
a least”

He frowned, but wasin no state to argue. He told her hisfitting sizes and she noted them down. “You're
ure?’ hesad.

“Doasyou'retold, Jack Stein.”
Hebit hislip.

“When you' re cleaned up and you' ve had some rest, we can get you something to eat and then and only
then, you can use my system. | think you need to be thinking clearly.”

“Fine” hesad. It was no different from being bullied by Billie, but in Alice s case, he was prepared to
dlow it. “I'll st mysdlf up on the couch.”

“You will not. You will deepin the bed. In the bed, Jack. Not on it. Now, the shower’sin there. Get
going, miger.”

“Yes maam,” hesadwith alittlegrin.
“Good boy,” she said, patting him gently on the cheek.
As he headed for the bathroom, she was aready checking her handipad and disappearing through the



front door, leaving him to do what she' d ingtructed.

Somehow, al hefdt was gratitude, and a growing appreciation. Right at this moment, he was more than

lucky.
Eight

A sthey left the port area, heading for the shuttle stop right at the Locdity’ stip, Billie watched Dog with
interest. He was dl wide-eyed and touristy, brushing hishair out of hisface, craning his head back to get
agood view of the celling pands, and scanning al of the buildings they passed.

“And you retdling methisthing' sdive?’ he asked again.
“Uh-huh. Sort of. They' relikelittle organic machines or something.”
Dog shook hishead. “Hard to believe.”

She grabbed his arm and started dragging him toward the port terminus. He grinned in response and took
the opportunity to dip hisarm through hers. Billie thought about it for less than a second before deciding
shedidn’t mind. She wasn't going to think about what might happen later, nor the ideathat what she was
doing wasin someway abetrayal of Jack. She glanced at Dog' sface, and then looked away again
before he had a chance to catch her looking.

All theway acrossthe port, she fdt hersalf seeking some sign that Jack had been there, but how could
shetdl? Shewasn't going to find him just by looking. It was stupid.

Dog gave her arm alittle squeeze, but thinking about Jack had taken her back insde hersdlf, and she
didn’t respond.

Dog was still looking around like akid at atheme park.
“Haven't you ever been in one of these places?’ she asked.

Dog shook his head. “Never had any reason to. It simpressive, but | think I d feel trapped in acouple of
days. Peoplelikeliving thisway?’

Billiefrowned. “ Sure. Why not?’

Dog shrugged. “1 don’t know. | guess| like thefeding that | can get away. | dways want to know where
the door is”

They had reached the shuttle stop and she extracted her arm from Dog' s grip, pulled out her handipad,
and found a nearby seat. Dog watched what she was doing, but stood where he was, turning to take in
the surrounds, hands clasped behind hisback. It didn’t matter that he was so much older than she
was—redly; hewas il akid, just like Jack wasin alot of ways. It was aguy thing. Had to be.

She turned her attention back to her handipad. The hotel was about halfway down Mid. They’d bethere
in about fifteen minutes once the shuttle arrived. It was't far from the place where she had once shared
an gpartment with Pinpin Dan, so many years ago now, it seemed. That was alifetime away, in more
ways than one. She thought it was going to be weird being in the old neighborhood. It was going to be
even weirder being down in Old proper. She wondered briefly if Daman was il there. Jack’ s conviction
that Daman had been involved in some way with Outreach had given her anidea.

She thumbed off her handipad and dipped it away. The shuttle was entering the platform, so she stood



and crossed to join Dog at the platform’ s edge. He was nodding at the shuttle asit did to astop in front
of them. The doors hissed quietly open.

“Nice” hesad. “And where sthistake us?’

“We could go al the way down to Mid-Centrd if wewanted to,” she responded. “But we get off before
then.”

“What'sa Mid-Centra?’
She grabbed a piece of his coat and pulled him inside and toward a corner sest.
“It'stheinterchange. Y ou change there to go down to Old.”

The doors hissed shut again and the shuttle whirred into action. It smelled clean and newly fitted just like
the shuttlesalways did &t thisend of the Locality.

“So, what'sin Old?” heasked. “And why *Old” anyway?”’
Billiesghed. “A lot of questions, Dog.”
“Yeah, wdl. | liketo know what I’m doing.”

She spent a couple of minutes explaining how the Locdlity grew and decayed, about how Old wasthe
place wherethingsfdll apart.

Dog sniffed, looking out at the passing buildings. “ Seemsto methat it's more than Old where thingsfall

“What makes you say that?’ she asked.

“Doesn't matter,” he said. He breathed on the window and drew a pattern in the fog with hisfinger,
crosshatched lines, and then rubbed them out with the hedl of hispalm.

She glanced out, and noted they were already about athird of the way down Mid. “We get off ina
couple of stops,” she said.

Dog merdly nodded, seemingly wrapped up in his own thoughts. Apparently, the Locdlity had dready
logt itsfascination.

She dragged him up as shefdt the shuttle dowing, indicating they were nearing their stop. The shuttle
pulled in and they alighted. Dog watched it as the doors closed and it headed away down toward
Mid-Central. He scanned the surrounding buildings, casting ajaded glance at the advertisng dogans
climbing across lintels and doorways and aong the building edges.

He was nodding to himsalf again. An advertisng drone cruised by and, sensing amale presence, hit him
with aburst of colored light and noise. He jumped, haf crouching and reaching for a nonexistent weapon.

Billielaughed a him.

“Shit,” hesaid, dowly standing upright and working hisjaw. He narrowed his eyes at the drone. It had
delivered its message and was wobbling off on itsway. He turned back to look at Billie.

“Very funny. Y ou might have warned me.”



Billie smply laughed again. He narrowed his eyes Hill farther, and then finaly brokeinto adow grin.
“Yeah, okay,” he said. “Where now?’

When they got there, Dog scooting out of the way of an occasiona drone en route, they checked into a
hotel that was just that, a hotdl. It was nothing specia and they headed straight to the room, a double.
Billiewasn't sure they’ d be spending much time here, but it was abase, and it would give her accessto
the Locdity’ s systems. It was aready quite late, but she wanted to check a couple of things out before
deeping. She had options. She could try to track down a couple of Pinpin Dan’s old contacts and put the
word out, or she could go straight down to Old and seeif she could put thingsin motion. First, she
wanted to seeif she could identify any likely place where Outreach might be holding Jack, though she
thought that was going to be difficult in the Locality, with so much of it owned and controlled by them.

She pulled up achair and accessed the system. Meanwhile, Dog was sitting on the edge of the bed,
bouncing dightly. She could fed him watching her. She ground her teeth and turned to look at him.

“What?'

“Wadll, | thought you might be coming to bed. It’'slate.”

She sighed. “You go to bed if you want. I’ ve got stuff to do.” She turned back to the wallscreen.
“Humph,” he said a her back.

She waved her hand behind her. “I’m going to work.”

“Fine” hesad. “It'slate”

“Dog...” Therewasawarning in her tone.

“Okay,” hesaid. “I’'m going to the bar. | guessthis place hasabar.”

Shedidn’'t even look as heleft the room and closed the door behind him.

Billie was dready in bed with the lights out by the time Dog stumbled back into the room. She pulled the
covers higher, pretending to be adeep. He headed for the bathroom and the sudden glare from the lights
made it through the covers. She heard him emptying his bladder and then struggling with histrousers. She
peered through dit eydids, watching as he removed most of his clothes. Therewasn't any harmin
looking, was there?

The next moment, the light was gone, and she dipped farther beneath the bedclothes. Hisweight did in
beside her, shifting her. She could smdll the alcohol on him and the other marks of the day and she
wrinkled her nose.

“Billie” hesad quietly.

She didn't respond.

He grunted to himself and did closer. One arm moved across her body.

Billie groaned, shifted, putting on the performance, and then lifted hisarm away from her.
“Billie?”



“Goto deep, Dog,” shesad.

Lying there, the half-naked M cCreedy beside her, she was suddenly alittle nervous. All she was wearing
was ashirt. No. Nothing was going to happen. She' d been thinking about Jack and she had decided.
Nothing was going to happen. Not yet, anyway.

He shuffled closer to her, but she moved nearer to the edge of the bed in response.
“Dog, goto deep,” shesaid again, trying to give him no argument.

He grumbled, but then turned over, hisback toward her. Within minutes, he was snoring lightly. Billie
stayed awake, listening, a sense of unease working in her abdomen until shetoo drifted into atroubled

deep.

The next morning, there were only shades of embarrassment between them, but she caught Dog looking
a her more than once, and filed it away. Would it have been so bad? Billie berated hersdlf. She shouldn’t
even be thinking about it. They both had too much to do without getting distracted.

AsDog pulled on his clothes she took the opportunity to look at him anyway.

Both of them looked disheveled and they smelled.

“We need to get somethings,” shesaid.

“Yeah,” hesaid, running fingersthrough hishair. “Have you got any ideawhat we do then?’

Billie crossed her arms. “Not yet. There are just too many places Jack might be. | couldn’t find anything
that stood out.”

Dog grimaced. “ So...7’

“So, | have some places | can look for information that might not be on the systems. I'm all right, but |
know some people who are better.”

“Okay. Whatever you say.”
She could tdl that he didn’t think much of their chances.

“But now breskfast, okay?’ he said. “ And you're right, some clothes and other things. We could
probably get some of that right here in the hotel.”

“Why?" sad Billie. “We re going up there anyway. We may aswell do everything there.”
“Yeah, | suppose. And we're going to pay for this how?’

Billie pursed her lips and shook her head. “Y ou think | haven't thought of that? As soon aswegot in, |
linked to the accounts. We ve got credits.”

“Okay,” he said, holding up his hands. “Comeon.”

Downgtairs, they breakfasted in silence. Billie was starting to think there might be problems. Dog was
clearly used to getting his own way, but then again, so was she. It was going to be interesting. All the
time, she was glancing around, looking at the other people, remembering what it wasliketo bein the



Locdlity. She had breskfasted in places like thiswith Pinpin Dan. That wasn't so unusua. The hotdl was
amost empty, and there were only one or two other guests at the breakfast buffet. When they’ d finished,
Dog sat back, wiped his mouth, and then flexed his shoulders, asif he was uncomfortable.

“What' swrong?’ she asked.

“Bed too soft, | guess. Not used to it. What now?’

“Now we shop.”

Dog pushed back his chair, tossing his crumpled napkin down on the table,

“Come on then,” he said, but then stopped dead just as he was about to stand, ducking his head dightly.
“Shit,” he said under his bresth.

“What isit?’ Billie asked.

Dog glanced up, behind her shoulder. “That guy over—no, he'sgone. | could have sworn...”
Billielooked back over her shoulder. “What?’

Dog shook hishead. “I might have been imagining it, but | think | just saw someone | recognized.”
“Here?” said Billie.

“Yeah.” Theword was amost asigh, and he shook hishead again.

Nine

Jack dept asif he hadn’t dept for years. And maybe in some ways he hadn’t. The thought was bizarre,
but he didn’t want to dwell on the paradox of his own transformation. He struggled awvakein Alice' s bed
to the smdll of coffee, taking afew momentsto work out exactly where hewas. A fresh change of
clotheswaslaid out on anearby chair. He pulled back the covers and crossed to the chair, holding up
and examining the trousers, the shirt. Maybe not what he would have chosen, but they’ d do. He dressed
and wandered out of the bedroom, fegling better than he had for awhile.

“Good morning, Jack,” said Alice cheerily from the kitchen.

Hewaked over and leaned in the doorframe, watching her as she poured coffee and arranged food on
plates. She glanced up at him and smiled.

“Yes, not too bad,” she said. 1 thought they’ d suit you. You'll do, Jack Stein.”

Helooked down at his clothes and couldn’t help returning the smile, haf-shy beneeth her scrutiny.
“So where did you deep?’ he asked.

“That' s not important,” said Alice. “Y ou looked like you needed the rest.”

“Yeah,” hesaid, till wondering. Maybe she' d dept on the couch. If so, she' d dready tidied awvay any
sgn.

“Comeon,” shesaid. “ Grab the cups.”

Hefollowed her out to asmall table and she st the plates down, pulled out achair, and gestured for him



to St at the other. He placed the cups down, the smell of the coffee teasing his senses. It wasredl coffee,
proper coffee.

As he tucked into the breakfast—strange, he never used to be able to face food in the morning—she
watched him, her fork held with one elbow propped on the table.

As hereached for his coffee, she put the fork down. “What are we going to do with you, Jack?’

He paused, the coffee hafway to hislips. “1 don't know. | ought to think about getting out of here, getting
away. | don’'t know how the hell I'm going to do that, though. Outreach is everywhere in the damned
place”

Shereached for her own mug and looked at him thoughtfully over the rim.
“Maybe you don't haveto,” she said.
Jack shook his heed. “How so?’

“Wadll, if you stay herefor awhile, keep out of sight, the heat might die down and then you can dip
away.”

“Y eah, but I'm worried about Billietoo,” he said. “Hopefully Antillewill get through to her, but | can't be
sure of that. She'' s wandering around with M cCreedy, and who knows where the hell he' s going to take
her? Besides, | just can’t dump myself on you. It'snot fair to you.”

She put down her mug and looked at him squardly. “ Jack, | don't mind. Really. I’'m happy to help.”
“I'll pay you back as soon as|—" The narrowing of her eyeswas enough to cut him off in midsentence.
“Just tell me what you need, Jack.”

He shook hishead and bit hislip. “I don’'t know. Maybe a handipad, but that’s going to be hard. I’ ve got
to be careful about being seen. I’ m sure they’ re monitoring the systemstoo, so | can't really use them
either. Shit. A few years ago and it wouldn't have been an issue. Some of the people | used to
know...new identity? No problem.” He shook his head again. “I don’'t know. | need to think.”

“And what about Billie?” Alice asked. “What would she do?’

“| don't—"

“Wél, if youwereBillie. Put yoursdf in her shoes. What's shelikely to do?”’
“Comelooking.”

Alice nodded dowly. “Yes”

Jack ran hisfingers back through hishair. “Y eah, finein principle, but she'swith McCreedy. HE snot
going to bring her here, ishe? It doesn’t make sense.”

Alice pushed her chair back, stood, and moved around behind him, putting her hands on his shoulders
and working her fingers, firmly but gently.

“Listen, Jack. | need to go to work soon. Y ou can stay here, help yourself to whatever you need. Y ou
should be able to use the system if you're careful. I'll set you up with access before | go. Meanwhile, you
can think about what you need to do, and I'll do some thinking about it too. The library has pretty vast



resources and accesses. We might be able to do some things from there.”

He hadn’t thought about her having to go to work. She wasright, though; he needed to figure out what
he was going to do.

“You okay?" shesad, ruffling the top of his hair with one hand.
“Yeah,” hesad. “I'm okay. And, Alice...?”
“Shhh,” shesaid. “Come on. Let’ sget you set up on the system.”

Jack didn’t quite know where thiswas going, but he wasn't going to complain about the direction now,
neither outwardly nor insde. There d been possibilities between them afew years back and it looked like
that hadn’t gone away. Sometimes you just have that click with aperson and it staysthere until it's
satisfied or one or both of you redlize that it was some other part of you talking.

Alicewaked him through her system. Things hadn’t changed much since he' d last used the Locdlity’s
fecilities. Some of the search routines seemed to be alittle more intuitive, but apart from that. ..

“You'resureyou're okay, Jack?’
He nodded.

Shelooked asif shewas going to say something and then stopped hersdlf. “Okay, I [l see you this
afternoon,” shesaid findly. “Help yoursdf to anything you want.”

Saying nothing, Jack watched her as she picked up her things and headed out the door. After sheleft he
dtared at the closed door for along time, thinking.

A while later, he wandered over to the window and |ooked out, seeing people heading off to work or
shopping or whatever they did in the morning. What wasit like to have aseminormd life? Whatever it
was, Jack Stein didn’t quitefit.

He wandered back into the kitchen and made himself another coffee, poking through cupboards and the
freezer, looking at the sparselittle that Alice kept for hersalf. He felt no guilt about prying. He wanted to
know more about her. Would Jack fit into her life? Maybe hisimpressions wouldn’t work if hewasto
use them for hisown ends. He didn’'t know; he'd never redlly doneit before.

Halfway through his coffee, he settled back into the living areaand caled up the wallscreen. There had to
be someone from the old life till here and functioning, though how anybody would react to Jack Stein
appearing out of the blue after so long was another matter. He racked his brain for old names, old faces.
There were those from Locdity officiddom that he' d worked with, but he hardly wanted to dert them to
his presence. There was Francis Gleeson, and he owed Jack something, but no, the little clerk from
Outreach was just too close to certain people. William Warburg, Anastasia Van der Stegen—other
names ticked through his head. None of them were any use. What he needed were old contacts. Pinpin
Dan would have been aname, but there was no Heironymous Dan anymore; Jack had personally seento
hisdemise,

There was aguy who used to work out of the upper end of Old called Sharkey. Phil Sharkey, that had
been his name. He specialized in getting into places. Jack thought for amoment, but couldn’t remember
any of hisdedingswith the guy going sour, so that was astart. Everyonejust called him Sharkey, and
Jack had learned hisfirst name only by accident. Y eah, it was apossibility. He had a problem, though;
Sharkey did nothing for nothing. Jack would just have to bluff hisway through. He called up the directory
functionand putinacal.



Sharkey’ s dark features swam into view.
“Sharkey,” said Jack.

“Jack Stein, shit...it" s been forever,” said Sharkey.
Jack waved his hand and put hisfinger to hislips.
“Okay,” said Sharkey. “Where you been?’

“Away for awhile”

Sharkey nodded, knowing better than to ask, and then rapidly scratched the mat of tight curls covering
his head. “Y ou'relooking pretty good.” The frown came amoment later, asif Sharkey suddenly redized
that there was something not quite right with the image he was seeing. If he had questions, he chose not
to voice them, though. “ So, what can | do for you?’ he said after apause.

“I need some help. I'm kind of out of touch with the network. Thought you might be able to put me on to
acouple of people.”

Sharkey’ s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Y ou working for someone?’

Jack shook hishead. “Relax. Nothing like that. | just need to get out of here and need some help doing it.
Thought you might know the right faces”

Sharkey tilted his head and looked off to the side, frowning as he ran what Jack was saying through his
less-than-sharp gray matter.

“Yeah, okay,” hesadfindly. “How can | help?’
“We ve been ontoo long asitis,” said Jack. “Can | come and see you?’

“Sure. Twelve Fifteen Mainin Old. Not far from where the old place used to be. Look for afaded blue
building. Apartment thirty-six. Y ou called me—you’ ve got the address.”

“Yeah,” said Jack. “It’ [l take me about an hour. That okay with you?’
“Sure. It'sabit early for meto be doing anything se....” He grinned.
“Thanks, Sharkey,” said Jack. “ See you in awhile.” He cut the connection.

He leaned back and clasped hisfingers behind his neck. It was agtart. It was dmost like being back in
theold life. AImost.

That gave him a sudden thought, and he headed into the bedroom. He' d completely forgotten about the
wegpon he' d removed from Gray Suit back at the port and he couldn’t remember what he' d done with
it. Last thing he remembered, he' d had it shoved in the back of hiswaistband. He' d pulled it out and put
it on the bedside cabinet when he' d gone to take the shower, and then it had dipped from his memory
aong with al other thoughts as he' d succumbed to deep.

It wasn’t on the cabinet, and aquick search of his coat gave no joy either. Jack scratched the back of his
head and grimaced. Alice must have found it and put it somewhere. He opened the bedside cabinet, but
it wasn't there either. Where would he put agun if he were Alice? The truth was, he had no idea

He made a perfunctory search of the gpartment, but then decided, only half reluctantly, that he didn’t



redlly need the thing anyway. If he could get away without using awegpon, then that suited Jack just fine.
He doubted he' d need it with Sharkey. It would be a sure way to get Sharkey to close up tighter than a

trap.

Finding Sharkey’ s place was no problem at dl. Ashe'd said, it was dmost where he used to live, the
same geographic location, just adifferent building. The pae blue was easy to spot.

Coat pulled tight around him, Jack stood across the road watching for afew minutes, trying to fed for
any threat with hisinner senses. Nothing tugged at him, so he did aquick stride across the street and
approached the building’ s entrance. A few wide steps led up to a battered set of double doors. Looking
either way, he climbed the steps quickly and dipped in through the half-open door. Insde, the smell of
old buildings and the sharp ammoniacd taste of derdlict humanity washed into hisface, causing him to
wrinkle hisnose. Y eah, very little had changed about where Sharkey lived. If he didn’t know better, he
could amost think that it wasthe very same building.

The resident display was patchy, and Jack ran hisfinger up the list, avoiding actually touching the wall.
Number thirty-six had no name listed. Jack nodded to himsdif.

Something was touching him at the back of hisneck, a prickling, and he stood, looking around. An empty
feeling opened up in the base of his ssomach. He glanced around, seeking the source of unease. He knew
better than to ignore the sensation. He ducked his head around the corner, looking up the hallway where
the devator lay, but the place was empty, just an unidentifiable lump of something about hafway along
againgt the poisonous green walls. A thick door lay at the other end, faded deep red with asmall dirty
window set high. He looked out to the road, but there was no movement, no traffic. Jack frowned, trying
to shake the feding away. What the hell was going on? Maybe his senseswere just kicking in, flexing
from lack of use. Not good, Jack. He needed to be able to rely on himsdlf at least.

Grumbling to himsdlf about his quiescent abilities, Jack headed for the eevator. Some sort of psychic
detective he was turning out to be. It wasadmost asif hisinteraction with the diens had drained hdf of his
capacity. He was starting to miss the spontaneous prompts, which was funny; he' d always seenthem asa
sort of semicurse. Hafway dong the hdlway, agarcase led up. An dluvia fan of dust spread out from
the bottom step, amark of the building’ s growing deterioration. There were things you forgot when you'd
been away from aplace for awhile,

A noise from the steps stopped him in histracks and he looked up dowly.
A figure stood on the gtairs, weapon leveled.
“Hello, Stein,” said the gray-suited muscle from the docks. “We ve got some unfinished business.”

Jack didn’t like the implications of the grin on the guy’ s face. He was decked out in adark brown suit
thistime. He took one dow step, then another.

Jack glanced sidelong at the other end of the halway, assessing his options. The door wastoo far away.
The door at the opposite end looked like it was locked tight. Apart from that, there was only the
elevator. Jack backed againgt thewall, cursing himsalf for not having bothered with the wespon back at
Alice splace. Jack looked quickly again toward the front doors. A vehicle had pulled up outside, and
two men in suits emerged, striding quickly up the front steps.

The other guy had seen them too and he covered the last few steps quickly, crossing the hall and standing
right in front of Jack, a sneer on hisface now marking his agenda



“Sorry about this, friend,” he said, smashing the butt of hisweapon up into Jack’ s chin. Jack’ shead
smacked back againgt the wdll, filling his skull with light. Through screwed-up eyes he saw the gun being
drawn back for another blow.

“Madsen, that’ senough!” shouted Thorpe.

But by then, Jack didn’t redlly care. Hishead wasringing, pain lancing from hisjaw. He barely registered
thetightly curled hair and dark features peering down a him from the corner of the Saircase
above—Sharkey; thanks, Phil. The man who had struck him grabbed his arm and hustled him toward the
door.

Ten

B illie knew there was no red option, no matter how uncomfortable it made her fed. She wasn’t going to
find what she needed without venturing down to Old. There were too many memories down there, stuff
shedidn’t redly want to remember, stuff that she' d put away in little boxesinsde her head, wrapped up
tightly and out of sight. She didn’t know either how Dog would take to Old and how Old would take to
him. Nor was she certain that she wanted to risk some of the things Dog might find out about her in Old.
All that uff wasalifetime away, severd lifetimes.

So why was she taking Dog?

She knew the reasons. She needed him there, not only for what he could do, but for afeding of security,
which made no sensein itsalf, but it made her fed better.

He was watching her, but she knew that there was no way he could read the tumble of thoughts and
emotionsthat was going on insde her head. Billie was good at masking what shewasthinking. She'd
learned that particular skill along time ago.

Asthey headed for the shuttle stop, Dog was no longer caught up in hiswide-eyed-visitor mode; he
seemed wary and watchful, tense. There was something going on with him, but she didn’t have the space
to think about it now. There were more important things to worry about. She thought about going back
to the hotel and tapping into the system to try to track down Daman, Pablo, the others she used to know
down there. Pablo in particular was careful, however, and he knew how to hide their traces. It was only
those that needed to know who ended up finding them, and those who needed to know were an essentia
part of the way the Locality worked. She decided it wasjust as quick to get on the shuttle and find them
hersdf.

Dog tore his attention from the celling pandls and scanned the surrounding people.

“You think they’ re happy?’ he said.

“What?'

“Do you think they’re happy?1 just couldn’t see mysdlf living likethis. It s pretty artificid.”
She stared at him for acouple of seconds. “I don’t know. Isn't everywhere?’

Heran hisfingersthrough his hair and then tugged at his bottom lip before answering. “Yeah, | guess
you'reright in away. Okay, let me ask it like this. Were you happy here?’

Billie shrugged. “Kinda.”

Thankfully, their shuttle was gpproaching, and she indicated it with athrust of her chin, cutting off theline



of questioning. Let Dog M cCreedy work that stuff out for himsalf. Something had snagged his atention
anyway. He was staring down the street, his eyes dightly narrowed.

The shuttle pulled into the stop and they climbed aboard, Dog leaning againgt the edge of the frame,
watching as the doors did shut. It was only a short hop down to Mid-Central, so she didn’t even bother
looking for aseat. Asthe shuttle eased out, Dog pressed his face up against the door. He spent the short
journey leaning on ahandrail, bent down to watch the passing streets, buildings, and people. Billie
watched him thoughtfully. Whatever was troubling him right now, he was becoming just alittle too
curious. Wdll, maybetheir visit to Old would do something to satisfy that curiosity.

At Mid-Centrd, they boarded an Old-bound shuttle and Billie led him to a seat at the back of the
compartment. There wasn't much to distinguish this shuttle from the one they’ d just ridden from the New
end of town, but by the time it made the return journey, it would collect its burden of OId detritus, marks
and leavings. It wasadmogt asif Old tried to infect New with its decay, using the shuttles as carriers, but
the Locality’ sautomated cleaning routines never let it, acting asavirtua prophylactic to the redities that
lay below.

Asthey whirred dong toward the district where Billie thought they might find what they were looking for,
the decay started to become apparent on building walls and the streets themselves. The sharp lines
became smudged, the gloss became tarnished, and the streets started to be specked with the marks of
those that had passed upon them. Asthe Locality’ s substance crept toward the far end of Old, the city’s
builders and maintenance routines |ost the capacity to keep up, to repair and to clean. Right at the far
end, it was all swept away and reprocessed, fed up toward the regrowth at the front, but the builders had
only acertain life span. Arterid routesran from that far end up to thetip, carrying anything that could be
reused and recycled, consuming whatever there was to be consumed.

“Sowherearewe going?’ asked Dog, finaly interested in something other than watching what was
outsde or surreptitioudy watching her.

“I used to know some people down here,” she said.

“And?

“That' sdl. If they're dtill here, then maybe they can help us”

Dog's eyes questioned. “Why would they do that?’

Billiesghed. “Because they would.”

“Hmmm,” said Dog doubtfully, turning his attention to the window again.

Billie knew the sort of life Dog led, the expectations of the people he dealt with. Nobody did anything for
nothing. That was Dog' s philosophy. She had known people like that before. She glanced a him for a
second. So what was he doing here? She thought she knew, but there was no way of redly knowing if
shewasright. Not yet, anyway.

Sheturned her own attention to the passing streets. If Daman and the crew were down here anywhere,
they wouldn’t be too far down. Pablo liked to play, and the programming would be harder the farther
down Old you got. Somewhere in the middle of Old would be the most likely, and herewas as good a
place as any to dart. She gave Dog’ s deeve atug and stood as the shuttle started to dow.

They stood outside together, the shuttle’ s sound receding down the Street as Billie got her bearings. The
dight hum and whirr was replaced by the low creaks of buildingsin asteady state of decline. A line of



lightsflickered up the side of onetal building on the opposite Side of the Street, sputtering with shapes
that had once spelled out words but were now unreadable.

“Nice...,” siid Dog.

Farther down, even the street lighting would become intermittent, strobing across the random urban
landscape that the Locality had become,

Billie surveyed the surrounding streets, looking for any movement, any sign of aloca presence, but the
areawas pretty dead.

“Comeon,” shesad. “Thisway.”

A block farther on, and a shape moved in adoorway. She peered into the shadows, but whatever it had
been had disappeared from view. She set her lipsin atight line and shook her head. It had been either a
person or an anima. Thisfar down, the Locality had itsown wildlife, and only haf of it wasn't people.
She moved closer to Dog and started to walk more dowly, scanning every shadowed entryway and side
street asthey walked. Dog seemed to notice her tension and it was reflected in his movements. She could
amogt fed acoiling within him, atightening of his awareness, ready to spring into action if he needed it at
amoment’ s notice. It reminded her of the way he' d reacted up in New when he' d been surprised by the
advertisng drone. It said alot more about him than he did himsdlf, and in afunny way, it gave her asense
of comfortable security.

They kept walking, Billie keeping her eyes and ears open for anything that would give away the presence
of those she sought. Glimmers of light, hints of movement, came from some of the surrounding buildings,
but she knew they marked the presence of those done or destitute, drawn away in the warm comfort of
solitary darkness. They were not the ones she was seeking. Wherever Daman had set up operations, it
was going to be on the main strip, accessible, yet not overt.

Dog cleared histhroat. “ Do we know what we' re looking for?”

Billie shushed him with one hand. They were being watched; she could fed it. Asfar asshewas
concerned, that was a good thing.

“Somewhere around here,” she said quietly. She could see the vague impression of light issuing from a
doorway farther down the block. “Thisway,” she sad.

She led Dog down to the doorway in question and stepped inside boldly, searching the gloom of what
had once been agrand lobby. There were il traces of shiny marbled surfaces, though mottled and
powdery now. There was gtill furniture—couches, large chairs—and it made the place look like avague
pencil sketch of what it should have looked like. As her eyes adjusted, she became aware of afigure
gtting in one of the chairs, watching them silently, ayouth of about fifteen, Sixteen. It washard totdll. As
her vison became clearer, she could tell the furniture was new, programmed into place, rather than a
legacy of the building’ s past incarnation.

The boy in the chair said nothing, big dark eyesjust watching, the thin sallow face devoid of expression,
strands of dark hair flopping around his ears. He wore a shapel ess col orless top and pants, dmost fading
into the grayness of the background.

“Hey,” she said. Behind her, she reached back with one hand, patting Dog on the arm, signding for him
to leavethisto her.

The boy lowered his face and then looked up again, taking a couple of moments before answering. Billie



was starting to sense the presence of others off from the [obby.
“What do you want?’ he said. Hisvoice was high, soft.

Billielooked around the lobby, making ashow of taking in the details. “ Thisis different from the old
place” shesad. “I want to see Pablo.”

Another figure stepped from the shadows behind the chair. He was older by a couple of years, and he
held himsdlf with confidence,

“Who is Pablo, and who are you?’ said the new boy.
“You know who Pablois,” sad Billie.

“Nuh-uh,” he said. “Who are you? What do you want here?’ He remained hanging back in the shadows,
half-defined in the darkness. The boy in the chair kept watching them with those big wide eyes, saying
nothing.

“Okay,” said Billie. “We re not here for business. Tell Daman that Billi€ shereto seehim. I’'manold
friend.”

“Friend” was not exactly the right word, but it would do for now. It conveyed what she needed it to
convey.

“Areyou two from ALM?Y ou don't look like the type.”

“ALM?1 don't know what you' re talking about. Just tell Daman, will you?’

The boy considered and then muttered something to someone in the darkness behind him.
Billie knew there was nothing more to do than wait. Either Daman was till here or he wasn't.

The silence around them stretched like the shadows, punctuated only by the creaks and groans of the
structures around them and the noise of pseudo-leather adjugting to ashift in thefirst boy’ sweight.
Briefly, she wondered what ALM was, running the possibilities through her head. She could sense Dog
moving uneasily behind her, becoming impatient, and again she reached with one hand to reassure him.
Any sudden actions on his part could be dangerous right now.

They didn’'t have long to wait. A presence stirred the darkness and then a young man waked into the
room, trailed by two others. Billie recognized Daman immediately, the way he held himsdif, the clothes,
strangely out of character with his age, the hands clagped behind his back as he waked.

“Hello, Diamantis” she sad quietly.

Daman stopped hafway across from them and looked her up and down. “Who are you? Y ou' re not
Billie What do you want?’

“Look closer,” said Billie, and took a step forward.

The two who accompanied Daman—she didn’t recognize either of them—stepped from behind him
protectively.

Daman held up ahand. “No, wait,” hesaid. “You...,” hesad, addressing Billie, “come closer. He can
gtand over there,” he said, gesturing at Dog.



Dog took the instruction and walked afew paces to the side where Daman had indicated.

Daman nodded and, returning his hand to its place behind his back, took another couple of steps
forward, peering a Billie, adight frown marking his brow. “Indeed, thereis something familiar aoout you.
Who areyou redly?’

“I"'m Billie, Daman. Where s Pablo?”’

Daman'’ s frown deepened. “Pablo’ s not here anymore. What do you know of Pablo?’
“What happened?’

Again, he withdrew one of his hands and waved her question away.
“Tdktome” hesad. “Tdl me something.”

“Uncle Pinpin,” she said. “Uncle Jack. Outreach.”

Daman narrowed hiseyes. “Go on.”

“No more. Just talk to me, Daman.”

He grimaced, looking over & Dog. “And him?’

“He'safriend.”

Daman stood, hislips pursed, breathing heavily through his nose.
“So what are you doing here? What do you want?’

“I need help to find Jack Stein. He' s here in the Locality somewhere. Outreach hastaken him, just like
they took me back then. | have to get him back. It' simportant.” Thewordsal camein arush asshetried
to get them out before Daman cut her off. “1 was hoping Pablo was here. HE d know how to find him.”

Something dark crossed Daman’ s face, then disappeared again.
“If you are Billie, and | am not convinced yet, you will know somethings—’
“Dammit, Daman. We' re Family,” shesad.

Heflinched and one of the other youths glanced at him quickly. Daman took another step, peering into
her face.

“What did you say?’ hesaid dowly.
“Didn’'t you dways say that Family looked after each other?’

He blinked a couple of timesin rapid succession and turned on hished. “Come,” he said, and headed
toward the doorway from which he' d emerged. The other two youths stepped out of the way to let her
follow. Billie beckoned to Dog, but Daman, asif sensing what she was doing, turned quickly to look over
his shoulder.

“Not him,” hesaid.

Billie knew better than to protest. What Daman said went, and she only hoped Dog would behave
himsdlf until she could convince Daman that it wasal right to have brought him here.



Eleven

T hey sat across from each other in standard chairs, grown at comfortable |ocations across what had
once been an open office space. It was strange for Billie seeing Daman, the others, in an environment like
this. She guessed that they dept, ate, and did other things on other levels. She a so guessed that the
“private’ roomswere also somewhere el se, maybe below. Nobody had redly screwed with the

building’ s programming; nobody had constructed scul pted and mobile shapes across the walls and floors,
turning the place into an animate wonderland. She scanned the formlessness, the ordinary, shaking her
head.

“What happened to Pablo?’ shesaid finally.

Daman was studying her, his hands folded in hislap, hisblank expresson punctuated by the occasond
blink asif hewas till processing what he was seeing. He seemed to shake himself back to awareness.

“We logt him about two years ago.”
“How?’ she asked.

“I don’'t want to talk about that,” said Daman. The words were short, clipped. He stared at her for a
couple of seconds, then rose and crossed to stand in front of her. Hesitantly, he reached out his hand and
traced the edge of her cheek with thetips of hisfingers, then withdrew the hand and clasped it behind his
back.

“I can seeBilliein you. Tell mewhat happened.”
“I don’t know,” she said.

Daman shook his head and circled her chair, then walked dowly back to his own. He sat again, watching
her face.

“| find that improbable,” he said. “If you are Billie, then something must have happened. | need to know
what it is. | aso need to know who that person isyou have brought here.”

Billiesghed. “I’m sorry, Daman. That's Dog McCreedy. He' shdping me. He doesn’t come from the
Locdity. HE sapilot.”

He clasped hisfingersin front of hisface, peering at her over thetops of hisfingers. “And,” hesaid
dowly, “what happened to you?’

There was silence except for the building noises while Billie debated with hersaf how much she wanted
to reved. Findly, she took adeep breath, choosing her words as carefully as she could. “I redlly don't
know. It had something to do with thejump.”

A dight narrowing of Daman’ seyes, and he said asingle word. “Jump?’

“Y ou know, on a ship. Jump space or something. Something to do with tempora energy. | can’'t explain
it”

Daman muttered something to himsdlf, his gaze pinned somewherein the distance.
1] WI,H?’

“Likewhen you first step through,” he said quietly.



Shedidn’'t get it.

“I know what you' re talking about,” said Daman. “I know exactly what you' re talking about.”
He seemed to take possession of himself once more and he leaned back.

“But that’ s not important for the moment. First, what are you doing here? Redly?’

“I told you. Outreach has taken Jack. They’ ve taken him somewhere herein the Locdlity. | thought Pablo
might be ableto help me find wherethey’ vetaken him. But if Pabloisn't here...” Billie caught her lower
lip between her teeth. “1 don’t know then. I's there someone el se who does the things that Pablo—"

“You'resureit’s Outreach?’ he said, interrupting her.

“Uh-huh, 'msure...”

“Hmmmm.” His gaze took on that faraway look again.

“Y ou've got asystem here, you have to. Perhaps whoever took over for Pablo—"
“Silas” said Daman digtractedly.

“Perhaps Silas can help mefind what I'm looking for. Let me use the system. Show me some of the
routines.”

“Why isthis so important?’ said Daman, frowning.

Billiedidn't want to tel him about the whole mess with the ship and the dien homeworld. It just made her
fed stupid. And shedidn’t want to fed stupid, particularly in front of Daman.

“Because...” Shethought about it. “Because Jack’ s Family, Daman. Jack’ s Family too.” And she heard
thetruth in her own words. “Y ou're going to think I’'m crazy but...Jack’ sbeen in contact with an dien
race. They have knowledge about the jump drive, about the tempora energy, about other stuff, maybe
more. Outreach wantsto try to get it out of him. They want to keep the knowledge to themsalves and use
it to increase their power. There' s another group too, who call themsalves the Sons of Utrecht. But, right
now, Outreach has Jack. We have to get him away from them.”

“And then what?’
Billie met his gaze blankly. She didn’t know. She hadn’t thought that far.
Daman made ashow of studying hisfingernails. “I know quite alot about Outreach,” he said.

Billie sat forward. “Then you know why we' ve got to do this. Look at this place, Daman. Look a me.
Look at you. Look at the Locality. Look at what it doesto people.”

He lifted hishead dowly to face her. “Thingsare changing, Billie” 1t wasthefirst time he'd used her
name.

“What doesthat mean?’ she sad.

“Jug that. Things are changing.” He shook his head and whistled, low, through histeeth, and one of the
youths who had accompanied him before appeared from the other side of the room.

“Bring the other one,” said Daman. The boy disappeared again.



Daman said only one more thing while they waited for M cCreedy to appear.
“People do things to themsdlves, Billie. Outreach hel psthem. Outreach smply helps.”

They didn’t have too long to wait. A couple of minutes passed and the boy led Dog M cCreedy into the
room. Dog shrugged his arm free and crossed to stand behind Billie' s chair, placing one hand on her
shoulder.

“Y ou okay?’
“Uhrhun.”

“Takeachair, Mr. McCreedy,” said Daman, indicating a vacant seet in the cluster of chairsthey were
occupying.

Dog looked down &t Billie, then nodded and sat, sprawling back in the chair, one arm draped over the
sde

“Sowhat isthis?” hesaid.

Daman lifted afinger to hislips.
“Why areyou here, Mr. McCreedy?’
“Dog,” hesad. “I'm herefor Billie”
“Andyou’'reapilot.”

“Yeeh, I’'mapilot. What of it?’

Daman watched him expressionlesdy. “ So what use can you beto her here?” He let the question hang
while Dog struggled for an answer.

“| asked him,” said Billie.
“Shhh,” said Damen. “Le&t himtdl me.”
“I can do other things gpart from fly aship,” said Dog.

Daman stood and started pacing, circuiting Dog’ s chair. “ Perhaps you can. But why would you bother
coming here? What can you possibly do in a place that means nothing to you, in a place where you can
know no one?’

“I can meke sure Billie sdl right.”

“And what else, Mr. McCreedy?’

Dog lost the douch and tried to track Daman as he circled the chair.

“Ligten, Jack and | go way back. It'shdf my fault that he' sin thisfix at the moment. | want to help.”
Somehow, Dog had redlized that it was important to convince Daman of what he was saying.
Daman nodded as he walked. “ And how do you mean it’ s hdf your fault?’

“Wel...”



Billie could dmost see the thoughts racing through Dog' s head.

“If | hadn’t agreed to take him on my ship, if we hadn’t done al those jumps, we wouldn’t be here now.
| kindafed responsble”

Daman stopped and turned dowly. “Do you?’
Dog stood now. “Y eah, what of it? | don’t see why we have to put up with this questioning from akid.”

Daman gave alow chuckle. “Not everything isaways asit seems. Y ou should know that.” He turned
avay.

Dog gave an exasperated growl and retook his seat. “Okay,” he said. “Okay.” He glanced across at
Billie, aquestioning expression on hisface. She hdf lifted ahand and he gave ablink of understanding.

“All right,” said Daman findly. “Wewill do what we can.” He spun to face McCreedy. “ But be warned,
Mr. McCreedy. Billie hasaplace here. Y ou do not. Bear that in mind.”

“Cdl meDog. And yeah, | get it.”
Daman crossed back to his chair and sat. He leaned forward, fingers steepled in front of him.

“All right, Billie. I think you should tell me more. | want to know what happened and how it happened, in
detail.” He caught thelook of protest on her face. “I have my own reasons. Just humor me. Then we can
think about our next steps. | too am eager to speak with Jack Stein.”

Billie saw that she had little choiceif they were going to get help from Daman, and taking adeep breath,
she began filling in the details of their sory.

Later, Daman introduced them both to Silas. Silas was maybe thirteen, pae, with pinched featuresand a
faraway look in the eyes. In some ways, he reminded Billie of hersdf at that age. He was no Pablo.
Pablo had been full of sdf-confidence born of faith in his own genius, and the creative flair he mined to
play withwhat hedid. Billie could tell Silaswas serious and damaged.

She knew Daman was different, specia, and she d never redly subjected Daman’srolein the Family to
much thought. He found these kids, he looked after them, made sure they were protected, and yet, at the
sametime, he exposed them in ways no child should be exposed. She watched him as he explained to
Slaswhat Billie needed. She remembered that old-man paternalistic stance and tone from her own time
down here. She had respected Daman, looked up to him, just like the rest of the Family. And yet...there
had been Pinpin Dan and the string of others, and Daman had alowed al that to happen. In someways,
he had engineered it. Should she hate him for it? She didn’t know.

“I"'m going to need your help on the system, Silas,” she said. “1 need to know what routines you' ve set up
and what access bridges you' ve got going. How much entry to Locdity syssemsyou really have and the
tools you' ve got in case we need to break into them.”

Silas nodded gravely, glancing to Daman for reassurance. Daman gave him aquick nod in return. “Billie
used to be one of us” hetold him.

Silaslooked at Billie, back at Daman, and then turned to ook at her again.
“Okay,” he said.



The lightsin the room Stuttered, flashing shadows across the pale young face. Slas and Daman barely
seemed to notice. Dog was glancing around the room.

“Good,” sad Billie. “ Show mewhere you're set up, Silas”

“Anywhere,” said Silas. He could manipulate the system from any wal in the place, within the limits of
how well the structure still functioned. They were far enough up Old that it shouldn’t be too much of an
issue.

“Have you got aroom we can use?’ she asked.
Silasgave one of hisbig serious nods.
“Show me,” she said.

She looked at Dog and then at Daman, making sure that Daman would look after him. Daman gave her a
brief half smile and Billie turned back to Silas, who reached for her hand and led her toward the back of
the building. Billie, for now, didn’t want to be interrupted, and she was grateful for the flickering, empty
gpace that would separate them from the others. The last thing she saw was Daman placing ahand on
Dog' s shoulder and steering him away into a different sort of darkness—a darkness populated with the
shades and shadows of her own past.

Twelve

| nthe back of the vehicle, Jack worked hisjaw, swallowing back the flat, metallic taste of blood trickling
into hismouth. The explosion of pain had dulled to a deep throb, hard and bruised. Hisface was going to
be uncomfortable for a couple of days. He prodded at the place gingerly with hisfingertips. Thorpe sat
up front. Beside him, crowded close was the guy who'd hit him. He was watching Jack, smiling
knowingly at Jack’ s proddings. He didn’t say anything; he didn’t have to.

“So what now, Thorpe?’ Jack said. “1 don’t know what you think you' re going to do with me.”

Thorpe peered back over his shoulder, turning dightly so that he could look at Jack full in the face.
“What now isthat you'll be taken to a place we' ve prepared for you. | suggest you don’t try any more
foolish stunts, Mr. Stein. We'll only find you again and bring you back. And we' d prefer to haveyouin
one piece.” He glanced significantly at the man sitting beside Jack and then returned hisfocusto Jack.
“Weredly don't want to make things any more uncomfortable for you than they have to be.”

Jack narrowed his eyes. Y eah, right.

He looked away from Thorpe and turned to watch the streets outside, trying to work out where he was.
Thelast time hel d been spirited away, they’ d taken him to a holding facility in one of the parks toward
the upper end of Mid, but thistime, they seemed to be heading in acompletely different direction. Of
course, the Locdlity had changed in the interim, so much of what they passed was unfamiliar. The
direction was clear, though. They were heading up toward New. He could fed Thorpe watching him
from the front seet, ng, but he wasn't going to acknowledge it. And Sharkey ... Sharkey had been
in on the setup. It wasthe last thing he would have expected. Maybe they hadn’t given him any choice. It
gill didn’t excuseit, though. A certain class of the Locality’ s popul ation was supposed to stick together.

Jack’ s thoughts turned to Billie. He hoped she wasn't doing anything really stupid. Would she come back
hereto the Locdity looking for him?Who knew....especidly with McCreedy in the picture? Inwardly, he
sghed. He seemed to spend haf hislife digging her out of trouble. Of course, haf that trouble was his
own fault, but ill...



Gradualy, the streets and buildings grew cleaner, dick and hard like the facade that Outreach wore asa
mantle, disguising the redlity that lay within. Jack pressed histeeth together tightly at the thought and
immediately winced, regretting the action. Therewasadull pounding growing in his head, echoing the
throbbing in his jaw. Damn them. Damn Outreach and damn M cCreedy and damn the diensaswell.
What was it about the Locdlity that maintained such ahold on hislife? Whatever he did, hejust didn’t
seem to be able to escapeit.

The vehicle turned, veering into a sSide street and heading away from the Locdlity’ s center. Wherever they
were taking him, it was out toward the edge, out near the very walls that separated the population from
the outside world. Not many people ventured out that way. The vadt, shiny, semitransparent walls
reminded people of the hive nature of the existence they led. Jack had been that close only once or twice
during hiswholetimein the Locdity. Peoplelived out near the walls, but their buildings faced away from
the outsde, looking inward. Mainly, there were offices, and storage facilities, the occasiond maintenance
gtation, rather than residential complexes. Most of the living spaces were nearer the Locality’ s spine,
wherethe celling panelswere far above, giving theillusion of red sky if you haf closed your eyesand
forgot about the armies of tiny buildersworking within.

They pulled up infront of ablank wall on an empty street. Jack tilted his head to try to get a better look
around Thorpe' s shoulder, but there was nothing to see. No people, no doorways, nothing. It would be
Stupid to try to make abresk for it here, and he doubted whether they’ d let him get away with asmilar
performance again. Thorpe got out of the trangport and stood by the door. The guy next to Jack got out,
crossed behind the vehicle, and opened Jack’ s door, gesturing with atilt of his head for Jack to step out.
With agrimace, Jack complied and stood, verifying hisfirst impressions as the door closed and the
trangport took off up the street.

“Thisway, Mr. Stein,” said Thorpe, waking toward thewall closest to the Locality’ s outer edge. “Y our
new home, at least for awhile”

The other man, Madsen, made to grab at Jack’ sarm, but Jack wasn't going to give him the pleasure. He
dipped from the grasp and stepped quickly after Thorpe, joining him in front of afeatureless expanse of
wadl.

Thorpe was looking up expectantly, and amoment later, the previoudy smooth surface brokein athin
line, revedling awide door that did back out of sight. Thorpe stepped through the doorway, and taking
the obvious cue, Jack followed. Madsen quickly brought up the rear. Almost soundlesdy, the door did
back into place behind them, merging with the rest of the wall until there was nothing to show that there' d
ever been adoor there at al.

They stood inasmall passageway, dimly illuminated, leading farther into whatever this complex was. If it
had existed before, back when Jack lived in the Locality, he'd had no knowledge of it. He doubted that it
had been here back then. It would have shifted down and away toward Old. No, this place was new.

Thorpe led the way, waking briskly down the corridor, coming to ajunction, and then turning right. Jack
followed without aword, not giving Madsen an excuse. Even the smallest victory was avictory right
NOW.

The next corridor ended at a door, which opened at their approach, and Thorpe stepped through and
crossed dowly to the center of asmall room set with atable and chairs. He turned and placed ahand on
the back of one of the chairs.

“I’ll take you to meet the peoplein amoment,” said Thorpe. “But for now, | just want to say something.
Weare dl hereto do ajob, Mr. Stein, nothing more. We are very interested in achieving results as soon



aspossible. | know that thisisinconvenient for you and you may resent your presence here, but it would
not be agood idea to take out those frustrations on the people you' |l be dealing with. Y ou’ ve made
things difficult for usin the past, but we' re prepared to forgive those lapses of judgment. What'spast is
past. All that mattersisthe now. And, of course, trying to escape would be foolish. There' sno way out.”
He removed his hand from the chair and turned, stepping acrossto adoor on the other side of the room.
“Thisway. I'll show you your accommodetions.”

Accommodations, wasit? Nice.
Completely ignoring Madsen behind him, Jack stepped around the table to join Thorpe on the other side.
Leading him down another corridor, Thorpe spoke conversationaly over his shoulder.

“Jack, | know you might not agree with what we' re doing, but think of it thisway. Inthe end, we're
working for the common good. Whatever benefit we gain from thisexerciseis good for dl of usinthe
long run. The potentid benefits are enormous.”

“And you really believe that, Thorpe? Or isthat just some sort of corporatespeak meant to salve your
conscience? | don't buy it.”

“I'm sorry you fed likethat, Jack.”

“Yeah, well. You don't have to make mefed better. If it’ strying to make you feel good about yoursalf, |
hopeit’ sworking.”

Thorpe lapsed into an unimpressed silence.

Heled them to another room, much larger than the first one, where two other people awaited them. The
firgt, athin-faced woman with dark hair cropped short and deep-hollowed eyes, stood with her hands
clasped in front of her. The second, standing dightly behind, aman, dightly overweight and with around,
flat face and button nose, watched Jack with interest as he entered the room. Jack could fed himself
being studied.

“And who are they, then?’ said Jack.

Thorpe turned to face him. “These are Doctors Lagrange and Hart,” he said, indicating first the woman
and then the man. “They will be monitoring and working with you over the daysto come.”

The woman nodded, but the man made no response, just kept watching him intently. Jack was starting to
become uncomfortable under that gaze.

“Andthere,” continued Thorpe with awave of hishand, “iswhereyou'll be staying.”

Jack turned to look where Thorpe was indicating. For the first time, he noticed arow of chairsfixedin
place, facing one of thewalls. Thewall itsalf seemed to shimmer, and then, an instant later, disappesr.
The surface had become transparent, revealing another set of rooms beyond. Doorways led from amain
room that sat directly in front of him. In the room’ s very center sat aseegp couch, asmall table besideit,
some inducer pads. The whole setup was uncomfortably familiar. Jesus, they’ d gone to the trouble of
replicating his old working office from the Locality. Even the deep couch was the same design, the same
color, everything.

Heturned to Thorpe. “And what' s this supposed to be?’

“We thought you' d be more comfortable in an environment you were used to,” said Thorpe. “ Anything



you want to change, just let usknow.”

Jack could see exactly where thiswas going. “ Y eah, Thorpe, for starters, how about |etting me out of
here and disgppearing from my life? How would that be?’

Thorpe gave alittle smile and shook his head, not bothering to grace him with aresponse. “L et us show
youtherest,” hesad.

Asaparty, they trooped through a doorway and another immediately after, which led into the room that
had been reved ed through the wall. They stepped through, and Jack scanned the room quickly. It was
good, damned good. It even smelled like his old rooms.

Acrossthe other side lay abedroom, bathroom, kitchen area, living space, al designed to look like his
old place.

“You can, of course, program the facilitiesjust like you would an ordinary apartment,” said Thorpe.
“Now, isthere anything you' d like to know?’

Jack’ s resentment was growing, along with a sense of resignation. For now, he knew, therewaslittle
option except playing aong.
“What do you want, Thorpe? What do you think | can do?’

“We know about your abilities. We know about your contacts, Jack. Dr. Lagrange and Dr. Hart will fill
you in on the program, what we hopeto achieve.”

“Andwhat if | refuseto play dong?’
“Then you will be here longer than we' d hoped.”

No matter what Thorpe was saying, Jack didn’t believe Outreach would have any plansto let him free
any time soon. He remembered what they’ d done to Gil Ronschke. They had away of making people
disappear and then keeping them disappeared. Jack ground his jaw and let out adeep breath. “I don't
know where you guysthink you have the right—"

Thorpe held up ahand. “1 haveto leave you in the capable hands of the good doctors now, Jack. | hope
you' Il be comfortable. | wish you every success.”

Hewalked past Jack toward the outer door, Madsen trailing behind. Just before stepping from view,
Thorpe turned.

“Sweet dreams, Mr. Stein,” he said.
Jack suppressed agrowl. Smart guy.

Jack looked at the pair he! d been left with, then turned away from them. The man was till scrutinizing
him like aspecimen, and he did not likethe feding it gave him.

He walked back out to the office space, the room with the deep couch, and looked around. He could
amost imagine himsalf back in hisold office, dmost. There was one thing that stood in the way of the
completeilluson. Apart from the dightest differencesin layout, differencesthat could be written off as
whims of programming, the opposite wal wasincongruous, dightly shiny, dmost metdlic. Vaguetraces
of reflection moved in the surface, mirroring the room, mirroring Jack and the pair behind him. Beyond
that wall, Jack knew, lay the observation area, the fixed chairs. He was going to be watched, observed,



by who knew how many, and the thought didn’t make him comfortable at all. It looked like, in the
meantime, al he was going to have for company was his smudged reflection in avaguey mirrored wall.
Grest.

Heturned to look at the doctors. “Okay,” he said. *Y ou two want to leave me aone for awhile? | need
sometimeto get used to theidea.”

He pushed past them into the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed, his elbows on his knees, hisface
propped in his hands, not even looking at them.

They left in Slence, at least granting him that much.

After they had gone, he gazed out through the doorway into the office space. The end of the bed gave
him sight into the other room, and across to the opposite wall. He could see, in thewall, his own blurred
shape, Sitting and looking, staring at his own predicament. Heredly didn’t deserve this shit, did he?
Meanwhile, what about Alice, and more important, what about Billie?

Fat lot of use you turned out to be, Jack Stein.

Thirteen

T heboy led Billie through amaze of interconnecting rooms and then stopped in adoorway. The room
beyond was smal, containing a bed, aworktable, and a couple of chairs; that wasit.

“So thisiswhere you work,” she said.

Silaslet go of her hand, walked into the room, and sat on the edge of the bed before nodding Sowly, big
important nods.

“So, what do you do here?’ asked Billie.
“Stuff,” said the boy with ashrug. Thiswas't Pablo. Thiswas nothing like Pablo.
“How do you get to the systems, then?’

Silas pushed himsdlf up from the bed and walked over to the desk. He placed his hand flat on the
surface, waited amoment, and then pointed at one of thewalls. A screen flickered into view, and
flickered was the right word. When Pablo had been in charge of programming their building, the systems
themsalves were dwaysin top condition. Now. ...it seemed things had redlly changed. Thiskid—she
caught hersdf; shewasthinking of the boy asjust akid, with the emphasis on just—was clearly not up to
the same leved as Pablo had been, or maybe he just had different priorities. Again, she wondered what
had become of Pablo.

She crossed to the bed and sat on the edge where Silas had been afew moments before.

“Can you access Locality plans?’ she asked.

“Um...” Therewas uncertainty written al over hisface. Grest.

“QOr, maybe you can give me access to the system?’

The boy was chewing at hislower lip but, after a couple of moments, nodded. He beckoned her over.

A couple of spoken commands, and Billie placed her hand, pam down, on the table surface.



“Billie” shesad.

The system showed it had registered her name, and she reached back and pulled over achair.
“Search,” shesad.

Silas stood there watching her, saying nothing.

As soon as she had put in the request, she left the system to do itswork, and turned to face the boy. The
screen would notify her onceit had retrieved what she was looking for.

“How long have you been doing this?’ she asked.

Silas shrugged.

“Okay, then, what happened to Pablo?’

Another dight shrug and ashake of the head. Billie Sighed.

“Look,” shesaid. “It'sokay to talk to me. | grew up here. | grew up with Daman and Pablo and the
others. | haven't been back for awhile, but that doesn’t change things. We used to be in another
building. Did you ever seeit?’

Silas again shook his head, watching her warily, his pale face and dark eyes making his expression look
even morewary.

“It was different,” said Billie. *Y ou should have seen it. Pablo had programmed the whole thing. There
were shapes and things moving dl over the walls and the floor. He changed the way the building worked
too. It was like there were crystds, buried in everything. When you turned on the lights, everything
sparkled. | guessit got too old,” she said.

For thefirst time, the boy looked interested.
“How canyou do that?’ he said.

“It'snot easy,” sad Billie. “But if you want, | can show you some stuff. Maybe you can work it out from
there”

Thistime, the nod held alittle more enthusiasm, but the kid was still withdrawn. She could fed it. There
was something buried deep insde this boy and it reminded her of thingsinside hersdf—things she'd
rather not dwell upon.

“How did you wind up here?’ she asked.
“Don’'t remember.” He shook his head and took a step back.
“That' sokay,” said Billie, turning back to look at the screen.

The system was nearing the end of its search, layering resultsin boxes one on top of the other. A moment
later and a smadl tone announced it was done. Billie had the option. She could use voice command, but
she wanted to manipulate the images directly, drag and tap while she thought. 1t helped her focus what
shewas doing. She stood and made to crossto thewall, but Silas stopped her, placing ahand on her
shoulder.

“Wait,” hesaid. “Look.”



He leaned over, touching the table, and dragged hisfinger across the surface. On the screen, one of the
boxes changed position, floating across the other images.

“Uh-huh,” said Billie. “Nice. Did you do that?’
“Yes” sad Silas.

Okay, maybe the kid wasn't as useless as he seemed. But then, she should have known better. Daman
awaysdid things for areason, and fostering a person’ s unique talents was one of the things he excelled
at. Sometimes that was out on the streets, sometimes enclosed and locked away and safe.

As she played with the grids and mapsin front of her, Billie thought some more about the way things had
been, down herein Old with Daman and the rest of the crew. They’d beeninto al sorts of things, willing
to take on just about anything if it had a payoff and alowed them to survive just alittle better in the
confines of their urban enclosure. Through it all, Daman had looked after them, planning, building a
network of connections, and using them whenever it made sense to do so. The Family, Daman’s crew,
had certain advantages in the Locality. Often, the young were beneath notice. Who paid red attention to
kids, after al? Sometimes, the things they did were not that good, but they were things that most of them
were doing in oneway or another anyway. Daman just made sure nobody redlly got hurt in the process.
Now, thinking about it, Billie wondered exactly how you measured what hurt was. Whatever the answer,
it was better than winding up dead. And here she was, back again.

She glanced at Silas and wondered what it was about thiskid that made Daman want to give him an
extraleve of protection, shielding him from the outsde world. She understood why he'd doneit for
Pablo, but why this one? She knew better than to even try to find out.

Turning her attention back to the schematics, she scrolled and panned, looking at the Locality from al
directions, zooming in and out, focusing on thisarea or that, seeking some sort of clue that would point
her in Jack’ sdirection. After awhile, she sat back with asigh. Shewas never going to find him likethis.
Think, Billie. If you were Outreach, where would you put him?

She had another thought then. Back when Jack had been working on the Outreach case before, he'd
gone out to the Residence. That waswhere Van der Stegen, the big boss, had lived. The Residence,
unlike the Locdity, was afixed community of buildings designed for the wedthy and powerful,
disconnected from the Locality’ s urban sprawl and its denizens. Would Outreach have taken him there?

No, shedidn’t think s0. It didn’t make sense.

What about Warburg? He was the Outreach executive who had employed Jack in the first place.
Perhaps he was a possibility? Maybe.

“Where are you, Jack?’ she said to the screen, zooming in once more on the schematics.
“Huh?’ sad Silas.

“I"'mlooking for someone,” said Billie, without turning around.

“Who?’

Billie surprised hersdf then, struggling to know how she could explain Jack. What was he to her? What
wasther rdaionship. ..redly?

“Um, hisnameis Jack Stein. We kind of work together. He sa sort of detective. Anyway, he's
disappeared and we think they’ ve taken him here somewhere.”



“Who are ‘they’ 7" asked Silas. He was becoming very takative dl of asudden.

“Qutreach Industries. A guy caled Thorpe,” she said, finaly turning again to look at the boy.
“Why aren’t you looking for him?’ he asked.

“What?’

“Wél, if he'staken Jack, if you look for him, you might find Jack.”

Damn, the boy was right. She grimaced to hersdlf. Stupid, Billie. She wasn't going to get anywhere
looking at schematics of the city. She needed to be able to narrow the possibilities down. The way to do
that wasto find Thorpe. If she understood anything about Outreach, it was that they wanted Jack
because he knew something about the diens. It wouldn’t be like Jack to givethat up in ahurry. So,
wherever hewas, he was likely to be there awhile, and until Outreach got what they wanted, Thorpe
waslikely to beinvolved.

She knew the answer, but now she wanted to give the boy some credit. “ So how do | find Thorpe?’ she
asked.

“I don't know alot about buildings and stuff,” he said.
“But | know about finding out things about people.”

He moved over to stand beside her, and Billie gave up her chair. It made sense. One of the things Daman
used wasinformation, and information about people was generdly the most useful of dl.

A few hand motions and a picture appeared on the wall screen.

“That the one?’

“Uh-huh,” said Billie. The face was different—it was an old picture—but it was the same guy.
“Okay,” sad Silas. “Let'ssee”

A filebled into view beside the picture and Silas tapped it open. Together they scanned the contents.
“There snot much there,” said Billie.

“No.”

“Either he/ sclean or we don't redlly know about him.” Silas shrugged.

Normdlly, there’ d be something more. Daman ensured that the crew kept detailed files on most of the
people they interacted with, notes, times, places. Outreach was not immune from his attention. In fact,
from what she remembered, Outreach aways warranted particular attention. Heused to call it his
insurance. Briefly, shewondered if he ill did.

Thorpe was clean. There was nothing they could use.
“So what now?’ she said aloud, more to hersdlf than to Silas, but the thought was there.

“Easy,” said the boy. “Hisofficeishere” He pulled up amap of the Locdity and zoomed to abuilding at
the far end of New, pinpointing the floor and then the room itself.

“So? sadBillie.



Slaswasredly sarting to come out of himsdlf, and helooked at her like she was stupid. “Wefollow him.
| can tap into the security system and we can send some of the othersto watch. | can send them an dert
when he leaves or when he arrives. If they use atransport, | can map it. Easy.”

“And what good will that do?”

“If thisguy Jack is here and he' simportant, then Thorpeis going to go there, isn't he?”

“We don't know that for sure. He could go offworld, go on another assignment.”

Silas planted hisfists on his hips and sighed. “ That’ swhat you think?’

Billie grimaced. She didn’t know. Perhapsthiskid wasright.

“Wel...?

“All right,” she said findly. It was the best chance she had right now. “We need to talk to Daman.”

Dog looked from one face to the other, clearly trying to follow the silent something that had passed
between Daman and Billie. Silas stood in the background, till looking dightly pleased with himsdlf.

Daman rubbed his chin. “ So, if we do this, it will have implications for Outreach,” he continued.
“Yeah,” sadBillie. “They'renot goingtolikeitat dl.”

“But what if we locate Jack? Wherever they have him, it' s going to be secure.”

Billiefrowned. She hadn't really thought that part through.

“Let’sjudt find him first,” shesad.

Dog cleared histhroat and Billie turned her frown on him. “What?’

“Wadll, theold Dog isnot entirdly useless” he said.

“What?' shesaid again.

“I’ve got one or two things back on the Amaranth and you know—"

“Just tdl me, Dog,” sad Billie, her frugtration findly getting the better of her.

Dog took the rebuke sheepishly and then spread his hands wide. “I’ ve got firepower. We need to get
into aplace, | can supply weapons, other stuff, whatever we need.”

“And you think that'ssmart?’ she said.
“No, I'mjust offering—"

Daman lifted ahand. “He may have apoint, Billie. We don’t know how secure whatever it may beis
going to turn out being. Silasisgood, and even | can do alittle something, but you never know. They
own these systems. Y ou know that.”

“And I’'m pretty good too, Daman,” she said.



“Yes, you are, Billie. Y ou awayswere, but we ill don't know.”

Billie turned away from him and walked to the other side of the room. She stood for a couple of seconds
before facing him again and walking dowly back.

“They own the systems,” she said, fixing Daman with asteady gaze. “What ese do they own?’
Daman held her look with difficulty, and then his own gaze dipped away.

“If you upset Outreach and they find out it’ syou, what do you think will happen? What do you think will
happen to you and the rest of them here?’

She couldn’t help it. She needed to find Jack, but she felt something for the younger inhabitants of Old.
Thiswas where she' d grown up, if she had ever needed to grow up. At timeslike this, she felt dmost as
if she had aways been old, that she’ d never redly been akid.

“They can't afford to,” said Daman smply. “I’ll bedl right. I'll dwaysbedl right.”
And maybe, just maybe, she thought, Daman knew what he was talking abot.

Fourteen

Jack had only two choices: he could play dong, or he could pretend to play along. It wasthat smple. As
he knew from histimein the service, misinformation could be just as powerful asinformation, if fed the
right way, and damned if he was going to give these bastards what they wanted. What he wanted was
simpletoo. He wanted Outreach out of hislife, but for now, he couldn’t see any way to make that
happen. No way was he going to be bonding with either of the good doctors. They spent most of their
time peering at him through that one-way mirrored wall anyway. He couldn’t exactly see them, but he
sureas hell could fed them.

Stretching, Jack got up for another circuit of the small complex of rooms. He' d not given them the
pleasure of dipping into dreamstate yet, but it couldn’t be too long before it came upon him involuntarily.
After they’ d finished probing and prodding him, deeping was the last thing he felt like doing. What he
redly felt like doing wasripping their damned heads off, together, but that wasn't going to happen ether.

Wighful thinking, Stein.

Muittering to himsdf, he gave aquick wave to the reflective wal and forced agrin before turning away. If
he thought about it, they probably had ways of watching him wherever hewasin the faux gpartment and
office and that was enough to give him even less comfort.

He waked into the bathroom, fedling even more discomfited with theimplications of hislast thought.
Some thingswere private, dammit. A mirrored cabinet sat above the sink, a shower unit in the corner,
just likein hisold place. He pressed the cabinet edge and the mirror did out of view. It was a cabinet,
nothing more. Insde, patches sat in neat rows—unlikein hisold place...well, not anymore. Oh, the
patches wereright, but the old Jack would have had to rummage around until he found what he was
looking for. He poked at the ordered stacks with one finger. They were dl there, anything he might want.
Stims, andgesics, even recreationds. .. maybe he should just wipe himsdlf out for the duration with agood
seection. No. Not yet anyway, until he had worked out exactly how he was going to play this. Even
through the patches, he might risk dreaming and he wasn’'t ready for that yet.

Next stop was the kitchen. There he had just about everything he needed too, and again, it wasjust like
hisold gpartment. A coffee unit sat to one side. He hit the brewing control, knowing without thinking



about it that the result would be rich and strong, just as he liked it. Out of half-remembered habit, he
glanced out the window to watch the world while he waited, redizing as soon as he' d done it the
foolishness of the action. There was no window, only ablank wall. Theillumination from above was
graduated, giving theilluson that morelight was actualy coming from the direction of thewall wherethe
window should be. Oh, they were good—too damned good. Heredlly did have to be careful. Old habits
were gill old habits and it seemed that everything about this place had been designed to trigger the
layered memories and patternsthat lay deep within him.

Asthe coffee finished brewing, he poked around, investigating. A full bottle of bourbon sat on one shelf,
and an array of ready-cookeds sat on another. Well, that was one thing they’ d gotten wrong. Jack Stein
would never sport afully stocked kitchen. Still, compared with everything el se, that was minor. For the
hell of it, he reached for the bourbon, cracked the sedl, and took a hedlthy sniff before replacing the top
and shoving it wistfully back up on the shelf. Not yet with that either.

The coffee was ready, and he grabbed the mug to accompany him on his next stop. The bedroom had
everything he might expect too. He sat on the edge of the bed and reached back with one hand, testing it,
then leaned forward, cupping his mug with both hands, and shook his head. The bed wasjust as he liked,
firm, with not too much give. They’ d done adamned good job; he had to grant them that. When he
caled up the wallscreen, it showed asystem linked to dl of the Locadlity’ s options. Entertainment, vids,
news—it was dl there. He killed the display, the comforting smell of the coffee the only thing to
accompany his sense of unease on his next investigative pilgrimage.

The living areamirrored the layout of his old apartment except for the lack of windows. Aswith the
kitchen, there was thefaintly graded illusion of windows, and two amost indistinguishable lighter patches
on the walls, working on his subconscious. He glanced around. There was the couch, a couple of chairs,
the shelvesdong onewal.

Jack stopped dead, his mug hafway to hislips. On the shelves sat a collection of items, bits and pieces
shoved there in seemingly random confusion, just as he would have done himsdf back then. Onesingle
object stood out among the clutter, glaring at him across the compact space, its presence dmost like a
dap intheface. The smdl blue bottle, an antique piece, had been one of theitems crucid to hisfirst case
with Outreach, drawing him into the visions of Gil Ronschke strapped into achair after disgppearing from
the mining station on Dairil 111. Jack took a deep breath, hesitating to reach out with his senses and fed
the thing. How had they gotten it? How had they known? Jack bit hislip, staring &t the object, his
thoughtsracing.

Sowly, dowly, he placed the mug down and crossed to the shelf. Hislips pressed tightly together, he
reached out to the bottle. This one small object had been filled with memories and cues that had dragged
him into another place with hisfirst dealings with Outreach. He was gtill wondering how many of his
abilitieshad deserted him.

One touch. One fleeting touch.

Therewas atingle degp in hisguts, but that wasit. It was the same piece, the same small blue bottle that
had been back in his offices way back then. He could fed it. Outreach must have been planning thisfor
years.

Suddenly, Jack felt deeply uneasy. He couldn’t be that important to them, could he?

Despite hisvery best efforts, Jack did eventualy dream. Thetime shift traveling from world to world, the
adrendine burn, the tension, and the frustration al caught up with him and he gradualy succumbed to the



subtle fingers of Morpheus. One minute, he was lying back on the bed, watching an old vid on the
wallscreen with one arm behind his head, trying to ignore that they were observing him even now, and the
next...waves of darkness had swept down upon him without hiseven redizing it.

He stood in an open field, the smells of exposed countryside unmistakablein the air. Jack looked around
himsdf suspicioudy. Open country and pleasant landscapes were not exactly where Jack Stein was
supposed to be. He knew he was dreaming. The ur-redlity of the dreamscape held an undercurrent that
congtantly plucked at the lower layers of his awareness. There was something vagudy familiar about the
gently rolling fields, about the grassy seathat washed about his ankles, about the tissue-thin brushstroke
cloudslikefinger trails across the pale blue sky. He' d been here before, hadn’t he?

Deep within, Jack felt asigh growing, but didn't et it form. Not right now, Jack. Y ou don’t need to be
dreaming—at least not like this.

Hetried to will himsdlf out of the dreamdtate, but knew very quickly that his effort was wasted. Thiswas
definitely one of those dreams, and he was dong for theride.

“Okay. Sowhat?’ he said, but nothing, no one, answered him. It looked like he was going to have to
work this one out for himsdlf, regardless of his vaguely independent subconscious.

The way he was facing was as good as any, so he started to walk.

A few paces farther on—he was't sure how many—Jack became aware that hisfeet wereno longer in
contact with the ground. Flying and floating were fairly standard parts of the dream iconography, but in
his lucid dreams, he usudly had to will the act, or it came as a response to something else. Thiswas
different.

Ashewaked, his pace increased, every step taking him even farther above the ground. He looked down
and behind, watching the receding fields, trying to pick out anything that might give him a clue about
where he was supposed to be. He could see clumps of tiny treesin the distance. They were far away
now, but till close enough for him to determine that they were norma trees and not the strange arbored
sructures, the cathedral trees, on the alien homeworld. Which was good. He didn’t want to be stuck in a
vast echoing room in semidarkness with abunch of slvery animate coatracks right now.

Farther and farther, the ground receded; faster and faster, his steps took him up and away until the
landscape was rushing away into the distance, the individua features blurring into askein of colors.

It wasn't long before Jack found himsalf suspended in the heavens, floating far above aworld that was
clearly not hisown. No familiar oceans, no fondly recognizable swirling cloud masses, but there was
something vagudy familiar about the planet dl the same,

Jack stopped walking, hovering in empty space, and waited. It was dightly ironic that hewassuch a
lousy flier intherea world, dightly uncomfortable with heights, but here in the dreamscape, far above a
dowly rotating world with nothing beneath hisfeet, he fet dmost completdly at ease. The dream redlity
wasafunny place.

Theworld below him turned, Jack hovered, stars around him burned brightly in the blackness and Jack
gtarted to become impatient. He tried for amoment to will himsalf back down to the planet’ s surface, but
failed. Hetried the other direction without success. Now it looked like he was stuck. He hung suspended
for acouple of minutesthat seemed like an eternity, the frustration building, when something started to
twingein hissenses. A growing energy, a presence nearby, started to prickle at his extended awareness.

He tried pinpointing the source: nearby, but not anywhere in particular. Delving deep inside, he reached



out, touched something, and drew back just as quickly. Whatever he had touched had the sensation of
sharpness, something hard, cutting a him like jagged blades clawing hisinner nerve endings.

What the hell?

The blackness wavered. The stars blurred, and dmost directly in front of him, nothingness started to take
shape and form, black upon black. One by one, behind the solidifying presence, the stars winked out of
sight. Jack reached out again and immediately drew back. Whatever this thing was, there was something
init that clashed with hisinner senses, setting histeeth on edge and grating againgt his nerves. Thiswasn't
good.

Jack stretched out a hand foolishly. Whatever the black nonpresence was, it wasfar, far awvay, far
beyond his smple morta grasp. The thing was fucking huge. The redization came to him the next instant
and achill started to grow, taking form alongside a suspicion about what he wasredlly seeing.

Keeping one part of his awareness on the ebon haf-seen shape, Jack turned his attention to the world
below. Down there, patchwork green spreading around it, was adarker, square shape. Its well-defined
edgestold of ddiberate construction. Jack knew then, for sure, why this place had seemed vaguely
familiar. He d seen the world only briefly ever before, and at the time, histeeth had been firmly clamped
together as he' d swept down toward the planet surface, his eyes half-closed, Billie beside him with her
eager anticipation washing past his discomfort. Thiswas Mandala. Not Mandaa of the time when they
had visited, but along, long time before it had become a resort world, decades, even centuries before.

Something very bad was about to happen.

Jack turned back to the reflectionless ship. The sensation of deeply charged atmosphere built, even
though Jack knew there could be no atmosphere here. He was just an observer here, compelled to
watch.

Something like avapor trail shot out from the front of the shape, spearing through the blackness, ill
defined, ill formed, and half-invisble, ashimmer, afesather touch acrossthe void.

Turning his attention to the surface below, Jack watched. The regular shape on the planet surface showed
no change, not from this distance anyway, but moments later, there was a response of sorts. A tiny speck
appeared near the squared-off areaand grew rapidly larger. Asit swept toward Jack’ s position, its
details became clearer, color, form: asivery ovoid growing ever larger, glowing dightly at thetip, asit
coursed through the remaining layers of amosphere. A amilar form flashed in from the Sde, and another
from above. They were responding properly now, and the response was quick. Bright beams of blue
white shot from severd points on the ovoids' surfaces, converging on the shadowed shape, dazzling him
with their brilliance. Jack continued watching, his eyes haf-shut againg the glare. Blue white splashed
againgt black, fanning out across an invisible surface in radiating patterns. Once, twice, threetimes, the
beams seared through the emptiness and met that unseen barrier. A moment later, the stygian form
responded, that barely seen shimmer arcing across the void and another and another till the spokes
touched the solid slver shapes. And in the next instant, the argent ovoids were gone, only spinning
fragments showing where they had been. There was no sound, no fedling, no pressure. One moment
there had been ships, the next just debris.

Jack swallowed. Jesus.

Sowly turning, but traveling with immense velocity, apiece of shattered ship spun past him, then another.
In the next instance, asmdler bit flew by. Ashetracked it, he redlized thiswasn't apiece of metal or
misshapen sirut. Though silver gray, ruptured aong its length, it was the shape of one of the dliensthat
had become so familiar to him over the past few weeks. He had just witnessed a battle—one in which



the alien creatures hadn’t had a chance. Maybe this had been the moment of destruction of the City of
Trees, thedien city on Mandala, the archaeologica site he and Billie had visited. It sure as hdll looked
likeit.

In the back of hishead, achorus of voices swelled like awave.
“You see, Jack Stein? Y ou see?’
He saw.

Thiswashistory.

Fifteen

O utreach Industries new building was pink. Billie stood acrossfrom it, staring up at walls that looked
like they belonged on the outside of acake. It was till an impressive structure, reaching up toward the
celling pandsat the glitzier end of New, but it was pink. It was nothing like the glass and metal monolith
that had once housed the corporate nerve center that ran the Locality, granted, but pink? What the hell
werethey thinking?

Next to Billie stood one of Daman’s crew, an older kid called Freddie. Freddie leaned back against the
wall, oneleg propped up, his hands shoved into his pockets, hisdirty blond hair touded. He was more
than just akid, shethought. More like ayouth, older and nonchalant, hanging around just killing time.
They’d talked about it, al together, and decided that Freddie was the right choice. One of the younger
members might draw too much attention if there was any red following to be done.

“He sin there now.”

Silas' svoice came from aspot in thewall just above her head, pitched low so she and Freddie were the
only onesto hear it. Silaswasn’t Pablo—that much she knew—but when he' d said he was good at
finding out stuff about people, he was't wrong. In some ways, she thought, his taents extended far
beyond anything Pablo had ever done. That trick with the talking walls was something. Wherever she
wasin the Locality, not only could Silasfind her, but he could talk to her too, smply sending aprogram
pulseto one of the local bits of scenery. She wondered what else he could do to manipulate the
Locdity’sfadllities.

“Y ou ready, Freddie?’ Billie said to her companion, trying hard to suppressthe grin that the involuntary
rhyme brought.

Freddie narrowed his eyes, clearly picking up on her expression, but he only gave abrief nod. Billie
turned her attention back to the building across the street. She knew she was taking arisk being here, but
in her new form, with her new apparent physica age, she doubted that Thorpe would recognize her.
Maybe he' d seen her since the transformation. She didn’t know, after al, how closaly Outreach had
been monitoring her and Jack, but she didn’t think it would have been long enough to stick.

“He snot moving,” said Silas.

“Great,” said Billie. If he could do this, what e se could he do? Why couldn’t hejust locate Jack if he was
inthe Locdity, and lead them directly there without having to go through thiswhole find-and-follow
thing? She wasn't going to have that conversation out on the street, though.

People came and went from the building’ swide entrance. It was hard to keep track of the individual
figuresand after awhile, they dl started to blur into one another. Billie was becoming bored, and quickly.



“Now?’ shesaid.
“No,” said Silas.

Freddie just looked like he was dreaming, haf watching the passersby, not even acknowledging her
presence.

Thiswas pointless. There were other kids positioned at strategic crossover points along the Locdity’s
length, but how did they have any ideawhere Thorpe might go? Maybe they should just enter the building
and see what eventuated. They should have thought about this some more, but it had seemed like agood
ideaat thetime.

“Thisisn't working,” she said to thewall. Freddie glanced &t her, but said nothing.
“Wait,” came Silas svoice. “He smoving now. He's coming down.”

Billieturned dightly away from the street, masking her face from the other side, but till alowing her a
view of those who came and went.

“He snearly at the entrance...no...”
“Wha?’ sadBillie
“He sgoing down further. Lower levels. Wait, he's outside now.”

Billieturned, scanning the Street. But then there it was, awhite anonymous vehicle, heading dowly up the
street and toward the port area. Of course, he wasn't going to take the shuttle, not someone like Thorpe.
She and Freddie could try pursuing by shuttle, but she doubted that would do any good. If hewas
heading toward the port...

“Keep following him,” she said. “We need to work out what to do. |sthere anyone up front, near the
port?’

“Uh-huh,” Silasanswered. “ Tinaand Sean.”
“He sin aground transport. Tell them to look out for it.”

Billie screwed up her face, thinking about the options. There weren’t very many of them for the moment.
She' d had this picture of seeing Thorpe and following him right to wherever they had stashed Jack, but it
didn’t look like it was going to work like that. She was leaning back against the wall, her hands behind
her, fingers drumming on the smooth surface, while she thought.

They waited for another ten minutes. Billi€ sfrustration threatened to take her over until Silas reported
some action.

“He went to the port. He got out of the transport and went acrossto aflier. Theflier left.”

What if he was going to the spaceport? Wheat if he was going offworld again? They’ d have no other
leads.

Billie growled to hersdlf. How did Jack put up with this stuff? He had to spend hours and days following
people. She knew he did; she'd seenit.

Right now, it looked like they had no other option than to hop a shuttle and head back down to Old until
something more happened.



“Isthere any way to tell where hewas going?’ Billie asked of thewall.
“No,” sad Silas.
“Okay, Freddie,” said Billie. “Let’ sgo back.”

All theway back to their building, she was thinking, trying to work out a better way of doing this, but
gpart from the possibilities she’' d dready considered, she came up blank. Freddie hung on arailing beside
her, face haf-concealed behind his hair, looking like he wasn't paying attention to anything, but she could
seethewatchfulnessin his eyes, awatchfulnessthat was painfully familiar from her previouslife. She
dismissed those memories and concentrated on the matter at hand. She had to find Jack. Maybe Dog

had some idess.

When they arrived, Freddie smply faded into the shadows, leaving her to seek out Silas and Dog on her
own.

Shefound Silas, back in the small room toward the building’ s rear, but there was no sign of McCreedy.
“Hey,” she sad, hanging in the doorway. “Where' s Dog?’

Silas shrugged. “With Daman, | think.”

Billie nodded. She could find him in aminute. For now, she wanted to run her idea past thiskid.

“If you can track Thorpe,” she asked, “why can't you do the same thing with Jack?’
“Noggnaturefile)” hesad.

“Huh?” Shedidn’t understand.

Again, Silas shrugged. “1t' seasy to do if you have the information. We know a ot about these people.
Outreach, other people. We have thefiles. Daman aways says we have to know as much aswe can
about them.”

“So how many files have you got?’
“I dunno. Maybe two hundred.”
“Huh. So why can't you make afile on Jack?’

Silasfrowned, thinking. “I1t’ s not that easy,” he said. “I need recent Stuff. Trace patterns collected by the
Locdity.”

“But weused to live here” she said. “ There must be something.”

“Maybe,” Slassaid, hisfrown deepening. “1 don’t know. | might be ableto find it, but I don’t know.”
Billiesighed. “Wdll, Il let you think about it for awhile. | need to talk to Dog and Daman.”

Sheleft him there puzzling over what he was going to do.

Wandering through the complex of old offices, she eventudly located Daman. A broad reception area
had a number of couches and chairs spread across an otherwise empty area. Daman sat forward in a
chair, hiselbows on hisknees, hisfingers steepled in front of hisface, ssemingly deep in thought.
Daman’ s eyes barely flickered, registering her presence. There was no sign of Dog.



“Daman?’

Helooked up from histhoughts.

“Any joy?" hesad.

Billie shook her head and moved to prop herself on the back of a couch.

“No, and | think maybeit’s stupid. How are we going to follow this Thorpe guy anyway? We don't
know if he's still going to be involved with Jack. HE sdone hisjob, hasn't he? It could be anyone dse
from Outreach. | asked Silasif he can try to get afix on Jack himsdlf.”

Daman lowered his hands and plucked at hislower lip. “ Y es, that might be possible, but | wouldn’t be
sure. We only redly started collecting records when Silasjoined us. Beforethen...well, we had files,
information, but nothing like the sgnature tracesthat Silasisworking with.”

“Isthere anyone dse you can use?’ Billie asked him.

“It' sdifficult,” said Daman. “ Trust only goes so far, and with the sort of people we might employ it goes
far less than with most. Hmmm. Our accessto the true hierarchy within Outreach islimited.”

Billiegave aheavy sgh.

“Though it isworth exploring,” said Daman. “ But locating where they have him isonly one part of the
problem. We need to work out how we' re going to get him away once we know, and as much as | can
rely on some of our contacts, that is probably a step too far.”

“So where'sDog?’ she asked, looking around.
Daman shook his head distractedly. “He said he had some things to do, that he’ d be back later.”

Billiefrowned at him. What could Dog possibly have to do in the Locality? He knew no one, knew
nothing about the place, unlessit had something to do with the person he thought he' d seen. Perhaps

he' d gone back to the shuttle to get somethings after al. Still, it didn't fed right. She pulled at her bottom
lip, thinking about it. What was Dog McCreedy up to now?

Daman had drifted away and had afaraway ook in his eyes. He seemed to remember that Billie was
there and moved back into the conversation asif she' d never changed thetopic. “1 suggest welet Silas
explore what he can do. We keep an eye on Thorpe and see if he leads us anywhere useful. Meantime, |
will think about our other options.”

“Damen,” sad Billie.

“Hmm?’

“Thank you for this.”

He blinked a couple of times before responding. “1 have my reasons,” he said.

He had dways been like this, giving up only as much as he needed to. What went on in Daman’ s head
would dways remain amystery, she suspected. Though she had some thoughts of her own.

“Tdl me about Outreach, Daman.”

“What more do you want to know?’



“Wdl...” Billiethought for asecond. “Whoisit now?’

“It isnot so very different from when you were here. There have been changes. But Warburg still heads
the board. The Van der Stegens have a continuing presence aswell.”

“Theold guy?’

“No. He seemsto have faded into the background. Anastasia Van der Stegen is the dominant force

Billie remembered her. She hadn’t liked the woman at first Sight, and she d tried hitting on Jack too. At
least Jack had been smart enough to see through the ruse at the time. Warburg she didn’t know much
about, except that he was the one who had hired Jack initialy, hoping for some reason that he' d blow the
case. Same old players, sort of. She hadn't really understood everything about what Warburg had been
trying to achieve back then, but she understood enough to know that the man had very few moral
principles.

“Do you know any of them?’ she asked.

Daman stood and walked around to the back of his chair before answering, his hands clasped behind
him. When hefinaly spoke, he was facing away from her.

“I’ve come across Warburg once or twice, but no direct dealings. It was aways through someone else.
Hetendsto keep to himsdlf, insulated from mogt of their overt activities.”

He turned back to face her.
“He has other people to do everything for him.”
“So what about them?” said Billie. “ Can we get to any of them?’

Daman lifted one hand. “I'm thinking.” He used the hand to rub at one cheek and then moved around the
chair to retake his seat. “I was running through the possibilities. The problemis, just aswe know them,
they know us. People like Warburg are not stupid. Remember, Outreach ownsthis city. We exist, we
survive, in part, because they adlow usto exidt. It suitstheir purposes.”

Daman gave aheavy sgh before continuing. “1 share aportion of responsbility, but it’ sajoint
responsibility. | keep the Family safe. Billie, you know that.”

Shewasalittle surprised to hear him talking like this, dmost asif he was seeking her approva. She sat
back, catching the inside of her bottom lip between her teeth. Aslong as she could remember, Daman
had aways been there, unquestionable. Now, suddenly, she was starting to seehiminanew light.
Despite hersdlf, sherecalled some of the things that she had done, that the other kids had done, certain
that Daman had | et them happen in full knowledge of what was going on. Shetugged at one ear, pushing
that chain of thoughts away with agrimace. She didn’t want to think about that, about any of it. They had
more important things to worry about.

Sixteen

Jack woke, his heart dtill racing. The group unconscious of the alien race was not done with him, it
seemed.

Y eah, he'd seen. He'd seen dll right, but he didn’t know why.



Every time he' d entered into that weird joint dreamspace, the aliens had had areason, some sort of
message or purpose for him. He gill couldn’t figure out why the diens would be dreaming of him while he
was dreaming of them. That part was still too strange. They could have found a better choice, surely.

He rubbed splayed fingers back through hishair and checked the time display. It was very early morning.
He d dept right through the night. He still felt like crap, but he was allittle rested at least. He needed
coffee and ashower. Faling adeep in hisclothes didn’t do much for hisgenerd auraof hedth and
well-being.

He pushed himsdlf up from the bed and stumbled into the kitchen, setting the coffee to brew, leaning

back on the counter, and considering what he had dreamed while he waited, before the detailsfaded as
they were sometimes wont to do, even though, over the years, he had trained himsdlf to retain as much as
he could.

One by one, he picked through the sequences, turning them thisway and that, but there was nothing
hidden or obtuse he could identify. It was smple; the diens had given him abrief history lesson. So what
was the point?Y eah, the City of Trees had been half wiped clean. Y eah, the power of destruction had
been huge, but he knew dl that aready. What did it have to do with his current Stuation? And moreto
the point, what could he do about it? That stuff was centuriesin the past. Still, he couldn’t believe that the
fading dien race didn’t have a purpose in what they were showing him.

Do you see, Jack Stein?
Hesaw, but hedidn’t get it.

He reached for his coffee and, taking hisfirst sip, washed it around in his mouth, cupped the mug
between his hands, and considered.

In the room nearby, with their monitoring equipment and their clinica fascination, the good doctors were
probably watching him. Or maybe they were just recording for later andyss. Briefly, Jack wondered if
they had away of telling that he' d been dreaming. One way or another, he guessed he' d find out soon

enough.

If Jack was going to use what he had, he had at least to make a show of playing aong with them. Some
of the questionsthey had asked him yesterday had shown clearly that they knew he had been dreaming
and when he was dreaming. He could use that. He walked acrossto the reflective wall and tapped onit a
couple of timeswith hisknuckles.

“What isit, Mr. Stein?’ It was the woman. He couldn’t even remember their names. They werejust the
“good doctors’ now.

“I’'mready,” he said. They wanted adream session; he’ d give them adream session.

“Ah, very good, Jack,” said the mae doctor. “We are particularly interested in anything you can find out
about the temporal-dispersion device. Anything further you can provide on the history of the dien species
would aso be useful. If you can try to steer your dreamsin that direction, that would be good.”

Y eah, he bet it would.

Jack took histime going through the ritua of removing his clothes and carefully folding them one by one
on the nearby chair. He then climbed up on the deep couch, reached back for the inducer pads, and
affixed them to histemples, al the while fedling the discomfort of the doctors unseen gaze upon him. He
might be a specimen to them, but he was a specimen with his own mind. Thankfully, there was no way



they could read histhoughts—at least not just yet, asfar as he knew.

Asthe gentle waves of the inducer drifted through his mind, subtly pressing his awareness down through
thelayers of consciousness, he crossed his hands on his naked chest, the feding of determination resting
hard and solid within him. The blackness swept up to cover him, folding him away in that place that

existed deep within him, sparking the currents that flowed to that dream place where Jack worked best.

Jack was back. Back on the alien homeworld, that was, back in the large echoing room with the
artificidly constructed deep couch and the clusters of immobile dien creatures, silver-skinned and
motionlessin the gloom. He thought of this as the dream room now, because it was here that he wound
up every time he and the diens dreamed each other. He dtill hadn’t come to terms with the way the whole
thing worked, how they could dream each other. All he knew wasthat it seemed to work. And then he
had to go into that routine where he dreamed he was lying on the artificia couch and dipping into another
layer of dreamspace. How far could the whole thing go? Could he dream he was dreaming he was
dreaming and so on? Wasthere arisk that he might become buried in recursive dream layers, so far
down that he could never find hisway back? No. Stupid, Stein. Thoughts like that were not going to help
matterset al.

“Hello,” he said to the immobile shapes. He knew they were therein their own version of
unconsciousness, somewhere back on their homeworld, and that this place was just their mental
congtruction to help him fed at home with the necessary process of their communication.

He looked dubioudly at the nearby deep couch. No, he didn’'t need it. He didn’'t need any of this
anymore. They were good, but this was smply unnecessary by now.

“Canweget rid of thisstuff?” he said, waving an arm to indicate the room, the couch, everything that
surrounded them.

Nothing happened.

Drawing hisinner sensestight, he focused on willing the environment away. For an ingtant, it seemed to
be working; the walls shimmered, became insubstantia, and then solid again.

Dammit. He tried once more.

Thistime, the reaction was different. One of the aliens swung aleg forward, and then another, usng its
awkward stepwise gait to move closer to him. Itstrunk bent forward, pointing the top of its central shaft
down toward him.

“Hi there,” said Jack.

Now hefdt redly stupid. Taking to the slver lizard-skinned coatrack, knowing it had no means of
talking back to him. Perhaps he should just climb up on the deep couch and get this over with.

“Look, | don't need this stuff anymore,” he said. “Talk to me. Just talk to me.”
“J...ack.” Thefamiliar multivoiced chorus swelled and died away in the back of his head.

“S...d...n. Too. Hard.” The echoesflowered and wilted. No, they were right. This was too much hard
work.

“Bring back Billie, then,” he said. It had worked before. Why not now? And with that thought, she was
there.



“Hédllo, Jack.”

He spun to face the voice. Propped on the edge of the deep couch sat Billie, the young Billie, al of
twelve years old, with her blond bobbed hair framing the pa e aesthetic features and her shadowed,
faraway eyes.

“Helo,” hesad.
“What can we do for you?’ she asked, cocking her head dightly to one side.

It was till unnerving talking to Billiein her earlier form, but it was better than some of the other choices
the diens had offered him in the past, perhaps unknowingly, but till...

“1 don’t know,” said Jack. “I’m worried.”
“Yes?' sadBillie.

“I had adream last night. | think it was one of your dreams. | saw a battle above Mandala. Some kind of
black ship blew away three of yours. It wastotal destruction. The other ships didn’t have a chance. What
can you tell me about that?’

He looked around the room, but the aliens that surrounded them were till unmoving. If hiswords hed
prompted any reaction, it wasn't evident. He turned his attention back to the dream simulation of Billie.
Maybe it wasn’'t asmulation, but some sort of Ssmple holographic projection. But that didn’t make sense
within adream either. It didn't relly matter. If it allowed him to communicate, then that was good

enough.
“That was higtory,” said Billie. Shelooked away.
“But then why were you showing it to me? We' ve been through that before.”

Therewas along pause. “Weknow,” she said finally. “But before, you did not see therisk. Before, you
saw, but till you came.”

“Therisk?" asked Jack.
“Youwill comeagain, Jack Stein,” said Billie.

Not if he could help it. No way was he getting on another jump ship and hopping across the galaxy.
Nothing could make him go through that again.

“Not likely,” hesaid.

“Very likdy,” said Billie. “Not you, but your kind. Y ou will come again.”
Billietwirled afinger in her hair, watching him. She was starting to fade.
“Wait,” he said. “ So what? Why isthat important?’

The room around them faded with Billie' simage and Jack thought he was |osing the dream. The next
moment, Jack was floating, suspended in cold space, star fields stretching out in every direction. Bright
pinpoints clustered together, and as soon as he focused his attention on one of them, he rushed toward it.
It wasn't agtar, as he' d first thought, but something much, much more than that, a collection of stars and
dust and other things all bound together in the familiar shape of agalaxy. He flew closer, toward the
center, where the starslay thick, only separating from one another as he drew even closer. There were



planets, worlds, rings of debris, and he saw them dl. They varied in intensity and hue, numberless around
him. It was amagnificent sght, but he fill didn’t know why they were showing it to him.

Onegar grew larger in hisfield of vison until Jack could make out the individua bodies accompanying it.
“Here,” adeeply swelling voice proclaimed insde his head.

“What?" said Jack, his speech floating away like avapor stresk across the blackness. “What am |
supposed to see?’

A shadowed shape flew up from the planet’ s surface, dark and lightlesslike the ship he had seenin the
battle before. It was followed by another, and another. They whispered past him, silent inthe void, but as
they swept by, even at the great distance, he felt the chill, the jagged cold cleaving at hisinner senses,
filling him with acurrent of dread that trickled to hisvery marrow.

One &fter another, they passed him. One by one, they radiated the fear, impossible to resst, and still they
kept coming.

“Tdl mewhat | haveto do,” said Jack.

“Thereisnothing you can do,” said thevoice. “Nothing.” It Sighed and drifted avay into mere echoes,
deep within hismind.

“Nothing...”

Jack sat up, hisheart pounding. That cold dread was like nothing he’ d ever felt and he could gtill tasteits
presence flowing like an oily stream through his bones. Bad, bad, bad.

“Jesus,” hewhispered to himself.
“What wasthat, Mr. Stein?’ said the male doctor’ s voice.

“No, nothing,” said Jack, remembering where he was. “ Just making the trangtion. Coming out of it. Give
me amoment or two.”

“We don’'t want to lose anything of the dream experience,” said the “good doctor,” concern evident in his
voice.

“No,” said Jack. “We refine. Just let me collect mysdlf.”

He swung hisfeet off the couch and padded into the bathroom, not caring what they thought he was
doing. He needed to take apiss. He stood staring down at the stream as he did so, thinking. What was
he going to tdll these guys? He hadn’t quite worked out what he' d redlly been seeing, though he had a
vague suspicion, let done the story he was going to tell them. He flushed, washed his hands, and said,
“Mirror.” Thewal above the sink became reflective, showing him his own, younger face looking
thoughtfully back at him. He leaned forward and touched the hair at histemples, strangely missing the
gray. He pulled back abit, studying either sde of hisface criticaly.

Quitefrankly, hewasfeding alittle weird. He turned on the water and leaned over to splash hisface. His
image blurred through the wetness, Jack felt even stranger as he sood upright again. He reached up with

one hand and wiped the back of it across his eyes, getting rid of the remaining water. A dark shape stood
inthemirror behind him.



“What the—?" He spunto faceit.

Maximilian Aire sood behind him in the doorway, completely naked, hisgold jewelry offset againg his
dark skin, hisfleshy jowlslooking dick and shiny just like the top of his head.

His gaze was penetrating.

“What the fuck are you doing here?’ said Jack, taking a step backward.

Aire sface creased into agrin that was followed by adeep belly laugh.

“Ah, Jack Stein. Y ou see what happens when you mess with things you know nothing about.”

Thiswaswhat he had been thinking about before: He was till dreaming. He' d woken in his dream, but
only in hisdream. Perhgps he' d invoked this by thinking about it. Still, it was damned unsettling. Aire had
to be herefor areason. Jack thought he' d |eft the Sons of Utrecht far behind in Balance City, but
gpparently not. The unseen hand of the SOU had no logica placein his dream, but sometimes dream
logic was obtuse,

“Comeon, Aire, tell mewhat you want.”

It might be adream, but things happened in his dreams with a purpose. Jack had threatened the big
leader of the palitica group when he was looking for Billie, and he was pretty sure that Aire had had
something to do with the death, the so-cdled suicide, of Dr. Heering from the university, but he' d been
unableto proveit. It looked like he was't done with it yet.

“Y ou arelooking for something | want,” said Aire, his deep voice gill sounding amused and his
expresson matching.

“And what might that be?’ said Jack.
“Theway home,” said Aire,

Jack stared at him. What was that supposed to mean? Jack became aware of a cold wind on his back,
and looking back over his shoulder, he was not surprised to see that the walls had disappeared. Instead,
he stood at the edge of a high dliff, leading down into darkness. The craggy sdes |ooked vaguely familiar.
Heturned back to ook at Aire, but the big black man had disappeared, as had the rest of the complex.
In front of him was forested landscape, tall treesin an even line densdly packed and blocking hisview. It
was light enough that he could see everything, but behind him, when he looked over his shoulder, the
murk still obscured any view of what sat beyond the cliff, or what lay hidden at its bottom. Strangely,
Jack fdlt little unease standing precarioudy on the dliff edge. He should be on the verge of quaking by
now. He leaned over the edge, peering down, seeing if he could penetrate the gloom. Nothing.

Above him, thick clouds boiled in the sky, dark and pregnant with threatened storms. Again, the cold
wind buffeted him from behind, rocking him on hisfeet. The next ingant, another gust blew him back and
the ground beneath hisfeet started to crumble. He watched as didodged stones fell, dowly turning end
over end as they dropped to be swallowed in the darkness.

And then hewasfdling.

Jack sat up, his heart pounding.



“Jesus,” hewhispered to himself.
“What wasthat, Mr. Stein?’ said the male doctor’ svoice.

“No, nothing,” said Jack, remembering where he was. “ Just making the trangition. Coming out of it. Give
meamoment or two.”

He swung hisfeet off the couch and padded into the bathroom to take a piss, not caring what they
thought he was doing. He stood staring down at the stream as he did so, thinking. What was he going to
tell these guys?

“Jesus, nol” hesaid aloud. “Mirror.”

Hisreflection stared back a him, dightly wild-eyed. Nothing stood in the mirror behind him. He turned to
look over his shoulder. No Maximilian Aire. No landscape. He looked back. No cliff. So far so good.

Flushing and washing his hands, he walked warily back into the pseudo-office, his heart till pounding. If
he didn’t know better, he’ d be thinking that he was starting to lose his senses. Reaching for his clothes,
he pulled them on dowly, still degp in thought.

For awhile, he' d suspected that his dream ability was changing. Back in the days of the original Outreach
case, things had been different—kabbaistic symbols, ancient rhymes, mystica doorways, al that stuff
seemed to have faded from his subconscious awareness. The dream sequence he' d just been through
harkened back to some of those earlier dreams. The feeling within him, that edgy, taste-of-the-precipice
feding in hisguts, was the same too. He d even suspected that the dlien beings were subsuming histalent,
taking it over and guiding it with their own dream presence, though now he wasn't so sure. Perhapsthe
visonswere products of circumstance, of the energies and presence within which he moved. But why the
hell had Aire been naked? He shook his head, amost as an effort to remove theimage from hisbrain.

“Mr. Sten?’
“Y egh, yeah. Give me aminute to order my thoughts.”
“Very well. Just tell uswhen you're ready.”

Seventeen

T hey made severd more abortive attempts, but till Thorpe had led them nowhere. Billie was becoming
tired with this, and some of the crew were starting to grumble. She didn’t know how Jack put up with
these endless hours of watching and waiting. There had to be something e se they could do. Dog had
returned a couple of hours after she' d noted his absence. Despite her quizzing, hetold her nothing about
what he’ d been up to. Billiefiled it away. He hadn’t been gone long enough to makeit to his shuttle—at
least she didn’t think so—and he' d returned carrying nothing more than what he d left with. Shedidn’t
likethis secretive behavior fromhim at al.

There were frustrations on other fronts aswell. Despite her suggestions, Silas hadn’t been able to put an
effective trace on Jack. He' d managed to find enough to put together a signature, or a*“kind of”
sgnature, ashe'd put it. He' d set it loose in the Locality’ s structure, but so far, it had drawn ablank.
Jack had to be here somewhere; she just knew it. Outreach was pretty good at keeping its secrets.

Daman had made afew discreet inquiries, but so far, he d come up with nothing too. He' d seemed
withdrawn and thoughtful when he' d broken the news. Every few hours, their task felt more and more
hopeless.



Dog tried to keep their spirits up, but even that was starting to wear thin, especialy in light of his
mysterious excursion. Shewasin no mood for it, and she even snapped at him once or twice. He'd
backed away, pams held up, and |eft her toit.

“Got something.” Silas s voice came from nearby. She knew he was off in his back room, but hisvoice
made it seem he was standing right beside her and she jumped.

“What isit?’

“Thorpe s back. HE' s on the move. Somewhere new.”
“Where?’ said Billie.

“Holdon.”

One of the nearby walls started to flicker and move, the smooth surface replaced in amoment with a
multidimensiona representation of the Locality. A bright dot was moving, high up in the structures, and
then down, lower. Shetracked it. It traveled down the Locdity’ smain arterial route and then did asharp
turn to theright, heading toward the Locality’ swestward side. It was about halfway up New.

“Isthere anyone up there?’ she asked.
“Close” sad Silas, “but too far away.”
“How soon can they get there?’

“A few minutes. Maybe ten.”

She kept her attention on the marker, willing it to stop, willing it to dow, so they could get someone onit.
A few momentslater and it did just that, out near the Locality’ s outer wall. It stayed till for about a
minute.

“Isthere anything there?’ she asked.

“Not anything specid,” said Silas.

The bright dot was on the move again, and then, suddenly, it vanished.
“What wasthat?’ sad Billie.

“I don't know. | don’'t know. Wait....”

The seconds dragged by.

“| don't getit,” said Silas. “I’ve logt him. One minute he was there and then he wasn't. That can't
happen. It doesn’t happen.”

Billie chewed her lip, staring at the map, her hands shoved into her back pockets.

“Isthere any way he can get outside from there?” she said. Maybe there was some sort of hidden
gateway out from the Locdity that only Outreach knew abouit.

“Nuh-uh. Not there. | know al thewaysin and out.”
“So what happened, Sllas?’



“I don't know,” he said. He sounded upset, asif he'd let her down. She needed him to keep it together.
“It'sokay,” shesaid. “We just need to work it out. I’'m coming back to seeyou.”

She wandered back through the corridors, still chewing her lip. Just when she thought they had
something, it looked likeit was gone.

Silas sat behind his desk, staring down at the surface, hislips pressed together in athin line. He didn't
look up at her as she entered.

“What happened?’ she said.
He shook his head.
“Slas, just think. Something must have happened. Could something have happened to your routines?’

He stood and turned away from her, then turned back and kicked at the desk. “ Should have worked,”
he said petulantly. “ Alwaysworks.”

“It' sokay,” shesad. “We ll figureit out. We know where he was when it happened.”

He nodded dowly, venturing aglance a her face, and then looking away again quickly. Shit, she hoped
she'd never been like this. Maybe she had. She waked over and put her hand on his shoulder. * Show
methe place again,” she said softly.

“Should have worked,” he said quietly.
“It doesn’'t matter now. Just show me.”

A couple of touches on the desk and the same map bled into being on thewall. Silas zoomed in on the
spot where Thorpe had been afew moments before.

“And ther€ s nothing there?’

Silas shook his head.

Dog appeared in the doorway, hanging around the frame. “What’ s going on?’

She waved him down. “Isthere anything Thorpe could do that would block the trace?’ she asked Silas.
Again, the boy shook hishead. He was sulking now.

Sheturned to Dog and spoke. “We found Thorpe, and then he just disappeared.”

“Disappeared where?’

“Wedon't know.”

“And what was there?’

Billiesghed. “I asked that. We don't know. Nothing.”

“Sowhat?" sad Billie.



“So let’ sget up there and see,” said Dog.

She glanced a Silas. “ Slas dready has some of the crew going there, haven't you?’
Silas hesitated, then gave a brief nod. He dtill refused to meet their eyes.
“Sowewait,” said Dog.

It took about ten minutes for the crew to check in. Silas monitored their progress on the map. When they
were close to the spot where Thorpe had disappeared, hefinaly spoke.

“There. What' sthere?’

One of theyounger kids' voices came from the desk. “ Some buildings. A street.”
“What else?’

“Huh, thet’ sweird.”

“What isit?’

“I dunno. It skind of likeawall, but it’s curved. It reaches up and then goesin.”

Silasand Billie both peered at the map, trying to see what the kid was talking about. There was nothing
there.

“Y ou sure about that?’ said Silas.
“Coursel’m sure,” camethe voice.
Slaswasfrowning. “There can’'t be anything there,” hesaid. “I'd seeit.”

“Ligen,” sad Billie. “If they had someway of shielding, that would explain it, wouldn’t it? That would be
why Thorpe just disappeared. He went inside something and whatever it is has to be shielded in some

way.”

“Yeah,” sad Dog.

“Sowhat do wedo?’ said Billie, turning to look at him.
Dog grinned. “We go up and knock?’

Billie made asound in her throat that she hoped effectively showed how unimpressed she was with the
suggestion. Hisgrin faded.

“Slas, keep them there. Watch to seeif anything happens.”
Silasnodded. “Y ou hear that?’ he said.
“Uh-huh,” camethekid’ svoice.

“Wewait too,” said Billie. Shewasthinking fast. “It would make sense. If they wanted to keep him
hidden, they’ d put him somewhere that was redly hidden. We don't know who e se wants Jack right
now. It might not be only Outreach. The same thing happened with the tablet. Other people were
interested in that too, and Outreach tried to get it. If they think Jack’ s got something like the tablet, then
Outreach might want to keep him al to themselves, don’t you think?”



“Yeah, | guessso,” said Dog. “I think | seewhat you' re saying. But maybe they just want to keep him
out of theway where hisfriendswon't find him.” He looked significantly in her direction with alift of his
eyebrows. He walked into the room and stood next to her, his hand creeping around to rest on the small
of her back. “So again, wewait,” he said.

Billie moved to sit, looking for somewhere that was not Silas' s desk. Dog had no such quams; he smply
propped himself on the desk edge, ignoring Silas slook and crossing his ankles. He lowered hisfaceto
watich her through hishair, alittle haf smile playing on hislips.

Dog' s sense of timing could be alot better, she' d decided. It was pretty clear what he was interested in,
but right now redly wasn't thetime.

They waited for about half an hour, Dog watching her and Billie Stting on the edge of achair, her legs
jiggling up and down with impatience. She hated waiting. She had dways hated waiting. Dog' s looking at
her was making her feed uncomfortable too and she turned away so she wouldn't be so aware of it,
choosing to watch the map instead, though it told her very little.

A full haf hour it took before anything significant happened.

“There saground car,” came one of thekids voicesfrom Silas'sdesk. “It’s stopping.”
Billieleaned in toward the source of the voice. “Is anyone getting out?’

She could hear another sound, aregular thumping.

“What' sthet noise?’

“They’replaying,” said Silas asif that explained everything.

She guessed it did. They had abal or something. Kids played together on the street. 1t would look less
suspiciousthan if they were just hanging around doing nothing.

“No,” camethekid' svoice. “He sjust dtting.”
“Canyou seeingde?’

“No, thewindows are dark.”

“How many arethere?’

“Hard to tell, but maybe only one.”

They waited for about another ten minutes with nothing happening, the anticipation killing her. Theregular
sound of the ball or whatever it was thumped out from the desk, grating on her nerves.

“Something' s happening.”

There was a pause.

“Hey, that' sweird.”

“What?" sadBillie

“Thewall kind of opened up. Two men just came out.”

Billie glanced at the map. The bright dot indicating Thorpe had resppeared.



Sheleaned in even closer to the desk, her heart pounding.

“Two of them? Describe them to me.”

“They’ re both pretty old. One has dark hair, thin, wearing adark suit.”
Thorpe...it had to be Thorpe.

“The other oneiskind of big. Redlly short hair. HE swearing adark brown suit.”

Billie'sheart sank. Neither of them sounded like Jack. Well, the thin one maybe, but it was Thorpe. The
map clearly showed Thorpe as being present, one of the pair, meaning that the other one had to be a
bodyguard or something. The whole thing with the magically appearing door and the shielded wall gave
her enough confidence to think that they’ d found where Outreach was holding Jack, though.

“Thanks,” shesaid. “Y ou’ ve done enough for now.”
“Silas?’ The voice was questioning.

“Yeah,” said Silas, looking & Billie for confirmation before continuing. “Come back,” he said, but only
after she' d nodded.

Billielooked sgnificantly a Dog. So what now?

Heraisad his eyebrows, waiting. He was giving her the lead, just like he had done from the very start.
She stood, shaking her head at him.

“What do you think?’

Dog ran hisfingersthrough his hair, pushing it well out of hisface beforeturning to Silas.

“Canyou get usin there?’” he asked.

Slaswas staring at the map, his bottom lip thrust out.

“Dunno,” hesaid.

Billie crossed and gave him areassuring touch on the arm. “What do you think, Sllas?’ she said.

He shrugged. “Dunno. It shouldn’t be likethat. | should be ableto seeit. If | can’'t seeit, | can’t touch it.”

She knew exactly what he meant. Programming ability was directly limited only by thelevels of access. If
asystem was denied to you, it might aswell not exist. That’ swhy bridging capacity was so important.

“It' sgot to be programmed from somewhere,” she said. “ There might be away in from the central
Locality core, some sort of gateway.”

“Maybe,” said Silas, but he sounded doubtful.
“Why don’'t we just bust in?” asked Dog. “Easy.”

Billieturned. “What makesyou think it'sso easy?’ shesaid. “ The Locdlity isdifferent. If Jack’sin there,
we don’'t want to make a big noise getting him away from there. We want to try getting him out before
they know he' s gone. Remember, there’ s only one way out of this place that we can use. It' salong way
from there’ —she tapped the map—"to there, up to the port. And that’s our only way out.”



She' d dready thought that part through. She imagined that if they wanted to, Outreach could sedl up the
port astight as atrap, and then they’ d be no better off than when they’ d just arrived.

“Yeah, | guess,” said Dog. “So what?’

It was dready quite late in the day and she could fed the pangs of hunger starting to grow, interfering
with her thought processes and putting her even more on edge.

“I need to edt,” she said.
Dog looked vagudly incredulous. “Now?’
“Uh-huh, now.”

She dug her handipad out of her jacket pocket. “Here,” she said. “Go and pick something up. Do
something useful. I'll wait here and do somework with Silas”

He snorted and shoved the handipad into his pocket. “ Any preferences?’
“Yeah,” shesad. “Moally’ swould be good. Silas?’

The young boy gave abig nod, hisface lightening.

Dog stood there asif waiting for something.

“You'll find one easy. Head up toward Mid. Just go, Dog.”

He shook his head and | eft them there, muttering as he went. She watched his retreating back ashe
stepped into the corridor outside. Was there something el se he was about to do? For the moment that
was the least of her worries. Besides, with Dog out of the way, maybe she could concentrate now,
despite the burgeoning hunger.

“Okay,” she said to Silas. She moved around to hisside of the desk. “Can | useit?’
There was amoment of hesitation, but then came a half-rel uctant acquiescence.

“Show me,” shesad.

It seemed like an age before Dog reappeared, bearing brown bags and drink containers, but in the
meantime, Billie and Silas had not been idle. Together, they’ d been exploring the Locality’ s neurd
pathways, probing and peering with their on-hand tool sets aswell as some that weren't immediately
gpparent. When Billie and Jack had left the Locdlity that first time, she' d taken the precaution of burying
some of her own tools and routines degp within the Locality’ sinfostructure. It didn’t take her long to
remember where she’ d hidden them, and then in less than five minutes, she' d unfolded the masking layers
to make them available again, disguised, but present. Despite Silas' s current familiarity with the network
and the comparative sophistication of her own tools, they’ d so far drawn ablank. When Dog appeared
inthe doorway, haf struggling with hisburden, it was ardief. She waved him over.

“I didn’t know what to get,” he said. “ So | got some burgers and some fries and some drinks.”
“Perfect,” said Billie, waving toward one of the bags with an outstretched hand.
Hetossed her abag and she half ripped out the burger, spilling friesall over Silas' s desk. The boy



looked at them detachedly, then reached for one, munching on it dowly. Billie was dready hafway
through her burger when he plucked another from the desk and lifted it to his mouth.

“S0o, any luck?’ asked Dog.

Billie wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, peering through the remains of the bag for anapkin or
something.

“Nope,” she said, growling and reaching for an as-yet-unopened bag and again searching for something
to wipe her hands and face with.

“What do you mean, nope?’ asked Dog. “It took me agesto find the place.”

She shrugged. “What do you expect? These guys don’t want it to be found, do they? It would be pretty
stupid if they left it out in the open in asystem sensetoo.”

“Yeah, | guess s0,” said Dog. “ So what do we do?’

Billie reached for the unfinished haf of her burger, not caring about the messfor the moment. Shewas
il hungry. As shetook another large bite, she shrugged.

Dog pushed hisfingers back through his hair, looking decidedly unimpressed.

“Silashasgot anidea,” she said around a mouthful of food. Damn, she' d missed these things. She hadn’t
had aMally’ sfor ages.

“I think | can build something that will get usin.” There were traces of uncertainty in Silas'svoice.
“How?
“I'mnot sure....”

Billie waved her hand a Dog and gave him afrown, then swallowed what she was chewing. “ Silas says
hecandoit; hecandoit.”

“Okay,” said Dog.

“It'sgoing to take a bit of time,” said Slas quietly. “| haveto work it out.”

“Yeah, okay,” said Dog, findly reaching for one of the brown sacks. “What do we do until then?’
Billielooked a Silas. “'Y ou’ ve got the system monitoring Thorpe anyway, right?’

He nodded.

“Then we should go and get somerest. If Silasisgoing to take afew hours...we need to get in there
redly late a night or early in the morning when no one' saround. That would be best. Isthat okay,
Slas?

Again he nodded.
“Y ou're not going to need any deep?’

He gave adow shake of hishead, looking vaguely pissed off with the suggestion. She could rdlateto his
response. She' d been just the same. If there was a problem to solve, she wanted to solve it and she
didn’t want to stop until it was done.



“Okay,” said Billie. “We should probably go back to the hotel and try to get acouple of hours of deep.
I"ll let Daman know what’ sgoing on.”

Dog was watching her speculatively, dowly chewing as she left the room to seek Daman out.

Eighteen

A |l theway back up to the hotel, Dog was very quiet, more quiet than usud anyway, and Billie
wondered what was going through his mind. She decided not to press him until they were back in the
relative privacy of their room.

Asthey stepped from the shuttle, Dog suddenly grabbed her arm.
“Back,” he hissed, pulling her into adoorway.
“What?’ shesaid, glaring a him.

He motioned for silence. “ Just wait,” he whispered through closed teeth, pressing her back into the
corner and angling his face around the doorway so he could get aview up the stret.

“What?’ she asked again. She' d had enough of hislittle secrets.

He spoke without breaking his position at the doorway’ s edge. “ Can't be seen right now. There's
someone up there. We need to wait until they’ re gone.”

A couple of seconds passed and till he hadn't budged. “ Shit, they’ re not moving.”
“Who, Dog?Wha' sgoing on?’
“I'll tell you about it later,” he snapped.

She' d had enough. If he had to stay out of sight, that was his business. She wanted to get back to the
hotel. She made amove toward the roadway. Dog immediately whirled, grabbed her shoulders, and
pushed her back against thewall, hard.

“Stay,” hesad.
Billiethrew her weight againgt him, anger flaring indde her. Shewasn't the dog here. “No!” she said.

At that moment, someone stepped out through the door. Without hesitating, Dog wrapped hisarm
around her shoulders, pulled her close, and planted his mouth firmly on hers.

Billie'shands were up, flat againgt his chest, pushing him back. In the ingtant it took the other man to
pass, smile, look away, and step out onto the street, Dog' s eyes were watching.

She shoved him away from her and stood back againgt the wall, glaring, her hands planted on her hips.
“What are you doing? What the hdll are you doing, Dog?’

Shrugging off the question, he ducked his head around the doorway’ s edge.

“They’vegone,” he said. “ For now. But we' d better be careful.”

“Dog?

“Not now, Billie Pleae”



She ground her teeth together and took a deep breath.

“Comeon,” hesad. “Back to the hotel. I ll tell you more there. Okay?’

“No,” shesad, shaking her head. “Tdl me now.”

Dog sighed, glancing around the doorway again before turning back to her.

“Theré sacouple of SOU guyshere,” hesaid. “They know I'm here.”

Billiefrowned. “How? How could they know you were here, and what’ sit to them anyway?’

He shook hishead. “I can’t explain now. Just trust me. | can’t afford to run into them. There' s some stuff
I’'m tied up in back on Utrecht. If we're going to get Jack out, we can’t afford the complication.”

It just didn’t add up. She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t believe you.”
“Dammit, Billig, later,” he said. “Come on. They clearly know we' re here” He reached for her hand.

Reluctantly, she let him lead her toward the hotel, his stride quick, his movements dert and watchful.
He'd said “we.” Why would the SOU beinterested in her anyway?

They marched rapidly through the lobby and to the evators. Once inside, Dog spoke their floor number,
and the elevator, recognizing his voice, shut the doors and sealed them away.

“Shit, | wish | had my gun,” Dog muttered quietly to himsdlf.
And that wasredlly going to make her fed comfortable.

The elevator stopped at their floor and Dog got out, heading straight for the room. Billie followed more
dowly. Maybe he wasright. Maybe she didn’t need to worry about it. Whatever Dog was involved
in...wdll, she could guess, but why it would follow them to the Locality was a different matter. Right now,
though, she had no choice but to trust him. He' d gotten her here, hadn’t he? And she suspected that it
was a bit more than her attempts at manipulation that had managed that. Dog and Jack went back along

way.
Hewaswaiting for her at the doorway.

“S0,” he said findly when he had shut the door firmly behind them, “ Silasis going to call when he' sgot
something?’ He was clearly changing the subject.

“Uh-huh,” she said. She kicked off her shoes, stripped off her jeans unsalf-conscioudy, and climbed into
the bed. When he didn’t move, she frowned.

“What isit, Dog?’

Sowly hetook off hisjacket and draped it over achair. “1 don’t know. Just...something |...no, it' s not
important.”

What waswith him?
“Comeon, Dog McCreedy,” she said, patting the bed beside her.

He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled off his boots and then removed his trousers, his back to her, his
hair obscuring any view she might get of hisface. Hetook histime laying out the trousers before turning



back to the bed. Hisdark T-shirt he left on. Lifting the covers, he dipped into bed beside her and lay
with hisfingerslinked behind his neck, his gaze upward, saring at the ceiling.

“I don't know,” hesaid. “It' sstrangdly immediate. All of asudden, we might be actudly getting him out. |
guess| didn’t figureit out thet far.”

Billie frowned as shelay back, propping hersaf on one ebow, watching him. “1sn't that what we're
supposed to be doing?’

“Yeah, of course,” hesaid. Then, “Lights” and she couldn’t see hisface anymore as the room plunged
into darkness.

They lay likethat in the dark for severd minutes, neither saying anything, the only thing to disturb the
slence the sound of their breathing, which seemed unnaturaly loud around them. Slegp seemed amillion
miles away, but Billie knew it would be smart to get someif they could.

Dog moved in the darkness, turning to face her. She could fedl hiswarm breath on her skin. Strangely,
shefdt suddenly awkward. She turned to lie on her back and then again onto her side so that her back
was facing him. Dog shuffled closer, hisweight cregting adip in the bed that angled her dightly morein
his direction. His breath was stronger now, closer. Billi€' s heartbeat had sped up and she could fed it in
her chest, her ears.

Dog cleared histhroat and one hand came up to rest on her shoulder. She didn’t move away. She could
amell hisskin, his scent. Was this going where she thought? Should it? She hunched her body back,
pressed tightly againgt him and snuggling into his chest. Dammit, Billie. Now was as good as any time,
Shewanted it to happen. Sheredly did. She reached back with one hand, finding his hip and pulling him
closer to her so hewastight againgt her back. She could fedl his chest, his abdomen, touching her. That
wasn't al she could fed. His growing hardness was pushing up againgt her buttocks, no mistake there.
Knowing exactly what she was doing, shelet her hand dide from his hip and across his erection, then
back up till she gripped it within her fingers.

Dog gave alittle groan, then pulled back.
“Billie, you're sure?’ he said, dmaost awhisper.

Sheturned, reaching for hisface. “ Shut up, Dog. Come here.” She kissed him then. Without any further
hesitation, he kissed her back. She liked the taste of his mouth, the fed of the roughness of hischin
againg her cheek.

Stll holding on to hisface, she brought her legs up and then straddled him, bending over him to maintain
the contact with hislips. His peniswas hard, so hard pressing up between her legs. She shuffled abit,
feding it, repositioning so that it was more comfortable. Then, letting go of her grip on hisface, she sat
upright, pulling her shirt above her head, reaching for his hands, and guiding them to her breasts.

Together they gave ahdf sgh, haf groan.
Y es, shewanted this. Y es, shewas sure. Silly man.

“Lights” she said, and the room flooded with brightness. She looked down at Dog, blinking against the
glare. A few strands of his hair trailed across his mouth and she moved them away with her fingertips,
coming back to trace the shape of hislips.

His eyes had adjusted now and his gaze traveled from her face to her breasts, to her belly.



“Oh God,” hesaid. “Hang on.”

He moved his hands away, shuffled back, and pulled off his shirt, tossing it to the sde of the bed. At the
sametime, Billie swiveled, lifted oneleg, pulled her underwear down, and discarded it, then reached to
do the samefor his.

“Oh God,” he said again as she took his erection between her hands. “Wait,” he said.

He turned, pushing her down on the bed beside him, and traced his fingers over her shoulder, her arm,
theflat of her somach, watching gppreciatively, and then moved in close to place featherlight kisseson
her skin. Each one brought a shiver, degp within. It was never likethis; it had never been likethis. Shelay
back, |etting him do what he would, and drifted awvay with the sensations.

Asmuch asit felt good, she wanted more. She wanted him inside her, wanted his heat and his own want.
She pushed him away, onto his back again, and straddled him once more, reaching down, lowering
hersdf dowly onto him, feding asigh escape from her lipsas hefilled her. It hurt, alittle, but it felt good
too.

She leaned forward, bending over him, letting him reach her breasts, and cupped the sdes of hisface
with her hands.

“Dog McCreedy,” she said, almost asawhisper. “ Y ou are different from everyone |’ ve ever known. So
different.”

Then she closed her eyes, to lean back and surrender hersdlf to the moment.

She watched him as he came, the pain/pleasure contorting his features. She’ d seen the look before, many
times before, but thistime it was different. Thistime, it was speciad and good.

She sat there watching him, feding him insgde her ashelay there, hisbrow sweaty, and his breath deep
and dow. She reached to wipe some of the moisture away and then once moreto trace hislips.

It was different when you wanted it too.

There was nothing to fear about what they’ d just done, no need for prophylactics, and no fear of disease.
The body’ s chemistry and enhancements saw to that. And there was nothing to fear in other respects
ether. Billiefet good. She felt better than good. She hadn’t come, but that didn’t matter. Not now. Not
thistime. The revelation about how grest this could fedl was just about enough, and there' d betime.

Gradudly his erection subsided, growing smdler insde her, and she swung hersdlf off him, to lie next to
him, still watching. She reached over, grasping some hair between her fingers and curling it around them.
Hedid, sheredlized, look like no one she' d ever been with.

“Wow,” he breathed.
“Uh-huh,” shesad. “ That was nice.”

His eyeswere closed and he opened them to ook at her. “Nice? Nice? | would have thought it wasa
little better than nice”

“Yeah,” shesaid, and smiled. “It was just aword, Dog McCreedy.”
He grinned and turned back to face the ceiling, dowly closing hiseyes.
Shewatched him for savera minutes as his breathing dowed. He had gone to deep. Redlly, shedidn’t



mind. It was good to lie here and just watch him.

Silas scdl camejug after midnight. Billie had drifted to deep despite hersdf and when theingstent tone
woke her, shefet fuzzy but kind of warm. The noise was the familiar sound of her handipad, chiming
through the layers of deep. She frowned, trying to remember where she'd put it, and then remembered
that Dog hadn't returned it to her. It was till in his jacket. She brought the lights on and jumped out of
bed, heading for where he' d laid his clothes, and rummaged around in his pockets.

Dog was awake, just, and he cracked one eye and was watching her. “Hey, what are you doing?’ he
sad.

Billiefound what she was |ooking for and flipped open her handipad. “This,” shesaid. “Yes?’

Dog had been definitdy suspicious. It wasweird, given what they’ d been up to mere hours before. She
filed that away for later consideration. Maybe he was just ways suspicious. Maybe he had more reason
after the events out on the street afew hours before. Still...

“I’ve got something,” Silas said from her screen. He looked worn-ouit.

“It' s ready?"

“| think s0,” he said. “I think it will work.”

“WEe |l be down soon,” she said, and closed the handipad.

Dog was till watching, but the hard knot of suspicion had been replaced by something softer.
“Comeon, McCreedy,” she said, tossing him histrousers. “We ve got thingsto do.”

He grinned then, lifting his hands above the covers defensvely. “ Okay, give meaminute. I’'m wiped out.
| think you' ve broken me.”

Billiesnorted. “Yeah, right,” she said, reaching for her own clothes. Redlly she should shower, but right
now, what they had to do took priority. She pulled on her clothes and stood waiting impatiently while
Dog got himsdlf together. All throughout, he was giving her little haf glances, trying to disguise the looks,
but none of them dipped past her. Insde, it brought asmile.

The hotdl staff looked surprised to see them leaving at that hour, but there was no comment, and it was
only minutes before they were out on the street and down to the stop to wait for the next available
shuttle. They never sopped running.

A few minutes|ater, they made the change at Mid-Central and, ashort time after, reached the section of
Old where Daman'’ s building sat. It was funny that she thought of it as Daman’ s building.

Nearly dragging Dog inside, she raced up the steps and through the connecting offices and hallwaysto
where Silas had hisroom. He looked up as she entered, his exhaustion evident in his pale young face, his
eyesred-rimmed.

“Hi,” hesaid, then didn’t pause for her response. “1’ ve got the answer. | think it’s going to work.”

Nineteen

B illie was conscious of Dog watching her as she spoketo Silas, but of something €lse, something drifting



bel ow the surface. She couldn’'t quite identify what it was, and that troubled her. That something was
chewing at Dog in ways she couldn’t work out. She didn’t have time to address it now, but she would,
later, dong with awholelot of other unanswered questions that had started to grow in her thoughts: What
happened now? Where did they go from here? Was that just a one-off?

“Show me, Silas,” she said.

Silasheld up asmall square piece of nondescript substance, thin, dightly shiny, atouch of gray
iridescenceinitsflat surfaces. Heturned it thisway and that. Billie reached for it, but he held it out of her

grasp.
“Don’tdropit,” he cautioned, and then held it out to her again.

“What isit?’

He pointed at the desk as soon as she' d taken it from him. “I grew it from there.”
“Okay,” sad Billie. So what was abit of hisdesk going to do?

“It' sprogrammed insde. | don't know if it will work, but | think it might. | tried one before. Y ou haveto
put it on the wal wherethe door is. The routineswill pass across and get into thewall.”

“And then?” said Dog from his position by the door.
“Thewal goesaway,” said Silassmply.

Billie turned the flat square over in her hands. It was like some sort of virus. Shelooked a Silaswith a
new respect. He'd said he had an ides, but she hadn't expected anything like this.

“Thet'sit?” sad Billie.
“Uh-hun.”

Sheturned to Dog, dipping the square away insgde her coat. “\We may need some otherswith us,” she
sad. “Wedon't know what'sin there.”

He nodded in confirmation, but there was till something shadowing hiseyes. “So let’ stalk to Daman,”
she said. “One of the kids from before would be good. They can tell us where the door is. Maybe a
couple more for support.”

“And more,” said Dog.
“Wha?' sadBillie

“We need some hardware,” hesaid. “ Thistimeweredly do.”

Together, they stood on the empty Street, dert to any sound or movement that might indicate they had
company. Outreach had been too overconfident thistime, it seemed, trusting on their programming to
safeguard this place, whatever it was. The boy pointed out the place where Thorpe had emerged, and
Billie nodded. The celling pandls and the streetlights cast a vague stedly light aong the empty roadway,
gleaming in gray shades againg the curved surface that masked whatever lay within. Billielooked up and
down the street, listening to be sure. Dog was hanging back in the shadows, leaning againgt a building,
half-masked in adoorway. They’ d better move if they were going to get this done. Standing around out



here in the open was more than suspicious. Shelooked to each of her companions, checking they were
ready, and then dashed across the street, up to the place where the door was supposed to be. Reaching
into her pocket, she pulled out the small square and dapped it against the wall, then stepped back. The
patch stuck, fading into the surface of the wall itsdlf, until there was no sign it had been there, and
then...nothing. Billie stood there, watching, her arms crossed, her teeth firmly closed together, her jaw
musclestight. Nothing.

She was about to vent agrowl of frustration when it changed. Where moments before the patch had
been, the wall started changing color. Bit by bit, and then faster, it pulled back from the spot, alarge hole
growing where once there had been solid wall. She waved the others forward.

“Quick,” shesaid. She hoped that Silas had put somelimiting routineinto it. She didn’t want it to est the
Locdity itsef. She toyed with that thought for just amoment before dismissing it. Niceidea, Billie, but not
yet.

It wouldn't be long before Outreach was aerted to what was happening and they’ d be swarming down
on the place with everything they had, or at least enough to stop them in their tracks. She jumped through
the opening and beckoned the othersto follow.

Dog hung at the entrance, holding back from stepping through. “1I’[| keep an eye out, guard therear,” he
said to her.

Shedidn’'t havetimeto argue. “ Okay.”

They werein asmdl entranceway, low reddish light illuminating barewalls. A corridor ran off straight
ahead. She checked for movement, but asyet, al appeared till. Striding rapidly, she headed down the
corridor, the others keeping step behind. The passageway turned to the right and led them quickly to a
larger room. There were chairs, monitors, and alarge window looking into another room. The lighting
was so dim that it was hard to make out what lay on the other side of the window. Therewas alarge
sguarish shape in the middle of that room, a chair, acabinet, but gpart from that, it looked bare. Other
doorways led off behind. No onewasin evidence, either here or in the rooms beyond.

“Shit,” she muttered, conscious of their ever-dwindling time. If Jack was anywhere, he had to be
somewhere behind that window. She turned around quickly, looking for some way in. There, adoor!

“Open,” she said. Nothing. She scanned the surrounding wall for some sort of panedl, something that
would control the door. The other kids were standing around her, glancing nervoudly up the corridor
they’ d just come from and the adjoining one that ran off into darkness. As much to keep them occupied
as anything ese, Billie waved for one of them to go and check it out. He crept off up the passageway.

Billie dug into her pocket and pulled out her handipad. It had been awhile, far too long, but she thought
she dtill had the tools. She thumbed it into life, opened aseries of linkswith acouple of quick taps, calling
her routines into operation, staring down at the device as they went to work. They had to be good
enough. They dways had been.

“Yes,” shewhispered as the door did open. She stepped through, debating with hersaf. She could light
the place up, but that might bring attention. No, they had to be quick and quiet. A couple of stepstook
her into the room proper. She waved her companions off to the adjoining doorways, then stopped,
familiarity hitting her. She knew what thiswas. She knew exactly what thiswas. Thiswas Jack’sold
office, or something likeit. Damn them.

“Here,” came ahurried whisper from one of the doorways.



Billiewastherein an instant, her heart in her throat. It was darker in thisroom, but she recognized it too.
Thiswas Jack’ s old bedroom, the old apartment. And in the bed lay a deeping form. She crept over to
the bed, leaning over to see. Jack!

Crouching down, she gently placed ahand over his mouth and then shook his shoulder.

Jack’ s eyes flashed open, hisbody going into immediate fight mode, his eyeswide, and then they
widened more as he recognized who knelt beside him.

It took him only a moment to comprehend, and he quickly nodded beneath her hand. She pulled the hand
back.

“Billie” hewhispered.

“Uh-hun”

“But what...?

“Shhhh,” she said. “We have to get you out of here. We haven't got much time.”

“Jesus” hesad, swinging hislegsout of the bed. “Thisisyou, isn'tit? Thisisy't another dream.”
“Yeah, Jack, it' sme.”

“It'sjust that—"

“Shhhh,” shesaid again. “Y ou can tell me later. Get dressed.”

Jack reached for his clothes and quickly pulled them on. The other two were watching the doors,
nervoudy glancing back into the bedroom and outside again.

“Okay,” said Jack.

“Go,” sad Billie. Shewalked rapidly through the fake office, out into the observation room, Jack and the
others close on her hedls. She hissed up the adjoining corridor to aert the other boy that they were done,
waited a couple of moments while he crept back down, and then they were heading back up the corridor
toward the hole in thewall that would take them back to the outside. Thewall was dready starting to
repair itsdf and the gap was sgnificantly smaller.

She poked her head out, but the way seemed clear. Where was Dog?
Dog was gone.

How could he be gone?

“Dog?’ shesad quietly in aforced whisper.

“Who?" said Jack.

Shewaved him down. Therewasno sign of Dog at al.

It would wait. Right now, they had to get the hell out of there.

“Comeon, Jack,” she said, walking briskly away from the complex and up an adjoining street. He
needed no prompting at al and was walking beside her, matching her pace, looking sidewaysinto her
face.



“Damn, but it'sgood to seeyou, Billie”

“Yeah,” shesad, still worried about Dog, but more worried about getting them al back to the relative
safety of Old. After that, they could work out how they were going to get out of the place, out of the
Locality and away. And after that, she could worry about what had happened to Dog. Maybe he was
dready back in Old waiting for them.

All theway back, Billie was conscious that at any minute, Outreach’s minions might sweep down upon
them. She spent as much time looking nervoudy out of the back of the shuttle as she did looking at Jack,
checking that he was okay, hisface, hisbody, hishands. The clothes were different, not what he'd
normally wear, but that was al. He actudly seemed fine, though it was still hard to come to termswith the
younger-looking face, the missing gray in the hair. Dammit, heredlly was atractive if she thought about it,
but her thoughts weren’t going in the direction. He was Jack.

The kids who had accompanied them to the hidden complex had split off and caught another shuttle, and
in one case gone off to do something else; she didn't care what. More important was that they not be
seen asagroup. Thelikelihood of drawing attention would be too grest that way.

They got off the shuttle about ablock from the building, again, Billie thought, to divert attention, just in
case. All theway dong, Jack clearly wanted to talk to her, but she was determined to make him wait,
giving him little frowns every time hetried to open his mouth. The only thing shetold him was where they
were going. Hissllence could last only so long.

Jack looked around, seeking signs of familiarity. Billie had led him back down into Old, and she had had
kidswith her. That meant only one thing—Daman. His memories from back then, of hisinteraction with
Daman, were not that comfortable. Any tool they could useto get out of this place wasworth it. But
then? He watched Billie as she strode off across the lobby, gesturing him to stay.

Outreach was sure to be watching the port area, and that presented a problem. Maybe Daman would
have some way to get them out.

Daman. And that was another interesting thing. Jack was redlly looking forward to findly meeting him
again, despite the less-than-positive memories, just to confirm his own suspicions as much as anything
else. Had Daman been used by Outreach? Had he known more than he' d let on back then? There was
only oneway to find out.

Jack cast hiseyes around the lobby, wondering. This place looked nothing like the old building that had
been used by Daman and his crew. Therewas no sign of the fancy programming, the skill and expertise.
The place was decrepit, falling gpart. The old building had been impressive, designed clearly to intimidate
and inspire awe and distraction both. There was none of that here. None of it at dll.

Jack headed toward the stairway that Billie had disappeared up, as he decided that was the better choice
than trying to use the devators. She' d indicated he should stay where he was, but he’ d had enough
waiting. He didn’t even know which floor he was supposed to go to.

The second floor was quiet, disturbed only by the creaking of the building' s structure itself and the sound
of hisown breathing. He thought it wise not to call out for Billie, remembering hisfirst visit to Daman's
center of operations. On that occasion, he' d wound up on the street, nursing athrobbing head on adow
climb back to consciousness, and heredlly didn’t want arepeet of that.

Thethird floor was not much better. Traces of light came from somewhere near the rear, showing



vaguely aong the end of acorridor. Thisfloor didn’t look promising. Once again, he made for the sairs.
On the fourth, he found someone. Two boys stood at the top, watching him suspicioudy.

“Where' sDaman?’ he said.

One of them gestured toward a passageway on theright.

“And Billie?’

The boy shrugged. Jack would find her with Daman, he guessed. Maybe it would be good for her to
gpend some time preparing the way up front.

He turned and walked up the corridor that the boy had indicated.

He emerged into abroad area, scattered with couches and chairs, far better maintained than the rest of
the building appeared to be. He walked dowly to the center, looking around. There was no one there.

It took only amoment before someone did emerge. It was Daman, older, but still the same Daman that
he remembered. The anachronistic clothes, the stance that didn’t quite go with his body—all that had
remained the same. Daman walked from the darkness and stopped afew paces from Jack, hishands
clasped behind his back. That was familiar too.

“Ah,” said Daman. “ The famous Jack Stein.”
“Ah,” said Jack. “ Thefamous Diamantis.”

Daman waved his hand. “All right. Fair. Take a seat, Jack. Y ou seem to have had some changes since
last we met.”

“Yeah, oneor two,” said Jack, Stting. He gave ahumorless laugh. “Listen, thanksfor helping Billie.
Thanksfor helping me.”

Again, Daman waved hishand. “Nothing, Jack. | would expect the same from any of my people.
Besides, it suitsmeto do s0.”

Jack nodded. “Okay, | can get that, but we still have aproblem.”
Daman cocked his head to one side. “Whichis?’

“We need to get out of here. Outreach are going to have the Locdlity seded up. Unless you know some
other way...”

Daman crossed to a couch and sat right in the middle, folding his hands neetly in hislap. “And what is
their agenda, Jack? What do they want with you?’

Jack sighed. “Y ou don't want to know. | wouldn’t worry abouit it.”

Daman stood and walked dowly to stand right in front of him. “ Agendas are afunny thing, Jack.” He
leaned to look from one side of Jack’ s face to the other, then turned around to resume his place on the
couch. “Interesting.”

“What?’

“Interesting that it should affect you like that. Billie | can understand, but with you it’ stotaly the other



way. Theimplications are troubling.”

“Ah,” said Jack, understanding at last what he was talking about. “ The change.”

“Yes, of course”

“And you know about that, don’'t you, Daman?’

He nodded dowly with hisyoung/old face. “ Y es, | do. When did you cometo that conclusion?’

Jack thought for amoment. “I don’t know, really. | started putting it together after we' d been through the
jump. You were...l don’'t know...well, different. | don’t know another way to put it. And there were
obvious connectionsto Outreach. Back then, | just didn’t have enough information to string it al together.
How could |7’

Daman gave ashort slent laugh. “How could any of us?” he said.
“So how old areyou really?” said Jack.

Hetook afew moments before answering. “1 was forty-seven when they strapped meinto their device,
Attached to amining crew, but adminigrative. I’d had my share of questionable dedings. That was one
of the reasons | was out there. And, like so many of the others, | had very few attachments. No oneto
realy worry about meif | disappeared.”

“Yeah,” said Jack. “| thought it was something like that.”
“Anyway, | went through the experimenta jump space, and then, you know the result. ..intimately.”
“So why didn’'t Outreach just get rid of you?” Jack asked.

“Good question. Mainly because I had some information on them. Information that, at the time, would
have been very damaging to their position in the marketplace. It was well safeguarded, and it was my
insurance. Since then, things have moved on. My position has changed. | am, in some small ways, useful
to them, asthey are to me, so we survive together, never quite alies, but both of uswith some common
agenda.”

“Jesus,” said Jack. “ That' s got to be some sort of uneasy relationship.”
Againthelittle laugh. “Y es. In more ways than you can imagine, Jack.”
“Oh, | think | canimagine,” Jack said. “How do you deep, Daman?’

Daman’ s eyes narrowed, just for amoment, and then he looked away. He gave no response to the
guestion. Nor was Jack expecting any.

Jack looked around the room, expecting some sign of Billie by now. He was starting to become
concerned. He considered asking Daman, and then thought better of it. She' d show when she was ready
and not before.

Twenty
“So,” sad Jack, “can you help us?’

Despite the previous barbed comment, Daman seemed happy to entertain Jack’ s needs for the moment.
“I don’'t know,” he said. “It won't be easy. But maybe you should think about more than that. What



about Billie? What does shewant?’
“I don’'t know,” Jack replied. “Maybe you should ask her.”
Daman sat forward again. “ Y es. Maybe | should.”

Asif she had known they were talking about her, that Jack had been thinking about her, Billie appeared
in the doorway, looking dightly sheepish and more than alittle reserved. Daman waved her in. She
hesitated, then, taking the signa as encouragement, walked over to one of the couches and stood behind
it, avoiding Jack’ s eyes as she crossed the half-empty space. What was going on?

“Wewerejus talking about you, Billie,” said Daman.

He stood, walked over to where she was standing, and subjected her to the same scrutiny that he had
given Jack.

“Hmmm, interesting.”
She frowned. “What?’

“Just the randomness of the effect,” he said, turning away from her and moving back to his seet. “ So,
why do they want you, Jack?’

Billie stood for acouple of seconds, il looking uncomfortable, then, redizing she was going to get no
further encouragement, crossed to another of the chairs and sat, perched on the edge, leaning dightly
forward with her armsfolded across her chest.

Jack thought for amoment, wondering how much he should tell Daman. Heredlly didn’t know how much
he could trust him, evenif Billiedid, and the links to Outreach were more than alittle worrying. How
much had Billie told him anyway? He redized that he wasn't redly sure.

Stll, they’ d gotten him out, hadn't they?

“We went there. We followed the artifact and we went to the alien homeworld. Billie had gone looking
for it with this professor from the university on Utrecht, but something had gone wrong with their
navigational stuff and they werelost. | came acrossthisguy called Dog McCreedy, apilot | kind of knew
from before, and he and | went after them and we found them more out of luck than anything else. One
of the results, however, iswhat you see, what happened to us.”

Daman was|ooking very interested. “ And was there any pattern to how the effects manifested?’

“Not that | cantdll,” said Jack. “Dog and | went oneway, Billie and Antille the other. Maybeit has
something to do with the sequence of jumps. | don’'t know. That'sfor someone like Antille to work out.”

“So, again, why do they want you?’

Jack sighed. “When we were on the dlien world, we came by adevice that counters the effects of the
tempord buildup. Again, we were lucky. Dog had gone on his own private shopping expedition and
‘acquired’ one of these things. We don’t know how it works. Nobody knows how it works. Outreach
might access the thing with Dog' s ship, but they don’t understand the underlying technology. Of course
they need working copiesif they’ re going to be able to use the jump technology over greet distances or
for multiple series of jumps.”

“Agan,” said Daman, the hint of impatience cregping into hisvoice, “why do they want you?’



Jack, in truth, had been avoiding the real reason, avoiding talking about what was going on between him
and the diens, but it seemed Daman was too smart for that.

“I'amin communication with the diens”

There was alengthy silence as Daman processed the information. Finally, he spoke. “How?’
“I don't redlly understand it. We sort of dream each other.”

“And Outreach knowsthis.”

Jack nodded.

“| see” Daman spent afew moments thinking it through before asking his next question. “Why don’t you
just give them what they want?’

Jack spread his hands. “Don’t you think I’ ve thought about that? It’s not that easy. There salot more at
stake than smply giving Outreach what they want, or a least | suspect as much. The coatracks—"

“Coatracks?’

“Y eah, the dliens. Anyway, they keep showing me stuff about another dien race. These other diens
aren't very nice a al. Not someone you' d like to meet alone after dark.”

“ &?!

“So | think they’retrying to warn me. If Outreach getswhat they want, they’ll belooking for anything
they can do to get ahead of the game. That’ s how they work. Just say, in the process, they get involved
with these other diens. It' s possble. Then what? From what | know—dammit, Daman, from what you
know—nothing about what Outreach does shows any concern for the consequences outside their own
interests”

Daman stood. Billie was watching them, following the conversation asit flowed from one to the other,
and was smply observing, not reacting.

Daman turned away.
“And s0, you're just going to run away, Jack Stein. Isthat it?’
Thewords hit Jack likeadap in theface.

What Daman was saying was true. It had aways been true. If the problem grew too big, he ended up
running away. That was what had happened the last time he’' d been in the Locality. He d run away from
the services aswel, and other parts of hisformer life. The difference with the Locdity wasthat he'd
taken Billiewith him.

But what other choice did he have? How could he—how could any of them—do anything about
Outreach?

And anyway, what right did this...kid...have to make mord judgments about Jack’ s actions?

Jack stood. “Okay, Daman, if you' re not going to help us, I’'m going to find my own way out of here.
Billie?”

Shewas gtaring a him. Still she said nothing.



Heturned to look straight &t her, afrown growing on hisface. “Billie?”

She was chewing at her bottom lip, appearing to be on the verge of tears. “No, Jack. You didn't tell me
some of that Suff.”

Heregarded her questioningly. “What stuff?'Y ou knew about the dliens. Y ou knew about what
happened to the City of Trees. Wetalked about that. Therest...well, how could | have?’

“But you never said anything about what Outreach wanted.”
“Dammit, Billie, | just told you, didn't 1?7
She shook her head. “Maybe...but | think Daman’ sright.”

Jack strode across the intervening space. “ So what do you suggest we do, Billie? Huh? What the hell are
we supposed to do?’

“Something, Jack. Just something.” She held his gaze, daring him to deny her, looking a him asif she
expected him to come up with the answers.

The problem was, hedidn’t have any.

He turned away from her, feeling defeated, and walked back to his chair, lowering himself back down
dowly, considering arange of possibilitiesthat he couldn’t touch. What the hell was he supposed to do?
Outreach had al the resources and he had aways been little more than a pawn to them.

Daman had resources. He looked over a him, thinking.

“What, Jack?’ Billie asked.

“I don’'t know,” he said. “Just give me asecond.”

Daman had resources, and he had access. What else did he have?
“How much have you got on them, Daman?’

“Some, enough, maybe. Enough to hurt some of them.”

Jack rubbed his chin as he consdered. “ That’ s part of it, okay. But it’s not enough. We need more. The
way | seeit, we don't have one problem; we have several—well, more than one anyway.”

Billie sat farther forward in her seat. Daman a o |eaned forward, atouch of interest on hisface.
“Goon,” hesad.

“Wall, there' s Outreach and the Locdity,” Jack said, holding up one hand to count the pieces of the
problem on hisfingers. “ Then, well, there' s Outreach and the diens.”

“Okay,” said Damen. “And...?’
“Well, this may not mean much to you,” said Jack, “but there' sthe SOU aswell.”
“SOU?’

“Sonsof Utrecht,” said Jack. “They’re after pretty much the same thing as Outreach. We might be able
to deal with Outreach, but | can’t see any way we can do anything about the SOU. They’re off in



Badance City, for astart. Whatever we can do hereisn’t going to touch them.”

Billie had suddenly sat straighter in her chair. She wasfrowning.

“And we can worry about them later,” she said.

Jack sighed. “Yeah, | guessyou'reright.”

“They’re not going away,” shesaid.

“Yeah, and that’s part of the problem,” he said. “Y ou know...” Hewent quiet again.
Billiewaited. Findly, shelogt patience with histhinking process. “What?”

“I wasjust thinking. It sthe same asthe artifact, redly. Y ou know, give them what they want, but don’t
redly giveit to them.”

Daman frowned. “I’m not sure | understand. What artifact?’

Jack nodded. “Y eah, of course, sorry. Wewere involved in acase back in Y orkstone that led to this
wholething with the diensin thefirst place. Billieand | werelooking for thisancient dien Sonetablet,
which wasn't astone tablet. The SOU were after it. Outreach were after it. It was supposed to contain
the directionsto the alien homeworld. It did, asit happened. Thered onedid, anyway. The thing was,
the one everyone was after was afake. Our friend back on Utrecht Dr. Antille had provided a copy that
wasjust abit off. It would never have taken any of them anywhere. They didn’t know it. Everyone
thought it wasthered thing.”

“S0 how’ sthat the same?’ asked Daman.

Jack clasped hishandsin front of him, till playing with the thought. * Outreach wantsto get the
information that will alow them to build thistempora disperser, thisthing that alows you to get through
the jumps without the consequences. Only, it'smy suspicion that what they want goes beyond that. |
haven’t got any confirmation of that right now, but | think I’ m probably right.”

“Likewhat?’ said Billie.

“Remember Van der Stegen?” said Jack. “He was a big thinker, aways looking at the links and tangents
to things, the possibilities. How else do you think he came up with al those ideas about kabbdigtic links
to the physics of the wormholes? | think he' d look at the City of Trees and see more than the creatures
that built it. | think he' d also see the creatures that destroyed it. Two sSidesto everything.”

“l don't get it,” shesad.

“Okay, look. Why were Outreach and the SOU so interested in getting to the alien homeworld? It was
for the technology, right? They thought that the knowledge they could get from the dienswould put them
ahead of the game, |et them stedl a march on the competition. Imagine how much more advanced the
technology potentialy isfrom the race that could destroy our first aliens. How much more of alead could
that givethem?’

“Okay, yes,” said Daman, standing. “ They’ re someinteresting conjectures, Jack, possible, but asyou
say, you' ve got nothing to prove them gpart from what' sin your gut, or wherever itis.”

Jack Hill couldn’t get used to the voice, the turns of phrase, that came out of that so-young mouth. He
shook the thought away.



“My gut’ s been pretty good up to now,” said Jack.

Daman looked at him for a second, then turned away and walked across the room, toward one of the
doorsleading into shadowed darkness beyond.

“Hey,” said Jack, but Daman waved his protest away.
“I'll be back. Continue that line of thought while I’ m gone, Jack.”

Jack made to get up, agrowl of protest rising insde him, but Billie shook her head. “He |l be back like he
sid”

Jack pressed hislipstogether and closed his eyes. Y eah, okay. It was so easy to forget he wasn't being
talked to by some arrogant kid. He opened his eyes again.

“Okay, sohow'm | doing?’ hesaid to Billie.
Shegrinned.

“Where' s Daman gone?’

Billie shrugged.

“So, what happened to you anyway, Jack?’ she asked.

Hetook afew minutesto fill her in on the details of what happened back a Dog’ s gpartment, watching
as her lips became pressed together in atighter and tighter line. He could almost sense the anger
threatening to burst free.

“What, Billie?” hesad.

“Dog’ s been with medl thetime,” she said. “He sbeen helping to find you.” Her facewas hard. “He
brought me here.”

Jack stared at her. “1 thought | heard you say something about him back there, but then | thought I’ d
imagined it. | knew you werewith him. | left amessage with Antilleto warn you off. | guessit didn't get

through.”
She shook her head dowly.

“What isit?’

Again, she shook her head. And then it hit him. Without knowing how he knew, he knew what the
something else was. He stared at her.

“Billie?

Shelifted her hand. “Don't, Jack.”

Hefrowned. “Billie...?’

“Jack!” Sheglared a him.

Jack dropped his gaze, looking at his hands as he bunched them together into atight fit.
Hetook several dow breaths before continuing. McCreedy. McCreedy would keep.



“Whereishe?’

Billie shrugged.

“Well...?7

“Dunno.”

He stared at her for a couple of seconds. She was clearly processing. That would keep aswell.

“And then,” hesaid findly, “I was stuck, had nowhere eseto go, and so | went to seeif | could
find...shit! Alice...”

“What?’ said Billie.

“I found Alice, the librarian, remember? She put me up at her place. Took care of me. Shit, I’ ve doneit
again. | need to let her know that I’'m okay.”

“What have you done, Jack?’

He shook his head, annoyed with himself. “Same old thing,” he said. “I wind up at Alice's place and then
| disappear. She' sgoing to start getting acomplex if I'm not careful.”

“It wasn't your fault.” There was a hidden message in those words.

“Maybe o, but ill...” Helifted his gaze to meet her eyes, ddivering hisown message.
He could call Alice, but somehow, he didn’t think that would be agood ideain the current circumstance.
“I haveto let her know,” he said.

“l candoit,” sad Billie. “I liked Alice”

“Yesh, s0did1,” hesaid. “Still do.”

“So, I'll go up and let her know.”

“They’'relikely to be monitoring her place. Y ou’ d have to be careful ”

Billie shrugged. “| can take care of mysdf. You'vegot to let medoiit, Jack.”

“Yeah, | do. But maybe we can send one of the other kidsinstead.”

“Todowhat?" said Daman from the doorway, having reappeared without their noticing.

Jack explained about Alice and what he needed. Daman nodded. He disappeared briefly and returned a
few momentslater. “Done,” he said.

Well, therewas somerdief in that, but Jack was ill feding guilty.

Daman moved into the room and over to the couch he had occupied before, crossing his hands nestly on
hislap. “ So, how far have you gotten?’ he asked.

Jack gave him aquestioning look.

“Y ou were heading down a path about Outreach and the diens and giving them what they wanted



without giving them anything. Wasn't thet it?”

“Yesh, right,” said Jack.

“You likened it to the artifact or whatever it was they wanted before, but | don’t think you' reright.”
“How 07’

“Becauseif you give them information that’ s false, about the device or whatever it is, they’ re going to
know pretty quickly.” Daman sat there looking smug for amoment. “ An organization like Outreach, with
the amount of resources at itsdisposd, isn’t going to waste time in devel oping whatever it isyou give
them. They’ll test it. Y ou' ve dready said that you had one of these things from the dien homeworld. They
aready have something to compareit againg. It' s not that easy to fool these people. Besides, if you get
intouch with them to ddiver any information, false or otherwise, you' Il be putting yoursdlf, and ultimately
Billie, a risk again. They'dimmediately track you down and have you again.”

What Daman was saying made sense.

“How sure are you that they havethisorigind device?’ asked Daman.

“Oh, I'm sure about that,” said Jack. “McCreedy’ sgiven it to them, or at least given them access.”
Daman frowned. “McCreedy? Dog has?’

“Y eah. He' sin Outreach’ s pocket.”

Daman looked at Billie questioningly, but she refused to meet hiseyes.

“l see,” said Daman, and looked back at Jack. There was something in his tone that made Jack distinctly
uncomfortable. He knew there was something going on with Outreach that he was only guessing at, but it
seemed that Daman knew al about it. He swallowed back what he was fedling.

“So what dowe do?’ said Jack, standing and running his fingersthrough his hair. “I don't see what
optionswe have.”

“I redly don’t know, Jack,” said Daman.
“What about Hervé?’ said Billie.
“What about him?’ Jack didn't see what Antille had to do with it.

“Wadl, you know. He was going to publish hisresults, get them out so everyone could use them. Can't
we do that?’

“It'snot the same,” said Jack. “He had what he was going to use. Wedon't...or at least | don’'t. The
knowledge is out there somewhere, and I’'m not even certain | can get it. It dl dependson the dliens. And
that needs meto dream. I’m not sure | want to get that knowledge eveniif | could. Assoon as| do that, |
become aliability, because then | do have exactly what Outreach wants.”

“Areyou sure?’ asked Daman. “Isthat what they redlly want? Isn't that just ameansto an end? You
suggested as much yoursdlf.”

Jack sat again, feding defeated. Again, Daman wasright. No matter how he thought about it, he couldn’t
see away out of the maze of possibilities, nor could he see how he, Jack Stein, could do anything that
would block Outreach from achieving what they wanted. Whether he gave them what they wanted, or he



didn’t, it was going to do very little to stop them in the long run. How could he be so usdless?
Billie was watching him, and now he felt uncomfortable meeting her gaze.
“I don’t know,” he said.

“Comeon, Jack,” said Daman, standing. He walked over behind Billie and briefly touched her shoulder.
“Comewith me, Billie. Let’sleave Jack hereto think about things for awhile. | have one or two ideas of
my own.”

Billie stood, following Daman out through one of the shadowed doorways, leaving Jack aonewith his
thoughts.

Jack redlly didn’t know what good that was going to do. The only thing he felt in his guts right now was
emptiness centered on a building knot of anger against Dog McCreedy, and that last wasn't helping
mattersat dl.

Twenty-one

S piders. He was dreaming about spiders. The Locality was crawling, and in more ways than one. Jack
frowned. He wasn't supposed to be dreaming. More to the point, he wasn't supposed to be adeep. Had
those bastards from Outreach done something to him? He flexed his dream arm and his dream fingers,
turning his hand to look first at the pam and then &t the back. The small dark hairs stood out in fine detall
againg his pae skin, marching over theridgdines of hissinewsand veins. The hyperredity cut through his
visgon and he squinted againgt the nonexistent glare. The hairs were moving of their own accord. There
was no breeze, nomotionintheair.

Jack lowered his head and shifted his attention. He was outside the Locdlity, staring down at it. The dick,
rainbow-glossed surface crawled with motion not its own. Spiders. He knew they were spiders, though
he couldn’t see them.

Hewilled himself closer, and thistime his dream perception obeyed. The Locality neared as he svept
downward, the pulsing life force present in itswalls gpparent to hisinner senses, if not to his dream-fed
sght. He could fed the hundreds of thousands moving withinitswals, but more than that, he could fedl
the Locdlity itsalf and itsliving being. Weird. Maybe this was a dream, just adream, but the acuteness of
his awareness, hislucidity, gave thelieto that. Come on, Jack, why are you dreaming this?

Hisfocus narrowed involuntarily, zooming in on one of theindividud panesinthe Locdity’ ssurface. The
smooth hard square was't; it was supposed to be smooth and hard, but it wasn't. A dight ripple flowed
through it, reminiscent of the motion of the hairs on the back of his hand afew moments before.
Somewhere near the pand’ s center, apoint of light grew and expanded, then faded again. Once more,
the point appeared; it soread and died, synchronizing with the beating of his heart. The light turned to
dark, black blood pulsing through the Locality’ s skin.

Hestantly, Jack reached out, drawn to touch, drawn to fed, the pulsing rhythm, but before hisfingertips
were yet inches from the surface, the pulsing ceased. The pand surface bulged dightly at the spot; adight
hollow, the barest depression, formed at the very center of the bulge, and then the edges drew back. A
couple of feet away, another bulge dowly formed, like abubble risng through an iridescent mud pooal.
Thistime, Jack could see the motion contained within. He could not only seeit; he could fed it, plucking
ingde him with aregular, beating pulse. As he watched, another bulbous form swelled in the opposite
direction, then another and another. Though he fought against the urge, he felt his hand drawn toward one
of the newer pulsing mounds, the motion throbbing in hisfingers. He had logt full valition, and hishand



drew closer and closer, hisfingers outstretched, his pam siretched flat. Fear trickled in through his pores
and washed into the back of hismind. He clamped his teeth together, fighting againgt the force that was
pulling his hand like an offering.

Something multilegged stirred within the pand, struggling and then pulling itself free, it seemed to sup the
ar with invisble sensors. The next moment, it became aware of Jack’ sflesh, ared offering. Twin fangs
emerged from the front and plunged, each instant drawn out like an eternity, and buried themsdvesin the
back of Jack’ s hand.

Almost, Jack cried out, but his capacity for voice had been washed away by his anticipation of what was
to come. Hisveinsfilled with chilling, intdligent ice, scuttling through the pathways of his body, through
hisarms, across his chest. His bresth caught, and the next moment, the frigid awareness flooded through
his neck and up into hisbrain.

Findly, Jack cried out.

“Jack. Jack, wake up.”

Jack cracked hiseyes, trying to focus. A blurred figure was knedling beside him.
“Billie?”

“No, Jack. It' sAlice”

He opened hiseyesfully. Alice was crouched down beside him, one hand on his shoulder, alook of
concern on her face.

Jack reached out and gently touched her cheek, not sure whether he was till dreaming.
“Alice?”

“Yes, Jack. It sme.”

“But how didyou...?’

Alice stayed where she was, not moving back now that he’ d woken. Her hand had dlipped to the top of
hisarm.

“They tried to discourage me from coming down here to see you, but | was having none of it. Here,” she
sad, dipping one hand under his shoulder, “sit up.”

Jack did as hewas ingtructed, sitting up, and rubbed hisfingersrapidly across his scalp, working his
mouth to get the sdlivaflowing again.

“Welrdest dream,” he said. “ Spiders.”
Alicefrowned again and then her features softened.
“Thisis beginning to be ahabit, Jack Stein.”
“What'sthat?’

“Thislittle disgppearing act you pull every time you show up.”



“Yeah,” hesaid, gently rubbing her upper arm with one hand. “ Sorry. It snot you. | didn’t have much
choicein the matter. The Outreach boysagain.”

“Yes, | figured it was something like that.” She reached out with both hands and held the Sides of his
face. “Here, let melook at you. Did they hurt you?

He grunted. “I’ ve had worse.”

They were done in the broad meseting area. He must have fallen adeep on the couch while hewas
thinking. The tensions, the frustrations, of the last couple of days and the loss of degp—they must have
taken their toll without hisredlizing the true extent.

“Daman and Billie?’ he asked.
Alice got to her feet and sat on the couch next to him.

“| saw them briefly. It was alittle strained until Billie gave methe nod of approval.” She gave a brief
laugh. “That Damanisastrange one.”

“Morethan you canimagine,” said Jack wryly.
“Anyway, Billie had apparently looked in on you, seen you were adeep, and decided to leaveyou to it.”
“Okay,” said Jack. Findly, heturned to look at her properly. “How about you? Y ou dl right?’

Alice nodded. “Y es, nothing. | haven't seen any sign of the Outreach people. That doesn’t mean they
haven't been around, of course.”

Jack thought for amoment. “Perhaps you redly shouldn’t be down here,” he said. “I don’'t know how
sfeitis”

“No, Jack. Not thistime,” she said. “ Y ou're not getting rid of methat easily.”
Jack shook his head. He couldn’t seem to clear hismind of theimage of silver spiders.

“So, | see your visitor hasfound you,” came Daman’ s voice from one of the doorways. He walked into
the room, giving Alice abrief look of acknowledgment. He was followed closdly by Billie and another kid
Jack hadn’t seen before, apae young boy who reminded Jack somehow of Billie seemingly al those
years ago. There was a nervousness about him that made Jack uneasy. He watched as the boy took one
of the chairsfarther awvay from the couch. There was something?...He couldn’t put hisfinger oniit.

“Have you gotten any farther with your thoughts?’ asked Daman.
“Not redly,” said Jack, gtill watching thekid.

“Wadll, Billie, Slas, and | have been discussing things,” said Daman.
Silas. That must be the young kid.

“Aswe seeit,” Daman continued, “ Outreach remains a problem, and as there is no easy way to get you
away from here, we need to find something that will take their attention away from you for the short term.
If we can keep them distracted, give them something to focus on, we might have achanceto dip you out,
right under their gaze.”

Jack sat forward. “ And how do you propose to do that?’



Daman steepled hisfingersin front of hisface. “It was Billie who came up with theidearedly. Silasthinks
he knows how to implement it.”

Billie nodded. “ It was Hervé who gave metheidea,” she said.
“Y ou haven't been in touch with him?” Jack asked, worried.
“No,” sad Billie. “Not like that.”

“So, what?’

Shetook adeep breath. “Daman knows alot about Outreach, stuff they might not want generally known.
If we had away to get that out where people could seeit, where they couldn’t help seeing it, then
Outreach would want to stop it, wouldn't they?”

“Uh-huh,” said Jack. “But | don’t see—"

“Wait, Jack,” she said, ahint of annoyance now in her voice. “Y ou can program the Locdlity, right?’
Jack nodded dowly.

“Slas knows how to do thet in lots of ways.”

He shook hishead. “I till don't see—"

“We get the files and we program them into the Locality itself. Think about Scenics and the celling pands
and the advertising logos—all that stuff isthe same,” she said. “We can do that. We can do that not only
with the ceiling. We can do it to the walls; we can do it with the buildings and the streets. We put the
message right out there where everyone can see, where everyone hasto see.” Shewas Sitting up straight,
the enthusiasm dipping into triumph in her voice,

Thekid caled Silas was watching Jack intently. Jack returned the gaze.
“You can do this?” he asked him.
Silasreturned hislook blankly and then looked away. What was it with thiskid?

Alice tapped the top of Jack’ sleg, distracting him. “1t could work, Jack. I’ ve probably got accessto
more stuff we could use too.”

“How?" asked Daman.
“Thelibrary,” said Billieand Alice smultaneoudy.

Daman nodded. “Yes. Evenif it doesn’t stop them,” he said after meeting the eyes of both of themin
turn, “it will certainly get their attention.”

“Yeah,” said Jack, standing, starting to pace. “It will do that.”

He crossed to where Silas sat. Y ou' re sure you can do this?” he said, and reached out to touch Silas's
am.

Silas shrank back from the touch, dmost scrambling out of the way, but not before Jack’ s fingertips had
brushed across him.

Jack drew in hisbreath sharply. A lance of cold certainty embedded itsdlf in hischest. The dightest



touch. He drew back, staring at the kid. The boy was echoing his ook, eyes aswide as Jack’ s must be.
He glanced a Billie and she gave him aquestioning frown.

Jack gave her adight shake of his head. She didn’t need to know what he’ d just felt. Jack didn’t redlly
want to think about the implications of what he' d felt either. Whatever it was, it wasn't good. He turned
away from Silas.

“Okay, let’sdo this. It still doesn’t do anything about our other problem, though.”

“What problem?’ said Alice, looking concerned again.

Jack sighed. “Doing this might dow Outreach down abit, and even if it works...”

“Look,” said Daman. “We know things about Outreach that Outreach doesn't even know.”

Jack shook hishead. “I'm not debating that. It' sagood plan. Let’ sinfect them with their own disease.
Yeah, | can buy that. But that’s not what I’ m worried about. It' s not going to dow them down getting to
the aliensand I’m not the only one who can make contact with them. How long isit going to be before
they have someone else who can do exactly what | do? Shit, they might aready be working on it. They
probably are. And they’ ve dready gotten a head start with the stuff that M cCreedy has given them.”

He paused, turned, and started a fresh circuit. All faces in the room were watching him as he paced.
“Jack, stop for aminute,” said Alice.

“What?’

“Outreach are bigger than al of us—we know that,” she said. “But there are others out there just as big.”

“And that' s haf of the problem,” said Jack. “ Even if we can do something about Outreach, whichis
doubtful, then there are others just as eager to step into the gap and take advantage of whatever the
dienshaveto offer. The SOU isjust one example.”

Having voiced it, he crossed back to the couch to Sit beside her, feding defeated. The othersin the room
mirrored his dumped shoulders, staring into space, consdering. They needed some sort of bright idea
and it didn’t look like it was going to be forthcoming from any of them soon. How the hdll could they put
up any redl sort of fight against the Outreach behemoth, against any of the corporate machines?

“Sowhat dowedo?” sad Billie, findly bresking the silence.

Jack looked up, met her gaze, and felt somehow that it was hisfault that they had run out of idess. He
turned away again. It was strange, but he thought the accusation would have been harder to take if the
expression had come from her younger face.

Helooked across at Daman, sitting primly, his hands till folded negtly before him; over a Silas, who
could amogt have faded completely into the background; and finaly at Alice. They weren’t going to get
anything else done that night. He turned his attention back to Daman.

“S0, | guessyou' ve got somewherefor usto deep?’ he said.

Twenty-two

B illie had protested that she didn't fed like deeping and had headed off to one of the other rooms, Jack
guessed to keep on picking Silas s brains, though the kid had looked half-dead on hisfeet by thetime



they were done. He knew, though, that Billie wasn’t going to let go of something until she was satisfied.

When one of the younger boys gppeared to lead Jack to another section of the building, pointing out a
programmed bedroom where once had sat an office, and the nearby facilities, which were probably
origind, Alice had followed. The boy left them and faded off into the shadows, ignoring Jack’ s thanks.
There were a couple of bedsin the room, and looking at them, he felt atwinge of discomfort, wondering
what might have taken place back here, what the room might be used for most of the time. Nothing
dtirred his senses, though, so helet himsdlf relax, at least alittle.

Alice watched him, waiting, as he stood in the room’ s center.
“Come here, Jack,” she said finally, reaching for his hand and pulling him toward one of the beds.

Helet himsdf beled, alowed her to ease him down, her hands applying gentle pressure to his shoulders,
pushing him down to Sit on the edge of the bed. She stood in front of him, looking down at hisface, a
dight smile quirking the corners of her mouith.

“I don’'t know, Jack,” she said. “Do | haveto do everything?’

She helped him off with his shirt, then, turning, removed her own, leaned down to dip off her shoes, and
then stood and eased off her trousers. Jack sat and watched, taking in her shape, the paleness of her
skin, the dight dusting of freckles on her shoulders.

“Comeon,” shesaid, turning, lifting him to stand, and then reached for histrousers.

No, shedidn’t have to do everything. He helped her remove the trousers, dropping them to the floor and
sepping out of them, feding dightly stupid with the awkwardness of the action. Shewatched himin
return, and then stretched around behind her, unclasped her bra, and dipped it off too, not atrace of

s f-consciousnessin the action.

“Come here” shesaid, pulling back the covers and diding into bed.

Jack redlly didn’t need to betold twice. As he climbed into the bed beside her, he reached up and
pushed her hair back from her cheek.

“Hi there,” he said, for the time being forgetting about where they were. For awhile, at least, the universe
contracted into atiny bubble that contained no one el se, and not even Outreach could puncture the skin.

Later, Jack lay on his back, staring up at the mottled celling, one arm supporting hishead. Alicelay
beside him, one finger tracing patterns through the hair on his chest.

“So what are you going to do, Jack?’ she said, dmost in awhisper.

“I redly don’t know,” he said, after apause while he thought it through. “ Sure we can distract Outreach
in the Locdlity, but that only goes so far.” He drew in adeep breath and held it for a couple of moments
beforeletting it out dowly. “And | don't careif Outreach or the SOU get to the dien homeworld. They
will eventudly. Anything we do to dow them down only delaystheinevitable. Somehow, | don’t think the
diensare going to be much useto us.”

He made anoise deep in histhroat. “Y ou know, I’ ve got to find something else to call them gpart from
‘thediens’ | can’'t go on caling them coatracks either. That'sjust stupid.”

Her fingers stopped moving on his chest. “What about Sivers,” she sad. “Every time you said anything
about them, you called them slver.”



“Y eah, that works,” he said. “ Okay, the Silversdon’t really seem to care about anything—all they’ve
done o far isgive mewarnings. From everything I’ ve seen, they’rein decline, afailed empire or
something like that. They’rekind of like thisold relative that doesn’t know much or care about what's
going on in the outside world anymore. Though | don’t see how we could be related.”

“So, if they don’t matter,” said Alice, “who or what does?’

“I don’'t know,” said Jack. “Should | be more worried about what some alien race might or might not do
to us, or about what people like Outreach are doing to their own? For all we know, the other
diens—let’ scdl them the Blacks—might be somefairy story meant to frighten the children. And dammit,
we are the children in thisrelaionship. Outreach isthe biggest kid of dl.”

Alice sfingerswere moving again, tracing little patterns across his chest and abdomen. Thelight touch of
her nails made his abdomina muscles spasm involuntarily and he grabbed for her hand, holding it in place.

“So, can you ask them?’ she said, content for the moment to let her fingerslie within his grasp.
“Ask who?’
“TheSivers”

“Yeah, | guess| could,” hesaid. “But I’'m not sure it would do any good. Their consciousnessis
0...different. I'm not sure what reglly mattersto them either, if anything does.”

“Andyou?’ said Alice. “Does anything matter to you, Jack?’

He gave her fingers alittle squeeze. “ Somethings do,” he said. He turned on hisside, burying hisfacein
her hair and drinking in the smdll of her.

After awnhile, they dept. Jack dreamed of black and silver diamonds, attacking each other on a
chessboard. Every time the pieces swept across the playing surface, one after the other, the silver ones
fell.

But it wasjust adream.

“Oh,” sad Billiefrom the doorway.

Jack opened his eyes. She was standing at the room’ s entrance, amixture of emotions on her face.
“Billie?What isit?’ Hefdt Alicedir beside him.

“| want you to see something,” said Billie. “Doesn’t matter. I’ Il come back later.”

Shelooked confused.

“No, wait,” said Jack. He leaned over the side of the bed, feding around for his clothes. He pulled his
trousers on under the covers and then got out of bed, pulling on his shirt. Alice opened her eyesdowly,
and looked at him, adreamy smile appearing on her face.

“Jack?’ shesad.
“It'sfine” said Jack. “I’ll be back soon. Take your time.”



Billie avoided his eyes as he crossed the room to join her. “What have you got to show me?’

For thefirgt time, Billie met hiseyes. “WEe ve done something,” she said, adight grin coming with the
words.

Jack padded after her. He knew that tone of vague triumph in her voice. Billie clearly thought she'd done
something pretty clever.

He scratched the back of his head, following as she led him through the network of roomsto asmall
office space near the back of the floor. Thekid, Silas, lay curled up on acouch at the rear of the room.
Jack glanced around, but could see nothing that warranted Billie' s sense of expectation. She held her
finger to her lips and pointed to Silas. Jack nodded.

“Weworked pretty late,” she whispered. “ The stuff Silas did to get you out of there gave meanidea. |
wanted to seeif we could do it first.”

Jack was about to ask what, but Billie hushed him before he could. She leaned over to theflat desk in the
room'’ s center and touched a couple of places on the top. Nothing seemed to happen. Jack glanced over

at thewall, seeing if he was supposed to watch something on the screen, but the wall remained blank. He
turned back to Billie and frowned. She grinned and shook her head, then nodded at the desk.

Jack watched. Still nothing happened, but then a moment |ater—the lights were low—he noticed asubtle
changein the table' s surface, right near the edge. A pulsing discol oration throbbed through the hard
materid.

The ripples of darkness coalesced, drawing ever closer to asingle point, and then formed asingle,
circular mark that spread out dowly. The surface bulged toward the very center of the mark, then drew
apart likean irisng lens. Something silver poked out of the hole and then something d<e.

“Shit,” Jack said under his breath, and stepped back. Fucking spiders. Just like the dream.
Billiewas grinning like anidiot now, watching hisresction.

Thething pulled itself free of the hole and sat rocking dightly above the black space, itsova silver body
suspended by four legs that straddled the hole. Not eight legs—four. Four legs, Jack. Keep it together.
The thing wasamachine.

“What isit?’ hewhigpered to Billie.
She touched something else and the spider melted back into the table surface.

Hefrowned at her, but she glanced in Silas s direction, then came toward Jack, grabbed hisarm, and
dragged him out of the room.

“S0?" said Jack in amore normd voice. “What isit?’

“So,” said Billie. “When we had to get you out of that place that Outreach had you in, Silas did
something. He programmed a piece of the desk to contain a code that infected the wal’ s programming
around that place. It madeit draw back into adoorway that let usget in.”

Jack didn't redlly understand what she was talking about, but he let her continue.

“So | wasthinking about what Hervé wanted to do with his research, and how we could get the
information out in away that Outreach couldn’'t stop it. If we could program it into something that could



infect anything with the data and routines, they couldn’t stop it, could they?’
Jack shook hishead. “1 don't get it.”

Billie gave him one of her looks. “We re stuck here, right? We can't get out. Outreach monitorsthe
transmissions and the networks built into the Locality. Any linksto other Stesare guarded. | can getin
and out of systems, but it' sredlly hard to get from one place to the other. All of the channelsare
monitored by intelligent routines that are faster than a person can think. The only way we can redly shift
information from Outreach isto carry it somehow. That thing'smy bug,” she said, and grinned again.

“Bug?’ said Jack.

“Uh-huh,” said Billie. “They used to tak about bugsin the systems. Things that weren't supposed to be
there that stop things working theright way. Bugs are like insects, and insects used to be one of the ways
diseases got carried and transferred. | read about that stuff. So, that’s my bug. It carriesthe disease.
Only itisn't adisease. It'stheinformation. When it gets somewhere e g, it trandfersthe information and
the code for building more bugs. They go out to other places and so on. Outreach could never stop it.
Every system in the world would have bugs. Outreach could never keep the information to themselves.
Everyonewould haveit.”

“Yeah, okay,” said Jack, running his fingers back through hishair. “1 can see how that would work.
There' s plenty of people who have the technology now to get to the Silvers”

“Slvers?’

“Y egh, the diens. Alice thought of the name,” said Jack.

“Oh,” she said, looking away again, her enthusiasm seeming to suddenly fade.

Jack set hisjaw. “Ligten, Billie, have you got aproblem?’

Billie said nothing, just shook her heed.

“Okay, then. We should go and tell Alice what you' ve come up with and then we can talk to Daman.”
“There sone problem,” said Billie quietly.

“Andthat is?”

“We need to get the Suff, the information, to give the bug.”

Jack frowned. “But what about the research that Hervé did? That’ swhat got ustherein thefirst place.”

“Nuh-uh. | thought about that. We don’'t haveit. Hervé hasit. We can’t get it from him. They’ d know
draightaway and it’ sdifferent. It'snot the red information. It would have to be decrypted,” Billie said.

“Wadll,” said Jack, starting to walk back to the room where Alice still waited for them, “we haveto get it
from somewheredse”

“And wheredo we get it, Jack?’ said Billie, following behind.
“Um.” Jack stopped in histracks. “The only other people who haveit are Outreach.”
“And Dog,” said Billie.



“Yeah”

“And Dog' sgone,” she said flatly, but he could tell she was masking what she was fedling about that
particular statement.

Helet it pass and continued walking. “ So we get it from Outreach.”

They’ d reached the makeshift bedroom. Alice sat on the edge of the bed, fully dressed.

“Get what?’ shesaid.

Billie was hanging back in the doorway, watching Alice. Jack looked at Billie and then back to Alice.

“I'll et Billieexplain,” he said, and stepped asideto let her pass. He thought that was the wisest course of
action, under the circumstances.

Twenty-three

D aman was more than interested in what Billie was proposing, but he too saw the dilemma. The only
ready source of what they would need wasright in the heart of Outreach Industriesitself, probably
somewhere within the corporate headquarters up near the far end of New. He' d asked Silasto check for
appropriate access points as soon as the boy was awake, but Silas had drawn a blank.

He and Billie sat sde by side on the couch, Daman on another, and Jack perched on the arm of achair.
They weredl looking at him asif they expected him to come up with the answers.

“Jesus,” hesaid. “I don’'t know. How do you expect usto get into Outreach? We d be better off trying
to find McCreedy, wherever he might be.”

Billie scowled. “How, Jack?’

“I don’t know. Send people out after him. Look for him. Find him. I like those chances better than taking
on Outreach head-on.”

Alice gppeared from the back rooms. “Find who?’ she asked.

“McCreedy,” said Jack, turning to look over his shoulder at her as she entered the room. He frowned,
despite hisurgeto smileat her. “But | don’t like those chances either.”

“Y ou find people. That’s one of the thingsyou do,” said Billie, her eyes narrowed now.
“And what, you' re expecting me to find Dog? Isthat what you want?’
A mix of emotions passed across her face and then she averted her gaze. “If we haveto,” she said.

Jack pushed himsdf up from the chair. “Don’'t get mewrong. I’d love to find McCreedy, believeme,” he
said, not even bothering to mask the hardnessin hisvoice.

There were noises from below. Jack turned in the direction the sounds were coming from. Daman
frowned.

A kid shouted, the wordsindistinct. Then aman’ s voice drifted up. Another shout, and then silence.

“What the...?" said Jack.



Daman was on hisfeet, alook of real concern on hisface. He grimaced and made for the door leading to
the way down. He was hafway across the room when one of the older boys burst in, panting.

“They’'rehere” hesaid. “They got Will. Y ou better get out.”

“What?’ said Daman, dmost spitting the word.

“Down below. They’relooking for him.” The boy nodded in Jack’ s direction.
“Shit,” said Jack. “Which way out, Daman?’

“Go!” Daman said, pointing a one of the side doorways. He strode out the main door, dragging the boy
withhim.

“Shit, Billie, move,” said Jack. “Alice?’ He hdald out ahand.
Billiewason her feet. “Slas?’

Theyoung kid, looking wide-eyed, huddled in the corner of the couch, hisarms wrapped around himself.
He shook his head.

“Sladl” said Billie, in one of those pissed-off tones so familiar to Jack, but the kid didn’t move.

“Forget it,” said Jack. “H€E |l befine.” He made quickly for the door that Daman had indicated, Alicea
gepinfront of him.

Billie growled and then, giving up on Silas, followed quickly after.
As soon asthey were through the door, Alice stood, looking first one way, then the other.
“Which way, Jack?’

He grabbed her arm. “Thisway,” he said, taking the corridor to the right. He didn’t need to confirm; he
just knew. Alice didn’t argue, nor, thankfully, did Billie. Jack strode quickly down the corridor, not quite
running, but fast enough to get them to the exit and, hopefully, escape capture for the time being. With
any luck, Daman could hold their pursuers off long enough for the three of them to get out of there and
away. And Jack was good with luck, or he was supposed to be.

Jack had no idea where they were going. Nor was he certain who it was who was after them, but he had
apretty good ideathat it waslikely to be Outreach.

At the end of the corridor lay agloomy staircase, leading down into the shadows, alittle-used route to
the lower levels, by thelooks of things. Jack didn’t hesitate; he took the tairstwo at atime, heading for
the ground floor. The sound of Billi€' sand Alice sfootsteps on the Saircase felt unnaturaly loud in the
small echoing space. At the next level down, he paused, listening, holding his hand up to stop them asthe
noise of their descent faded away. Everything had gone very quiet. There were no voices, no sounds of
pursuit, nothing but the creaking of the building’ s structure around them and the rhythm of their rapid
breathing. Jack decided to risk it. Gesturing for quiet, he took the next set of stairs more dowly, listening
carefully asthey went.

They had nowhere to go. They could lose themsalves in the mass of crumbling doorways and decaying
shdlsthat made up Old, but it would last for only so long. If Outreach had found him here, it wouldn’t be
long before they tracked him down anywhere within the confines of the Locality. They had to know
about Alice by now. They probably knew about Billie too, after the breakout at the facility they’d



congtructed. He just couldn’t risk their finding either one. Right now, his chances aone would be no
better than with the women. He needed time. He needed time to think, or for something to happen, for
hisinner sensesto kick in and show him away out of this.

They descended another level, cregping down Stair after stair and pausing at the next level to listen. There
were sounds again. A muffled shout from above. Jack froze, straining to hear. Alice waslooking at him
questioningly.

The next floor down, and they’ d be at the lobby, or at least to the rear of the building at the ground. Jack
closed his eyes, reaching out, trying to fed for threats. He shook his head.

“I can't tell,” he whispered.
Billiegave him afrown.

Suddenly something sparked. That sharp chill worked in hisguts and his breath caught. He lifted one
finger, urging quiet. Heraised thefinger to hislips, held out his hand, pam outward, telling them to Stay,
then turned, taking each step at atime, dowly, senses prickling.

Somewhere below, there was someone waiting.

The staircase ended in asmall enclosed areawith asingle doorway leading off. It was dark down here,
the shadows pooling in the small space, making it hard to distinguish detail. Jack stopped afew steps up,
straining againgt the gloom. There, half-conceaed by the edge of the doorway, stood a shadow darker
than the rest. Old reactions, old patterns, kicked into place. Almaost crouching, trying to make himsalf
smaller, taking the remaining stairs silently, dowly, Jack crept down. One step from the bottom, he
paused again, watching, making sure of what he was seeing. He couldn’t tell, but he thought there was
just one. One he could take. One he thought he could take. The shadow moved, disappearing behind the
edge of the doorway. Jack waited for amoment, then took the opportunity and stepped lightly acrossto
the doorway’ s edge, pressing himsdf back againgt thewall, till reaching, trying to make out the nature of
the presence that lay mere inches away.

“Right,” said aman’svoice.

Jack held hisbreath.

“No, nothing yet. Y ou want me to check these stairs?’
Silence

“Okay.”

Jack glanced up, but Billie and Alice were out of direct sight from this vantage point. The one-way
conversation told him that the guy was adone. He didn’t know how far away any of the others might be,
but for now, dl it mattered was that the guy was done.

A head appeared around the edge of the doorway. Jack was ready. Both hands clasped together ina
fist, hisarms upraised, he brought them down, hard, against the side of that head. The man went down,
Sdeways, momentarily stunned, adeep grunt coming from his mouth. He fell back againgt the other side
of the doorway, damming against the wall and then dropping to the floor, another noise forced from his
lungs as he hit. Something dropped and skittered acrossthefloor. A gun.

Jack didn’t think. He kicked.



Hisfoot made contact below the chin, damming the man’ s head back against thewall. Jack was ready
for another, but there was no need. The facel ess shadow dumped, not even agroan issuing fromiitslips.
Jack listened, but there was no other sound. He crouched, feding across the floor, and then hisfingers
made contact with the weapon lying near the base of the stairs. He pocketed the gun and stood again.
Moving back to the doorway, he listened, assuring himsdlf that there was no one else out there, feding
with every sense at hisdisposa. Then he returned to the base of the stairs and peered up.

Billie and Alice were crouched on the landing, huddled together, looking down. Once more, heraised his
hand to hislips and then gestured them down. He turned back to check the unconscious form on the
floor. Jack thought the man would live, but frankly, right now, hedidn’t redlly care.

Ashe stood, both Billie and Alice moved up close behind him. Alice glanced down at the body on the
floor and then looked away again quickly. It didn’t surprise Jack at al that Billie seemed completely
unfazed. She stepped around Jack silently and poked her head around the doorway before Jack had a
chanceto stop her.

“Nobody there,” she whispered.
“Shit, Billie” said Jack, pulling her back with ahand on her shoulder.

Helooked around the doorway, but she was right; the way appeared clear for the moment. A wide room
lay empty of any furniture. Another doorway led beyond and light filtered through from the front.
Footsteps marked the ever-present dust. It appeared as though Daman and his crew didn’t use thisway
much. Perhapsthat wasintentiond. Jack nodded to himself. Only one set of footprints. He quickly
stepped across the open space and pressed up beside the next doorway, ducking his face quickly around
the edge, and then back again. He gestured to the other two and they too quickly crossed to join him, flat
back against thewall next to him.

“What now?’ whispered Alice.

“Wego,” he whispered back. He didn’t know how long the guy on the floor would be out. For al he
knew, they didn’t have any time to waste. Briefly, he wondered what was happening on the floors above
them.

So, Stein, what now?
Hedill didn’'t have any answers.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the gun, checking it. A medium-intensity energy weapon. The
safety was off. It was set to low, designed to disable, not to kill. He upped the setting and then adjusted
hisgrip.

“Okay, let'sgo,” hesaid.

Out—they had to get out. The apparent silence might be deceptive. The quick glimpse had reveded little.
The wide-open space had looked like the lobby, and it was likely that somewhere out there others would
be waiting for them. Alice waswatching him again for direction.

The sound of feet on the stairs behind them took away the choices. Jack whirled, making quickly for the
opposite door, ducked through it, and crouched, training his weapon on the topmost step that he could
see from his position. He beckoned Alice and Billie over and pointed to the shadows lying below the
dairs. There was more than one set of rapidly approaching footsteps. They were moving fast, taking the
gairsat arun. Jack concentrated, giving just abrief glance to make surethat Alice and Billie were well



out of sght.

“Stop!” cried aman’ s voice from above, echoing down the confined stairwell.
“Shit,” said another voice, urgent, hurried.

Jack held hisbreath.

Feet appeared a the top of the steps, then small legs. More feet, larger legs, moving quickly. Jack kept
hiswespon trained, holding hisfire. Thelegsdidn't belong to any of the Outreach crew; it was Daman’s
kids, trying to get out. There was a bright flash; then one of the figures was tumbling down the stairs, not
running. Jesus. They’ d shot one of thekids.

Jack siwung himsdlf to the staircase bottom, gripping the gun with both hands now, giving the falen kid
only abrief look. The other figure had stopped his descent and Jack let his breath hiss out. It was
Daman. He seemed frozen in place, staring down at the body below him.

Another figure gppeared behind him, features grimacing, weapon in hand. It took only an ingtant for the
man to register Jack’ s presence, for his expression to change, but by then, Jack had fired. The guy
dropped, a neat hole burned into his head. Jack waited, but it seemed like there had been only one. Jack
took the stairstwo at atime, reaching Daman quickly, then moving past him. He checked the stairs
above, but they were clear. Then he stooped to retrieve the other weapon, pocketed it, and walked back
down to where Daman ill stood, unmoving.

“Daman,” said Jack, taking agrip on Daman’sarm. “We ve got to move.”
Daman resisted, clutching the railing with one hand, till staring down at the unmoving form below them.
“Slas” hesaid quily.

“Shit,” said Jack, looking down. He could tell by the angle of the neck that there was no point checking.
If the shot hadn’t killed him, the fal had done the rest.

“Shit,” he said again, increasing the pressure on Daman’sarm. “ Come on. We have to get out of here.”
Jack glanced above again, but for now, there was no further sign of pursuit.

Thistime, Daman dlowed himsdlf to beled down the remaining sairs, past Silas ssmadl, sill form, and
round the edge of the stairs, hisface blank.

“Jack,” said Alice.

Jack shook his head. He pulled out the other gun, handed it to Alice.
“Canyou usethis?’

He knew Billiedidn’t know how.

“Giveitto me” said Daman, the words coming from between closed teeth.
Jack handed over the gun and Daman looked down at it, hisjaw working.

Jack couldn't afford to wait around while Daman came to terms with whatever waswarring in his head.
They redly did haveto get out of there, and fast.



He moved to the open doorway and ducked around to take aquick ook, but their way was il clear.
He beckoned for the othersto join him.

Looking afraid, Billieand Alice came over. An ingant later, Daman followed, weapon held at the ready,
the lack of expression gtill evident on hisface, but his eyes hard. Jack checked around the door—till
Clear.

“No,” sad Billie.

She' d seen the body at the foot of the gairs.

Jack reached out and grabbed her arm.

“Not now, Billie. We haveto go.”

Her eyeswere wide, but she nodded, the emotions battling inside her, threatening.
“Daman, over here,” said Jack. “Keep an eye on the sairs.”

Jack stepped out from the doorway and crossed the empty room beyond. The doorway at the other side
provided enough cover and once again, he checked beyond it, darting his face around the edge and back
again. Thistime he got a better look. Two men were standing at the lobby’ s street entrance on either side
of the wide double doors. They’ d been in uniform, not police, but some city functionaries. From the brief
glimpse he' d gotten, it appeared they were armed. He looked back toward the stairwell, held hisfingers
to hislips, and then pointed to the other side of the doorway and waved the others forward.

Quickly, quickly, Billie, Alice, and Daman crossed to take up position where Jack had indicated. They
were dill in reasonable shadow here, so he might gain some ement of surprise, but hewasn't sure he

could take both of the men in onego. All it would take was for one of them to have the chanceto raise
thedarm.

Any thought of Jack’ s next actions were taken from him. Daman stepped from the doorway, gun held
behind his back, asmile on hisface.

Wheat the...?
“Gentlemen,” said Daman, sauntering calmly to the lobby’ s center.
“It'sthat weird kid,” said one of the men.

It wasthelast thing he said. In the next instant, Daman had whipped out the gun and dropped both of
them before they had a chance to do anything else. Good, clean shots.

“Damn,” said Jack. “Comeon,” he urged Billieand Alice. “We d better move.”
Daman stood where he was, staring calmly at his handiwork, gun still held loosdly in his hand.
“Where?’ said Jack.

“Thisway,” said Daman, seeming to come back to himsalf, and stepping quickly toward the front doors.

Twenty-four

T hefour of them were huddled in astructure at the far end of Old. It wasn't comfortable. The building
noises only added to the tenson Stting like arough and tattered blanket between them. No comfort



there. Billie was on watch, out by the main entrance. Daman was staring down at the floor in front of him,
occasiondly turning the gun gill held in his hands. Alice sat with her knees pulled up, her arms wrapped
around them, also staring at aspot in front of her. Jack was worrying about whether Outreach had some
tracking capability on him. He thought that they were probably far enough down that the Locality’s
systemswould work intermittently at best. The building groaned and he shifted as atrickle of dust fell
nearby.

Comeon, Stein. Think.

They'd logt Silas, and Jack didn’t know how much Billie had absorbed of the kid' s knowledge before
they’ d gotten out of there. He looked across at Daman, and asif sensing it, Daman looked up, met
Jack’ s gaze, and then dropped his own to the floor again. From where Jack was, he had aview of Billie,
gtting and rocking dightly.

Jack pushed himsdlf to hisfeet and wandered over toward Billie, making sure to keep out of the direct
line of sght through the doorway.

“You okay?’ hesad.
“Uh-huh.”

He crouched down beside her. He could tell that she wasn't really okay, but that she was putting a brave
faceonit.

“We ve got abit of aproblem,” hesaid. “I’m sorry about what happened to Silas. We needed him.”
Billiesghed. “Yeeh”

“So, what do you think we should do, Billie?’

She looked up and held hisgaze. “I candoiit.”

He knew better than to question her answer.

“Okay, but where? We need to get into Outreach, don’t we?’

“Not for thefirg part,” shesaid resignedly. “1 can do that from the library with Alice.”

That wasn't abad idea. Perhaps Outreach didn’t have tabs on her yet, or on Alice after dl. It wasworth
therisk. It would give Jack an opportunity to talk to Daman and make some plans.

“Okay,” hesad. “When?’
She chewed at her bottom lip. “Now, maybe.”

Jack nodded. He dipped back into the other section of the building, leaving her stting there with her
thoughts.

“Alice)” hesad.

She looked up. He couldn’t read what was on her face, but there was a softness there too when she met
his eyes. Jack dmost smiled, despite their circumstance.

“Y ou need to go with Billie,” he said. “ She can do the stuff with the Locality and shethinks she can do it
from the library. Isthat going to be okay?’



Alice stood, looking thoughtful.

“Y es, but what about you, Jack?’

“I need to talk to Daman.”

Alice reached up and touched his cheek. “Be careful,” she said.

“Youtoo.” Heleaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “ Go. We'll meet back here.”
She dipped out to follow Billie.

Daman was Sitting in the same place, not having shifted position at al. He had been watching them. Jack
moved acrossto join him, crouching again.

“Sowhat do you suggest?’ he said.

Daman sighed and shrugged. “Our options are limited. | don’'t have ready access. It would be foolish to
return to the building, and | don’t know what' s happened to the others.”

He turned the gun over and over in his hands, watching the motion intently.
“Bastards,” he said between closed teeth.

Jack waited, seeing if there was anything more, but Daman had gone silent.
“But you knew that,” he said quietly.

Daman looked up at him with an accusing stare and then looked away again.
“Yes” hesadjust asquietly.

“Sowhy?’

“Because somehow | knew that eventually atime like this would come. Because after what happened to
me | was powerless. After what they’ d put me through, | looked for waysto manipulate in return. | don't
know, Jack.”

“But thekids...”

“I know that too. Perhaps | wasfooling mysdlf that | was protecting them. Giving them asemisafe
environment in a place that could never be safe.”

“Sowhy didn’t you just try to expose what was going on?’

“Because| couldn’t,” said Daman. “Outreach owns everything here. How could | do anything about
that? | needed to be in aposition where | had enough resources, and in away, | suppose, that became a
trgp of itsown.”

Jack shook his head.

Daman looked back at him, accusation dipping back into his expression. “What about you? Y ou just ran
away, Jack, What useisthat?’

Jack sighed. “Y eah. Things have moved on since then, though. | kept Billie safe, didn't 177



Daman’ s eyes narrowed. “Did you?’
Jack chewed on that for amoment. He didn’t know.
“Okay, forget about that,” he said findly. “We are where we are. What do we do now?’

For thefirst time that Jack could remember, the confidence that usudly filled Daman’ s every action and
word appeared to have smply dipped away. He was atiny despot who had lost his empire and he was
powerlesswithout it. Jack waited.

“According to Silas...” Daman'’ s voice caught for amoment, but he cleared histhroat and continued.

“The hub of Outreach’s systemsis protected in the same way that they shielded the place where they

were holding you. It is not immediately visible from conventiona scans of the city or its networks. We
need to get right inside if we are to access what we need. Then, we probably need a healthy chunk of
time in there to do what we want to. Without Silas, though...” He spread his handswide.

“Billiecandoit,” said Jack.
“Yes, she probably can,” said Daman. “ She was aways very good.”
“And shedill is” said Jack. “ That much hasn't changed.”

“Weshdl see.... Inthe meantime, we wait. Let’ s give Outreach something to think about before we
sorm the castle. Asit s, they are going to belooking for us.”

“Okay,” sad Jack, standing. “Meanwhile, | suggest we take watches, take turns getting somerest. We
may need it.”

Giving onelast look at the gun in his hands, Daman nodded and stood as well, something unreadable
working behind his eyes. He looked up into Jack’ sface.

“I'll take the first watch and give some thought about our next steps.” He seemed asif he expected Jack
to challenge the suggestion.

“Y eah, you do that,” said Jack, turning away and seeking a patch of floor relatively clear of dust and
debris.

It had been along time since he'd last dept like this, and he doubted he' d get any redl rest, but he lay
down anyway, settling himsdlf on his side, one arm crooked beneath his head, a position he knew would
cause him to wake automatically once hisarm had gone to deep and started to hurt. He closed his eyes,
listening to the cresks and pops of the decaying building, smelling the musty odor of theinvisble builders,
dead and dying and filling his senseswith their last spark of life.

What now, Daman? What have you got coming, Jack?

There was a presence stalking through his consciousness, something papable and cold. Jack stood in
darkness, noises al around him, adegp humming felt in the very pit of his ssomach rather than heard. A
shadow loomed beside him, and then moved past. The thing radiated a chill presence and Jack caught his
bresth, hoping that whatever it was hadn’t noticed him.

Wherethe hdl was he?

He probed the space, using all his senses, seeking &t least aclue.



Thevibration continued, pulsing now insde, unsettling him right down to hisbones. Therewasasmell
too, something like crushed ants. He couldn’t make out shapes; it wastoo dark. Wherever it was, it felt
large. He could fed the space around him, and everywhere the chill. It was't cold, not redlly. The chill
was a presence, something he could fed inside rather than on his skin.

Somehow, he knew it wouldn't be agood ideato say anything. He debated, but it looked like nothing
was going to change in the immediate future, so he took a tentative step forward. Whatever lay beneath
his feet was solid enough.

Another shape loomed up on him from the darkness and moved past. Thistime, Jack took a side step,
moving out of the thing’ sway. He got the impression of something dark and spiny, al hard angles. No, he
didn’t think it would be agood ideato have that run into him either.

Why was he seeing this?

Sowly, heturned, seeking some clue.

Nothing but darkness and cold and that ever-present hum.
Okay, Stein, thisisn't avery nice place. Timeto go.

He closed hiseyes and willed himsdlf away. Sowly, carefully, he opened his eyes again. Nothing had
changed.

Right. It appeared he was supposed to be seeing something.

A bright flash came from one side, momentarily dazzling him. Jack blinked, trying to clear the afterimage
from hisvison. There had been no noise accompanying the light. He frowned, turning toward the
direction that the flash had appeared to emanate from, and took afew more cautious steps.

Come on, Jack. What are you looking for?

Histoes met something solid, and he could fed the vibration now through hisfeet aswell asthrough his
bones. He reached out with one hand, groping through the gloom, the colors il floating through hissight,
making it harder to see even dim shapes. Something solid, metalic by the fed of it, blocked hisway. He
ran his pam across the surface, testing. Small protrusions clustered midway along the surface, jagged and
angular, and he withdrew hishand quickly.

Okay. What now?

What he really needed was some illumination. Sometimesin the dreamdtate, if he concentrated on
something enough, it would gppear. He focused on light, on the thought of light.

A bright flash expanded from right in front of him, blinding him completely.

Shit. Good plan, Sein. Brilliant. How was he supposed to find anything now? He blinked rapidly, his
eyeswatering. Maybe thiswas just anormal dream, something conjured in response to the gloom and
death surrounding his deeping form, but he doubted it was the case.

Spotsin front of hiseyes, but he was starting to be able to make out patches of even darker shapesin the
shapel essness of the darkness around him.

Behind him, ahulking presence grew. He couldn’t seeit, but he could certainly fed it. Asit neared, the
cold sensation radiating from it swept through his senses, dmost numbing his capacity for thought. Most



of dl, though, he could fed itsthreet, and he felt that deep in his guts, right at the very bottom of his
abdomen. Jesus, what was that thing? It was moving, dive, but like no other living thing he had ever
encountered. Wasit dive, or wasthat merely the impression he was getting? His urge to bolt away from
the thing was growing, but he stayed, haf-blind, rooted to the spot. The chill within, he thought.

Jack measured that chill and felt its shape, testing its boundaries, trying to contain it. It lived insgde him,
pulsing with a deep presence. He tasted it and then used the taste to form a probe, outside, fegling
through the surrounding space, seeking its source. And then hefound it. The cold and hardness was
numbing, a center of dark intelligence, hatred, disgust. Vicious crudty came from that source and sought
his presence, fedling back aong the length of the probe that Jack had sent ouit.

It knew hewas here.
Jesus.

Jack took abreath and closed his eyes, trying to force the thing from him, trying to shove it back and
avay.

Jack’ s heart was pounding. He could fed the thing give, alittle, and then it was pushing back against him
with more vigor, with an intent that was unmistakable. The thing wastrying to crush him, crush hismind
and will, and swalow him, drain the very life out of him. It was too much. Jack fought, but it wasfar too
much for him. Hefdt himsdlf fading.

No. He could not |et this happen.

Hefocused hiswill. Come on, Jack. Y ou're not redlly here. He had to believe it, make that thing believe
it, before it consumed him completely.

| am not here.

Thetendril of cold hate was suddenly questing, no longer acertainty. The dien mind had lost him.
Hefdt it seeking.

Teeth firmly pressed together, Jack concentrated hiswill.

And then he was somewhere else.

“Jasaack Steeeain,” said the voice. It welled up inside and over him, one voice that was many voices
combined into asingle reverberating echo.

Thevoice swelled again.
“Jack. Stein.”
Thistimeit was clearer, more controlled.

Jack looked around, up at the sky, behind him, across open fields to either side, but they stood aone
together, heand the alien being.

“Okay,” said Jack. “What the hell wasthat &l about?’
“Yousaw?

“Yeah, | saw. Sowhat?’



“Y ou cannot defeat them.”

Jack drew in abreath and let it out. “ Again, o what? | don’'t have any intention of defeating them. | don't
even know who or what they are.”

Therewas alengthy silence in which Jack stared at the Slver and though it had no eyes, it seemed to
stare back at him. Impasse.

“Ligten,” said Jack. “I don’t know what you want. Okay, | know, everything you' ve done in the past has
been pretty good, but that’ s not the point. We' re done. | found Billie. | found you. Now that should be
the end of the story, shouldn’t it? Why do you keep bringing me back here?’

“It isnot we who bring you,” said the chorus. “Y ou come because you must.”

Jack grimaced. “We re dreaming, right? We re both dreaming. So explain to me why you are dreaming
me. | don’t know what you can do anymore. Y ou are thousands of light-years, or however far it is, avay
from us. Y ou seem content to Sit in your own little city and wait for whatever is going to happen to you.
What interest isit of yours?’

Again, therewas sllence. Jack felt nervous chalenging them like this, but he was getting alittle tired of
being constantly dragged back here in his dreams when he was supposed to be using them for something.
At least they had dispensed with the constructed interlocutor. He doubted whether he could have stood
for talking to ayounger Billiethistime.

He was about to speak again when the dien voice swelled once more insde his head.
“We are content,” they said.
“Thenwhy?’ said Jack.

All that met his question was silence.

Jack struggled back to full wakefulness. His arm was numb and aching, but then he' d been expecting
that. The hardness of the floor dug into his hip and he winced as he rolled onto his back and then sat up.

How long had he been out for? No handipad to check the time, but it felt like only about an hour or so.
As he sat there, working his mouth and face, allowing full awarenessto trickle back, he carried on the
dream thought. Wheat the hell did the Silvers want with him anyway? They said they didn’t know. Wdll,
he certainly didn’t. The other place had to have been something to do with the Blacks, and why hewas
seeing them again too was amystery. Surely seeing them once was enough to deliver the message. These
were bad guys. You didn’t want to mess with them. What more did he need to know?

Jack pushed himself to his feet and crossed to the doorway. Daman was squatting by the front entrance,
half-hidden in shadow, but Jack’ s eyes were used to the gloom. Anyone from the street would have a
hard time seeing him at first. Jack stepped lightly over to where he sat, making sure to keep out of the
direct line of Sght himsdif.

Daman glanced up. He seemed allittle more settled now.
“That wasn't long,” he said.

“Nah,” said Jack. “Dream woke me.”



“lsn’'t that what you' re supposed to do?” asked Daman. “ So, have you dreamed away out for us?’
“Yeah, funny,” said Jack.

“Wel?

Jack shook his head.

“No, nothing here either. | don’t know whether Billie's managed to do what she was supposed to, but |
think it would take a couple of hoursfor it to filter through the city’ s programming anyway. The Streets
have been quiet.”

“No sgn of any of your crew?’

It was Daman’ sturn to shake his head. “They know how to lielow. They’ ve been doing it dl thelr lives”
It was't the only thing they’ d been doing dl their lives either, but Jack refrained from saying anything.
“Have you come up with any thoughts?” Jack lowered himsalf to squat beside him.

“Wadll, | have been considering. I’ ve been thinking about aternatives actualy, but I'm afraid I’ ve not been
too successful. We have limited numbers. We have two guns. It’s not going to get usvery far, isit? We
might have had more of achanceif | had dl my people, but it' s going to take sometimeto get them
together again and after what’ s happened, they’ re going to be scared. We don’t even know how many
managed to get away, or if Outreach took them either. For all we know, they may have....” Daman bit
hislip.

“No,” said Jack. “| don’t think so.”
“We do not know,” said Daman.
The echo of the dream ill sat fresh in hismind, and it was unsettling. He frowned.

“The only other option | can seeisto try and get you out of here,” Daman continued. “ Again, though, |
am suddenly limited in what | can do. Perhaps with you gone, Outreach will leave usdone.”

“I don't think that' slikely to happen now,” said Jack. “Especidly after what Billie and Alice are doing.
And thanks alot for your support.”

Daman snorted. “Wait.” Further conversation was cut short by movement out on the street. He lifted one
hand for quiet, inching closer to the door for a better view. “It'sthem.”

Billie came charging into the building first, closely followed by Alice, both of them bresthing hard. Billie
wasgrinning.

Twenty-five

“Y ou should have seenit, Jack,” said Billie, her voice till breathless. It started just after we got out of
thelibrary. The building across the street was playing avid. Y ou couldn’t redly see the facesin the bit we
saw, but you could tell what was happening. It was so big. It covered the entire front of the building.”

“Gredt, Billie,” said Jack. “Did you see anyone? Outreach? Any of the kids?’

“There were somemen in uniform,” said Alice. “Wewalked right past them. They didn’t even notice us.”



“You'resure?’

“Uh-huh,” said Billie. “They weretoo busy watching the building.”

“And nobody followed you down here?’

She shook her head.

“The placeis pretty empty, Jack,” said Alice. “We didn’'t see anyone at al when we got to thisend.”
Billie ducked around the doorway. “Oooh,” she said. “Come and look. It' s starting.”

Jack wasn't sure about moving out into the open, but he had to rely on the thought that the Locdity’s
systemswould betoo far gone at thisend of Old to berdiable. They all stepped out from the building’'s
shadow to stare up where Billie was pointing. Far above them, spreading across the width of the celling
panels, astuttering image was taking shape. Jack recognized the face. It was William Warburg, CEO of
Outreach Industries. Lines of text were scrolling besideit. Jack didn’t bother trying to read what they
were saying. Theimage would be better in New and Mid, farther up the city. All that mattered was that
theinformation wasthere.

“Yes” hesad, quietly, reaching out to squeeze Billi€ s shoulder. Sheturned briefly to grin at him.

Onthe side of abuilding, acouple of blocks up, vague shapes started forming. The image was
shadowed, intermittent, but it wasthere. It showed aman and a child. More sets of blurry shapesformed
on abuilding opposite, then another and another.

Jack looked up at Warburg' sface and smiled. Take that, you bastard. He' d have alittle bit more to think
about now apart from Jack Stein.

Staccato text scrolled up the street away from them, word after word. They were just shapesto Jack.
Hedidn't need to puzzle them out.

“Good, huh?’ sad Billie

“Yeah,” breathed Jack.

Daman had said not athing. He was staring up the Street.
“What isit, Daman?’ said Jack.

“Look.”

Jack followed his gaze. Someone was strolling down the street toward them, someone with astrangely
familiar gait. Jack frowned. What the hell?

Billie saw him next. Her expression changed immediately. The pleased-with-hersdf look dipped away
and was replaced with something cold and hard, something filled with anger and disbelief.

Jack dug in his pocket and pulled out the gun, checking quickly to see that the safety was off. He held it
before him, making hisintentions completely clear.

“That’ sfar enough, McCreedy,” said Jack. “What the fuck do you think you' re doing? Cometo perform
another service for your Outreach buddies?’

McCreedy grinned, though his grin was uncertain. He glanced up at the calling, to the buildings on either



sde, and down at the street, then back at Jack. His gaze lingered for amoment on Billie, and then
returned to Jack.

“Pretty impressve,” hesad.
“Y eah, what of it? What are you doing here?’

McCreedy had his hands shoved deep in his pockets and he pulled them out dowly, spreading them
wide. “I cameto find you.”

Jack had the sudden impression that he was standing in an old Western, except one of them didn’t have a
gun, and what had become magazine city surrounded them. Instead of a noonday sun, the head of
William Warburg shone down behind him. Jack felt like shooting McCreedy, felt like blowing that
supercilious smirk right off hisface, but he kept it in check.

Daman had drawn hiswegpon, holding it in an easy grip by hisside, but Jack could tell he was ready to
useit at amoment’snotice.

“Not good enough, Dog. | think you' d better turn around now and forget you' ve even seen us.”
He couldn’t | et that happen, though, could he? He couldn’t trust McCreedy. Not at all.

Dog lifted his handsin aplacating gesture. “ Y ou’ d better get in off the street,” he said. It sabit exposed
out here, don't you think?Y ou might not be worried about yoursdf, but what about Billie?’

The mention of her name was enough. Before anyone could stop her, she was charging up the street
toward McCreedy.

“What do you care?’ she said, pulling back one arm as she reached him and letting fly with afist. “What
do you care?’ She hit him once, twice, three times. Dog stood there and let her, cringing away from the
blows but doing nothing to stop her.

“Billie” said Jack. “Leave him. HE snot worth the effort.”

Billie seemed to havelost theinitial rush of fury, and she let her hands drop to her sides. Shetook one
step back.

“You'reright, Jack,” said McCreedy. “I’m not worth it.”

Billie, spat, alook of contempt on her face, then turned and stalked back to where the three of them
stood. When she got closer, Jack could see there weretearsin her eyes.

“Jack,” said Dog. “Listento me. | can help. | know what’ s happened. | know what’ s been going on.”

Jack looked at the others. Alice had her arm around Billi€’ s shoulders. Billiewasn't looking a Dog
anymore. Her face was lowered, her mouth in atight line. Daman was wearing adight frown.

“Perhapswe should listen,” said Daman quietly.
“Why the fuck should we?’ Jack shot back.

“Because we don’'t have achoice,” said Daman. “We have to use everything we can. We don’t know
what he hasto offer.”

“Wecan't trust him, Daman.”



“Maybe 0, but we should listen to him first before we decide. It might give us some options.”

Jack grimaced. Daman was right, as much as Jack was reluctant to admit it. He turned back to
McCreedy and waved him forward with his gun. Dog sauntered forward, hands back in pockets, looking
only dightly contrite. Before they moved back insde, Jack asked him one more question.

“Sowhat’ sto say you' re not going to bring Outreach right down on top of us?’

Dog peered at him through messy strands of dark hair. “1’ ve got my reasons, Jack,” he said. “ Y ou don’'t
have to believe me, but you can bdieve that much. There' squite alot about me you don’t know. There
arethings| need to tell you. There's more than just Outreach involved here. There s more than just one
player inthisgame.”

“Y eah, and why should | believe you?’

Dog shrugged. “If you let me explain...| had to do what | did, Jack.”
“That' sgone, Dog. All that mattersisright now.”

Dog bit hislip.

Jack grunted and stepped back to let Dog pass. “Okay, ingde. Y ou know the stuff. One false move and
al that.”

Dog bowed his head, stepped between Jack and Daman, and headed for the doorway that Jack had
indicated. Alice till had her arm around Billi€’ s shoulders. Billiewas glaring a McCreedy as he walked
past, but he didn’t meet her eyes. Jack wouldn't like to be on the receiving end of that ire and he could
fed thefury burningin her.

Aliceled her insde and Jack and Daman followed. McCreedy stood in the room’ s center, waiting for
them.

“Where syour ship, Dog?’ asked Jack as soon as he wasinside.
Dog shrugged. “Amaranth istherewhere | €ft her.”
“Sowhy areyou gill here?’

Jack had pocketed his gun, but Daman was toying with his, looking asif he was deciding whether he was
going to useit or not, just seeking areason.

Dog pressed hislips together and ran hisfingersthrough hishair. “1 don’t know. I’ ve had a change of
heart or something.” He glanced at Billie, then back at Jack.

Jack pressed hisjaw tightly closed, reading the implicationsin Dog' s words and not liking them one bit.
HAm?1
“And | decided it was time to make good.”

Jack narrowed hiseyesat McCreedy. “No, | don't get it, Dog. What made you change your mind this
time?'Y ou thought it was worth setting me up with Outreach.”

Again camethe shrug. “I told you....”



Frankly, Jack was starting to find the gesture annoying.

“Okay, McCreedy, try this,” he said, stepping forward. “ Y ou set me up with Outreach. Y ou sent them dl
your logs. What dse did you—"

“Jack,” sad Billiefromthedde.
“What?’
“Thelogs. They contain the stuff we need.”

He stared at her as the thought sank in. She wasright. In dl the excitement, he' d forgotten that bit.
“Good girl.”

“S0, McCreedy, you can dill get to your ship, right?’
Dog nodded.

“So you can get usthelogs, give Billie accessto them.”
Dog swallowed and looked sour. “’ Fraid not.”

“What do you mean?’

“Qutreach. They wiped Amaranth. Everything on her. They gutted her soul. All records, logs, data,
everything. All of it gone”

Jack frowned. “1 don't get it.”

“While | waswith you, they got to the ship, got rid of my insurance. They know theway | work.”
“What makes you think it was Outreach?”’

“Who e se could have doneit?’ Dog asked.

Jack turned back to the doorway, walked across, and looked out onto the street. The pictures and
images were growing, spreading.

“So they know you're here,” he said over his shoulder.

“Yegh”

“Wall, | don’'t know what use you can beto us, Dog,” Jack said dowly.
“Oh, therearethings| think | can do,” he said. “Inthe end you'll thank me.”
Jack turned to face him. Dog held his gaze unflinchingly.

Daman, quiet up till now, broke the silence.

“How did you find us?’

“It wasn't too hard. | found one of your kids. Asked what had happened. | was|ooking for you anyway.
It wasn't difficult to pieceit together from there.”

“And it won't be too hard for Outreach to do the same,” said Daman.



Hewasright. They had to keep moving. Jack looked at each of their faces, then back at McCreedy.
“What can you do for us, Dog? Tdl us exactly what you can do.”

Dog grinned and Jack narrowed his eyes again. Dog McCreedy just didn’t seem to know when his
expressions were gppropriate. The guy was genuingly dysfunctional. Dog continued, gpparently oblivious
to Jack’ sreaction. “ Remember the armory on board the Amaranth? They only touched her systems.
They didn’t touch any of the hardware.”

Jack thought quickly. Weapons would be good. If they were going to get into Outreach, abit of extra
help might be needed. The problem was that apart from him and Daman, he didn’t have anyone else who
could redly useagun. Billieand Alice were out. Besides, if you carried agun, you were more likely to
get shot. One of the reasons he hated the things. There was no choice; they needed McCreedy too. Let
Dog be one of the onesto get shot. In the meantime, they could use hisskills.

Heturned to Billie. “Isthere any way that Outreach could trace what you’ ve doneto the Locdity’s
sysems?’

“Nuh-uh.”
“You'resure?’
She thought for amoment. “1 think so.”

That was agtart. Perhaps they could till use thelibrary for the time being. The problem was, if Outreach
knew Alice wasinvolved, which they did, then that could present arisk too. They werelikely to be
watching thelibrary. If not now, then soon.

“Jack, can | relax abit?’ said McCreedy. “Y ou’ re not going to shoot me.”

Jack turned back to him with ahard expression. “ Shut up, Dog. I’ m thinking. And no, I’ m not going to
shoot you...yet.”

“But | might,” said Daman quietly.

The words had been said matter-of-factly, but Jack knew the truth of the threat that lay beneath them.
McCreedy seemed to have caught the sense of it too. Jack gave Daman aquerying look.

Daman gave alittle shrug in return. “I’'m not convinced yet.”

“Okaaay,” said Jack. He caught a brief ook from Billie, an expression of ....concern? He decided to
process that one later.

“So what now?’ Daman said.

“Y ou got anyone who can use awegpon?’ said Dog to Daman, ignoring the threat for now.
“Oneor two,” said Daman.

“Canwefind them?’

“Perhaps. Where did you see the boy you talked to?’

“Up near Mid-Centra somewhere.”



Daman nodded. “Y es. There' sacouple of places up around there they might go. | could try to find out if
there are any of them around. I’ m not completely sure where they might go, though.”

Daman moved the gun from one hand to the other, scratched the back of his head, and then took charge.

“Jack, you need to find another building to hole up in. We ve been heretoo long. Billie and Alice, you
need to get back to the library. Find out what you can about Outreach’ smain building. You aso need a
system to grow the key, Billie. If thelibrary’ s being watched, we' Il find asystem somewheredse. It's
just that the library seems a safer option for the moment. Queries about the Locdity itself should be
comparatively run-of-the-mill from thelibrary system. If they come from a private location, they might
trigger derts. You—" He gestured at McCreedy. “Y ou get what you can, and can reasonably carry from
your ship without setting off darmsall over the place. Meanwhile, | will go and seewhom | can find. We
aregoing to do this,” he said with astatement full of finality. He looked at each of them and then nodded.
It was dtill strange to see such authority coming from someone who on the surface looked so young. All
the same, Jack was relieved that Daman seemed to be more in command of himsdf again. And not only
of himsdlf by the looks of things.

Jack studied him, haf with respect and haf with something ese. Daman had been more than asmple
adminidrator in apast life, he thought. But whatever lay in his history was beyond reach now.

“So, how do we find each other?” asked Jack, dipping into practicality. He could jump from building to
building until they met up again, but unless they had somewhere clear to rendezvous, they’ d lose more
time.

Daman frowned. “Why not here?’ he said. “Y ou can keep moving, Jack, but come back and check
here. The odds of them finding you with arandom search are limited. Eventualy, wewill al make our
way back here, to thisbuilding. Thiswill be our meeting point.”

“Okay,” sad Jack. Helooked at each of them in turn and they returned his gaze. He could fed
determination there, vengeance maybe, but adrive that might just get them through this.

Daman l€ft firgt, striding calmly out onto the street. Billie and Alice looked at each other, but Dog wasthe
next to leave. He shot sdelong glances, first at Billie, then at Jack. As he dipped out the door, helifted a
hand toward Jack’ s shoulder, but Jack stepped back out of reach.

“Weredly do need to talk, Jack,” he said in alow voice.

Jack shook his head and gestured toward the outside with his chin. He d had enough of McCreedy’s
dories.

“Fine” said Dog. “Later.” And then he was gone and out and up the Strest.

Finally, the women | &ft too, Alice pausing to give Jack apeck on the cheek. Jack moved to the door and
watched them as they walked together up the street, strolling, a couple of girlfriends out for a chat,
though what they were doing thisfar down in Old would be a question. For a couple of minutes after they
were gone, Jack watched the space where they had last been visible. He reached into his pocket,
fingering the weapon, then looked both up and down the street. He didn’t want to spend too much time
out in the open, so he strode quickly across the main thoroughfare and ducked into a Side street, keeping
closeto thewalls, seeking the shadow of the surrounding buildings as he went.

Jack chose abuilding at random and headed inside, not bothered about the structure’ s safety at this
point. There were bound to be weaknesses, the potentia for chunks to tumble down from ceilings and
crash into the floors below, but if he kept to the outer walls, he should be secure.



Already, Billi€ s handiwork was spreading farther, creeping to theinsde walls; lines of text, unreadable
for the mogt part in the crumbling structures, scrolled and sputtered into life, interspersed with images.
Thewhole of the Locality was becoming a phabet city. Outside, the celling panels had moved on from
William Warburg. Jack thought, wryly, that perhaps it wastime that he moved on from William Warburg
too. He had bigger thingsto worry about now. He could use thetimeto try to puzzle out the message
deivered by the Silvers. Of course, the dream images could be suspect and were never clear-cut, but
there was a purpose there somewhere. What he, Jack Stein, could do, however, was beyond his grasp.

He ran the dream through his head, tagting the sensations and imagesin his memory, briefly shying away
from the touch of malevolence that rode with the cold. These Blacks were not nice creatures. That much
he' d dready gathered, but then he' d known that from the initial dream where they’ d first appeared.

“We are content,” the Silvers had said. Content about what?
Jack reached deep inside himsdlf, looking for answers, but there were none there to find.

Just for once, he could do with an answer not couched in riddles.

Twenty-six

B y the time Daman found him back at the building, Jack was still working through the dream. It nagged
at the back of histhoughts even when hetried to push it from him. Seeing Daman with two others
accompanying him gave Jack awe come sense of relief.

Daman hung in the doorway, the kids with him mere shadows in the background.
“No sgn of the othersyet?’

Jack shook his head. He wasn't completely confident that they’ d see Dog McCreedy again. He was far
more worried about Billie and Alice and whether they’ d managed to retrieve what was needed. After the
breakout, the infection, everything else, Outreach had to be aware of both Billieand Alice asathredt.

Daman looked out onto the street, and then moved into the building proper, waving histwo companions
forward. Both boyswere in their late teens, and had a hard-bitten look about them, something dy and
cdculating in theway they met Jack’ s gaze and held themselves.

“Matthias and Grigor,” said Daman.

Jack nodded to them. He thought he’ d seen one of them back at the building before theraid.
“Wheredid you find them?’

“As| thought. One of the places up near Mid-Centra.”

Jack paced across to the other side of the room. * Others?’ he said without turning around.
There was alengthy pause before Daman answered. “Some,” he said.

Jack didn't like the implications. Outreach had dways been cavdier about individua well-being and the
effects of their actions. Now, though, they’ d gone a step beyond. He turned back to face the three of
them.

“They’re not going to get away with this,” he said, the words sounding asineffective as he felt persondly.

Daman didn’t respond. He looked away, motioning for the other two to take up positions on one side of



the doorway. He pulled out his weapon and checked it, ignoring what Jack had just said.
“So, now wewait,” he said.

Jack watched him for afew minutes, leaning back againg thewall, ill running the options through his
head. The boys sat againgt thewal impassively, staring down at the floor in front of them. Occasionaly,
one or the other of them would look up, glance at Jack, or at Daman, and then return to watching the
floor.

How the hell had Daman collected his crew? He had to offer them something. Maybe it waslike he'd
said, and he gave them some sort of protection and security. Maybe it was just as Ssmple as a sense of

beonging.

Jack’ sthoughts returned to the Blacks. What had the Silvers said? That he couldn’t defeat them? He
pushed himsdlf off thewall and started pacing again. Blacks. Sivers. Sivers. Blacks. None of it made
any rea sense. He wasjust onelone human with some extra ahilities that he could channel. Why they
picked him remained amystery. What could he, Jack Stein, do against ahostile dlien race?

If he hadn’t been there and seen for himsdlf, actudly stood in the dien city, he could have written it off as
aseries of strange, aberrant dreams, but he didn’t have that choice any longer. He had more than
touched the redlity.

“They’recoming,” said Daman, bringing Jack back to theimmediate.

He crossed the room to stand just behind Daman, giving him aview up the street. Billie and Alice were
walking down one side, heads together, two girlfriendsin conversation. Jack checked behind them, but
there was no sign that anyone was following. They quickly dipped insde the building and out of plain
view from the sireet.

“Any problems?’ asked Jack.

“No,” said Alice. “At least not that we can tell. There were a couple of city people up near thelibrary,
but they didn’t seem to be connected to anything that was going on. | don’t think they noticed us.”

Jack nodded. Billie waslooking at the two boys Stting by thewall.
“I know you, don't 1?7’ she said to one of them.

Helooked up at her blankly.

“Mattie” shesad. “Right?’

Hefrowned. “Um...”

“They don’t cdl him that anymore,” said the other one, Grigor.
“Oh,” sadBillie

“He sMatthias”

“Oh,” shesaid again.

After apause, she spokeagain. “I’'m Billie,” shesad.

Matthias narrowed his eyes dightly, gave athoughtful pout, then shook his head.



“Used to livewith Pinpin Dan,” she said. “Uncle Pinpin. Y ou knew him too.”

The reaction wasimmediate. A hard sneer grew on hisface and he averted his gaze. There was a history
there, for sure.

Billie perssted. “1 looked kind of different back then.”

Jack was more than alittle uncomfortable with the direction the conversation wastaking. “ Billie, leaveit
for now.”

She humphed and turned back to join them. As soon as she was facing away, Matthias|ooked up again,
watching her, something cold and hard in his gaze.

Maybe he thought. . .no, Jack didn’t know what he was thinking.
“Dog?’ asked Billie.
“Nosgn.”

Alice had her handipad out and was checking something on the screen. She motioned for Billieto join her
and soon they were both huddling over the device, scrolling through and discussing options.

A couple of minutes later, Daman spoke. “Here he comes now.”

Jack moved back to the doorway and pressed againgt the frame, his gun held up and ready. “ Alone?’ he
asked.

“Yes” sad Daman.

Dog waltzed in through the doorway, swinging along black bag, which he dumped unceremonioudy with
the clatter of something hard in the room’ s center.

“So, you missme?’ he said with agrin and aflourish.
“Actualy, not at dl,” said Jack. “But you' re here now. Let’s see what you' ve got.”

Dog crouched down beside the bag and did hisfinger dong thetop sedl. “Let’ ssee. This.” He pulled out
amedium-length beam rifle, hefting it in one hand. 1 brought thisalong just in case. | figured that we
might be able to use one, but | went for small and discreet with enough power to make a difference, for
the mogt part.”

Jack crossed and took therifle, checking it. It would do the job. He held it down beside his body, and
pulled his coat around it. The wegpon was short enough to pass a casua glance. Whether it would hold
up under decent scrutiny was another matter.

One by one, he went through the other weaponry Dog had shoved into the bag. He tossed a couple of
hand wegpons to Matthias and Grigor, and they both plucked them out of the air, and immediately began
to check them. Jack felt atouch of relief. It looked like they did know what they were doing, not that

he' d had any reason to doubt Daman’ s assessment.

“Thislittle beauty,” said Dog, still crouched beside the bag, “I’ ve saved for mysdlf.”

He held up agun, smal and evil-looking. It aso seemed to be made of some sort of synthetic, missing the
standard metallic sheen.



Jack frowned at it. “What' sthat?’

“New stuff,” said Dog, looking pleased with himself. “One of my contacts. It'ssmal, but it packs ared
mrm.”

He rummaged around in the bag again after shoving the gun in hisbelt and withdrew three or four small
gray squares.

“I dso thought I’ d bring these dong. Never know when they might comein handy.”

Jack recognized them for what they were, compact, deadly explosive chargesthat you could affix to a
surface and then program in atime sequence for detonation. As soon asthey werein place, they took on
the characterigtics of the materia they’ d been stuck to, making them amost impossible to detect unless
you knew what you were looking for. Nice, but Jack hoped they wouldn’t be in aposition to have to use
them. Blasting their way into the center of Outreach wasn't quite what he had in mind.

“There are acouple of sparegunsinthere,” said Dog. “I brought them aong in case we want to give
Billieand your friend something.”

Y our friend? Jack gave ahard look at the presumption. “No, | don’t think s0.”

Dog shrugged and kicked the bag over to a corner of the room. “We can pick them up later.”
If there wasto be alater. The way things were going, Jack wasn't too sure.

“Right,” said Jack, meeting each of the facesin turn. “ Shall we do this?’

“I suggest we leave separately in pairingsthat aren't immediately recognizable,” said Daman. “If they
have scanning going on, it will makeit harder. Jack and Dog, Alice and Billie, Grigor, you come with me,
and Matthias, get there by yoursdlf. We should meet at the corner of Twelfth, and then head down to
Outreach together again. | suspect that Outreach won't be expecting any of you to come right to them.
They’ Il be expecting Jack, for one, to try to get away. He' s hardly going to turn up on their doorstep.”

“Thenwhat?’ said Jack.

“We get in, Billie does what she has to, and then we get out.” Helooked across at her and Billie nodded
back at him.

Daman scanned each of them. “Billieand Alice, first,” he said. “ Then Matthias. | suggest | go next and
Jack and Dog will follow. They provide the highest risk. If anything happensto them, we can sill do what
needs to be done. Wait five minutes before heading out. Billie?’

Again, she nodded, looked to Alice, then, with one last glance at Jack, walked out onto the street, with
Aliceintow.

Daman appeared to be counting slently to himsdlf. After what was close to five minutes, he pointed to
Matthias, who pushed himsdlf to his feet, shoved hisweapon in his pocket, and followed the other two
out of the building. Once more, the counting, and then Daman waved to Grigor, and together, they joined
the others outside, heading up to New and Outreach.

After they had gone, Jack, pressed up against the doorway, and watching them disappear up the stret,
spoke without turning around.

“I don't know why you think you have theright, McCreedy,” he said. “But you' re useful, for now.” He



didn’t look at him. “Just remember that. I’'m not going to forget.”

There was a pause before Dog said anything. “What' s the problem, Jack? I’ m here now. We all do shit
that in hindsight we might have done differently. | wastied up with Outreach. They had ahold on me.
Sometimes you have to do what you haveto do. It' s deeper than that. There are things going on that you
need to know about.”

“| don't care about that,” said Jack quietly. “I haven't got time to worry about that now. Well, | do, but
that’ s not the point.”

“What isthe point then?’
“You hurt Billie”

The sllence that came in response was lengthy, punctuated only by the creaks of the building around
them. Finally Dog spoke.

“BU
“Not aword,” said Jack, whirling to face him. “Not afucking word.”
Dog looked away, whatever he was about to say dying in his mouth.
“Yeah,” Jack said, and turned his attention back to watching the street.

The minutes dragged on, the anger till working inside him, until Jack adjudged it wastime. He had one
last thought before heading out and crossed to the bag Dog had kicked into the corner. He reached in,
pulled out one of the pare guns, and, after ingpecting it, shoved it into the back of his belt.

“Right, let’ sdoit.”

Hedidn't even check that Dog was following. Keeping the rifle held close to the side of hisbody, he
stepped out onto the street, looked first one way, then the other, and then crossed and started walking
up to the shuttle stop. They would change at Mid-Central, then catch the New-bound shuttle right up to
near Twelfth.

Ashewalked, he admired Billie' s handiwork, the words, theimages, crawling over buildings and up
above on the ceiling pandls, diding dong the sireet. They were still stuttering, intermittent down here, but
you couldn’t ignore them. Hell, why did you need graffiti when you had this? The ultimate urban protest.
There, in public, writ large, wasthe litany of Outreach’sans.

Asthey waited for the shuttle, they did so in silence, Dog wisely keeping his mouth shut, rocking dightly
on hishedls. Jack glanced at him once or twice, but Dog didn’t—or at |east pretended that he
didn’t—notice. Asthe shuttle whirred to a stop, it became evident that Billi€ sinfection had spread even
to the vehicles themselves. Jack wondered how the Locality’ s cleaning routines were going to cope with
that. It served them right.

He stepped into the shuttle, clutching one of the handrails, and moved dightly aside to alow Dog to pass.
Theriflemadeit alittle difficult even to consder Stting. He just hoped that they weren't going to have
many fellow passengers on theway up. They should be okay asfar as Mid-Centrd, but from there, the
problemswerelikely to start. When they changed, Jack would have to find a corner where he could
shield the weapon from other passengers, or even use McCreedy to block the accidental pressby a
fellow traveler againgt the hard, unmistakable shape.



Asit was, thejourney proceeded without incident. They got off a the Fourteenth Street stop, and
wandered dowly up to the corner of Twelfth, Jack conscious of their scruffy appearance and their lack of
“fit” inthe district. Dog looked like Dog, and that was bad enough, but Jack was rumpled and
disheveled, in need of agood shower. Living on the run just wasn't the best for persona hygiene.

Daman was dready waiting for them by the time they reached the spot. He stood there camly, leaning
againg awall, scanning the people passing by. Jack felt anything but calm.

“Hey,” hesad.
Daman nodded.
“Billieand Alice?’

Daman gestured with his head. “ Around the corner with the others.” He tracked someone walking past
and heading down the street leading to the Outreach headquarters. “ There is something going on,” he
sad.

“Wadll, yeah,” said Jack. “L ook around you.”
Daman appeared annoyed. “No, | don’t mean that.”

Jack reached insde his perception, but there were no alarm bells going off. “ Okay,” he said. “So, arewe
going to sand around here discussng?’

Daman shook his head and pushed himsdlf off thewall. “Now isas good atimeasany, | suppose,” he
sad.

Twenty-seven

T he building soared above them, reaching like ametdlic finger toward the text-filled ceiling pands
scrolling wordsin a blanket that blocked out the sky. Off in the distance, the clear ceiling panelswere the
only ones untouched by Billi€' s programming and Jack felt a certain satisfaction at that. Asthey rounded
the corner, Billie was patting her pocket, constantly checking that she had the small piece of Locality
structure that would act as the key to get them into Outreach’ sinner sanctum. Jack’ s coat concedled the
rifle held close againgt hisleg. Dog's wegpon was hidden behind his jacket. He glanced at the other two
members of Daman’s crew who had joined them, but their own weaponry was well concealed too. Jack
fdt the effects of adrendinein hismouth, robbing the moisture, and in the pounding in his chest. Asthey
moved down the street closer to the building, a subtle noise increased, first what sounded like alow
rumble and then more of abuzz. What the hell?

It soon became apparent what was causing the disturbance. Astheir group moved into the plazawhere
Outreach’ s offices sat, there were people, first in ones and twos, and then more, walking quickly or
samply strolling toward a gathering throng clustered outside the front of the Outreach Industries corporate
headquarters. Jack looked at Daman, then at Dog, the unspoken question apparent. What were they
going to do now? Thiswas a problem. Despite the fact that this was exactly what they wanted to happen,
it was now working against them. The Locdlity’ s resdents had been reading and viewing everything that
was appearing on buildings, streets, and walls, the catalog of Outreach’ s misdemeanors, and they were
not happy. In their hundreds, they were not happy.

“Shit,” said Jack, pulling back against awall a one corner of the square. “What now?’
“Good question,” said Dog, aso dropping back. The others clustered around Jack, looking at him



gpparently for answers.

Jack scanned the crowd. For now, it was reasonably peaceful, but the rumble of voices spoke of a
potentia for something else. The assembled citizens were staying back from the front doors at the
moment, but Jack didn’t know how long it would be before the crowd wanted to expressits displeasure
closer to the source. A crowd was something hard to predict, something with amind of its own. Jack
considered.

A pair of security guards stood nervoudly at the top of the stairs on elther side of the wide double doors,
surveying the mass of people assembled in front of them. Jack bet that they were ng their options
too. The Locality wasn't a place where socid violence was anormal happening and they’ d be unused to
thissort of potential confrontation.

“We might be ableto use this,” said Jack. “But we aren’t going anywhere unless the crowd does
something. Those guards aren’t likely to let anyone through the front doors now.”

“Isthere another way in?” asked Dog.

Alice pulled out her handipad and tapped a couple of pages before finding what she was looking for.
“There sarear entrance and oneto the sde. There' saso the parking facility undernesth.”

Jack thought about that for amoment, imagining what the Locdity’ slower levels must ook like. The
underbelly of the beast. The parking areawould be maybe one floor, two a most. There' d definitely bea
way in there, and with the crowd keeping the guards otherwise occupied...

“Can| see?’ hesad.

Alice angled her handipad so it wasin view. He d been right in his assumptions. The plan showed two
levels of parking and two separate access points to the floors above. He leaned across her and tapped
the display. The darkened area at the center of the building was not directly above those access points,
so they’ d have to work their way through the floors and corridors anyway. Coming up from below might
give them abetter chance than coming in from the front. He glanced up from Alice s handipad and
looked at the crowd. They were definitely becoming more restless, more agitated, which could work to
their advantage.

“So? said Dog.

“Wetakethe back,” said Jack. “Come up from the parking area. They’ re going to be more concerned
about what’ s going on out front a the moment. With any luck, their attention isn’t going to be focused on
what' s happening underneath.”

“What about the autometic routines?’ said Billie.
“Um, yeah,” said Jack. “Don’t know.”

“If there sapoint a the outsde,” said Billie, “I can get in and introduce a shadow beforewegoin. |
think | remember how. | haven't doneit for awhile, though.”

Jack frowned. When had she...? And then he redlized. It must have been during her time with Pinpin
Dan.

“Okay, let’'s see what they’ ve got back there.”

One more quick glance at the guards, then at the crowd, and Jack decided it wastimeto move. If the



crowd became too restless, Outreach might lock down the building entirely, and they didn’t want that.
Hehad to rely on hisluck keeping the timing of eventsworking in their favor.

Damn. Too obvious, Stein. He stopped in histracks.

“Daman, you go with acouple of the others around the other side. We' Il meet at the back.” He stepped
closer to Billieand put hisarm around her shoulders. “Come on. Y ou come with me. Alice, Dog, you
follow acouple of minutes after. Stay here and hang back for alittlewhile. Alice, you' d better give Billie
the handipad.”

Alice handed over the device and Billie dipped it into her back pocket. Daman nodded and headed off
with his boys toward the other side of the square, skirting the rear of the crowd. Jack waited a couple of
seconds, then continued in hisdirection, holding Billie closeto him.

“You okay?' heasked her.
“Uh-huh.”

“And Dog?’

She shrugged benegth hisarm.
“Okay.”

It would do for now. Jack tried to adopt as casua ademeanor as possible, just wandering past the
gathering in front of the building, interested but not involved. He hoped it was enough. He steered Billie
along the outside edge of the square, and then back out of sight. They passed afew people drifting in
from the opposite direction, but they were subjected to little more than passing glances. Inthe Locdlity,
people mostly tended to mind their own business.

They reached the rear of the block—the Outreach offices occupied one entire city square on the
grid—and turned the corner. Daman and his two companions were aready near the entrance to the
parking space, standing near the ramp leading down. An unmarked white vehicle emerged, turned to the
right, and headed off up the street. If the occupants had paid any attention to Daman, they’ d shown no
sign. Okay. Jack felt his breathing ease. He quickened his pace. He would have to be wary of other
vehicles coming in or out, but he didn’t imagine there could be too many, unless Outreach decided they
had to send out to bolster the security presence. Alice and Dog were just rounding the far corner when
Jack and Billie caught up to Daman. The entrance was positioned closer to the other end of the building
to the direction that Dog and Alice had come.

Whilethey waited for Dog and Alice, Daman sent one of his kids down the ramp to scout out what lay
ahead of them. The boy returned a couple of minutes|later, just as Dog and Alice joined them.

“There' s not much down there. A few trangports. It's open. There' sabarrier, but it's open too.”
Daman nodded and looked to Jack.

For aplace that survived on the things that went on bel ow the surface, it was a strange contrast how
eadly Outreach took things for granted. Outreach had become complacent with its own sense of power.

“Okay, let’sdoit,” Jack said. “Did you see any kind of control pand or anything down there?’ he asked
the boy, receiving a shake of the head in response. “Okay, we' |l haveto takeit asit comes. Billie, have
you got the plans?’



Billie showed him the handipad. He traced the areawith one finger, getting his bearings. The nearest
access point to the upper levelswas clear across the other side of the building. There was bound to be
surveillance capability down there, but he had to count on the factor of complacency, that Outreach
would fed impregnablein this, their home. Locality citizensjust didn’t mess with Outreach. He handed
the device back to Alice.

Removing hisarm from Billie' s shoulders, Jack strode down the ramp.

The parking areawas just asthe boy had said. Two or three solitary white vehicles sat parked in bays.
The marks of their comings and goings were dtill evident on thefloor, despite the building' s salf-cleaning
routines. Maybe Outreach thought it just wasn't worth the effort. He scanned for traps, leading the way,
probing ahead with hisinner senses, but nothing wastriggering hisdarms. He walked quickly acrossthe
open space, looking left and right, his hand resting againgt the rifle underneeth his coeat, ready to drag it
out and up if it was needed. So far, nothing had shown him that it would be.

“Damn,” he said asthey reached the point marked on the schematics. The way up was an elevator. He
should have thought about that. He wasn't going to put the seven of them into an enclosed eevator where
they could be boxed in. That was way too easy.

“Alice)” hesaidinalow voice. “Let mesee agan.”
Once more, she pushed her handipad forward.
“Hmm, okay. We need to try over thisway. Dog, you keep an eye out for company.”

McCreedy gave him amock salute and Jack narrowed his eyes, but contained his reaction. Just one
time, McCreedy would be alittle too smart too easily. Not now, though. Jack needed him.

Making sure of the direction he was facing, Jack strode off across the floor to the opposite corner...and
ended up facing ablank wall. He frowned, reaching out a hand and beckoning Alice forward once more.
Somewhere here, there was supposed to be a staircase. No, not somewhere here—exactly here.

He put hishand flat againgt the wall, but there was nothing.

“Here, Jack,” said Billie, reaching for Alice's handipad and pushing him out of the way. She tapped a
couple of sequencesinto the device, then held it up, pointing a thewal. Thewall did back, reveding a
gairwell behind. “ There,” she said, the old smug look on her face.

“Yeah, okay,” Jack said, and stepped through the newly formed doorway. “Which floor?’
“Fourth,” said Alice.

“Billie, can you shut that behind us?’

She nodded, waiting till the last of them was through the door, and did just that.

“Okay,” said Jack, pulling out therifle. He checked its settings, then headed up the stairs. There was no
going back now.

Jack took the steps cautioudly, one by one, listening and fedling at the sametime. A vague hum came
from the walls around them, but apart from the sound of their footsteps and their breathing, there was no
other sound. So far, so good. Behind him, the others had their weapons out too. It was strange, but the
only one of them who looked naturd with agun in hishand was Dog McCreedy. Jack shouldn’t redly
have been surprised.



One by one, they ascended the floors, stopping at each landing, listening and checking for any sign that
they’ d been discovered. When they reached the fourth, Jack held up one hand, looking down at the small
group on the stairsbelow him.

“Dog, up here,” he said quietly. Dog eased past Daman and one of the boys, and joined Jack near the
door—aconventiona door thistime. Jack had aquick thought. It could be aarmed. There was no way
to tell from here. Taking adeep breath, he reached forward and eased it open a couple of inches.
Nothing. Hedowly let the air out from hislungs. Opening it just afraction wider, he moved hisface
closer to the space and scanned the corridor beyond. For the moment, it appeared empty. He pulled it
closed again. He gestured for the handipad and checked the direction. Whatever it wasthey were after
lay down the corridor to the right, and then, if the map was correct, to the right again.

Jack signaed with his hands. He and Dog would take the leed, followed by Billie and Alice; then Daman
and histwo would bring up therear. All of them nodded their understanding, and Jack turned back to the
door. Once more, he opened it afraction, testing with every sense available to him, and then he stepped

through.

The corridor was long and wide, carpeted in blue, with regularly spaced pandsilluminating its length,
severd doors breaking the even walls. Jack looked in both directions and then stepped back to alow the
othersto pass. He walked quickly down to where the corridor branched, and kept his weapon at the
ready. No one seemed to be around. He passed empty offices on either sde. Perhaps everyone was at
the front of the building watching the demonstration. Maybe hisluck was holding after dl. Either thet, or
they were being set up.

Another empty corridor, and then ablank wall. Jack had expected nothing else. Daman was down at the
other end of the passageway, his boys pressed against either side, keeping back out of sight, standing
guard. Jack pulled Billie forward, then gestured once more for the handipad. He pointed to where he
thought they were, giving Billie aquestioning look. She frowned at the handipad, then looked back up the
corridor, asif matching it to the schematicsin her mind' s eye. She chewed her bottom lip, frowned again,
and then finally nodded. Jack lifted the rifle so that he held it perpendicular to the floor, waiting while she
dug in her pocket and pulled out the smdll silvery square that she' d programmed for just this moment.
Carefully, shelifted it and placed it flat against the wal a head height, held it there for amoment, and
then stepped back.

The metdlic square Stayed, apparently affixed to the wall, and then gradudly, asthey watched, began to
lose definition, the color fading into the background texture of the wall till there was nothing to show that
it had been there the instant before. Jack’ s heart was hammering, and he kept glancing back down the
corridor to where Daman and the boys stood. Dog was watching the proceedings with apparent
disnterest. Nothing.

Jack frowned & Billie.
Siill nothing.
She held up one hand and frowned back, urging him to have patience.

Then there, adight discoloration in thewdl’ s surface, gradually spreading. A hole appeared, square, the
same Sze asthe piece that Billie had placed there, and then it grew, the wall folding back on itsdlf in
sections.

“Yes” bresthed Billie.
She' d doneit. Jack ducked his head through the space in the wall. The folding back had stopped, leaving



arectangular shape large enough for one person to step through.

Behind thewall lay another short corridor and then aconventiona doorway. Y es, thislooked like what
they were after. He motioned to Dog to step through. Weapon raised, Dog lifted hisfoot over what
remained of thewall at the base and followed it with his other. He was down &t the other door in an
indant.

With aquick check to make sure everything was il clear, Jack stepped through in turn. Hejoined Dog
at the door and then waved Alice and Billieto follow.

“Okay,” hewhispered. “More than likely there are peoplein there. Keep low, just in case.”

In the meantime, Daman had backed down the corridor on the other side and had positioned himself just
behind the rectangular doorway Billi€' s programmed device had fashioned. He nodded to Jack,
indicating he was ready too.

Jack gave Dog asingle nod. Dog pushed the door open and entered, Jack closely behind. Another
corridor and another door at the end. Halfway down this corridor was another door.

“Dog, wait,” said Jack benegath his breath.
Dog turned to look.

Jack pointed to himself, thenin front of Dog. It made more sense for Jack to go first, carrying therifle.
That way he’ d have room to fire if he needed to and Dog could shoot over Jack’ s shoulder. Dog nodded
his understanding and stood back to let Jack pass. That put him right next to Billie. He looked at her, his
gaze lingering. Shereturned thelook and a sudden mix of emotionsflitted across her face.

“Jesus, you two. No. Particularly not now,” hissed Jack.

Billieturned away again, instead turning her attention to Jack. He gave her what he hoped passed for a
half smile. Though she bit her lip and sucked in her breath, she gave him a short nod and closed her eyes
and then opened them again quickly.

Jack stepped closer to the next door and listened. A dight hum, amost below the threshold of his
hearing, was the only thing that came to him. Okay. Nothing for it.

Jack pushed the door and stepped through, swinging the rifle down to bear on whatever lay before him.

“Um, hello,” said avoice. Jack siwung to faceit. A round-faced man with thinning hair, dressed casudly,
seated behind a desk and leaning back in achair, waslooking a him asif trying to parse the scene and
make sense of it. One side of hisshirt hung out of hisjeans, and he pushed at it ineffectualy asif he
thought he should make some sort of effort. A bunch of pens stuck out from histop pocket. “Areyou
sureyou'rein theright place? hesad.

“Yeah, | think so,” said Jack. He gave theroom a quick scan. A few desks sat at various points around
the room, uncluttered. There seemed to be no one esethere. “Don't think about doing anything stupid,”
said Jack.

The man chuckled. “I’'m not very good a stupid, actudly,” he said, letting his chair tilt forward again.
“So, what can | do for you?’

Thiswasn't what Jack had been expecting at dl.



Twenty-eight

T he man stood, thistime making a better effort at tucking in his shirt. Jack tracked him with therifle,
leaving no doubt about the seriousness of hisintent. He glanced back over his shoulder at Dog, standing
in the doorway, flicking hishair out of hiseyeswith atoss of his head, short nasty gun held at an upright

agle
“Where are the others?’ said Jack.

The man stopped paying attention to his shirt and looked up. “I don’t know. There was something going
on out front. | guessthey went to look.”

Luck again, Stein.

He motioned to Dog to let Alice and Billie into the room. He stepped to one sde and Billie walked into
the room firgt, holding her pocket and looking around at the facilities. Alice appeared a pace behind and
then Dog moved back into position, guarding the doorway, aternating between watching the corridor
behind the door and keeping an eye on the room in which Jack now stood.

“What do you want?’ said the Outreach guy, starting to look concerned.

“We need accessto your systems,” said Billie.

The man scratched the back of his neck and grimaced. “I’m not sure | can redlly do that.”
Billiewaked over to him. “They'reyour systems, right?’

“Wel, yes”

“Y ou have access?’

He nodded.

“Well, accessthem.”

Helooked at Billie, at Jack and at the rifle; then, hislips pursed, he leaned over the desk that he had
been occupying afew moments before. He glanced over at Jack once more, and placed his hand on the
surface. A wall in front of the desk immediately bled into life and color, links and symbolsindicating
various areas taking shape.

“Andredly, | meanit. Don't think about doing anything stupid,” said Jack.
The guy looked over a him and half rolled hiseyes.

“What' syour name?’ said Billie, moving over to stand beside him &t the desk.
“Lovdl. Philip Lovel,” he said without looking up.

Something wasn't quite right about the scene, but Jack couldn’t pinit down. Thenit hit him. When they’d
walked in, the guy, Lovell, was aone, but the system was shut down. If he worked here, shouldn’t he
have been doing just that, working with the system?

“Billie, wait asecond,” said Jack.

Shelooked up a him questioningly.



“How come the system wasn't on, Lovell?” he said.
Lovell hesitated.

“Wel?

“| was doing something dse” he said.

“Likewhat?’

“Composing. The screensdistract me.”

Jack frowned. “Huh?’

Lovell sghed. “I write poetry, if you must know. | take the opportunity when I’'m here alone to use the
quiet spacesto compose. I’ m supposed to be monitoring things, but the systlem will alert me anyway if
I”m supposed to do anything.”

Jack could live with that, however unlikely it seemed under the circumstances, and however unlikely it
might seem that the overly padded tech guy in front of him was a secret poet.

“So what about al this other stuff happening in the Locality? Y ou know, the words, the vids, etc. Doesn't
that concern you?’

Lovell suddenly got an enthusiastic look on hisface. “Oh yeah,” hesaid. “I loveit. Normally everything's
graightforward. The Locdity looks after itself. That’ sanice little problem. We haven't found asolution
toityet.”

Jack motioned for Billieto continue. They didn’t havetimefor chatting, and Lovell ssemed to beinthe
mood to do just that. It didn’t surprise him that, locked away herein the heart of Outreach, this guy might
look for achance to have some conversation. And he did seem to be atalker.

“What are you going to do?’ Lovell asked Billie.
Billiegave himalittlegrin. “Watch,” shesad.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out another small square, then placed it carefully on the desk.
Lovell bent closer and peered at it.

“Don’t touch,” said Billie. “ Get meinto your file network. | need the access routines. Have you any
search agorithms set up?’

Lovell nodded and manipulated the desk surface with hisfingertips, looking at the screen, but seeming to
have difficulty dragging his attention away from the thing Billie had placed on the desk.

Thewall display changed, other links folding out and expanding among the other images on the screen.
“No,” said Billie. “Where sthe search?’

“Here,” said Lovell, tapping on the desk.

“Too much for voice” sad Billie. “1 don’t want it on the system. Can you set up manud?’

Lovell nodded. He tapped at another couple of points and an alphabetical display appeared on the desk
asurface. “There”



Billie sgnded her understanding. She typed the name of Dog' s ship and watched the screen. After a
couple of seconds, she shook her head. “Alice, | need the handipad,” she called.

Alicewaked quickly over and handed her the device. Billie thumbed it on, tapped out a couple of steps,
and then held it out, pointing at the desk. A small black box appeared in the center of thewall display
and Billie nodded. She reached to the desk again and tapped another couple of sequences. On-screen,
the box unfolded, opening out like some sort of square black flower, shedding angular petas that drifted
away to al parts of the screen. They melted into the display, asif they were never there. The next
moment, sequences of images flashed past, changing the screen display, flicking rapidly through the
partitions of the Outreach system.

“Nice” sad Lovell gppreciatively.
“Oh, youwait,” said Billie, again giving him alittlegrin.
Somehow, there had been an instant connection between them.

Jack was gtarting to become nervous. All thiswas still taking too long. He glanced at Dog, who checked
the corridor, still holding his position, then looked back a Jack and gave him aconfirming nod.

Even though he couldn’t trust M cCreedy, despite everything that had happened, Jack felt some relief that
Dog was here. The ease of communication, the way they understood each other’ ssignals, was al
working in hisfavor. He turned back to watch what Billie was up to. It looked like this Lovell guy wasn't
going to be any trouble. He was watching what she was doing too, fascinated.

Poetry. Who would have thought it?
“There” said Billie. She peered at the wallscreen, concentrating. “Y eah, that’ sthe Stuff.”

A muffled shout came from the corridor and Jack whirled. Shit, they had company. There was the sound
of ashot, and then return fire.

“Billie” said Jack.

“Give me acouple of minutes,” shesad.

Dog was crouched by the door now, hisweapon held out, pointing through the doorway.
“Dog?

“Okay,” he said, not turning. “ Secure for now. Can't see anything, but Daman seemsto be holding them
off.”

“Okay,” said Jack. “Keep postion. Ydl if you need help.”

“Billie?’

“Yeah, Jack. Shut up and let medoiit.”

He resisted the urge to stride over and hurry her aong. There was nothing he could do. Alice was
standing by helplesdy, looking from Billie to Jack and then to Dog in the doorway. What the hell had
Jack gotten her into now? He couldn’t think about that now, though. He stepped over to the doorway,
peering past Dog, but just as McCreedy had said, there wasn't anything there to see yet. The sound of

weapons fire came from that direction, and aflash or two, followed by darkness. There was no line of
sght to Daman from this position. He turned back into the room to check what Billie was doing.



“Got it,” shesad.

She reached over and tapped the small piece she had |eft on top of the desk, once, twice, in three
different postions. The square lost definition, bleeding across the surface and then disappearing into the
top of the desk itsdif.

“Now what?’ said Lovdll.
“Wait,” sad Billie.

The technician seemed completely unconcerned by the fact that thiswould probably lose him his position
with Outreach. The sound of the ongoing battle outside appeared to have totally bypassed his awvareness.

Jack stepped closer. Both Lovell and Billie were standing watching the place where moments before, the
smdl square had lain.

A dark ripple, pulsing, appeared in the desk surface, just the same way it had done back at Daman’s
building when Billie had shown him before. The pulsing linesincreasad in intengity, then drew together ina
central point, and spread out, likeripplesin apoal.

Jack knew precisely what was going to happen next. A small mound swelled on the desk surface. The
ripples dowed. The dark protuberance blossomed, then opened at the very top, drawing back like lips
opening on adarkened mouth. Jack glanced over at Dog, and he nodded back. Still the sound of the
exchange of fire drifted up the corridor and through the door. There was a cry, and another shout—Jack
couldn’t tell whosevoice.

Silver legs pushed up within the hole, straddling the edges, and then another set. They levered abody
free, abody that sat rocking, balanced precarioudy on the edge of the mound, and then the surface
irregularity faded away, merging back into the surface of the desk, leaving it smooth asif it had never
been disturbed.

Theslver spider sat rocking dightly on the surface.
“What'sthat?” said Lovell, still unfazed by the noises coming from the corridor.

“It' sabug,” sad Billie. “It containsinformation coded into its body. It can transfer the information by
contact with programmable structures.”

“Huh,” said Lovell with an interested tone. “ Okay, but what can it do? There' s only one of them.”

Agan, Billiegrinned. “Right now. But not for long. We ve got to wait for the routinesto kick in and filter
through the systems. That' sjust the first one.”

Noises were coming down the corridor, closer. Dog had shifted his position, shielding most of his body
by the door. He took aim and fired. There was aloud zipping sound, amost likearip intheair, and ared
flash. The smdll of ionization drew strong.

“Shit,” said Dog. “ Jack, they’ re through.”

Jack quickly took the couple of steps needed to get him to the doorway on the opposite side of Dog. He
ducked his head around the doorway, catching a brief view of Daman, staggering down the corridor
toward them, clutching at his shoulder, hisface screwed up in pain. A bright flash seared through the air
and impacted on the wal just above his head. One arm hung down, the gun held loosely in hisfingers,
threatening to drop to the floor. He staggered forward an other few steps, but then lurched, his shoulders



thrown back as something hit him from behind. He cried out. Somehow, he managed to sumbleinto the
room, falling, adeep groan escaping hislips, hisface contorted with the pain.

Alice rushed over, leaning down besde him.

Jack couldn’t watch; he had to keep his attention on the corridor.

“Lovel,” he called back over his shoulder. “Isthere another way out of here?’
“Um, yeah. It' sback over that way.”

Jack alowed himsdlf aglanceto see. It was diagonaly acrossthe room. Lovell seemed transfixed by the
sight of Daman’ sfdlen form. Jack turned his attention back to the corridor. They could sed the door, but
it wouldn’t alow them much breathing space. He had to worry about Alice and Billie too.

“Billie, you done?’ he caled.
“Nearly,” sad Billie. “Not yet.”
A shape appeared at the other end of the corridor and Dog fired. The shadow ducked out of sight.

Think, Jack. Shut the door; get everyone across the room to the other side. Daman was down. They
couldn’t take him with them. Another shadowed shape appeared, and thistime Jack fired. A returning
shot burned down the corridor, hitting the wall high up, then another closer. Jack ducked back. The
shooters were getting their range. Dog let loose with another shot.

Daman wasredly down. Alice could do little more than offer comfort at this stage, and this closeto the
door, shewas @t risk.

“Alice)” hesaid. *You need to get away from the door.”
Shelooked at him. “ Jack, but—"

“Just doit.” He swung around the doorframe for another shot. Returning fire seared atrack in the wall
just above his head and zipped past and into the room. Alice crouched and scurried back acrossto
whereBillieand Lovell were dill sanding.

“Billie)” hesaid. “Go and check the other way out.”

“Not yet,” she said.

“What the...?" Jack pushed himsdlf to hisfeet and swung into the room. “Hold here, Dog,” he said.
Hewas over at the desk in acouple of strides. “Billie, we can't afford this—"

Billie had her hand up.

Jack looked down at the bug. It had stopped itsrocking. It looked like amotionless piece of metal
sculpture. Billiewas frowning.

“It shouldn’t be doing that,” she said.
“Shit,” Jack said, and reached forward with afinger to prod at the thing.

“Jack!” said Billie, but it wastoo late.



And suddenly, Jack wasn't there.

“Not now!” yelled Jack. “Not! Now!”

Hisvoice echoed from bare walls and a ceiling far above. The room was empty. It had never been empty
before. It was full of nothing but shadows. He looked down &t his hands. Theriflewas gone. On the
back of hisright hand was awound, trickling blood. Now, how had that gotten there? He frowned. It
was minor compared with the anger and frustration boiling within.

“Not now. Do you hear me?’ His own voice came back to him. | have to be back there.”

Jack closed hiseyes and tried to will himsalf back, away from this place, back to where he was
supposed to be. He had deserted them.

“Where are you?’ he shouted to the darkness. “ Show yourselves.”
Nothing came back but echoes.
Thiswasthe dream room on the alien planet. The Silvers were supposed to be here.

Helooked around, some sense of rationality coming to histhoughts. What if thiswasn't their doing?
Wheat if thiswas smply hisown ability kicking in, shaping what he was seeing? He clenched histeeth and
willed. Again, nothing.

Jesus, Stein. You own this. Doit.

Twenty-nine
A nd he was back.
“Jack!” sad Billie.

Jack blinked, trying to reorient himsalf. One moment he' d been standing in a shadowed empty room, and
the next hewas here, dmost asif he hadn’t moved. Helooked down at his hand. The end of hisfinger
gtill touched the body of the sllver bug sitting on the desk in front of them.

“Jack?" asked Alice. “What just happened?’

How could he explain? He didn't really understand himsdif.

The sound of ashot came from the doorway .

“Comeon,” said Dog. “I’m not going to be able to hold them for much longer.”

Real awareness came back to him then, knowledge of where he was and the gravity of their Situation.
“Now, Jack Stein,” came avoicein his head.

“What?" he said. This shouldn’t be happening.

“Now.” The single word echoed through his mind, washing against his awareness of his surrounds, and
breaking in afoam of menta reverberations.

Helooked down at his hand, till held out, the finger outstretched.



“Jack?’ cameBilli€ svoice again.

He couldn’t turn to look at her. There was something flowing through him, coursing through his nerves,
holding him where he was. A pae energy washed out around him. He could almost seeit. Then the bug
turned, rocking again, tilting dightly back and forth on its spindly silver legs. Thefront legsrose, the back
ones lowered, and the body angled, higher toward Jack and lower at the rear. It jumped.

For the barest ingtant, it rested on the back of his outstretched hand, and then it bore down, plunging
something into hisskin.

Jack felt asharp pain and immediately shook the thing from him, clattering it against thewall. It scuttled
away beneeth some furniture and out of sight.

“Shit,” said Jack, looking down at his hand. “What the fuck wasthat?’
A small trickle of blood trailed from the wound.

Again Dog urged him to get amove on, pausing between shots. Dog was right. He couldn’t afford to
worry about thisnow. He left the desk, shaking his hand, trying to thrust the discomfort of the wound
from him, pushing past Lovell toward the corner of the room that the technician had indicated.

As he reached the door, Dog was backing into the room.

“Can't hold them, Jack,” he said.

Jack spun, and tested the door. It held fast, refusing to open.
Dammit. “Lovell, how do | get thisopen?

“The place must be locked down,” he said. “1 can’t do anything.”

There was no locking mechanism visible for Jack to shoot out. The door was probably sealed al the way
around. He growled, swung back to the room.

Dog stood pressed against one wall, his hands up, gun held loosdly in one of them. In the next moment,
he dropped the weapon and it clattered to the floor. Jack trained hisrifle on the open doorway. Dog
shook his head.

Jack scanned the room, looking for options. Billie, Alice, and Lovell <till stood by the desk, watching the
doorway now, aclear target. He was out of direct sight of the entrance, but he would have the chance to
take out only one or two before he was outgunned. Meanwhile it would put the others at risk. Whatever

Dog was seeing, it was enough to make him disarm. Jack waited, rifle held at the ready.

An Outreach guy stepped through the doorway, pushing the figure of Matthias before him with one hand,
bunched in the fabric of the boy’ s clothes up near his neck. There was a gun pressed tightly to the back
of Matthias s head. The man wore a pae uniform and a don’t-mess-with-me look on hisface. He
pushed Matthias fully into the room, glancing around and taking in the scene. He was quickly followed by
another inasmilar uniform, who stepped in, swinging his weapon to point at Jack. He gestured and Jack
lowered therifle even farther, pointing it down at thefloor.

“No,” sad theman. “Dropit.”
He turned his own weapon to point at Alice, a the same time moving to one side of the doorway.

Shit. Jack swallowed and dropped therifle.



Another uniform followed, and then afamiliar figure, dressed in adark suit and dispassionately surveying
the scene.

“Helo, Jack,” said Thorpe. “We ve missed you.” He turned to look at Dog. “And Mr. McCreedy too.
How interesting.”

Dog sneered.

Billiewaslooking at Jack, waiting for something. He didn’t know what.

Thorpe stepped farther into the room. “I’ m disappointed, Jack. Y ou’ ve caused us quite a bit of trouble.”
Jack snorted. “ Cut the clichéd didogue, Thorpe. It' s not very original.”

“I don’'t know what you mean.”

“Anyone would think they gave lessonsin corporate bad guy.”

Thorpe frowned, not bothering to respond to the remark. “ Y ou.” He gestured to Lovell. “Out now.”

Lovell ducked his head and scurried past the uniformed security men, dipping quickly out the door.
Thorpe waited until he was out of the room, and then turned back to scan each of them. His gaze
lingered only for an instant on Daman’ s till, quiet form on the floor, the clothes stained dark where he'd
been hit; then he faced Jack again.

“Look a what you' ve cost, Jack. | hope you're happy. It didn't haveto belike this.”

Jack pursed hislips, knowing that in part, what Thorpe was saying was true, but he wasn't going to give
him the satisfaction of acknowledging it.

“I presumethat the little trick with the Locality’ s programming is your doing too, or one of your friends .”
Jack said nothing. He was going to give Thorpe and Outreach exactly that—nothing.

“Fine” said Thorpe, hisvoice al business now. “Enough. McCreedy we can use” he said. “Stein staysin
one piece. Get rid of the other three.”

Matthias put up abrief strugglein hiscaptor’ sgrip. The uniform grunted and cuffed the kid with his
weapon. Matthias cried out but stopped struggling, one hand going up to hold his head where the guard
hed hit him.

“Enough yoursdlf, Thorpe,” said Jack, taking a step forward. “Let them go.”

“I'mafraid not,” said Thorpe, turning back to look at him. “We |l have alot lesstrouble in future—you
have to admit that much, Jack. Particularly with that one out of theway.” He glanced down at Daman.

What happened next seemed to Jack like it occurred in dow motion.

From beneath one of the desks, the bug scuttled across the floor, one leg hanging at astrange angle. The
nearest guard watched it, his eyes going wide.

“What the hdl?” he said, backing out of itsway, training hisweapon to track it acrossthe floor. The

other guard turned to look and at the same moment, Matthias took his opportunity. He pulled hishead to
one side and kicked back, hard. The guard holding him cried out, reaching for the source of the pain. The
ingtant after he yelled, aquiet voice came from thefloor.



“Hello, Thorpe,” said Daman wesekly.

Andrew Thorpe didn’t get achance to respond. The fresh hole in the center of hisforehead seemed to
interfere with his ability to control himsdf, and he collgpsed to the Sde, looking dightly surprised.

The third guard spun and shot back at Daman, but Daman had aready collapsed back to the floor, the
gun faling from limp fingers. Jack seized the chance, whipping the spare gun from behind his back, and
dropped the first guard in asingle shot. Dog crouched, scooped up his own weagpon, and took out the
guard that had held Maithias. In the next ingtant, Jack was launching himsalf across the intervening space
asthe remaining guard raised hisweapon in Billi€ s direction. Dog legped across the distance, firing just
asthe guard squeezed the trigger. The shot caught Dog in the arm, and he grunted, faling to the floor.
Jack turned his wegpon on the guard who had fired, but it wastoo late. Dog' s shot had caught him in the
chest, and he was back against the wall, unmoving, weapon next to him. Matthias dropped to his knees
beside Daman, but it was too late there aswell. Grief washed over the kid' sface, then was gone. He
stood again, holding the weapon that Daman had dropped.

“They got Grigor too,” he said.
Shit, what amess.

Billieand Alice stood by the desk, Alice looking pae and wide-eyed, Billie just taking in the scene, her
expression blank. Dog staggered to hisfeet, clutching at hisarm.

“What now?’ shesaid.

“They'regoing to comein thisway,” said Dog, pointing at the door with his gun. He quickly scanned the
room. “Everyone over there.”

There was abank of files or machines or something—Jack couldn’t tell which—»but there was ashielded
place behind them. Billie, Alice, and Matthias did as Dog asked and moved to that spot. Dog dug
something out of his pocket and stepped rapidly over to where Jack was standing.

“You too, Jack,” Dog said to him.
“You okay?’ asked Jack.

“Yeah, I'll live)” Dog replied. He glanced back at Billie. She was staring a him over the top of the bank
of equipment, her expression unreadable. Jack wondered briefly how much currency taking a shot for her
had garnered.

Jack scooped up therifle from the floor and moved over to join the others.

“Okay, babies,” said Dog. “Do your stuff.”

He did something at a couple of points on the sealed door, then dashed back to join them.
“Down,” hesaid.

A mere second later and there was the noise and compression of an explosion. The smell of chemicas
mingled with the wash of cauterized blood within the room.

Dog poked his head above the intervening barrier. “Yeah,” he said. “Comeon.”

Jack stood up too. Dog' s explosive charges had done their work. There was now aragged hole,
reveding the passageway beyond.



Dog led the way.
“Do we know wherewe' re going?’ asked Jack.

“Good point,” said Alice, reaching for the handipad. It wouldn’t be long before more Outreach guards
were down on top of them. She quickly tapped up the schematics, and then turned the handipad this way
and that until she' d oriented herself to the map.

“Okay,” she sad. “Down this passage, then right at the end. There' s another corridor. Wefollow it all
the way to the very end, and then just to theright, there saway down.”

Dog nodded, and st off through the newly opened doorway at ajog, seemingly having forgotten his
wounded arm. Jack waited for the othersto pass through, and brought up the rear, giving the heart of
Outreach’ s system one more |ook, his gaze lingering on Thorpe sfallen form for an ingtant, before hetoo
stepped through. The last thing he saw was Daman' s body, spread-eagled on the floor. He grimaced and
turned away, moving quickly up the passageway. The shattered doorway was dready starting to grow
back. If they were lucky, it might have resedled by the time the pursuit had reached them. They needed
al theluck they could get right now.

“Wait,” said Jack. He caught up with Dog. “Y ou got those other charges.”

Dog dug into his pocket, and handed them over. Jack inspected them briefly, then sprinted back down
the corridor and, stepping through the ragged hole, placed them carefully on either side of the desk. He
st them for fifteen minutes. Sure, there was arisk there, but after al that had happened, the number of
innocentsthat lived within Outreach’ swallswere fewer. Anything that would dow pursuit wasworth it.

He had to squeeze back through the hole. Outreach’ srepair capacity seemed to be faster than that of
most places, but that didn’t surprise him. Only the best for Warburg and histeam. Alicewaited for him at
the corridor’ send, looking worried. As he joined her, she relaxed visibly.

“Arewe okay, Jack?’ she said.
“I don’'t know,” he said. “Let’sget out of herefirst and then worry about that.”

Dog, Billie, and Matthias were already hafway up the next corridor, and he and Alice had to hurry to
catch up. Together, they moved to the next corner, Matthias |eading, checking quickly with adarting ook
around the edge of thewall, weapon held at the ready.

“It' sclear,” he said.

Dog stepped into the corridor first, Matthias close behind. Dog was grimacing now. Theinitid adrendine
rush had worn off and the wound was starting to trouble him.

“Dog, hang back,” said Jack. “I'll take the lead.”

Dog nodded and let Jack pass. Thisdoor was different, an internal fire escape, not that it waslikely that
anything in the Locality would catch fire. Old hangovers from the past took awhile to fade. He opened
the door, checked the stairs behind, and waved everyone forward.

“It'sclear. Let’ sget the hell out of here.”

Four floors don’t take long down afire escape when you' rein ahurry and in no more than aminute they
were a the ground. He fdt rather than heard the explosion at the center of Outreach’s operation. The
charges had done their work. Jack smiled with a sense of grim satisfaction. The door at the bottom



opened out onto the Street at the side of the building, and they dipped through it, trying not be observed.
Dog'sarm was a problem. It was bound to attract attention. Jack frowned at it.

Billie caught the look, pulled off her jacket, and handed it to Dog. He winced as he stripped off hisown
and dropped it to the ground. Billie swas alittle tight, but it covered the damage for now.

Dog looked wistfully at his own jacket, lying bundled and damaged on the ground. The Locdity’s
programming would take care of it in short order, absorbing it with the recycling routines.

“Okay,” said Jack, “we should separate. Meet back in Old and then we can work out what we do next.”
“The same place?’ asked Alice.
Jack nodded.

He glanced up. The face of William Warburg stared down at them like abaeful moon again. They
weren't done yet.

“Dog, Billie, Matthias, you go together. I’'m going with Alice”

Billie gave Jack ashort meaningful look, then sighed. Shetook Dog's good arm and started leading him
up the street. Matthias, appearing dightly logt, joined them on the other sde. Jack hung back until they
were agood distance ahead, then, alowing Alice to take his arm, headed toward the front square as
well. Noise was coming from the building’ sfront, voices, chanting.

Asthey rounded the corner, Jack saw why. The crowd had grown, and there were still people joining the
group. They were chanting now.

“Qut! Out! Outreach out!”

Jack heard the words and felt a sense of satisfaction burgeoning. That would keep them busy for awhile.
Let’s see how good Outreach and Warburg were at getting out of this one. Jack suspected they’ d have
somework to do.

The crowd was through the front of the building and into the front lobby. There was action there,
movement amid the angry shouts. For too long, the Locdlity’ s populace had kept what they felt
suppressed, had been lulled into the comfort of their own belief. Now the truth was breaking free.

A group of uniformed security wasforcing itsway through the masses, clustered around afigure. Even
from this distance, Jack recognized the man. The face was the same as the face that stared down at them
from the celling panels above. Warburg. Jack smiled with a sense of grim accomplishment as the crowd
pressed tighter and alook of panic started to grow on Warburg' s face. And then Jack could see no
more. The crush of people hid them from view.

He and Alice dipped through the back of the crowd, hearing the voices swell and grow around them.
V ague echoes came from the walls and from the ceiling far above, and worked inside him, spicing the
satisfaction hewasfeding.

Thewordsfollowed them dl theway out of the square, and right up the length of Twelfth.

Next stop the shuttle to Mid-Centra, and then al the way down to Old. And then...hedidn’t know. He
wasplayingthisastep a atime,

Together, Alice and he stood at the shuttle stop, trying to look like acouple out for the day. People had



other things to be more interested in anyway.

The back of hishand stung, and he looked down. He d forgotten completely about the bug. He lifted his
hand to look more closdly at the small wound. He didn't get it. And what had happened to the bug
anyway? Heflexed hisfingers, but redly, it waslittle more than a scratch. He dropped hishand again,
dismissngit.

“Um, Jack,” said Alice.
“Hmmm?’ hesaid, looking at her. She was staring up at the celling. He followed her gaze.
“Oh, shit,” hesaid.

William Warburg' s giant face had been replaced by another. Sowly turning, giving first afront and then a
sdeview, afar-too-familiar face was high above them. First one way and then the other, like aglaring
announcement, hung the head of Jack Stein.

“Oh, shit,” he said again, ducking hisface into her shoulder.
Thirty

T he shuttle was with them in only a couple of minutes. All thetime, Jack kept hisface averted from
passershy, feding the old pounding back in his chest. He was afugitive and hisface was plastered dl
over the Locdlity in plain Sight. The image they had was an outdated one, one taken before the jumps. He
looked younger now and perhaps that could work to his advantage. As the shuttle doors hissed open,
Alice urged him forward.

“Comeon, Jack,” she said quietly. “Let’ sget you out of here.”

He was conscioustoo of therifle ftill held under his coat, hampering his easy movement. It was short
enough, but still it was awkward. They stepped onto the shuttle together and moved acrossto the other
side. There were already other passengers on board and Jack avoided looking at them. His picture had
just recently appeared, though, and they might not have seen it yet.

“Isanyonelooking?’ hesaid quietly.
“No, we'refing” shesaid.

Jack risked a glance around the compartment, and then buried hisface againin her hair. Such public
displays of affection weren’t too usud, but people were more likely to avert their eyesthan to stare. That
would work too.

“Tell mewhen we re getting closeto Mid-Central,” he said quietly, feding Alice nod in response.

One by one, the other passengers got off, but there were still acoupleleft by the time Alice indicated
they were approaching their destination. Jack grimaced insde. There was no way he could get rid of the
rifle yet. Hefdt comfortable that they had enough security with the other, smaller gun tucked into his
waistband.

The shuttle whirred into the platform and eased to astop. Jack held back until the other passengers had
aighted, then quickly ducked to the back and did therifle under one of the seatsright at the rear. What if
akid found it? No, dammit, he couldn’t worry about that now.

“Okay,” hesaid. “Let’sgo.” He pulled his collar up and kept his head down as they walked together



briskly across the platforms. There was no Old-bound shuttlein sight.

His hand was starting to throb now. He looked down at it. The area around the small mark wasred and
inflamed. He shook the hand and shoved it in his pocket.

“You okay, Jack?’
“Yeah, yeeh, fine” hesad.

Hedidn’t know what the damned bug had done to him, but it didn’t look like it was good. He
remembered stories about spiders, about the different effects the venom might have. Spiders. The things
reminded him of spiders. Maybe it had poisoned him. He pulled his hand out of his pocket and inspected
it again. How could hetell?

Stupid, Stein. It was the damned Silvers. They had caused it.

“You can't defeat them.” That’ swhat they’ d said. Well, he couldn’t defeat hisinevitable linkage to the
Siversand Outreach ether.

Alice was stroking hisarm. “The shuttle shere,” she said. Helooked into her face, noting the concernin
her eyes, and despite everything, hefelt himsdf amile.

“Thanks” hesaid.
“For what?’
“Just thanks.”

No one else was on the platform and Jack fet himsdf relax alittle. Having Alice with him eased the
darknessthreatening to take over histhoughts. He just couldn’t afford to dip into the blackness now.

They boarded the Old-bound shuttle and found a seat, huddling close together. Jack kept his head down,
the nervousnessrisng again every time they dowed into the next stop. His was bouncing oneleg up and
down, and Alice reached out to place one hand on top of histhigh, stilling the motion.

“It’ sokay, Jack. W€ Il be there soon.”

He appreciated the words, but it didn’t quell the fedling. He couldn’t see how they were going to get out
of thisnow. He didn’t care about hisface being out there. How long would it be before Alice sface, or
Billie's, would be up there too? They didn’t have achoice. They had to get out of the Locality and away.
What about the kid, Matthias? What was going to happen to him? McCreedy could look after himself,
and frankly, Jack couldn’t care less about Dog.

They were nearly there. The shuttle pulled into its stop and they stepped out, checking up and down the
street, not that Jack expected to see anyonethisfar downin Old.

The others were dready there when they walked into the building they’ d been using asabase. Dog's
black bag was till over in the corner, looking like it hadn’t been disturbed. He was sitting nearby, nursing
hisarm, Billie crouched not far away. Jack noted that and put it away. Matthias was just insde the door,
weapon held in hislap, afaraway look in hiseyes.

Jack moved to the opposite sSide of the room and lowered himself, hisback againgt thewall. Alice sat
down beside him, crossing her legs.

“What now?’ said Dog.



“I don’'t know,” said Jack. And heredly didn’t.

Helooked over a the kid, Matthias, and thought about the options. Dog, Billie, Alice—they weredl a
part of this now. Matthias was there just because of Daman. The kid was ill staring at the floor in front
of him, occasionally glancing out of the doorway and checking the street.

“Matthias,” said Jack. “I’m grateful for everything you’ ve done, and I’'m sorry about Daman and Grigor.
We couldn’t have done it without you guys.”

Matthias|ooked up a him, waiting.

“I think you should go now,” Jack continued. *Y ou should go and find your friends, keep low for awhile,
keep out of sight. | don’t think they’ll belooking for you. Y ou’ d be better off on your own. Outreach is
going to have other thingsto worry about for awhile.”

Matthias held his gaze for a couple of seconds and then nodded. No words, no arguments. He got to his
feet, looked at the othersin the room in turn, and then shoved the gun away and out of sight and dipped
out the door. Jack stared at the empty doorway for afew moments after he' d gone, and then looked
across a Billie. Shehit her lower lip, closed her eyesbriefly, and then gave aquick nod too.

Alice got up and crossed to the door, peering out and then up.
“They've still got your face up there, Jack. They're asking for any information about your wheresbouts.”
“Canwetrust thekid?” said Dog.

“I don't think we have a choice,” said Jack. “We have to find some way to get out of here. Let Outreach
concentrate on its own problemsfor awhile.”

“And how are we supposed to do that now?’ said Dog.
He had apoint.

“I'vegot anidea,” sad Billie.

Jack gave her aquestioning glance.

“Wall, this stuff with the doors, the program square. | don’t know if it will work, but we might be ableto
useitonthewadls”

“Whichwals?’

“The onesto the outside.”

Jack looked at her, considering. “And then?’

“I don’'t know,” she said. “But if we did that, we could get out without having to go up to New.”
“And I’'ve dill got the ship,” said Dog. “ Unless Outreach have taken that aswell.”

Alice turned back in the doorway. “It could work, Jack,” she said. “We could go up to my apartment to
doit. Or usethelibrary if we're careful. | could get some patches for Dog too, for hisarm. We're going
to need some food aswell.”

Jack hadn’t thought about food, but the mention now made him aware of the empty feding in his



stomach. He could do with some coffee too, but somehow he suspected that wasright out.
“Okay, yeah,” hesaid. “It' sworth atry.”

Billie got to her feet eagerly.

“Here, takethis,” said Dog, wincing as he handed across hisweapon. Billie shook her head.
“Comeon,” said Dog. “Y ou never know.” Then, “Fine” as she made no moveto takeit.

Alice crossed to where Jack was sitting and crouched beside him. “1t' s our best chance, Jack,” she said,
reading the hesitation in him. “We Il befine, and we' |l be back as soon aswe can. Y ou need to stay here
and out of Sght.”

“Yeah,” he said, and sighed. He reached out and took her hand. “Y ou be careful.”
“Wewill,” she said, and stood.

Billie came over to join her, looking down at Jack with an expression of concern on her face. He met her
eyes, not having to say anything, and gave her alittle nod.

“Okay,” sad Billie, taking Alice sarm, and then they were out the door.

Jack went back to staring at the floor, the thoughts about what they were going to do next working
through his head.

“Listen, Jack,” said Dog from across the room.

Jack lifted a hand without looking up. “1 don’t want to hear it, McCreedy,” he said. “ Just don't talk,
okay?’

“Fine” said Dog again.

Around them, the building groaned with the pain of itsdecline. A small chunk of something fell to the
ground outside and atrickle of dust floated down from somewhere above. Jack leaned his head back
and closed his eyes, reconciled to the wait, seeing Billie and Alice wandering up to Mid in hismind' seye,
hoping they were going to be al right. He knew Billie could look after hersdlf, but hewasn't sure yet
about Alice. He had alot to answer for concerning what he' d done to her life and what he was putting
her through. Somehow, though, he thought she was probably making the choice hersdlf.

Dog was tapping on the ground with the base of his gun, moving it from sdeto sdein arhythmic pattern.
Jack opened his eyes, frowning as Dog became aware of the gaze and also looked up. Dog gave a heavy
sigh and placed the gun in hislap. Jack held the gaze for a second, and then closed his eyes again.

Somewhere in the back of his head, something sparked. Jack frowned again, without opening his eyes.
Not again. He didn’t need the Silvers playing with him now. He just wanted to be left donefor alittle
while. But no, thiswas different. It wasabright, hard presence, asmdl flamein the darkness of his
menta landscape.

Jack concentrated. There was something there dl right. 1t was reminiscent of the awareness generated by
the Silvers during the episode at the Outreach building, but different, amost familiar. Jack sought it, trying
to giveit shape. There was something he had to do. Jack focused his concentration, channeling his
awareness into locating the source. A bright spark, there, pulling him toward it. He concentrated harder.
The brightness was distant; he could fed that.



“Jack,” said Dog.
“Shut up, McCreedy,” he said without opening his eyes.

He regained his concentration, shattered by Dog' sinterruption, and pulled the strands together again.
Wherewasit? There. It took form again and he went after it, sending out tendrils of his awareness. He
knew it now: Therewas aphysica presence behind the spark, but more important, there was amind.

Jack sent his awareness out, soaring beyond the Locdity, over fields and mountains, acrossrivers and
oceans. It wasalong way away, avery long way. There, beneath him, lay apearl of brightnessand he
swept down toward it.

A woman sat a atable, her hands clasped in front of her. It wasasmall cottage. Jack moved in even
closer ill. She had dark hair, dightly graying, but asmooth open face, now gazing up. Shelooked
questioningly, gave the dightest frown. And then she spoke.

“Who areyou?’ shesad. “Where are you?’

Shit. His awareness retracted across the spaces in arush. Jack opened his eyes. He was back in the
room, the building noises around him, Dog on the opposite side of the room looking at him curioudy. She
had seen him, touched him. She had known he was there. Now, that was something new.

Jack’ s hand was throbbing, and he looked down &t it.
Was it something that the bug had...? No, it couldn’t be. Heflexed hisfingers.

Who had she been? He closed his eyes, feding for her presence. There, in the very back of his
awareness, sat the spark, undeniably present now, but strangdly, it didn’t fed unusud. It wasasif it had
always been there, but he had smply never seen it. Not that he' d become aware of it—it was just there.
As he looked, he became aware of other presences, not as bright, not as clearly defined, but they were
there dl the same. Okay, why had he never noticed that before? And why now? Surdly, he had better
things to worry about for the moment. Outside, an entire city was seeing hisface and ready to track him
down.

Outsde. Out. Out. Outreach out. The words of the chant rolled through his head. If only he thought
they’ d have any effect. And anyway, Outreach was only part of the problem.

Thirty-one

“Jack,” said Dog again.

“Dammit, McCreedy, what isit?’

“I don't care,” said Dog, wincing as he shifted position. “Y ou haveto listen to me.”
Jack didn’t respond, just looked at him.

“Okay,” said Dog, hestating before continuing. “I did what | did for areason, Jack.”
“Yesah, | know that,” Jack said, and snorted.

“No, youdon't get it,” said Dog. “ Thisthing’s big. We' ve been watching Outreach for awhile. We' ve
been watching the SOU too, and others. It'sjust unfortunate that you got caught up in it the way you
did.”



“We?Who' swe?’
Dog bit hislip and nodded dowly. “Y ou’ ve been to the orbital.”
“Yeah, 07

“Think about it. Think about the people you met. Steve, the others. Why do you think | have the sort of
access | do?1 told you abit of astory about Amaranth, about how | was connected to Outreach, but |
had to. The ship, the contacts, everything, al that’ s part of the orbital and the people you met and others
like them. We re a space-based community, Jack, have been for a couple of decades now. The orbitd,
otherslike us around other worlds, and we' re dl interconnected. We live by our own rules, but
Outreach, others, they’ re dl dependent on us, and the otherslike us. We exist outside of their rules,
regulations, and their direct control. Because of their dependency on us, corporations like Outreach and
the others have financed our growth and existence. They couldn’t shut us down even if they wanted to
anymore. There are too many competing interests.”

Jack frowned. “1 don’t—"

Dog shook hishead, cutting him off. “I don’t expect you to. Not right away. We' ve been interested in
what’ s been going on with you, Outreach, and the othersfor alittle while. It's no coincidence that we met
inthat bar back on Utrecht. The guy who runsthe bar, remember him? He' s one of ours. We have
connections to otherstoo, people who are of asympathetic frame of mind. Hervé Antilleis one of those.
Sometimesthey’ re aware of us, sometimesthey’re not. Hervéis one of those who is not—at least not
directly. But there arelotslike him.”

Jack stared across at Dog. Was he suddenly supposed to believe that Dog was some sort of idedli,
working for the common good? No, he didn’t buy it.

“What makesyou think I’ d believe any of this, McCreedy?’ he said.

Dog gave alittle shake of hishead. “Y ou don't haveto, Jack. That'll comeintime. You'll see. All that
matters now isthat you have to know that I'm on your side. We re working for the samething. | don’t
careif you think I'm doing it for the payoff or because of what I’m going to get out of it personally.
That’ s not important right now. All that mattersisthat you know we have to work together to see this
through. It'stoo big. Don’t forget, I" ve been there with you. I’ ve seen.”

Any further talk was cut short by the sound of running feet that had Dog reaching for his gun. He took
am at the doorway with his good hand, and Jack quickly pushed himself up from thewall, crouching
where he had been, hisown gun in hishand.

Alicecameinfirgt, quickly followed by Billie, and Jack felt himself relax. They looked out of bregth, but
Billiewasgrinning.

“You okay?’ asked Jack, standing and crossing to place his hand on Alice s shoulder. She smiled at him.
“Yes,” shesad. “One close moment, but we' refine”
Shewas carrying asmall bag on one shoulder and she dipped it off and waked to where Dog sat.

“Here” shesad, pulling out acouple of patches and handing them to him. He wasted no time affixing
them to hisneck and smoothing them in place.

“Thanks” hesaid.



“I’ve brought somethingsto eat,” she said. “We can have them now, or we can wait. What do you think,
Jack?’

He was more worried about what Billie had managed to achieve.
“So, didyou doit? hesaidto her.
Billie dug into her pocket and pulled out asquare of materid. “Maybe. | think so. Wewill havetotry it.”

Jack nodded. “Okay. Eat now. We might need it. I'm not sure how long it will take usto get to where
we' regoing.”

“Andwhereisthat?’ asked Alice, rummaging in the bag and starting to hand out food.
“Dog’'sship,” sad Jack. “Have you got your handipad, Alice?’

She passed it over and he thumbed it on, calling up the Locality map. They werefar down Old, and the
outer wallswere as distant asin any other point at the Locality’ slength, but there was aroute that would
lead them there in about fifteen minutes. Either the device that Billie had crafted would work, or it
wouldn’t. They could figure out their options then. For the moment, he had decided, he was going to
keep the information about the woman and the cottage to himself. They had enough to worry about. He
dipped the gun into his waistband and accepted the roll that Alice offered, taking a bite and chewing as
he thought, staring across a Dog, considering what he' d said, not even aware of whatever theroll was
spread with.

The streets were empty asthey reached the intersection and took aright. One long, narrow street led
down to the Locality’ s perimeter, coming hard up againgt the iridescent outer walls. Jack could seethe
enclosing barrier right at the very end; it was clearly there, visbleto dl, but when you lived here, it
became apart of day-to-day life, Stting in the back of the consciousness, there but unseen, rather than
something you noticed every time you passed by.

It felt weird walking on the empty street, with his own image staring down at him, the nervousness of
threatened discovery working in his chest. Jack reached back, checking the gun one moretime. Billie
was walking beside Dog, and Jack wondered at that. Alice was close by hisown side. He guessed it was
naturd, this pairing, and would look alittle less suspicious, but till, he had to wonder what was going on
in Billi€ shead.

They drew closer to the outer wall, and as they neared, Jack could see that there was something different
happening in its surface. Barely perceptible veins of darkness pulsed through the surface, tracing random
lines beneath the shining skin. The beat wasregular, like aheart. Intermittently, a cluster of those veins
drew together, forming adarker spot like a blemish benegth the skin, barely visible, and then they faded,
to resumetheregular pulsing.

“See” sad Billie. “1t' sworking.” She sounded pleased with hersdlf.

Jack acknowledged it. They would have to wait and judge how wdll it was working and what effect it
might have. It till didn’t solve the problem about what they were going to do with the rest of the
populated worlds in the system. Thiswas just one world, after al, but he kept that thought to himself.

Asthey reached the edge of the didtrict, they had to search for away through to thewall. All dong the
street, powdery buildings sat side by side, blocking access. Jack stood in the middle of the street, |ooking
first oneway, then the other. After amoment, he risked alook upward. His face was till there,



emblazoned acrossthe calling pandls, and, though flickering from here, clearly recognizable. He grimaced
and turned his attention back to seeking away through.

It was Dog who found it. “ Over there,” he said, pointing.

A narrow dley ran down the sde of one of the buildings, dmost too small to alow passage. They moved
toward it, looking down its length at the chunks of building material and pools of dust that half blocked
the way.

“I guessthisisit,” said Jack. There was't much choice.

Jack led the way, clambering over the obstacles and trying to make sure of hisfooting along the
treacherous path. He held out one hand, helping Alice over alarge chunk of masonry. Billielent

assi stance to Dog, whose movement was impeded by his wounded arm. Then they were at the very end,
gtanding together in the shadows of the surrounding buildings and of the outer wall itself. Down here, up
close, thewall shed adight golden glow, illuminating their facesin the darkness with ayelow, sickly light.
The even sheen was marred by the blackened pulses that ran in throbbing traceries beneath the surface.

It reminded Jack of something alive, like an egg sac or something, and he was put in mind of spiders once
again. He swallowed. Not anice thought.

“Billie?’ he said, eager to get thisdone.

She dug around in her pocket and pulled out the small flat square she’ d programmed to act asakey, and
hesitantly reached out and placed it against thewall. The materid adhered to thewall, sticking in place,
and she stepped back. For a couple of seconds, nothing happened. Billie was holding her breath,
watching the spot intently.

“Comeon,” she said between closed teeth.

Then it happened. An area around the square grew dark, and the darkness seeped into the square itsalf,
fading the shape into thewall’ s surface. In the next moment, a small square hole opened up, and then a
piece of thewall folded back onto itself and then another, and another, merging into its surroundings as if
it had never been there. Asthe hole opened, light flooded through the gap, revedling grass and landscape
beyond. A rocky escarpment sat off in the distance, and Jack recognized it. He had stood at the top of
that place years ago, Sde by sde with amuch younger Billie, watching the Locdity below, dmost asther
find act before they had |eft for Y orkstone.

“Quickly,” said Billie. “1 don’t know how long it will last.”

She stepped through, Alice close behind, and then Dog. Jack wasthe last to leave, negotiating the short
drop to the ground, and taking one last lingering look up the dleyway to the Locality’ s heart beyond.

“Y eah. Fuck you, Outreach,” he said as he dropped to the ground.

They needed to get out of here and quickly, but something stopped him. The pulse within the wallswas
visible here on the outside too. As he watched, one of the sections drew together, then puckered, and
twin slvery legs pushed out of the space. It was one of Billie'sbugs. It squeezed out of the hole, and
tumbled to land, barely missing Jack’ s shoulder asit fell.

“Shit,” said Jack, stepping back out of itsway.

For amoment, the bug lay on itsback, four spindly legskicking intheair, and then it righted itself,
rocking on the spot for amoment more before taking off across the ground, skittering acrossthe grass
and away. Higher up thewall, another dark patch wasforming. Billie' s programming wasworking al



right. Jack swallowed as he watched another bug start to detach itself from thewall. This one dropped
too, landing on itslegs after skidding down the wall’ s outer surface, then charged away across the open
landscape in adifferent direction.

Jack tracked it. Eventualy the bugs would reach other places, other cities, and eventudly, they’ d infect
them with the information dragged from Outreach’ s heart. If it worked—if—then Outreach would have
nowhere to hide. People were going to know what went on in the guts of Outreach’ s corruption. They
wouldn’t be able to ignore it anymore. He glanced back up a the wall. The hole that they’d come
through was aready starting to close, sedling the Locality and its residents away. Had he and the others
done enough? He didn’t know.

“Whichway?’ said Dog.
Jack looked at him blankly, histhoughtsin other places.
“We need to get to my shuttle.”

Jack shook his head, coming back to theimmediate. Of course they did. He reached for Alice's
handipad and sought the map of the Locality’ s current bearing. The spaceport wasto the east. It would
be along trek, but if nothing went wrong, they’ d be there in about four hours. He dipped the handipad
away and indicated their direction.

With any luck, Outreach would still be looking for them inside, but they had better get out of the
immediate vicinity in case one of the Locality’ s monitoring routines picked them up and aerted whoever
waswatching.

Jack headed off after Dog, Alice by hisside. They waked quickly, but he knew they couldn’t keep the
pace up for too long. They’ d have to take stops, find water. It was along way to the spaceport. Once
there, they’ d have the problem of getting to Dog’ sflier without being challenged.

Jack’ s hand was throbbing again, and he lifted it to ingpect at the smal wound asthey walked. Alice
leaned acrossto look also and she frowned.

“That doesn’t appear too healthy, Jack. Y ou need to cover it.”

He grimaced. “Yeah, but | don’t know if it will do any good.” Again, he flexed the hand.

A bug shot past them, itstiny legs propelling it through the grass. Jack watched it disappear.
“| think the damned thing poisoned me,” he said.

“That doesn’t sound right,” said Alice. “Why did it do that anyway?’

“I don’'t know. It wasadmogt asif | did it. When we were there, something weird happened. One minute
| was there and then the next | was gone, away, with the Silvers. It waslike time stopped and then they
set methistask to find them.”

“I"'m not sure | understand.”

“Wadll, | wastherein the dream room, back on the dien homeworld, but thistime it was empty. None of
the Silvers were there. Then they spoke to me and told meto find them. So, that’ swhat | did. They were
out somewhere, away from their city. It was asif they had gathered there Smply to test me. The other
thing was, | suddenly redlized how few of them thereredly are.”



Alice gently gripped thetop of hisarm. *“So what do you think that wasfor?’

Jack pursed hislips. “I’'m not sure. As soon as| got back, that’ s when the thing bit me. But it happened
immediately. One moment | had the urge to reach out and touch the thing, and the next | was gone, and
then | was back and it bit me. It was asif | hadn’t been gone at al.”

“Have you been feding anything e se? Dizzy? Sick?’

He shook his head. “No, but something else is happening. I’'m not surewhat it isyet. | need to work on
it, work out what it means.”

“And you think it's connected?’

“Uh-huh. I’'maureitis. | just don't know how yet.”

She blinked, processing that, but didn’t press him further.

“We can patchit,” she said, reaching back for her bag.

“No,” said Jack. “I’d rather let it runits course.”

Alice looked doubtful, giving him alittle frown, but she seemed prepared to acquiesce for the moment.

Up ahead, Billie and Dog were talking. Jack couldn’t make out what they were saying and he wasn't
sure he was comfortable about this turn of events. Maybe they were making plans about what they were
going to do next. Maybe he was telling her what he' d divulged afew hours before. Jack ill wasn't sure
that he bought it, but there were things about it, like the sequences of coincidence, that lent it a credence
that he couldn’t ignore.

Jack looked back over his shoulder at the Locality’ sbulk rearing up behind them. As he watched, at the
front tip, aflier took off and streaked away across the sky. He wondered if it was Outreach. They were
managing to put some distance between themselves and the city, but he wouldn’t be happy until they'd
put alot more distance behind them.

Somewhere in the back of his head, asmal, steady spark burned, tickling his awareness. Hetried to turn
his attention away fromiit.

“Alice, I'm sorry for this” hesaid.

“For what?" she said.

“For dragging you intoiit.”

She stopped. “It’snot all about you, you know, Jack,” she said. “ Some of us have our own minds.”
“No, | didn’t mean—"

She cut him off. “Listen, | chose to be here with you. | chose to do what we' re doing. Me, Jack. Not
you. You'd better understand that now.”

Hedidn't know what to say.
“Remember,” she said. “I choseto be here with you.”

He nodded, feding dightly chastened. He had underestimated her, perhaps, too bound up in hisown



thoughts.

“Comeon,” hesaid. “We need to move.”

“Y ou going to shut up now, you stupid man?”’ she said.
“Uh-huh,” hesaid.

They hiked the next section in slence, Jack thinking about what she' d said. Strangdly, the thought didn’t
make him fed uncomfortableat all.

Still, somewhere deep within his awareness, the spark continued to burn.

Thirty-two

T hey weretired and sweaty by the time they reached the low hill that alowed them to look down on the
spaceport. They stood for afew minutes, watching the comings and goings, checking for unusua activity.
Dog pointed out his shuttle, and it ssemed untouched from this distance. Jack stood with hishandson his
knees, breathing deeply, considering their next steps.

“If we can get down there without being noticed, we should be okay for awhile,” he said.

“And thenwhat?’ said Dog.

“ And then once we re on the Amaranth, we can think about our options. That is, if she' still there.”
Dog narrowed his eyes and flicked astray strand of hair away from hisface. “ She'll bethere,” he said.
“But didn’'t you say Outreach had already gotten to her?” asked Billie.

“Yeah,” he answered, and sighed. “But that was remote. | don’t think they would have done anything
elseto her. No point. | have afew countermeasures of my own built in. No, | think she'll be okay.”

Jack stood upright and looked back down the hill. “Well, we can only hope s0,” he said.
Taking adeep breath, he started to walk down toward the spaceport.

They made the shuttle without being chalenged. Dog let them in, and together, they bundled into the small
craft. Dog started checking the controls, flipping through the sequences, dl business. He stripped off
Billie' sjacket and dropped it unceremonioudy on the floor beside him. The burn across hisarm was
planly visble

“Okay, strgp in,” he said. They al reached for their harnesses.

Dog dispensed with contacting control, and as the querying voi ces chattered through the shuttl€' s systems
demanding confirmation and authority, he shut off the sound.

“Fuck 'em,” hesaid. “We re out of here”

Asthe shuttle lurched off the ground and swept skyward, Jack closed his eyes, and then opened them
again. With hiseyes closed, hisawareness of that lightly burning presence and the clusters of stars around
it becametoo red.

The shuttle soared higher and higher and Jack looked out at the spaceport receding behind them, and
there, off in the distance, the shining bulk of the Locality. Somehow he believed, he hoped, thiswasthe



last time he' d be seeing it. He wasleaving again, but thistime, he thought, thistimeit wasfor good. He
was unlikely to be welcome there ever again. He thought it would be along time before the Locdity itself
became somewhere it would be comfortable to live. Outreach’ s days were numbered now. If the
popul ation was no longer prepared to let themsalves be manipulated, to silently accept and ignore what
was going on around them, then the mechanisms of control were gone.

He turned away from the picture and closed his eyes again, but not before looking at Alice sface and
thinking about how lucky he was, in some smal and immediate ways, perhaps, but lucky al the same.
Lucky Stein. Well, maybethistime.

The ever-present spark was till there. Now was as good atime as any. He reached out and touched.

Again, he was flying with his consciousness, out across the planet, across oceans and continents,
sweeping down toward asmall cottage. The dark-haired woman was there again, Sitting at asmplerustic
table.

Shelooked up, directly a him.

“You'rehere,” shesaid. “I thought I'd lost you.” Her words gppeared insde his head aswell as outside.
Hewas hovering just below the smdl celling.

“Who areyou?’ hesad.

“l anElena”

“Why am | here?’

“I don't know,” shesad. “Areyou dive?’

“Yeah,” said Jack. “I'm Jack. Jack Stein.”

“If you'redive, where are you?’

“Right now?" hesaid. “I’m on ashuttle heading up toward aship in orbit.”
Shefrowned. “A ship? Areyou human?’

“Yeah. | think s0.”

Elenanodded. “| was aware of you before, but only dimly, like the others. Y ou suddenly grew stronger. |
was able to sense you more clearly.”

“Can you see me?’ asked Jack.
“No. Not directly. But | am aware of your presence.”
“I don’'t know why I'm here,” said Jack. “1 have an idea, but I’ m not sure yet.”

Elenaheld her gazefor atime and then looked away. “ Tell me when you are ready,” she said. “Come
back then.”

Jack had a momentary thought. “ Can you cometo me?’

“No,” shesad. “I'mafraid | don't havethat ability. | can merely fed that you are here. | can fed your
mind.”



Jack opened hiseyes. Alice was watching him.

As soon as he' d opened his eyes, his awareness had swept back in, severing the contact in arush.
“What' s happening, Jack?” Alice asked him.

He shook hishead. “1 don’t know yet. | can't talk about it. I'll let you know when | can.”

Who the hell wasthis Elena, and why was he being drawn to her? He couldn’t explain the contact, the
sudden connection. He had known this Elenawas aware of him in just the same way that he had known
the Black had been aware of him with its cold, savage intelligence in the dreamdtate.

They breached the atmosphere and Dog guided the ship up and out, tracking the Amaranth. The familiar
shape grew in front of them, becoming larger by the momen.

“Theresheis,” said Dog unnecessarily.

There was something comforting about the shape, despite the fact that it was till aship, and Jack was
never going to stop hating the damned things. He reached out and took Alice s hand.

He d realized as soon asthey’ d left the surface that he’ d forgotten something significant. Now that they’d
left the Locdlity, they’ d lost access to the Outreach systems and the information they contained. Outreach
gtill had the edge and the omission meant that Jack had to come up with some other way to spread the
information to leve thefidd. It was weird, though, he thought—the paradox contained in hisintention to
give people like the SOU exactly what they wanted. Perhaps Jack could get what they needed from
somewhere ese—from Antille, maybe.

Dog docked with the Amaranth and, as soon as they’ d settled, unstrapped himself and headed for the
lock. Billie released her own harness, and reached down for her jacket. As shelifted it, something fell
from the top pocket and clattered on the floor. Jack frowned down at it. A small ovoid shape sat there,
rocking dightly, one leg splayed and askew. It was the bug from the facility. What the hell?

“Ohyeah,” said Billie. “1 forgot. | grabbed it before we got out of there.” She reached down and picked
up the bug, dipping it back into the top pocket of her jacket.

Jack grinned involuntarily. They had what they needed after dl. Saved by an afterthought. Funny how
things worked. With that single bug, they’ d be able to spread the information virus, spread it out beyond
asingleworld. Maybe oneworld at atime, but perhapsit would be enough and along the way, they
could augment it with other information, things about what redly went on in the various worlds.

On board the ship, together, they headed for the bridge, Dog checking as he walked and patting the
passageway walls.

“Shelookslike she'sin one piece. I'll check the rest of her from the bridge.”

Alice, Dog, and Billie stepped inside, but Jack hung back in the doorway. He looked at them one by
one.

“I haveto do something,” he said. “I’ll be with you in a couple of minutes.”

Billie looked at him, concerned.

“No, it'sokay,” he said.

He left them there and headed back down the passageway to the cabin he'd used last time they’d



traveled on the Amaranth. He was exhausted, but he had to do this. There was no longer any choice.

He shut the cabin door and lay down on the bunk, closing hiseyes and silling his breasthing. With an
effort, he cdmed histhoughts, letting them drift.

The bright spark grew brighter, but now there was more than one. A smal cluster of light hovered in the
depths of hisawareness. He focused on the most intense of the group, reaching out.

Elenawas before him again. Thistime, she was Sitting on a chair, and she looked up from something she
was reading.

“Hello, Elena,” hesaid.

“Hello, Jack. Have you seen what' s happening?’
“Yes” hesad. “ Thereare more, aren't there?’
Elenanodded.

“How?" said Jack.

Shetook afew moments before answering. “I spoke with a couple of them. It' slike an infection. They
were bitten by something. | didn’t understand at first. They were talking about some sort of silver insect.”

“A mg?’
“Yes, that'sright.”

Jack understood then. The bugs carried more than the Outreach stuff, much more. Thiswaswhat had
been happening to him. He was changing, becoming more aware. It was the same with the others. Billie's
bugs were spreading more than mere information. They contained the meansfor Jack and otherslike him
to communicate together, to be truly aware of one another, and maybe more. How much more remained
to be seen.

“They’ d dways been partidly avare,” Elena continued.

“But after that, their awareness grew. Thisisthefirs time |’ ve actudly been ableto talk to them in any
meaningful way.”

Jack thought about it. “1 haveto go, Elena. | have to do something.”
Elenasignaed her understanding with araised hand.

Jack knew exactly what he had to do. He shifted hisfocus, changing his concentration to bear on the
Sivers, building animage of them in hismind.

Elenawas gone. He was back on the alien homeworld, back in the dream room.
“Jack Stein.” Thevoice swelled and died in his head.

“Why?" said Jack. “Why are you doing this?’

“Y ou have seen them,” said the Silvers, their voices massed inside his head.

“Yeah, 30?1 ill don't getit.”



“Y ou cannot defeat them,” they said.

Jack frowned and the next words burst from him, hurled at the dien forms. “ Then why the hell arewe
doing this?’

“Y ou cannot defeat them.”

Jack growled hisfrustration. “Tell me!” heyelled.

“Y ou cannot defeat them done,” they said.

Jack shut his mouth. Alone? He wasn't done. Not anymore. There was Elena; there were others. He
could fed them even now.

Hefdt the sparksin the depths of his awareness and felt their strength. He reached out and touched
them, caressing them with his senses and drawing from them. Hewas't lone. They wouldn't defeet the
Blacks alone. He knew now, knew what he was doing.

“We'reokay,” said Jack to the Silvers. “We will be ready, together.”

Somehow, the Silvers had known. Deep within, they had known the key to humanity’ s awakening. They
just smply hadn’t had the meansto tell him properly. Their thought processes were too different.

He opened his eyes, savering the connection, and swung hislegs off the bunk. He didn’t need the Silvers
anymore. They had thingsto do, dl of them, Jack, Elena, the others. Jack didn’t know quite how they
were going to dedl with the impending threet, but he thought they now had the means. Perhaps there was
away, when the Blacks findly came. Just as he had withdrawn from that solitary presence back inthe
darkness, perhapsthey all would have the means. They wouldn't stop the threat with wegpons or with
technology. They would stop it with their minds, somehow, some way, enmeshed together. It would take
work, preparation, but somehow, they would be ready.

Filled with understanding, Jack left the cabin and walked up the passage to the bridge, the redlization
working within him. As he entered, Alicelooked up a him questioningly. Jack smiled & her. Dog and
Billiewere huddled in the front, running through some sequence on the contrals.

Billieturned to look at him; then Dog, noticing her gaze, dso turned.

“What now, Jack?’ he said.

“Timeto go,” said Jack. “We vegot alot to do.”

“Go?Where? Do you know?’ said Dog.

“Y eah, back to Utrecht,” said Jack. “To the orbital, and then...and then we'll see.”
He looked a Dog meaningfully and Dog nodded dowly in response.

There was uncertainty there, but Jack knew one thing for sure. The Blacks might be coming, the Silvers
might have done what they could, and there might not be anything more they could do. Now it was up to
Jack, Billie, Dog, and Alice. Whatever they did, they wouldn't be doing it dlone. None of them would
ever be alone again. Somehow, Outreach Industries didn’t figure in that particular equation. Sure, they’d
have to keep an eye on Outreach and the SOU and others like them, but there was abigger task a hand.

Jack moved across the bridge to it next to Alice, and leaning forward, he took her hand in hisown. She
gave him an uncertain hdf amile.



“I'll explainontheway,” he said quietly. “I'll explainital.”

Heturned to Dog. “And in the meantime, | think you’ ve got some explaining to do aswell, Dog
McCreedy.”

Dog nodded in response. For oncein hislife, he actualy looked serious.

Jack came back to histhoughts. The one thing he knew for sure was that Jack Stein psychic investigator
was no more. He had a bigger job now—amuch bigger job—and with it came amuch greater
responsbility. One by one, helooked at their faces—Dog's, Alice's, Billie s—and he knew. Now he'd
be sharing that responsibility. They al would be, together.



