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One

Stein woke that morning with blood in his piss and the taste of something more ingidious degp within his
brain. Strangely innocuous, deadpan—that was how it felt. Asif none of it really mattered. Heavy grav,
that waswhat did it. Too much weight and too many stimsto keep him going. Heavy grav got you down.

He grunted, shook the last few drops of the accusatory pink-yellow stream, then dry-flushed. Maybe he
was just becoming paranoid. Too many stimswould do that to you. He was going to crash big-time
without them, but hiskidneyswouldn’t take it much longer. He peered blearily at himsdlf in the mirror,
then shook his head. What the hell? He reached into the cabinet and dapped on another patch. Time and
tide wait for no man. Now where had that come from? Jesus, where did he get this crap? He was having
too many random thoughts like that these days, stuff just popping into his head.

Back into the kitchenette to brew a cup, one foot planted ponderoudy after the other, every step an
effort. The stuff didn’t even smdl redl. By the time he' d finished the lukewarm nothingness that passed for
coffee out here on the Rim, and tossed the plastic cup into the disposd, the stims had started to kick in.
He was starting to fed barely human again—sort of like strung wire—but at least human. He scratched at
the stubble on his cheek and grimaced. Timeto face the music. He eased the trailer door open and
squinted out into glare and heet, leaning against the doorframe while his fragile senses adjusted to the
morning assaullt.



A clugter of dlver trallers caught the light, shining star shapesin hisbrittle vison. The ar sucked moisture
from his skin, and helifted ahand to shield hiseyes. The bare, pink ground between the trailers, ground
littered with small, jagged stones, appeared completely devoid of life. With agrowl, he eased himself
down thetrailer sairs. Where the hell was everyone? There should have been activity al around the
campsite by thistime of day, but the only thing that moved was the heat shimmer.

Stein walked afew stepsfrom histrailer and turned dowly, looking for any sign of the others. The only
thing he got was that uneasy fedling deep in his guts. Everything shouted quietness.

Too ill. Too damned ill by far.
“Hey, Johnson,” heyelled.
Nothing.

Heydled again, then cocked his head to listen. But he didn’t want to hear the smdll, faint voicein the
back of his head telling him something was wrong. Too many stims made you edgy. Fuck it. Hewasin
no mood for games.

“Johnson! Mitch! Hey, where the hell are you?’

Stll nothing. The heat-thick air sucked hiswords away and left him with beating sillencein hisears. The
small, quiet voicein the back of hishead got louder. Jack had learned to rely on thet little voice, but it
didn’'t mean he had to like what it wastdling him. It was asif something were staking him likeamanin
black cowboy boots riding the dreamsnakein his head.

Y ou’'ve blown your cover, Jack. They’re on to you, it whispered.

He scanned the trailers and concentrated on the sounds outside his head. Still nothing. Logic started to
overtake the internal voice. There was no way the rest of the crew could know why he was here. Or
could they?

What the hell was he doing in this place anyway? He hated heat. Okay, it was money, but sometimes
that just wasn't enough. He licked hislips and crunched over to Johnson' strailer. Helifted afist and
banged on the metal shdll.

“Johnson, you in there?” He waited amoment, then banged again.

The voice was back again, telling him stuff he didn’t want to hear. The sun was beating down on the
back of his neck, damming heat into his body. It was funny the way no matter what star you were under,
you aways thought of it asthe Sun. It might be adifferent color, but it was till Sol. He could fed the
dight trembling in theends of hisfingers and the hard-wire edgy feding around histeeth that meant the
gimswereredly starting to kick in. His heart was racing now, but thistime it had nothing to do with the
chemicas. What the hell was he going to do?

Hetried Mitch'strailer, but the results were the same. He didn’t dare risk any of the others. Johnson
and Mitch were the only oneswho had trested him hafway like human since hisarrival. Thesefar-flung
mining crews tended to be a pretty unforgiving lot, didn’t like outsiders much. The new boy dways had
to prove himsdlf, to earn acceptance, and Jack Stein hadn’t been around long enough to make the grade.



Heleaned againg thetrailer door, trying to ease some of the weight dragging at hislimbs. Y ou had to
question aperson’ s motivation for winding up in aplace like this. But you didn’t pry into people’s
backgrounds. Not out here. He squinted into the sun, then cursed out loud. Stupid to stand out herein
thefull glare. Bloody stupid. He walked around the trailer and squatted in the pinkish dust on the other
dde, usng thetrailer sbulk to shield him from the hest. He rubbed his hands on histhighs, leaving pink
smearson hislegslike chak-dust trails on the sdes of his suit.

It was still another eight days before the rotation shuttle was due. He' d dready been here for two local
weeks and found nothing. When the company had sent him in, he’ d expected to have some answvers
within the first week, but so far he' d drawn ablank. Most of the elghteen-strong crew wasfairly
tight-lipped, but there’ d been nothing in any one of their actions to indicate anything suspicious. Jack was
pretty good at picking up the Sgns, and nothing up to now had triggered hisinterna darms.

He peered across at the jagged pink cliffs where the main shaft lay. Thelight sparkled in sharp traceries
from the crystalline outcroppings, even at this distance. The problem was, he didn’t redly know what he
was supposed to belooking for. They’d called him into the office and said, “We' ve had reports of
unusua happenings on Dairil 111. We want you to go in and find out what’ sgoing on.” That wasit. Fat lot
of hep they’d been.

“So what am | supposed to be looking for?” he' d asked.
“Anything unusud. Anything at dl,” they'd said.

Wéll, now it looked like he' d found something, even if it was nothing. The men were supposed to be
here. The camp should befull of noise, the rough, burly mining crew preparing for their day insdethe
mountain, swearing and grumbling asthey usudly did.

He hitched himsdlf to hisfeet and walked dowly back around the other side of thetrailer. He was
achieving absolutely nothing here. The vehiclesthey used to get back and forth from the mine were il
parked around the campsite, so at least that was something. Next stop had to be the mine itsdlf, seeif
they were there. Grab hiskit and drive over to the mine. That wasthe answer. He' d find them all there,
waiting for him to show up, wide grins on their stubbled, sweaty, dirt-smeared faces. The fact that the
vehicleswere il there worried at the back of his consciousness, but he pushed the thought aside.

Stein had been in Intelligence once, but he' d left when the service hadn't treated him the way he thought
it ought to. Intelligence. Well, he didn’t fed very intelligent right now. It wasfar too early in the morning,
and al he had was his sense of wrongness to keep him going. Not agood way to start the day. Not good
at dl. He rubbed the back of hisneck as hetrudged back to his smple, utilitarian accommodation.

Back inthetrailer, he toyed with having another coffee before heading out to the mine, but then
rationdity took hold, and knowing it would do him more harm than good, he dismissed theidea. He
grabbed hisitems of kit from where they lay scattered around the smdl trailer, donned hishard hat,
reflective jacket, and shades, and headed back out into the glare. If the others redlly were taking him for
anidiot, then thistime he' d have something to say. He didn’t go much with dl this bonding shit they
played. But then again, Jack Stein didn’t really bond. Many years ago he might have wanted to, but now
he smply couldn’t be bothered. Experience had taught him otherwise. Everything wastrangitory;
everything faded. Loyalty counted for nothing. Y ou didn’t trust anyone but yourself, and that was the way
lifeworked.

Four ydlow flatbed haf-tracks stood at the end of the cluster of trailersthat lay closest to the mine. Stein
picked one a random, headed for it, and clambered aboard. It would take him about fifteen minutesto



make it to the mine entrance. On the opposite Sde of thetrailerslay the landing field where the rotation
shuttle would set down and offload the relief crew. He knew from his background research that the Site
for thetrailers had been chosen on purpose—closer to the landing field and farther away from the mine.
Somehow it gave the crew afeding of closenessto home, and kept them away from the constant
reminder of the vast, enclosing caverns and shaftsthey toiled in day after day. At theend of ardative
twelve-hour shift, you just wanted to get away from the mine, banish it from your thoughts, but it was
under your fingernailsand al over your clothes and in the sweaty linesin your face. Nothing redlly took it
away. He gunned the motor and headed out aong the well-worn track, clearly ridged with the marks of
their daily comingsand goings.

He glanced back once at the clustered silver trailers, squinting against the glare even through his shades.
Something seemed to waver in the air above them, something gray and sinuous, but then it was gone. He
swallowed back the feding that rosein histhroat and turned to face the track ahead, sweeping out
through the featureless rose-colored scree. He hated the way the stims did that—caused flickers on the
edges of his perception. Heliked to be ableto rely on his senses, not worry about every tiny visua
aberration conjured by the dark placesin hisbrain. One day they were going to invent a stimulant that
didn’'t have side effects. With a conscious effort, he tried to banish the lingering thoughts of snakesfrom
his head.

The congtant whine and rumble of the half-track gave him some comfort. Machine noise was aways
good for pinning down redity. He sucked at the water bottle as he jolted along, scanning the cliff face for
any sgnsof life asherolled the warm, flat-tasting water over histongue. Nothing. Well, he hoped they
were getting some sort of perverse satisfaction from thislittle game. He sure as hell wasn't. Hecircled the
half-track to astop and sat staring at the mine entrance, contemplating his next move.

Equipment lay scattered haphazardly across the ground where the crew had I€eft it the previous evening.
Large pieces of yellow metal, scratched and scored from use. One of the advantages about workingin a
place likethis, you only had to worry about yourself. It redly didn’t matter how you left things. Nobody
was going to take them, because there was nobody here to take them. The mining team were the only
people on this godforsaken bal of rock, gpart from the occasiona shuttle crew.

The pink cliffsloomed above him, covered in jagged protrusions made even more jagged by the intensity
of the light casting crazy shadows across the surface. Jack’ s concern suddenly started to become
touched with logic. Up until now he'd smply been running on hisgut. If the rest of the crew had gone
ingdeto sart work, surely they would have moved the equipment. So what wasit doing still lying about
outsde?

He stepped down from the half-track, shielded his eyes, and let his gaze rove across the piled angular
bouldersto either sde of the mine entrance, then on and into the man-made holein therock. It
disappeared rapidly into the cool, shadowed interior of the cliffs, fading into darkness. No lights. No
gtirring of life. High above lay the vast solar panelsthat drew power down into the mountain’s heart, but
nobody had bothered to flip the switch. Maybe that was part of their game. So where were they hiding?

He gave the sde of the vehicle afrustrated kick, then searched inside himsdlf for cam. If the crew had
conceded themsealvesin the shadowed entranceway, watching him, then losing histemper would only
give them more satisfaction. He reached into the half-track, retrieved the water bottle, and took a healthy
swallow. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and tossed the bottle back into the vehicle.

“Mitch, you inthere?’ heydled. “ Johnson?’

Vague echoes of hisvoicefiltered back from the mine entrance. He listened for aresponse, but all was



gill.

Reluctantly he stepped away from the vehicle and headed toward the entrance. The switches were about
ten paces ing de the mouth, on the left-hand wall, if he remembered right. HE d never had to switch the
lights on himsdlf. That wasthe job of the crew boss.

It was marginaly cooler insde the shadowed rock. He walked dowly, looking for the bank of switches
aong thewadll, listening for asound that might give the rest of the mine crew’ s presence away. Only the
echo of hisfootfals came back to him from the wall, sounding strange and hollow in thisvast empty
gpace. The squirming-snake feding was back in hisbelly.

“Shit, Stein. Get agrip, will you?” he muttered under his breath. “ Anybody’ d think you were afraid of
thedark.” Hewas, dightly, but he wasn't going to let anyone €l se know that.

The rows of red switcheslay above him, apand, just higher than his head. Using both hands he flipped
them dll, in groups. There was a satisfying rush and whoomph as dl along the tunnd powerful lights
surged into life, casting his shadow on the rock wall in stark silhouette. He turned and peered down the
tunnel, but dl he saw wasrock and the dusty pink floor, scattered with chips of stone and the marks of
boots and vehicle treads. Maybe they were farther inside. He supposed he could go back, get the
half-track, and drive in, but now that he was here, he might aswell walk. Stein knew if they redly were
here, they were unlikely to be very far. And if they were dready working, he' d hear the sound before
he d gone more than fifty meters.

He noticed the strange patterns on the floor when he was no more than twenty metersin. Long, Snuous
swirls marked the dust, and large patches had been swept free of litter. Here and there dong the walls,
deep piles of rock chips and other waste had been swept into small mounds. Stein stopped walking and
frowned. He was sure the tunndl hadn’t looked like that |ast time he was here. He listened again, but only
quiet ftillness, marked by an occasiona dripping from somewhere off in the distance, cameto him. He
looked back down at the marks on the floor. The patterns reminded him of something. Something animal,
but he couldn’t remember what. He d remember what it was later, when he wasn't thinking about it. That
was how it worked. He ignored the shapes and continued walking.

Everything was sllent except for the sound of hisfootsteps, and the dight hum of the lights overhead, and
that faint drip, drip, drip from farther down the passage. If the other crew members were here, he should
have heard something by now. At least he could get to the face of the latest workings and seeif they'd
even been there. Then he noticed something lying on the tunndl floor ahead. It looked like someone had

dropped aglove.

Hewas nearly on top of it, bending down to retrieve it when he saw what it really was—a hand.
Perfectly formed. Perfectly severed at the wrigt. Just lying therein the middle of the tunndl floor. No
blood. No pool of anything. Just a hand. He swallowed and stood quickly upright, staring down at it.

A big, chunky ring sat on one of the fingers. It was some sort of shiny black stone, and on it wasa
device, picked out in silver. A snake egting itsown tail. Thetop half of the snake was black, outlined with
slver, but the bottom half was of solid slver, marked with a pattern of scales. Leaning down, he could
see that words in some ancient script lay within thelooped body. The hand was broad and meaty, well
tanned. He could see the neat cross-section where it had been removed from its owner.

Hetook a deep breath, stood again, and looked around, suddenly nervous. What the hell could do that?
And more important, where was the hand’ s owner? He peered farther down the passageway. Thiswas
not turning out at al well.



Stein consdered his options. He looked down at the hand and prodded it gently with the toe of his boot.
It seemed solid enough, real enough. He dug the edge of his boot under the thumb and flipped it over.
Thethick fingerswere dightly curled in toward a pam with pink-brown dust ingrained into the lines.
There were caluses on the pam, just below where the fingersjoined. It wasaminer’ s hand, but he
couldn’t remember having seen thering on any of the crew he' d met.

If the hand was just lying there, it had other implications. If there’ d been an accident, nobody would just
leaveit there, lying in the middie of the tunnd floor. Something had happened to the crew. Not just one of
them—all of them. He sucked in his bregth, feding foolish. Great powers of deduction, Stein.

A noise came from behind him: awhirring, dithery sound that was somehow both wet and dry &t the
sametime. Sowly Stein turned, his guts gone cold.

Something was diding out from the tunndl walls, out of the smooth, bare rock. Sinuous gray shapes
pushed dtraight out into the air, iridescence diding dong their length. They were probing the empty air,
dipping dong the tunnd floor, like multiple tentacles coated in adick of very fine ail that glazed the
questing formswith vaguely shifting rainbow colors.

Stein took a step backward.

“What thehdl ... 7

Jack woke back in the Locality, swesat pooling in the hollow of hisneck. Hishair lay dick, plastered
across hisskull. He sat dowly upright, trying to quiet the pounding in his chest. The dream il lay like the
taste of bile within hismouth, making him fed like he wanted to scrgpe histongue, making him reluctant
to swallow.

He passed a hand across his forehead, then gently peeled back the inducer pads at his temples, working
hisnail under the fine adhesive edge.

Damned dreams were getting worse. He couldn’t sustain it for much longer if he kept emerging feding
likethis. Heworked histongue around theinside of his mouth in an attempt to banish some of the taste,
then swung his feet off the bed onto the cold, stonelike floor. He sat there, hunched, armsresting on his
thighsfor afew minutes, grasping at the knowledge of which redity heredly wasin. Any moment he
expected the walls to extrude vast gray tentacles.

Thedreamswere like that; they imposed themsalves on hiswaking consciousness for several minutes
after he'd emerged. Just the same way hisreality imposed itself on the dreams. In that haf-blurred
boundary of emergence, sometimesit was hard to distinguish exactly which waswhich.

A drop of swest fell from thetip of his nose onto histhigh and he reached up to wipe at hisface again.
The sting of sdt wasin hiseyes. He took a moment or two to compose himself, breathing dowly and
regularly in an effort to steady his pulse. He used the time to look around the familiar bare walls.

Thiswas hisworking room, about athird of the way along the Locality closer to Old than New. It would
be about ten full years before he' d have to find another and rel ocate. Plenty of time. His gpartment was
closer to Mid and should be safe for about another fifteen years or so. Not that he planned on being in
the Locdlity for that long, but it suited him for now, at least until he worked out what the hell he was going



to do.

The Locality was a haven, one of several salf-perpetuating urban structures that crept acrossthe
landscape by millimeters every week. It took from the ground upon which it lay the componentsiit

needed to build itself, constantly renewing and adding new apartments, offices, and other dwelling spaces
toward New in shapesthat were programmed into it. Aswith everything, it suffered decay. Eventualy the
life span of the tiny pseudo-organic builders ran out, and the walls and streets broke down to be recycled
back into the whole, egting up thetall of the Locality near Old, consuming itsalf at the end. The Locality
and structureslikeit had grown out of the old gated communities. Aslife became more perilous, and the
technology had become available, those with the resources had built the first experimenta structures.
More and more had flocked to the security of their contained existence, and the environments became
larger, firg towns, then whole cities. The Locality had been one of the first, itsimmense growth organic as
its population grew.

Jack’ sworking room lay in an office complex where the rents were cheaper because of their proximity
to thefar end of Old. To be honest, it was much more Old than Mid, but it was close enough to the
boundary to force thelie. But the location suited him fine; he had no need for the extended permanence
to be found toward New.

Stein looked around the smple room, dotting redlity back into his head. The blank walls and midheight
celling were auniform off-white. He kept the room simple on purpose, so he wouldn’t be sent off on
iconic tangents when emerging from dream state. Paintings, statues, and the like had too much resonance,
not that he could afford them. Rather, he wanted to define the dream images, note them down before
they dipped away from his semiconscious mind. It could take mere minutes for them to fade. The
blankness gave him a canvas on which to paint his dream redlities and give them substance without having
them confused by the clutter of possessions.

At least he had something to report to his client now. All he had to do wastry to sort out the dream
image from what had really been there. For a start, there was the hand. The way it had been apparently
severed made him suspect adream plant, something injected into the dream redlity by his subconscious,
disconnected from what was redlly going on, but he couldn’t be sure. He worked his tongue around the
insde of his mouth again and reached for the water bottle he kept handy by the deep couch. Ashe
spped, he sorted and classified the images one by one. Then he reached for his handipad, thumbed it into
life, and started making notes.

The ring was interesting. The Ouroboros had significance, he was sure. The snake egting its own tail was
aclassc archetypa symbol—something easily found inside dreams—but countless societies and
organizations throughout the ages had used it. He wondered what it might mean in the true context of the
dream. There was power there. Maybe too much. It would link to the snake shapes diding out from the
minewallsaswell. It was agtarting point. He picked up the rock shard from the mine on Dairil 111 and
hefted it thoughtfully in one hand. Warburg had been right. He had been given just about al he needed
with thet little chip of stone.

Stll, he hadn’t learned much. The mining crew had disappeared, that much was clear, but he dready
knew that. That was why Warburg had hired him. The fact that Warburg had hired Jack Stein rather than
some more mainstream investigator smacked of something less | egitimate, though. He could understand
their wanting to keep the disappearance quiet, but there was more going on here. He needed to work out
why alarge corporation like Outreach would approach atwo-bit investigator like Jack Steinin thefirst
place. He had no illusions about his statusin the Locality’ s scheme of things. The call had come out of
nowhere, and he hadn’t really questioned it a the time. The whole dedl wasfar too good to pass up.



He' d met Warburg at the plush offices up in New. The hard-faced corporate executive with his dick
designer suit took him through wheat they needed. They’ d had amining crew out on Dairil 111, somewhere
out of the mainstream traffic lanes. Without explanation, the crew had disappeared. Travel to the planet
would have taken months, but as Jack Stein was a psychic investigator, maybe they could cut through
some of the time needed to solve the case. Time was of the essence, and there was pressure from on
high to come up with an explanation soon.

Jack had taken him through his abilities, explained the dreams, the psychic clues. All throughout,
Warburg had sat, fixing him with aflat, expressonless stare. When Jack had told him how physical
prompts sometimes invoked clues, Warburg had merely nodded, did the Dairil 111 rock shard acrossthe
desk, and asked about hisrates. It didn’t quite add up, but hey, he wasn't going to pass up afat feejust
becauseit didn’t fed perfect.

The problem was that he was still no closer to understanding how or why the disappearance had
happened in the first place. If his specia intuition gave him nothing more concrete, he was going to lose
everything but the small retainer Outreach Industries had paid directly into his account. He d been running
closeto the edgefor sometime, and if he blew this one things were going to get redlly tight, and soon.
Now he had less than aweek to come up with something he could give Outreach.

Just perfect.

Two

Thetraces of Jack’ stalent had origindly appeared during his gint in the military. He had known things.
And then the dreams had started. He hadn’t confided in anyone, but people had started to pay attention.
Stein waslucky. It was agood thing to be on assignment with Stein. Witchy Stein, they’d caled him. It
had made him popular, but that popularity was superficid. Hisknack for being in theright place at the
right time eventualy earned him histint in Intelligence. After awhile the regimentation and the shadow
plays stuck in histhroat and he' d sought away out. He d fought long and hard for his escape, but findly
they’d let him go. It hadn’t been easy.

Histimein the shadow world had earned him afew contacts. Not everyone stayed in the game, and
there were others, like him, who' d bought or bargained their way out. Most ended on the fringes of
legitimate society—a population of spooks and ghouls, each carrying a dubious past. He was just another
spook among the ghouls.

Jack sat at his desk, feet crossed before him, chewing over multiple possibilities. He' d been scanning
listsfor thelast haf hour, his handipad nestled on one thigh, seeking atrigger. Index after index scrolled
past, heading after fruitless heading chipping avay a his hope of finding something useful.

An hour spent studying his hastily sketched notes from the dream had failed to provide the link. Snakes.
What did snakes have to do with anything? It made no sense. Nor did the severed hand. Usualy he
could rely on something more clear-cut from the dream state. He thumbed off the handipad and tossed it
onto the desk. He needed to get out and freshen his head. The stark environment of his office wasfine
for work, but its emptiness was a constant reminder of the wasteland hislife had become over the past
couple of years. A trip up to New—a recreational excurson—would do him good. The clean, open
spaces of New and the café society that made the digtrict their own aways managed to lighten his mood,
evenif it wasonly to laugh at the shalowness of the freaks and designer wannabes that hung out there.



He dragged hisfeet off the desk and pocketed the handipad.
Who was he to laugh at shallowness anyway?

Once outside his door, he muttered a command to lock up. Working in Old had its advantages, but
there were disadvantages too, and he had some pretty expensive equipment in there—equipment he
couldill afford to replace right now.

Down on the avenue, he peered at the shuttle schedule crawling up the marker pole. Five minutes. He' d
have to change at Mid Central for the Newbound shuttle, but it would take much longer to walk.
Connections were usudly pretty good up a Mid Central. They seemed to coordinate the departures
pretty well with the arrivalsfrom Old. He gazed up at the far-above celling to kill time. The boysin
Scenics were running asunny day. Light, fluffy clouds scudded over the celling panels ahundred meters
above him. It wasjust aswell. Outside, through the scattered roof windows the day looked cloudy and
dark.

Outside. He couldn’'t remember the last time he' d been outside. Away from the regulated protection of
the Locality. Two, three years ago? It was just as easy to forget there was an outside sometimes.

An advertising drone bumped againgt the side of hisleg and he pushed it away with hisfoot, frowning his
annoyance. They weren't supposed to make physical contact. This one was covered in graffiti and bore a
deep dent on the top of its domed head where someone had clearly taken aswipe at it. Probably
screwed its guidance controls. It reoriented and skittered toward him again. He pushed it away. Eveniits
dogans were unreadable. He shook his head and turned back to ook for the shuttle.

Bump. Thething was pressed up againgt hisleg again. Restraining an urge to kick it, Jack stooped and
Steered it into the guiter. It teetered on the edge for amoment, and then fell into the roadway, rolling
around trying to right itself. Eventudly it levered itsdf upright and homed in again. Thistimeit collided
with the gutter, once, twice, threetimes. Whatever guidance controls still remained findly aerted it that its
way was blocked and it whirred away, scraping its Sides against the gutter edge asit sought away to
remount the pavement.

Jack shook hishead. Y ou' d think the advertising sponsors would do something about it, takeit in for
repair or something. But thiswas Old. Everything in Old was disposable.

Darkness swept across the stop, and Jack glanced up. The celling panelswere rapidly clouding over,
echoing the dark sky outside. Jack grimaced. It looked like they were scheduled for rain after al. The
shuttle was due any moment, but in Old you could never be sure. Hewasjust aslikdly to get asoaking
standing at the stop before the shuttle arrived. Sure, there were weather reports, but Jack didn't really
pay attention to schedules, nor to the mindless bulletins that permested the Locdity’ s vid network. The
peoplein Locality Operations liked to throw in afew surprises anyway, probably in an effort to smulate
the outsde world, make them all forget that they wereliving in an enclosed and programmed
environment.

Thefirst warm drops were just starting to spatter on the roadway when the shuttle hissed to astop in
front of him. The doors did open and he ducked inside. Jack found himsdlf a seat where he could watch
the door and hunched himsdlf into acorner. The car was empty. Graffiti covered the walls and sedts.
Wrappers and bits of food littered the floor. Nothing new there. He smiled wryly to himsdif. Yeah,
nothing New at al. The car would be cleaned once it reached Mid Central and before it resumed the
return journey to thetail end of Old, but by thetime it returned, it would bein exactly the same state. The
shuttles up at the other end of the Locality, in New, were completely different. They were untouched by



any passage through the digtricts of decay.

The car lurched as the shuttle took off, and Jack settled himself back for theride. Helet hisgazerove
over the advertising displays scrolling dong the tops of the walls, reading but not reading them, letting
them filter past his awareness. Jack Stein, what the hell are you doing with your life? No, he didn’t want
to think about that. He had other, more immediate questions to worry about. Snakes. Rings. Severed
hands. What was the connection?

The shuttle dowed and the doors hissed open. A man stepped into the car, looked over at Jack warily,
then sat in aseat diagonaly opposite, right up against the other end of the car. The doors hissed shut and
the shuitle started rolling again.

The suspicious ook was not unusud thisfar down in Old. Crime was sporadic, but it existed dl the
same, and enforcement at the lesser ends of the Locality was less than efficient. But the man appeared to
have decided Jack was no immediate threat and he relaxed, staring blankly at the opposite wall.

Jack studied him, taking care not to be seen looking. The man was short, stocky. Hisdark, receding hair
was neatly sculpted and he wore it closeto his head. Hislong coat had the shimmer of expensivefabric,
augmented somehow. He perched awkwardly on the edge of his seat asif uncomfortable being there. He
gared fixedly in front of him asif afraid of making the contact that acasuad glance might provide. Hewas
clearly not your usud denizen of Old or even lower Mid. Jack watched the man, wondering what he
might have been doing down here. It could be anything. It could be anything dightly dubious. Y ou could
find dl sortsof thingsin Old, if you werewilling to pay for them, and this guy looked like he could afford
it.

The shuttle dowed and the doors did open. Jack’ sfellow passenger looked up with astart, then
returned to looking at the opposite wall, but not before casting alingering glance in Jack’ sdirection.
There was something deazy, tainted, about the look, asif he were sharing a secret. Jack sniffed and
looked away. The shuttle got under way again and Jack finally lost interest. Heredly didn’t want to
know, he decided. Instead he turned to half watching the passing buildings and people that wandered
outside the window, and returned to playing with the connectionsin hishead.

Five stops later the man got out. Jack watched him as he pulled the shimmering coat tight around himsalf
and scurried off down the street, clearly eager to be away. They were about a couple of stops down
from the true fringes of Mid, till moreor lessin Old. What business did aman like him redlly have down
here?

A couple of other passengers came and went on the journey to Mid Central, and Jack huddled into his
corner watching them, playing the game with himself he dways did on the shuttle. Were there any specid
characteristics? Were there any cluesto who they might be or what they might do? Observation was
important, and it didn’t hurt to keep in practicein hisline of work. Besides, it helped tofill thetime.
When the shuttle reached his stop he stepped out with two others, looking across the stopsto seeif his
connecting shuttle was due. The ceiling had returned to sunny day—arelief. He watched his shuttle curve
off into the sding tunnel, then crossed to where he could board the shuttle for New.

He had only momentsto wait. The connectionsreally were good a Mid Central. Sometimes he
wondered how they coordinated it without letting the Newbound timetable get out of synch. The
Newbound shuttle he boarded was pristine in comparison to the one he’ d just left, and hejoined it with a
number of commuters, heading up to offices or business meetings. Plenty to watch. He managed to snag
himself a corner seat before anyone e se and propped himsalf against the partition. Nobody gave him a
second glance. Heimmersed himsdlf in histhoughts, pretending to ignore the others.



The Outreach contract was agem. It wasimportant that he start to make some real progress. If he
didn’'t get something for them soon, they’ d start to get worried that he was wasting their time and money.
Jobs like this one were few and far between, and if he played it right, it could make his reputation. He
just couldn’t afford to blow it. Screw something up for someone like Outreach and everyone who
mattered would hear about it. Feeling eyes upon him, he glanced up. He made aface a the old woman
across the aide who was staring at him and she looked quickly away.

The shuttle pulled into astop. A few got out, but more piled in. They were standing in the aide now, and
Jack crept back further into his seat. He scanned the legs and shoes. Definitely better quality than what
you' d see on Oldbound. The clothing was better, newer too. Two stops farther on and the crowd
thinned alittle. They’ d just passed the stop for the Central Reservation, avast open space covered in
grass and trees, centered by alarge lake. Families, kids, they’d dl be there soaking up the greenery and
the natura light from the trangparent ceiling panels positioned above the recreetiona space. They could
probably get the samething if they ever took the trouble to go outside, but why should they bother?
Here, insdether protected environment, everything was regulated, safe. They pretty much knew when it
was going to rain or the exact wind speed, and there would be the occasiond burst of entertainment from
the fringe panelsto keep the kids entertained. All just perfect.

Maybe it was amistake coming up to New. Watching these people, seeing their regulated, ordered, safe
lives, just put him in abad mood. When it came down to it, he was escaping here in the Locality.
Ultimately he was no different from any of them. Hejust played it adifferent way. Anyway, being up here
was just aneat way of avoiding the inevitable set of answers he had to find—classic displacement.

Jack |ft the shuttle right in the heart of New. The sunny day had been replaced by an aeria display.
Seek fliers swooped and rolled on the ceiling panels above against a background of clear blue sky,
leaving vapor trailsin their wake, crisscrossing white against the immeaculate pale blue glow. He stood at
the shuttle stop watching the show with afew other passersby for severa minutes before heading off.

Everything in New had the sharp-edged definition of recent construction. Office buildings rose shiny
about him, with colored logos and messages climbing the walls and dancing across the surfaces. The
buildings were decked in tasteful hues, one coordinated to the other, none of them clashing, designed to
provide the optimal psychological environment. Advertising drones skimmed the groundspace, avoiding
the legs and feet of passersby. One or two gave bursts of music asthey passed, familiar catchy phrases
meant to snag the attention. Jack just stood, soaking up the atmosphere. Everywhere was movement and
activity. Maybe it hadn’t been amistake coming up here after all.

He picked adirection at random and headed down aterra-cotta Side street. The Street led to awide,
open square. A tal sculpture stood at the square’ s center, flowing and realigning its surface, constantly
reshaping itsdf with pleasing curves, painted in liquid gunmeta. Benches and seatslay at various points,
some of them occupied by people talking to each other, or smply sitting back and watching the
sculpture. Above, the clear ceiling pand, free of displays, allowed naturd light to filter down. The place
was empty of the ever-present drones. Such squares, scattered over the length of New, operated as an
exclusion zone for advertisng. Ambience, environment—that waswhet it was al about.

Jack spotted a café over on the other side and headed across. Finding a seet with agood view of the
square’ s occupants, he watched the sculpture s soothing lines for awhile, then turned to the people
clustered in ones and twos around the open space. His attention fell on ayoung couple, absorbed in each
other’ s company, and he felt adight pang of something hollow. He' d never been good at relationships,



but it didn’t mean he didn’t miss them—the comfort, the security.

He screwed up his face and shook the thought away. What did he want with comfort and security? He
took afew moments keying in his order and waited for the drink to arrive before dipping out his
handipad and placing it on the table before him. He prodded it with hisfinger, pushing it randomly across
thetable surface. A gip. A push. Another sip. Then he opened the device and thumbed it into life. He was
supposed to be up here relaxing, clearing his head, but he knew he just couldn’t leave it done.

A few keys and there on the screen was the miniature image of the mine. Company investigators had
gonein and taken vids, compiling the evidence. Jack watched the shaky imagesfor afew minutes until
they drew close to the mine entrance. Thistime the lights were on, and the familiar mine shaft opened up
bathed in light. Crazy shadows Stuttered across the shaft walls and Jack felt the postdream chill risingin
his gorge. He flipped off the pad and shoved it deep into his pocket.

Jack finished his coffeein one swallow, stood, and |eft the square. He wanted a meeting with Outreach.
He needed ameseting with Outreach. Warburg had to give him something e se. The man wasn't telling him
everything. Jack could fed it degp in hisguts. The mine fragment, the vid, they were Sarting points, but if
Warburg wanted results, he was just going to have to come up with something more.

Three

Jack sat back in acomfortable leather chair and watched the corporate executive across from him,
waiting for him to speak. He wanted to see which way Warburg would take this. Try as he might, he
couldn’t get rid of the feding that the man was playing him somehow.

“So, Stein. Have you got something for us?” Warburg sat comfortably in hischair, seemingly at esse,
virtualy in the same pogtion, asif he smply hadn’'t moved sncethe last timethey’ d met.

William Warburg was approaching late middle age. He wore his corporate tan in the same way he wore
his designer button-down suit: smoothly. Everything about the man was smooth: the office designed to
maximize the positive energies, the comfortable chairs arrayed around the low circular table; the way he
sat back in hischair, legs neatly crossed, without the hint of awrinkle in the suit; the soothing subliminas
flickering in thewall behind him. Hetilted his head forward afraction, waiting for Jack’ sreply.

“Mr. Warburg.” Jack continued looking across at his client, observing the man’ s unreadable face before
continuing. “1’ ve made some headway. The sample you provided hasyielded some results, but I'm afraid
it snot enough.”

A dight frown flickered across Warburg' s brow, but he quickly regained his composure. “How s0?’

“Wall, it’s provided me with some cues for the stuff | do, but | think that there’s something you' re not
telling me. If I’'m going to find out what happened to your crew, you need to tell me everything.”

Warburg narrowed hiseyes. “Look, Stein, if you want meto do your job for you—"
“No, wait.” Jack lifted ahand to still the protest. “'Y ou don’t have to tell me anything that might

compromise your company security. | just want to ask you a couple of questions based on what | know
so far. Y ou want meto help you, you' re going to have to hep me.”



Warburg pressed hislipstogether and sat back. “ All right. Proceed.”

“Fird, | need to know if there are any other interestsinvolved on Dairil 111.”

“I thought that’ swhat we' d employed you for, Stein. Isthere apoint to this?’

“Yesto both. If you suspect outside involvement, | need to know.”

“Of course we suspect outside involvement.”

“Wdl, then. Who st hasinterests on Dairil 1117
Warburg gave along sigh. “If we knew that, what need would we have of your services?’

Thiswas getting nowhere fast. Jack decided to try another tack. “What can you tell me about adesign, a
logo, a corporate symbol, anything like that—a snake biting its own tail? Does that mean anything to
you?”

Warburg'sfrown got deeper, but Jack thought he detected the barest flicker in the man’ s eyes.

“Nothing,” said Warburg. “ Should it? Look, | don’'t see wherethisisleading. Why should some symboal,
some archaic mystica sign, have anything to do with our crew’ s disgppearance? We dedl in hard facts

and science, Stein. Our investigators turned up nothing at the site. That’ swhy we brought you in.”

“All right. Y ou say your investigators turned up nothing. What about the structure of the mineitself? The
walls. Had there been abreach of the minewalls?’

“No. Nothing like that. Y ou’ ve had accessto the vids. If you' re suggesting acave-in or something
amilar, you' rewasting my time. Don’t you think we' d considered that possibility?’

Warburg’' s message was clear: He was rapidly losing patience. Warburg sighed again and then
continued. “We ve dready looked at the logical solutions, Mr. Stein. We'releft, therefore, with the
illogical.” Helooked pointedly at Jack before continuing. “ So isthere anything ese?’

“Okay, Mr. Warburg. No, there’snothing else. | won't take up any more of your time.”

“Good,” said Warburg, standing. “Y ou can find your own way out. And | trust that we can expect
something alittle more concrete by the end of the week.”

“Oh, thereisonemorething. . . .”
“Yes What isit?’
“Can you provide me with the personnel records of the missing crew?’

“Yes, | can't seewhy not. I'm alittle surprised you didn't ask for them earlier. See my executive
assistant on the way out. HE |l arrangeit.”

Jack nodded, inwardly cursang himsdf as he left Warburg' s office. The man was right. He hadn’t done
his groundwork properly. The name of Outreach had lured him in and he'd rushed into it, eager to bethe
first kid on the block with a contract from the big boys. First thingsfirst. He had to learn not to rely so



much on thingsjust faling into place.
Still, Warburg had told him more than he expected. His familiarity with the Ouroboras, the dight flicker
of hiseyes. There was something there. “ Some symbol, some archaic mystical sgn,” had been the words

that came o readily to the man’slips. It suggested more than just a passing familiarity. Jack’ sgut fedings
were starting to work overtime.

He asked Warburg' s assistant for the records, and the man led him down to another office, thistime
characterless and unadorned with the trappings of good corporate taste, then left him with a pudgy
adminigrative clerk.

“The Dairil 111 crew? Certainly. No problem. If you can bear with mefor afew minutes, I’ll just upload
them to acard for you, oncel find them.”

The man bused himsdlf with ascreen.
“Ah, herewe are.” He pulled out acard from anearby stack and dotted it into arecess.

“Y ou'reinvestigating the disgppearance. There’ sno point, you know,” he said quietly, without lifting his
gaze from the screen.

“What do you mean?’ said Jack.

“There sno point. Y ou won't find anything.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

“Ther€ sno ‘maybe,’ ” said the clerk. “They don’t expect you to find anything.”
“What do you mean?’

The clerk glanced around behind Jack, then motioned him closer. “I can't talk here. Somewhere we can
meet? Tonight?”’

Jack fished in his pocket for his own card, but the clerk waved his hand. “No, no cards.”

“All right,” said Jack. He debated with himsdlf for amoment, then dismissed his office. Somebody might
be keeping tabs on it. “My gpartment? Mid seventeen. Four-three-six-nine.”

The clerk nodded, then spoke more loudly. “Here you are, Mr. Stein.” He handed him the data card. “I
think this contains everything you need.”

“Thanks,” said Jack, pocketing the card. He leaned closer. “ But what—?"’

The clerk frowned and shook hishead. “Later,” he whispered, then spokein anormd voice. “If you just
follow the corridor up to theright, that will take you to reception. Good-bye, Mr. Stein. If you need
anything e se, you can get in touch viaMr. Warburg' s executive assistant. Just ask for Gleeson. That's
rre"

“Um, thanks,” said Jack, waiting for something else, but Gleeson had dready returned to whatever he
was doing.



Jack fingered the data card in his pocket as he waked up the hallway, thinking. So it seemed that
Outreach redlly was playing him. But why? Why would they want to do that? And yet somehow the
clerk, Gleeson, had been amost too convenient. He chewed at the inside of his bottom lip.

He d just have to wait until the evening to find out.

He boarded the shuttle dong with agroup of commuiters, al leaving for home from one of the staggered
shiftsthat operated throughout New. He shouldered hisway past agroup in conversation and settled into
acorner seat in hisusud favorite spot. He was only half watching the crowd; there was too much on his
mind right now.

It had to be more than just luck that the particular clerk—Gleeson, he' d said his name was—should
happen to be on duty at the very time Jack showed up to ask for the records. Just too convenient . . . for
Jack. And yet Warburg had seemed to want to get rid of him as quickly as he could. But he hadn’t
missed a beat when Jack had asked for the personnel files. Normally companieswere alittle more
sensitive about employee records. Maybe there was something to what the clerk had been saying. And
the whole Ouroborosthing . . .

Just as the shuttl€’ s doors were about to close, someone forced their way between the closing doors.
Jack caught the movement from the corner of his eye. There was nothing unusual about it; peopledid it
al the time, but something about the man seemed familiar in the brief glance he' d snatched between the
crowded bodies—something that snagged at his memory, and from not too long ago. Well-cut clothes,
finely sculpted hair. He strained, trying to catch a glimpse between rocking people as the shuttle passed
stop after stop. People boarded. Peopleleft. Still hefailed to catch proper sight of whoever it was. By
the time the shuttle had cleared somewhat, there was no sign of whoever it had been.

“Get agrip, Jack,” he muttered to himself. Now he was finding things where there was nothing to find.
He settled back in his seat and closed his eyes, running the tips of his fingers over the smooth-edged data
card that sat in his pocket.

“Jack! Jack Stein!”

Jack’ s eyes snapped open. The shuttle had just drawn out from the stop and atall, emaciated figure was
loping down the car toward him. Hollow cheeks and a sallow expression heightened his corpselike
gppearance. A loose gray coat hung from his bony frame, and his big tombstone teeth were grinning as
he bore down on Jack’ s corner seat. Othersin the car frowned or looked away uncomfortably asthe
man passed them. It was no wonder; he bore an almost palpable aura of the unclean. Pinpin Dan—the
last person Jack had expected to runinto.

Pinpin Dan was another fringe dweller. He had talents for getting into placesthat people didn’t want
othersto have accessto. That made him popular in certain sectors of the Locality. They’ d worked
together once or twice when Jack had had need of the man’s unique talents.

Jack nodded as Pinpin Dan collgpsed into a heap of bones onto the seat next to him.

“So what are you doing up in New, Jack? Summing it, en?” Pinpin grinned afera grinand gavea
donkey’ sbray of alaugh.



It was not only Pinpin’s profession that kept him on the fringes. His persond habits and predilections | eft
alot to be desired.

“Y eah, you could say that.”

“Or are we up herewooorking?’ He drew the last word out, loading it with specid significance, and
tapped the side of his nose, looking at Jack knowingly. Lank strands of graying hair plastered to the top
of his head barely disguised his mottled scalp. He dumped back into the seat and scanned the other
passengers. “So which oneisit?’” he whispered. “Who' sthe subject?’

“No, nothing like that, Pinpin. | just came up hereto get abit of headspace.”

“Yes, yes, yes. All right. Be serious with me, dear Jack. Y ou never did have much of a sense of humor.
So are you wooorking?’

“I've got a couple of things happening.”

“Good, good. Good to hear that you' re gainfully employed. And before you ask, you know me—Pinpin
Dan never wants for work. So, enough of that. I’ m trying to remember when wasthelast time | had the
pleasure of your company. How long hasit been? It was. . .” He held up long spatul ate fingers and
gtarted counting. “Ah, never mind. Too long, dear boy. Too long.” He grinned.

He scratched at hisbony chest and peered around the car, giving a sniff. Jack watched him sidelong.
Not only had he forgotten about Pinpin Dan, he' d forgotten how much he didiked the man. Probably
why he’ d never thought to ask how and when he' d acquired his peculiar name. Also probably why he
was reluctant to ask what he was doing here. He' d likely been cruising the park, looking for — No, Jack
didn’t want to know that. He narrowed his eyes, watching as Pinpin Dan unashamedly scrutinized their
fellow passengers, eachinturn.

Licking hislips, Pinpin Dan became bored with the car’ s occupants and turned his attention back to
Jack.

“Y ou must come and visit,” he said. “ Come and see my sumptuous new accommodations. I’ ve moved
onsncelast | had the pleasure of your company.” He leered. “It really has been far too long, Jack. |
have fond memories of the times we worked together. Now, wait just aminute. Here.” He dug around in
his coat and dipped Jack an iridescent card. Jack turned it in hisfingers, watching the way the light sent
shattered colors over the card’ s surface. “All the details are there. The card’ s readable too. No need to
copy things down. So handy.”

Jack dipped the card away. He' d noted the address as he did so—somewhere up in the midrange
section of New. Pinpin Dan was moving up in the world. Somehow Jack found the idea distasteful.
Pinpin leaned closer.

“So, redly,” hesaid into Jack’ s ear. “Y ou can tell me what you' re working on. I’'m aways very
interested in what you' re up to, Jack.”

Jack drew back from the hot, fragrant breath in his ear and shook his head. “Not right now,” he said.

“Ahhh. Y ou dways did keep things close to your chest, Jack.” The shuttle dowed and Pinpin glanced
up. “Here' smy stop anyway.”



Pinpin leaned over to grasp Jack’ s shoulder as he stood, then leaned close. “Now, you come and see
me, Jack. Catch up on old times.” He grinned again, dl teeth, tainted breath whispering in Jack’ sface,
then loped off down the car. Jack closed his eyes, waiting till the shuttle had pulled out of the stop before

opening them again.
Pinpin Dan. Vigt Pinpin Dan? Not bloody likely. He fingered the hard edges of the card in his pocket.

It was peculiar running into Pinpin Dan after so long. He did the sums himsdlf. It was well over ayear
sncethelast time he' d seen him. He scratched his chin thoughtfully. Things didn’t happen by chanceto
Jack Stein. Coincidence was dways |oaded. Events seemed to coa esce around Jack, pushing himin
directions he hadn’t expected. People, places, chance happenings, al worked together to keep him dive
and lucky. There d been that time out on maneuvers when he' d twisted his ankle on arock where no
rock should be. Therest of the squad had gone on, leaving him sitting, cursing his own stupidity. Three
minutes later the point man, the one who had taken over from Jack, stepped on amine, taking out haf of
the squad. After that he' d been more aware of the sorts of coincidences that happened around Jack
Stein. A chance meeting was invariably more than smple chance.

He'd beinabar jus a the right time to overhear a conversation. He' d run into someone who would
point him to someone else who just happened to be the key to solving a particular set of problems. The
thing was, it dways happened to Jack, not anyone ese. Then, as he became more aware, he sarted
noticing patternsin his dreams. At firgt he thought he wasimagining things, the old d§avu syndrome, but
dowly, somewhat reluctantly, he redlized that it was more than that, that he was somehow different. He
told no one about his dreams, but people started to notice his peculiar prescience. Of course he denied i,
even to himsdlf a fird, until he could do so no longer, but things stacked up. Then he' d started to pay
attention to the strange, uncomfortable fedings that worked deep in his guts, warning him that something
wasn't right.

No, things didn’t happen to Jack by chance. So why Pinpin Dan? He tugged at his bottom lip ashe
considered. None of the possibilities was very atractive. Not asingle one of them.

Four

“I want your girlfriend,” said the White-Haired Man. Jack looked up &t the escarpment where the figure
stood. The man wastal, thin, angular, the long white hair forming animbus around his high-cheekboned
face. Behind him sat a structure, like ahut, cobbled together from iron girders and bits of old railway
track. It hunched like a brown-and-gray beetle, partially obscured by the man’s body. Funny that there
should berailway track. Therailwaysdidn’t run anymore, hadn’t for years.

“But | don't haveagirlfriend,” said Jack.

Thewind stirred the man’ slong brown coat around his boot-sheathed calves. He narrowed his eyes.
“Whereisshe?’ hesaid.

Jack swallowed. “I" ve already told you. | don’t have agirlfriend.”
Theman’'seyes held aglint of hardness. There was something wrong about the eyes, but try as he might,

Jack couldn’'t work out what it was. The man waved hishand and dowly the ground benesath Jack’ s feet
trembled and rose. Jack thrust hisarms out to retain balance.



The man was grinning now as Jack rose toward him, adight, snister grin.
“No!” said Jack, fighting againgt the chill in his chest.

He pushed himself away from thefigure, willing himsef awvake. Thisisadream, hetold himsdf. It hasto
be.

Heforced himsdlf up through the layers of consciousness, floating. The White-Haired Man' sface
became less digtinct, disspating in the ether.

“I will find her,” said the man.
And Jack woke, the last words echoing inside his head.

He' d dozed off after scanning the personne records for what had seemed like hours. It was bad enough
that he did this stuff for aliving without his subconscious throwing things a him from atangent. The dream
had nothing to do with what he wasworking on. At least, hedidn’t think it did. He pressed hislipstightly
together. Hedidn't need this.

He looked down at the handipad on the low table in front of him. The personnel records still sat open.
He' d gotten maybe two-thirds of the way through them, and there was nothing to trigger a connection.
Even the names Johnson and Mitch had been constructs of his mind, populating the second-sight dream
with shreds of familiarity. Nothing to go on there. All he was left with were the snakes. He dotted the
card back out of the handipad and, holding the smdll, flexible diver up to the light, turned it around and
around in hisfingers, asif he could see through the mysteriesit contained to some sort of truth buried

deep within.

When hisvistor arrived, Jack had progressed no further. He was il playing with data cards, diding
them one over the other and watching the colors while he thought. The two cards had been delivered in
the space of a couple of hours, one Pinpin Dan’s, the other containing the personnel records of the Dairil
[11 mining crew. Separate, unconnected incidences. But nothing in Jack Stein’ s life was unconnected.
Therewas dways atrailing network of threads. All he had to do wastie them together.

The personnd records had told him little. Each of the missing crew had a good share of shady history,
lists of trouble, and close scrapes with the company—just the sort to be attracted to afar-flung mining
operation where the pay was reasonably good and they were out from under the watchful scrutiny of
company authority. Not one of the crew had any past connection to underground organi zations or fringe
political groups, asfar as he could see. Their past records of employment were a checkerboard of
short-hop contracts and drifting from company to company. Jack wouldn’t redly have expected anything
more. He dotted the data card back in and started scanning the records one more time.

“Vigtor,” said thewadl, interrupting his concentretion.
“Who?" said Jack, thumbing off the handipad and diding the data cards back into his pocket and out of
sight. He wasn’t expecting anyone, apart from the little clerk from Outreach, but it paid to be sure. The

wall logt its drab tones as colors bled onto its surface, painting a picture of a short, rotund man standing
outside hisdoor, shifting nervoudy and checking the corridorsto ether side. It was Gleeson, dl right.

“Lethimin,” said Jack, then caled out, “I’ m through here.”



Gleeson entered the room just as his smulacrum faded from the wall. Jack waved him in the direction of
achair.

“Sowhat isit you haveto tel me, Mr. Gleeson? And let’ sfaceit, | can’t go on calling you Mr. Gleeson.
Have you got another name?’

Gleeson took a seat and licked hislips nervoudy before speaking. “Um, Francis” he said.
“So, Frank,” said Jack.
“No...Francis” said Gleeson. He scanned the walls, hesitating.

“Francis, then. Look, there' s nothing to worry about. This placeis as secure as anywhere else. Y ou can
talk. Y ou seemed pretty sure you had some information for me when we last spoke. So let’s stop playing
games. What isit you were so eager to tell me?’

“Have you had a chance to look through the personnd records?’
Jack nodded, restraining the urge to lift his hand and fed for the card in his pocket.
“Gilbert Ronschke?”

The name had been one onthelist. “Y es, what about him? | didn’t see anything particularly interesting,
anything particularly specia about him. Should | have?’

Gleeson hesitated again. “But Gil was. . . isspecidl. It was supposed to have been Gil’ slast contract.
He had enough put away to art hisown—"

Jack cut him off. “What are you saying, Francis?’
“You seg, it'sjust that Gil isafriend of mine. A very closefriend.”
Jack looked across @ the little man and considered. “1 see.”

Gleeson chewed at hislip and wrung his hands. Either he was hamming it up, or thelittle man redly was
worried. “Gil was supposed to be home by now. Y ou seealot in adminigtration, Mr. Stein. Particularly
at acompany like Outreach. A lot you' re not necessarily supposed to see. | asked my own questions,
made my own inquiries, and found nothing. And I’ m from inside the company. It' simpossible. Y ou've
got to help me, Mr. Stein.”

“But Francis, the company’ s employed me to do exactly that—to find out what' s happened to the crew.
Why would you need to come to me? I’ m sure the results of my report will be made available to those
who need to know.”

“You don't undergtand. It’ slike awall of slence has been drawn over the whole thing. Therewasa
previous investigation, but whatever they found out has been hushed up. They’ re even trying to pretend
that the investigators found absolutely nothing. Now there' s pressure—pressure from outside and from
insde the company to give a proper accounting, but | believe there are those within the company who
don’t want anyone to find out what redly happened. | believe you ve been hired to give such an
accounting, one that won't lead anywhere, one that’ sinconclusive, but that will stand up to scrutiny. |



aso believe there are individuas within the company who know precisely what did happen out there and
not only are behind it, but are behind the attemptsto keep it quiet.”

Jack sat back. Something uncomfortable wasworking in hisguts again. If what Gleeson said wastrue,
than his sense of being played by Warburg was closer than he had first suspected. But so far he had
nothing tangible to support the feding, nothing more than the squirming feding and Gleeson' s Statement.
Psychic investigation wasfairly fringe, but it had earned itself some credibility over thelast few years.
They smply couldn’t believe that Jack would fail to find anything.

“S0,” hesad, “if there' s been an investigation, what’ s happened to the report?’

Gleeson sighed. “Nothing. I’ ve looked, but I’ ve found nothing. And you have to understand . . . my
postion. .. if | wereto ask too many questions. . .”

“Tell youwhat, Francis. If what you say istrue about why | was hired, then | want to do somefinding
out of my own. | don't particularly like being taken for afool.”

“But what can you do that no one else can?’

“Let meworry about that. I’ m going to help you, but first I'm going to have to ask you for alittle bit of
help too.”

Gleeson gave him apuzzled look. “What can | do?’

“Y ou say you and this Gilbert Ronschke are close friends.”

Gleeson paused and looked back down at his hands. “More than friends,” he said quietly.

“Then you might have something of histhat you can lend me.”

Gleeson looked up. “1 don’t see what—"

“Part of what | do is use the images prompted by physical objectsto provide cluesto whatever itisl’'m
investigating, but | need actud physical contact with these things. Things, objects, gather the energies of
the people who own them or use them, kind of like apersona imprint. | can do thingswith those
energies, use them to guide me. Sometimesit’ sadirect insight, or sometimesit will be aseries of clues
that appear in adream. Sometimesit just prompts my ingtincts. All | need is something smal. Something
Gil fet an attachment to.”

Gleeson thought for amoment. “Y es, perhaps there is something.”

“It can be anything, atreasured article of clothing, aholo, a piece of jewdry, anything like that.”

“Yes, I'm sure| can find something. And | should bring it hereto you?’

“No. I'd rather cometo your place, if that’ swhereit is. It will help me get more of afed. Those energies
can be found in people shomestoo.” Unfortunately, Jack had little control over the way those
impressions would manifest themselves. He waited for some sort of reaction. If Gleeson was prepared to

play dong, then there might be some legitimacy to hisclaims.

Gleeson stood and started to walk around the room, touching objects, peering into the shelves. “I il



don’t seewhat you can do,” he said, dmost inaudibly. There was a defeated dump to theman’s
shoulders. He was chewing a one thumbnall.

“I know some of it may be hard for you to believe, but you' rejust going to have to trust mefor thetime
being,” Jack said.

Gleeson just stood where he was.
Jack continued. “ There' s something else you can do for me aswell.”

Gleeson turned dowly. “Yes” hesaid, and Sghed. “ Anything. What isit you want? | have to know what
happened.”

“Answer acouple of questions.”
He nodded, crossed back to the chair, and sat, till clearly ill at ease. “What do you want to know?’

Jack thumbed on his handipad and turned it so Gleeson could see. He keyed up the rough sketch of the
ring symbol he/ d made. “Does this mean anything to you?’

“No, nothing,” said Gleeson with a quick shake of hishead.

“Nothing you can remember in company records—alogo, something likethat?” Another shake of the
head. “Wéll, perhaps its name—Ouroboros. Does that mean anything to you?”

Gleeson thought for amoment. “ Sorry. No, it doesn’t mean anything. | could have a hunt through the
records, though, seeif | can come up with anything.”

Jack grimaced. He' d been sure there was alink. If Gleeson wasredlly involved and had been
conducting hisown investigation, then the little man would surely have come acrossit in his search
through the records. He had one more idea.

“Yes, | think that would be useful, if you can do that. Seeif you can find anything in the records that’ s
even marginaly reated. And, um, there’ s one more thing. Does the company have aresearch am?
Something secret they’ re working on?’

“Of course. Always. Doesn't every mgjor corporation? | don’t have anything to do with that area, but |
can try to find out for you.”

“Good, how long will you need?” Jack asked.

“Two or three days at most. I’ [l have to be careful about when and how | access certain records.
They' refairly sengtive about those things. Usudly, now, I’ m pretty good a covering my tracks. It's
natura for someonein my position to be accessing these records, but most of the high-level stuff is
tagged. | haveto be careful not to leave a pattern.”

“Fine, doit. Meanwhile, can you leave me your address? | have one or two things | need to follow upin
the morning, but if you can, meet me at your place about midday tomorrow.”

Gleeson patted at his pockets. “1 don't have acard.”



Typicd. A man who spent his days working with data and records had none of hisown.
“That’ s okay. Just say your address. Record.”

The round-faced administrator spoke his addressin clear tones. Jack nodded. He would get hisdiary to
parse and transfer it later.

“End record,” said Jack. “Now, unless there’ s anything else you can remember . . .”

“Thereisone morething.” Gleeson was il fidgeting. He sat clasping and unclasping his hands and he
looked around the room asiif searching for some sort of trap.

“Wdl...?

“It'sjust—" Hereached indgde his coat and pulled out a handipad. “—this.”

“Yes?It'sahandipad.”

“I know what it is,” Gleeson snapped at him.

Jack looked at the little man speculatively. He hadn't expected that. Everybody had hisor her little
surprises. Gleeson continued more calmly after taking a steedying breeth. “ Thisis Gil’s, or rather, it's
something he had put away. | found it in the bottom of a cupboard. He told meto look after it if anything
should—"

“Was Gil involved in something?’

“1 don’t know. Maybe. | don’'t know. He just said | should take care of this.”

Jack hesitated and then reached across and took the handipad. “Y ou say thiswasn't his.”

“That' sright. He had it shoved in the bottom of a cupboard under some old clothes. | knew it was there,
though. He seemed to think it was important. Maybe you can use it to find some sort of clue asto what
happened to him.”

Jack flipped open the handipad and thumbed it on. Standard design. Nothing specia about it. But
then . . . nothing. A blank screen and then amessage: Enter password. Who the hell passworded their
handipad? Jack pursed hislips and thought. Gleeson said it wasn't Ronschke' s and yet Ronschke had
thought it important enough to hide, important enough to let Gleeson know about it in case something
happened to him. What exactly wasit that Gleeson’s companion had been involved in?

“Can | hang ontothis?’

“If it will help you find Gil, of course. | intended for you to haveit.”

“And you' re sure he was't involved in anything, um, shall we say, suspect?’

“Look, | told you | don’t know. He might have been. But if hewas, | think he would have told me.”

“Fine. I'll dill need something persond of his, though. | redly don't think thiswas his; I'm not feding
anything specid fromit.”



Therewas aways the risk that when he picked up any persond object hisinner senseswould befilled
with impressions. What he' d told Gleeson was true. They seemed to accumul ate the energies of those
who owned or touched them. The longer something was in someone’ s possession, the stronger the
images Jack received. The handipad was doing nothing, which was alittle strange in itself. That blankness
could happen with things that were new, or those that had been passed from owner to owner, never in

one person’ s possession for very long.
“Yes, | dready told you it wasn't his.” Theimpatient tone was back again.
“All right, Francis. | heard you. That’sdl | need from you for now. I’ [l see you tomorrow.”

Gleeson nodded and stood. As he reached the doorway, he turned. *Y ou will find Gil, won't you, Mr.
Sen?

“I'll dowhat | can. Oh, thereis one more thing, Francis. If I’'m going to help you, you redly are going to
have to help me. The Outreach contract is about al that’ s keeping me going at the moment. Thisextra
work islikely to start costing something pretty soon.”

“We...I...havesomefundsput away.” Gleeson looked asif he had swallowed something sour.
Wheat did the man expect? That Jack was going to do this stuff for free?
“Good. I'll let you know how much I’'m going to need.”

Jack waited until Gleeson waswel and truly out the door before settling down with the mystery
handipad. Hetried typing in afew logical combinationsfor the passwvord, but every single onecameup a
blank. He thumbed it off and sat back staring at it. Why had Gleeson brought it with him? There was
something not quite right about his story. One: Gleeson had said hel d dways known about it, asif he'd
discovered it where it was supposed to have been hidden and he was not supposed to have seenit. Two:
Gilbert Ronschke had told him about it and said to look after it, yet Gleeson knew nothing more. If they
were so close, surdly his partner would have confided in him. Then there wasthelittle man' s aggressve
tone when Jack had pushed him. And yet he' d barely pushed him at al. Clearly Gleeson wasn't quite
everything he made himself out to be, but then people rardy were.

The White-Haired Man was back. Jack couldn’t tell where they were; the surrounding images felt
fogged, and dipped away from his perception as he reached for them. Thelight was blurred, asif
distorted, dightly filtered, bending the surrounding images asif through smoky old glass.

“Takeit,” said the man.

Jack took a step back. The White-Haired Man was holding something out toward him.

“Takeit,” hesad.

Jack stood where he was. The White-Haired Man tossed the object at Jack’ s feet. It was a handipad,

solid, gray, standing out from the blankness around them. The man turned and strode off into the
shadows.



Jack stooped and retrieved the object. He flipped it open.

“Enter password,” it said in achill voice. Swirling colors moved acrossthe display.
“But | don't know the password.”

“Enter password,” it said again.

Jack’ sfingerswouldn't work. They were stiff, cold. He tried to key something, anything, but hisfingers
wouldn’t obey.

The colors changed. Sowly an image formed. It was the symbol—the dl-too-familiar symbol—a snake
biting itsown tall.

“Enter password,” said the voice.
“QOuroboros,” said Jack.
The colors disappeared. The symbol disappeared.

A deep vibration echoed through the landscape, and then the handipad grew. It grew larger and larger.
Thedisplay expanded, swallowing his head, swallowing his body.

Jack was drawn down, down, down, inexorably into shimmering blackness.

Jack sat on the edge of hisbed, rubbing histemples. Damn. That was dl he needed. The White-Haired
Man was clearly linked. He wouldn't keep appearing otherwise. Of course, he might not actually bea
specific person, but the image was clear enough for Jack to suspect that he was. He was vaguely
reminiscent of Pinpin Dan, but different. Very different. It couldn’t be Pinpin Dan himslf, could it? No.
Hedidn't think so. The digparity wastoo evident, even in adream.

He sat for afew moments, playing with the pictures, trangposing himsdf asthe variousfigures and
components of the dream, an old technique he' d learned to search for hidden meaning. He saw himself as
the White-Haired Man, but there was nothing there, then as the handipad itself. Neither reveded
anything. No, Jack Stein was Jack Stein, in the dream and out of it.

This had never happened before, this dream overlap. Hisfirst dream about the White-Haired Man had
taken place before meeting Gleeson. And this dream about the White-Haired Man was unprompted—no
inducer pads, no physical object to act asatrigger. It had just occurred.

He pushed himsdlf to hisfeet and went to retrieve his own handipad from theliving area. Perhgpsthe
cluewasthere in the vids he' d downloaded from the company records and he' d smply missed it.

His shin connected with the edge of something hard in the darkness and he crashed to the ground with a
curse,

“Lightd” he spat out, massaging hisleg. As he blinked againgt the glare, he gave the coffee table an
accusing look. Stupid. In his hadf-awake state, he' d forgotten that he' d reprogrammed the living area
during the night. Bored and frustrated, he’ d rearranged the furniture, often agood displacement activity to



help clear his head. The coffee table that used to live across the other side of the room had regrown itself
halfway across the floor space, right in the way of where he was used to walking in the darkness of
degplessnights.

He struggled to his feet and hobbled acrossto the shelves. He was awake now. Pain was a good
awakener. The handipad waswhere he' d left it, but so was the one Gleeson had |eft. He hesitated for a
moment, then took the other one from the shelf, hobbled back to the couch, and sat. Handipad in one
hand, he used the other to keep massaging his shin as he ran through last evening’ s mesting.

He' d told Gleeson that he had some things to attend to in the morning, but that wasn't drictly true. HE d
just wanted some space to think. Too many threads were pulling from different directions. Leaving the
rapidly forming bruise on hisleg, he turned his attention back to the handipad. He flipped it open and
thumbed it tolife.

A blank screen, and then, just as before, the request to enter a password. It was too much to hope for,
but he keyed in theword all the same. Nothing. Then hetried afew more—snake, serpent, other
variants. Still nothing. He killed the handipad with asigh and sat back. If he could locate the owner of the
device, he might be able to work out how it wastied in.

There was only one sureway to get past the password without finding the owner that Jack knew, and he
didn’t like the thought one bit.

Pinpin Dan.

It dways worked like that—a chance meeting, an unexpected occurrence—and suddenly significance
attached itself to whatever had happened. Threads tying themsalves one to the other, even without Jack’s
help. Thistime the web was dready fedling alittle too close for comfort. He just hoped Pinpin Dan
wasn't the spider.

With another degp sigh and ashake of his head, Jack went to make himsalf some coffee, leaving the
handipad whereit lay.

Once he d kick-started his brain—coffee was always good for that, high caffeine, rich and bitter, the
waking ritua, rather than the stims he used for bursts of focused concentration when he was on a heavy
case—he dressed hurriedly, retrieved his own handipad from where he' d |ft it the previous evening, and
dotted Pinpin Dan’scard in.

Of course, it meant that Pinpin Dan would be able to contact him on awhim at any time, but you had to
take the good with the bad. As soon as the data was |oaded, he flipped the card onto the coffee table,
retrieved the other handipad from the couch, and shoved it deep into his pocket. He' d dispose of the
card later. He keyed the sequence for contact.

Pinpin Dan’sferd features floated onto the display.

“Jack. So soon, and so eeeearly? What an unexpected surprise. And of cooourse a pleasure, my boy.”

Jack glanced at thewall display. It wasn't that early. “Hey, Pinpin. | need to come and seeyou.”

“Onewould dmost believein the fates, dear boy. Y ou're lucky you caught me. | haveto go out for an
hour or so, but | should be available after that. | see you have the address.”



Jack looked at the wall display again: 8:45. An hour or so. That should give him time to get up there,
maybe grab another coffee once he’ d arrived, see Pinpin Dan, and still leave himsdf plenty of timeto
mest up with Gleeson.

“Yeah, fine. I'll seeyou a your apartment in about an hour and ahaf.”

“| gather thisis moooore than asocia cdl, Jack.”

“Uh-huh. I'll tell you about it when | seeyou.”

“I look forward to it.”

Jack killed the connection and looked around the room, trying to remember if hel d forgotten anything.
Yes, of course. He turned to thewall. “Download last recording,” he said. Gleeson’ s address.
“Download complete.”

He checked the display. Gleeson lived not too far from where Pinpin had his gpartment, maybe three
shuttle stops a most. That was handy. It was aso another point worth noting. How come a modest

Outreach clerk lived in adigtrict like that? He filed the thought away for later.

He closed hishandipad into hisright pocket and patted it gently. Although the two were dightly different,
he didn’t want to confuse them, did he?

Five

Pinpin Dan redly had come up in the world. The addressled Jack to atall, glossy gpartment building at
the Mid end of New. Last time he' d had cause to visit Pinpin Dan’s place, he had been living in the
demoalition end of Old. Whatever the man wasinto, it was paying off. Jack looked up at the building,
unable to help the sour expression that climbed across hisface. There just wasn't any justice. The
rainbow sky on the ceiling panels above the building did little to improve his mood.

On the tenth floor he checked the address. Thiswasthe place, al right. Thick-piled pseudo-floor had
muffled his steps dl dong the corridor, and the place was clean, very clean. The building probably had its
own still-functioning cleaning routines. Thisfar beyond Mid, even in the New end of Mid, that wasn't a
surprise. That Pinpin Dan would bein aplacelikethis, that was the surprise. No justice. Definitely no
justice.

Herang and waited.

The door opened and a youthful face peered out, short blond hair cut close around her ivory-skinned
face. Wide blue eyeslooked up a him. The girl must have been dl of fifteen. Sweet face, but there was
something hard about it too.

HYS?I

“Jack Stein. I'm hereto see Pinpin Dan.”



The girl nodded and left him standing there. So Pinpin Dan’ stastes had changed none. Jack pursed his
lips. He could act asjudge and jury, but for now, just right now, circumstance didn’t permit him the
[uxury. One day Pinpin Dan would get what was coming to him, but it wasn't about to be today.
Moments later the girl regppeared.

“Thisway.” She stood back and let Jack enter, then walked lightly off down awide hallway, beckoning
himtofollow.

Pinpin Dan’ s apartment was enormous. The walls were done out in plush purple, black edging at top
and bottom. Thick pae gray carpet ran the length of the hall. At least six large doorways led off from the
hallway, but the girl continued on, leading him al the way to the end, opened another door, and stood
back, dlowing Jack to enter.

Pinpin Dan sprawled across alarge white couch in the room’ s center. Before him sat awide, low table,
two tdl Orientd vasesfilled with ostentatious dried flower arrangements dmost masking him from view.
In the table' s center stood a scul pture—two naked boys writhing together, their lean, muscled bodies
dick and shiny, catching the light as they moved. Jack dragged his gaze away from the piece and back to
RAnpin.

“So, Jack, dear boy. Welcome. Welcome. Y ou found me dl right. What do you think of the new
accommodations?’ he brayed as he waved his hand about the room.

“Yes, Pinpin. Very nice, I'm sure, but I'm realy not here to discuss your decor.”

“Oh, dear Jack. I’'m hurt. Always so00 serious. Such ashame. Now, | seeyou' ve aready met
Wilhemina, or Billie, as she prefersto be called. Can't stand abbreviated names mysdlf, but there'sno
telling her.” He sighed. “Nonetheless, Wilhemina, will you seeto sometea, please?’ The girl nodded and
dipped out of the room. “ She shows promise, that one,” said Pinpin, watching her lithe, dim frame as she
disappeared up the hadlway. “Bright, so very bright. And ared taent for the wooork.”

Jack didn’t redlly want to think about what other talents Wilheminamight have.

“So, now. Find yourself a spot to sit and we can discusswhat it isyou' ve come to see me about.”

Jack found athick-padded armchair to one side, where he had an unobscured view of Pinpin and could
avoid looking a the mobile sculpture. The damn thing was too distracting.

“This” hesaid, and did the handipad acrossthe table.

Pinpin leaned forward and retrieved the device, turning it over and over in hisbony fingers. “What' sthe
problem?’ he said, suddenly al businedike.

“Passworded. | needto get into it.”
“Hmm. Not yours, | presume.”
“No, but | need to find out whose.”

Pinpin flipped it open and thumbed it into life. “ Yes, | see” He poked at the keys, concentrating. “And
how did you come by it? Or should | not ask?’



“Unimportant. How long will you need?’

“Oh, no more than an hour or so. Getting into it won't be the problem. Finding out who it belongsto
may bealittle more difficult.”

He was interrupted by the resppearance of Wilhelming, carrying atray with two steaming
Oriental-designed cups. She placed one in front of each of them, then stood back holding the tray in front
of her.

“Wilhedmina, thank you. Now go and find something to do.” The girl nodded again and left them. Pinpin
followed her longingly with his gaze. “Now where weeerewe?’ he said, haf-distracted, findly returning
his attention to the device. The scent of fragrant tea drifted up from the cups, amost too sweet.

“Yes, it may be alittle more difficult to locate the owner, but normaly | would expect the handipad to be
linked to the home system. | can trace the connection, if one exigts. Otherwise there may be somecluein
the contents. Of course, I'm not promising anything, but | think I might be able to do something. Y ou
know me, Jack.”

“I’d gppreciateit.”

“WEe Il work out exactly how much you gppreciateit later,” said Pinpin, glancing up, acadculating look in
hiseye.

“Oh, and about the contents. . . I’ d gppreciate not having them appear on the open market anytime
soon, if there sanything there.”

Pinpin sighed. “Yes. All right. Soooo untrusting, dear boy. But for now, tell mewhat thisisal about,
Jack. Thefact that you' ve come across alocked handipad, however you happened to come by it,
intriguesmedightly.”

“Y ou know better than that,” said Jack flatly.

Pinpin grinned. “No harm in trying, Jack. Now, isthere?’ Helifted his cup and sipped ddlicately before
placing it down. “When do you want it?’

“I have something to do not far from here. Should take me no more than acouple of hours. | cancall in
ontheway back. I'minabit of ahurry onthisone.”

“Fine, Jack. Fine. Leaveit with me. I’'m sure that how much of ahurry you'rein will be reflected in our
later discussions.” Pinpin placed the handipad carefully back down on the table and looked at it
thoughtfully. “Wilhelmina, my dear,” he cdled. “ Show Jack out for me; then come back in here. We have
some wooork to do.”

The girl reappeared and led Jack up the hallway, leaving Pinpin Dan poring over the device in front of
him. Pinpin had gone into work mode. Jack had seen that ook of concentration before.

“’'Bye” sadthegirl at the doorway.

“Good-bye,” said Jack. He thought about saying something else, wondered briefly about what words he
might use, but decided againgt it. There was nothing he redly could say.



Gleeson' s gpartment building was far more modest than Pinpin Dan's, but il in the good end of the
digtrict. There were no signs of the powdery, flaky look that buildings got as they crept toward the high
end of Old, and theinsde was ill clean, untarnished. The nearer things got to the demolition end of Old,
the place where the Locality’ s structure consumed them back into the never-ending cycle, thefirst traces
of age and decay started showing. Smooth outer surfaces|ost their color, faded. If you brushed against
them, afine dust adhered to your hands and clothes. Metallic surfaces grew smudged and stained. There
was none of that here. Not like his own place. Jack made hisway to the door, rang, and waited.
Momentslater thelittle clerk ushered himin nervoudy.

“I haven't got long,” Gleeson said. “What can | show you?’

“Have you come up with anything yet?’ Jack asked, standing just insde the doorway, trying to get an
impression of the apartment. Usually he could sense something from aplace, but thistime the areawas
uncharacterigticaly devoid of any impressons. It wasadmost asif there hadn't really been anyone there
for somelength of time.

“No, no. Not yet. | told you it wasn't that easy. | have to be careful.”

“Yes, of course.” Jack would have thought Gleeson’ s eagerness to find out what had happened to his
partner might prompt him into action by now. It appeared that Gleeson was more cautious than he'd
thought. Either that, or the perceived danger was more real than Jack had suspected.

“Did you share this place with Gilbert?” he asked. “1 mean, did Gilbert live herefor any length of time?’

“Oh, yes. Between contracts. He' d dways have severd months back before he went out again. Would
you like to see hisroom? He usesit as his office, or just when he wants some space.”

“Lead theway.”

Gleeson led him to amodestly appointed room, nothing out of the ordinary. A bed, furniture integra to
the wdls and floors. There were no bright colors, nothing obtrusive. If anything it felt unlived in, likethe
gpartment. It could nearly be aroom ready for someone to move in. That might make sense, though, if
Ronschke was in residence only between assignments. Jack had no ideahow much time the miner might
actualy spend in here, even if he was back for monthsat atime.

A shelf unit held various objects laid out in neat lines. “What are those?” asked Jack, pointing to them.
“Souvenirs, mainly. Gil used to bring back something from each place he worked.” He moved closer to
the shelf and touched hisfinger to one or two of the objects, shards of rock, acrysta, a piece of pottery.

“I cantell you about them, if you want.”

“No, that won't be necessary. Infact, I'd prefer it if you didn’t.”

Jack moved to the room’ s center and closed his eyes, trying to fed what lay in theroom. The
impressions were vague, nothing defined. He used this approach rarely, but his current options were

limited. Normally he didn’t need to force the sensations. They'd just cometo him.

He had to have something to work with. Findly something sparked in his abdomen—hefdt apull. He
opened his eyes and moved toward the shelves. Gleeson was watching him curioudy.



“What'sthis?’ Jack asked him, reaching for asmall, deep-blue bottle.

“I’'m not sure. | think it came from somewhere nearby, a construction site near the Locality or something.
Gil never said much about it.”

So why should it be specia? Jack had no doubt that the bottle was what had sparked the feding in him.
He picked it up and turned it over in his hands. It was something old: he could seethat. The glasswas
pitted around the edge, and a patina of whiteness speckled one side at thelip. Yeah, it was old, or made
tolook old. The blue was deep, intense, a color he rarely saw.

“Doyoumindif | borrow it?’
“No. Whatever you need.”

“Good. I'll return it, of course. Can you takeit out of here for the moment? | want to seeif there's
anythingdse”

He handed the bottle to Gleeson and moved back to the room’ s center as Gleeson left and then
reappeared, minus the bottle. He wasn't concerned about Gleeson touching it. If the two were
cohabiting, then Gleeson’ s own presence should be dl over the place, including Ronschke' s stuff. Eyes
closed again, gtilling himsdlf, Jack reached out. There was till the pull from the bottle, but duller now,
farther away. Hetried to ignore it and work on the rest of the room’ s contents. Blank. There was nothing
else. Usudly there' d be a least some sign of aroom’ s occupant, at least the barest trace, something to
sgnify that someonelived here. It was a strange sensation, amost like ataste, but something that
occurred deep in his guts and the back of his head.

Maybe it was because Ronschke only spent short spells here. It took time for a person’s presence to
build an impression. Eventualy, even after afew months, that too decayed. Everything in the Locality
decayed, Jack thought to himsdlf, even those things that supposedly didn’t redlly exist. He gave himsdlf a
wry amile.

“What isit?’ said Gleeson from the doorway.

“Nothing. That'sit. I'll need to take the bottle tonight. I’ Il return it early tomorrow evening. Hopefully
we |l have both come up with something by then.”

Gleeson nodded rapidly, dipped out of the room, and returned to hand him the bottle. The little man
stood there, asif waiting for something, watching Jack expectantly. Findly he spoke.

“I'll try to get the information you need, Mr. Stein.”

Somehow Jack was comfortable with Gleeson referring to him as Mr. Stein. Something about the guy
made him fed edgy. There was nothing that prompted familiarity between them.

“Of course,” said Jack. “1'll see you tomorrow, here. I’ [l see mysdlf out.”

Heleft Gleeson standing there, trailing hisfingers over the objects on the shelves. Despite himself,
despite the discomfort, he couldn’'t help feding sorry for thelittle man. Therewas ared sense of distress
about him. Jack was more concerned for himsdlf, though. Jack Stein was the one with the problem.
Bardly closer to ared clue—Pinpin Dan and asmall blue bottle. It wasn't ahell of alot to show.



A short shuttle ride and he was back a Pinpin’s. He waited outside on the street for awhile, watching
the celling panel s and fingering the bottle insde his pocket. He wanted to be sure he wasn't being
followed. Maybe it was just the old ingrained paranoia, but the sense he' d had on the shuttle was till
there. Something was not quite right, something working deep in the pit of his ssomach. People came and
went, barely glancing in hisdirection and he stared after them suspicioudy. Come on, Stein. If they are
following you, they' re hardly going to walk right past and look a you. No, they didn't have the dightest
bit of interest in him. 1t was typicd. The anonymous Jack Stein was making hisimpact on theworld

again.

He' d been standing there for about ten minutes, plucking up thewill to return to Finpin’ s apartment,
when he was assailed by a sudden sense of wrongness. Thiswasn't his paranoig; this was something else.
The uneasy feding in the depths of his stomach grew to achill degp in his guts and chest, then expanded,
crawling like strung wire dl aong the length of hisveins. His pulse started to race, his bregth to become
shallow. Frowning, he turned to the gpartment building, trying to keep his breathing steady. It wasthere.
Whatever it was, it was coming from the building. He knew he had to get up there, and fast.

He pushed past a pedestrian, ignored the shouted protest, and raced for the building, counting the
seconds, the sense of urgency pounding in his chest. He punched the elevator controls, barely ableto
stand the eternity it took to arrive. Then hewasinside. The eevator crawled up through the floors, some
half-remembered tune, reworked, filtering through the sound system. He leaned against the doors, willing
it faster. After what seemed like an eternity, an eternity bathed in the stark and surredl, it did to ahat and
the doors parted. He stepped out into the corridor and stopped. His senses were screaming, Caution. He
stood listening, trying to hear any noise above the pounding in hisears, but everything was quiet.

Slowly, dowly, he edged down the corridor toward Pinpin Dan’ s apartment. The door was open. He
stood outside, pressed flat against the wall. He' d learned too long ago to trust his sensesto ignore what
they were telling him now. Taking adeep breath, he took a cautious step inside.

A step a atime, he moved down the wide hallway, down aong the plush purplewalls, listening with

every careful placement of hisfeet. Thethick carpeting masked the noise of hisfootfals. The apartment
was dlent, still—too ill. He thought about calling out, but he didn’t want to reveal himself. Not yet.

He reached the room at the end of the hall and found . . . Pinpin Dan.

Pinpin was lying sprawled across his sumptuous couch, awide grin on hisface, hishead at acrazy angle.
His eyes stared right through Jack, seeing nothing. Jack didn’t have to check. He could tell the man was
dead.

“Shit,” he said under his breath. He hated dead people. He hated dead peopl e he hated even more.
“Shit”

Thelarge vases had been smashed across the low table, their contents strewn like twigs across the floor.
The Satuette of the two boyslay tumbled on itsside, ill writhing, pushing up and down on the table
surface, the rhythmic sound of engineered ceramic againgt glass the only sound in the room. There was no
sign of the handipad.

“Shit,” hesaid again.



He crossed to the couch and gingerly patted Pinpin’s pockets, but there was nothing there. Reluctantly
he levered the bony frame to either side and peered under him, but still nothing. He stood and rubbed the
back of hisneck, avoiding looking directly at the corpse. He didn’t want to redlly touch anything. He
certainly didn’t want to touch Pinpin’s sallow, dead skin.

Thegirl. Wherewasthe girl ?

He looked around the room, behind the couch, but there was no sign of a body, apart from Pinpin’s.
Whoever had done thisto Pinpin might have taken her with them. But now he was making assumptions,
and he knew better than to assume.

Heleft Pinpin where helay, gently closed the door, and walked dowly back up the hallway, listening. At
each door he stopped, paused, then moved on. Halfway aong the corridor, he sensed, rather than heard,
adight movement. He pressed himsalf back againgt the wall and, using one outstretched arm, swung the
door wide. Slowly he eased hisface around the frame and glanced insde. It was a bedroom. A broad
bed dominated the room, draped with aplush pink silken cover in disarray. Along onewal hung a
black-framed mirror. Keeping back against the wall, he checked the reflection, but nothing moved. The
room looked safe enough, so he stepped inside.

Things had been thrown across the room, items of clothing; the bedcoverslay haf-on, haf-off, trailing
pink satin acrossthe floor. Somebody had been in here. He couldn’t imagine Pinpin keeping the place
likethis. There was the faintest noise from the closet. Jack moved across and flung the door open and
then pushed clothing out of theway. There, huddled tight into the corner, sat the girl, her head buried in
her knees. Jack pulled the clothes roughly right back out of the way and she looked up, an expression of
fear contorting her waiflikeface.

“No!” she cried, pushing hersdlf tighter into the corner. Jack swallowed and raised a placating hand.

It looked like she was okay after all—scared, but okay.

Six

She had screwed her eyes shut tight and she flinched away from his hand as he reached for her.

“Wilhelmina,” he said. Then, “Billie,” with atouch more authority. “It’s Jack Stein. | was here before.
Y ou remember. I’m not going to hurt you.”

She opened her eyes afraction, then peered around him, looking for anyone else.

“It'sjust me, Billie. No one else. There sno one dse here” He crouched in front of her, one pam till
raised in front of himin gentle placation.

Shelooked at him uncertainly. “W-where are they?”
“Who?Who was here?’

“Two people, aman and awoman. They, they .. .”



Her voice faded off and she bit her lip. Her breath was coming in shallow gasps. He moved his hand
toward her shoulder, trying to reassure her, but she flinched back from the contact.

“Try to tay cam, Billie. | know it’s hard. Take a deep breath and tell me what happened.”

“There was shouting. | didn’t seethem comein. | wasworking.” She used the same emphasison the
word as Pinpin Dan. It gave Jack achill.

“I heard the shouting and watched from behind the door,” she continued. “They were arguing. And then
the woman did something to Uncle Pinpin and everything went quiet. | hid in here”

Jack held out a hand. “Come on. Let’ sget you out of there.”

She nodded hesitantly, stepped out of the wardrobe, and sidled past, avoiding his hand. “Uncle Pinpin?’
she asked, heading for the door.

Jack grabbed her shoulder. Thistime shelet him. “No. There' s nothing to see” Heturned her to face
him. “What did they look like?" he asked.

“Big. Both of them were big. The man had long black hair and dark skin and there was something funny
about his eyes. The woman had short red hair. She was big too. The man was thin, though.”

“What were they arguing about?’

“The handipad. That’ swhat | wasworking on. Uncle Pinpin told me to go and see what elsewason it
whilehemadeacdl.”

Jack crouched in front of her and looked into her face. “ So he got into it?’
“Wegot intoit,” said Billie, squaring her shoulders, despite her obvious distress.
“Yes, of course” said Jack. “That’' swhat | meant. Did they get it? Did they get the handipad?’

She shook her head. “No, | hid it when | heard them shouting.” She reached over to acoat hanging in
the wardrobe and dug out the handipad. “1 didn’t think they’ d look here.”

Clearly they hadn’t. They hadn’t thought to look inside the wardrobe either? He frowned.

“That was good thinking, Billie.” He reached for the handipad, but she covered it with both hands,
pressing it to her chest.

Jack stood again. “All right, you can hold on toit. But keep it out of Sght.”
She gave asdf-satisfied half smile and dipped it into her back pocket.

“We need to get out of here,” said Jack. “In case they come back.” Her face acquired that 1ook of fear
al over again.

Just for amoment Jack was lost. Where could he take her? She had to have family somewhere. It didn’t
seem like they’ d care where she was, though, if she' d been living with Pinpin Dan. He wondered how
long it had been since she' d seen them. “I’ll tell you what. Y ou come with me now, back to my



gpartment, out of the way. Then we'll work out what we' re going to do with you.”
“But what about Uncle Pinpin?’

Jack shook his head. “ There s nothing you can do, okay? Just forget it.” He pushed her gently toward
the doorway .

She barely resisted, and he herded her out of the apartment, making sure she wouldn't dart back and get
aview of Pinpin Dan’ sgrinning, Sghtlessform.

They werein the eevator, halfway down to the Street, before she spoke again. “1'm worried about him,”
shesad.

He took her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “It' stoo late to worry about him. He' sdead, Billie.
They killed him.” There was no other way of sayingit.

Her bottom lip trembled dightly. She swallowed and looked away with a set jaw. He did too, waiting for
their descent to take them to the Street.

Jack’ s own gpartment was the only logica choice. If Pinpin's lants had made the connection
between him and the handipad, they could locate his office easly enough. Whoever they were. 1t would
be alittle harder for them to find out where helived. He' d made sure of that. He kept his business
dedlings primarily through his office. Whatever the handipad contained, it was clearly enough to have
prompted Pinpin’s demise. Not agood sign. So that |eft the girl. What the hell was he going to do with
the girl? His apartment first, yes, but then? He didn’t even have a spare bed. He could program the
gpartment to build one overnight, but that would take time, and it was already afternoon. And in the
meantime. . .

Half ablock’ swalk to the shuttle stop without another word; then they waited in sllence for the shuttle
while Jack turned over the optionsin his head, al the while keeping a careful watch on the passersoy.
Billie glanced nervoudy up and down the street, occasiondly glancing up at hisface. Damn, Pinpin had
his number. That didn’'t mean he had Jack’ s address, but it wouldn’t be too hard to track it down. If
whoever these people were went through Pinpin’ srecords. . .

“Why would they want to—"

“Shhh,” hesaid. “Not here.”

The shuttle hissed to astop in front of them and he bundled her insde. With rdlief, he saw the car was
empty. Waiting for the doors to close, he guided her to a seat and sat her down.

“Billie, how old areyou redly?’ he asked.
“Twelve,” shesad with afrown. “Well, dmost.”

Shit, thought Jack. That young. It must have been the hardnessin her face that had made him presume
shewas older. What did he know about the age of kids anyway?

“Haven't you got any family? Where are they?’

She chewed on her bottom lip, giving him an appraising look. Then she shook her head.



“Well, where are they? What happened to them?’

“I don’'t want to talk about that,” she said.

“All right. Have it your ownway.” He sat beside her, staring across at the advertising.
“How long have you been with Finpin Dan?’

“I forget.”

“Well, whet isit? Weeks, months?’

“Months, I guess. He was nice to me. He showed me how to do things.”

Jack nodded, trying to chase away the possibilities of exactly what kind of things Pinpin Dan had shown
ayoung girl of her age how to do.

“So did you find out who the handipad belonged to?’ he said, glancing &t her for her reaction.
“Maybe,” she said, looking wary again.

Heturned to face her. “Ligten, Billie. Y ou can tell me, or maybe you' d like the man and the woman who
were in the apartment to ask you. Maybe.”

She stiffened. Her eyes grew wide for a second and then she regained her neutral expression.
“The Resdence,” shesaid grudgingly.

That was enough. The Residence was a broad living complex on the coast, immobile, unlikethe Locality.
The Residence was the rich and famous and security. The Residence was wedlth.

“Ouch,” said Jack under his breath. “ And aname?’

“Van der Stegen,” she said. “ Joseph, or Joshua, or something.”

Joseph or Joshua Van der Stegen, or maybe something like that. The namewas't familiar at dl.
Pinpin'sfate had aready made Jack wary, but thisVan der Stegen might just be grateful for the return of
his handipad, grateful enough to provide afew answers.

“Where arewe going?’ asked Billie.

“Tomy place. | dready told you. Y ou'll see when we get there.”

This seemed to satisfy her for the time being, because she relaxed back into her seet.

The shuttle doors did open and afew people boarded. Jack sat back in his own seat. More questions
could wait until later.



Jack’ s gpartment building was plain, unremarkable. Any decorations had faded long ago, dight

discoloration marking where they may have once been. He had chosen this particular block purposely.
Hejust didn’t want to live anywhere that stood out. Sometimes, just sometimes, the work took him
places where he made enemies, people who might be happy to find him without any trouble. Anyway, he
didn’'t have any red friends, people who might visit. Jack was solitary, private. The dreamsand visons
drovetherest of theworld away from him, even insde the safe environment of the Locdity.

His gpartment was on the sixth floor, hafway down a corridor leading the length of the building from the
elevators, giving him aclear, uninterrupted view. No hidden acoves or turns. No surprises. It was on the
front side of the building, giving him aclear view of the street below, not that he had ever needed it. Not
yet. Theonly time he ever redly looked out wasto give himsalf something to do while hewas chasing
thought patterns through hishead. Most of the time he kept the windows opagued, leaving the artificia
digtractions of the ceiling pane displays to the consuming masses.

He ushered Billieingde and she looked around, peering into rooms and shelves, poking here and there
while he stood with his back against the door, watching her.

Findly sheturned and looked at him. “It’ snot very big.”

“Wall, it'snot meant to be big. | live here, that’sdl. | don't need it to be big.”

“Uncle Pinpin’ s gpartment was alot bigger.”

“Just forget about Pinpin Dan.”

She seemed to accept that for the time being, and sat. “What do we do now?’

Jack rubbed hisjaw. “First you answer afew more questionsfor me.”

She made aface. “Haven't you got anything to eat?’

Jack sghed. “All right. I'll fix something for you. But I’ m still going to ask you some more questions.”

He wandered into the kitchen unit, looking for something he could feed her. Hefindly found old,
self-heat spaghetti in one of the cupboards and popped the sedl.

“So was there anything more on this Van der Stegen? Do you know where in the Residence he is?’
“No,” sad Billie from the other room. “It' s easy to find out, though. Uncle Pinpin showed me how.”

That was one good thing. He watched her through the hatch as he waited for the spaghetti. “ And you
said you' d been working on the handipad. Anything interesting on it?’

“There sawholelot of science stuff,” she said with ashrug. “1 don’'t know.”
“ Science Suff?’
“Y eah, like numbers and letters and things. And just the normal stuff.”

Jack wandered back into the living room and plonked down the spaghetti. Billie looked down and
screwed up her face. She took the proffered fork and prodded at it dubioudly.



“Haven't you got anything decent?’ she said. He could hear Pinpin’sintonation in the words and he bit
back what he wanted to say.

“That'sit,” hesaid instead. “ That’ swhat you get.”

She sighed and lifted aforkful to her mouth.

“Do you know who it was that Pinpin called?’

“Nuh-uh,” she said around another mouthful.

“Could it have been those people who came, the man and the woman, or was it someone else?’

“I don’'t know. Maybe.”

“Well, which oneisit?’

“I don’'t know,” she said, thrusting her jaw oui.

“Okay. Eat your food.”

He sat back and watched her as she ate. The threads weren't pulling any closer together. If anything,
they were drifting apart, and new oneswere being added with every turn. Billie hersdlf wasan
unexpected complication that he didn’t need, and one that had no place in the existing pattern, asfar as
he could tell.

Finaly shetossed her fork on the table and sat back, her legs propped up before her. She looked alot
older than twelve. But what did Jack know about kids? How was he supposed to know what a
twelve-year-old kid looked like? There was a hardness around her eyes, ashadowing, and afirm set to
her mouth, but her face still had that childlike quality, the big eyes, the roundness and softness of the
young. He had no ideawhat he was going to do with her. She pushed the spaghetti container out of the
way with her foot and returned his gaze asif waiting for something. Findly she sighed, shook her head,
and then got up to wander into the kitchen.

“What are you doing?’

“Looking for something to drink. Y ou're not very good at smple stuff, are you?’ He stared after her.
She was like no kid he knew, not that he knew very many.

There was adisgusted noise from the kitchen. “Water and coffee, isthat al you ve got? Little, little.
What aplacetolive. Nothinginit.” She appeared in the doorway. “Y ou need looking after, Jack Stein.”
The way she leaned in the doorway had a peculiarly adult stancetoit.

“And | supposeyou'retheoneto doit?’ hesad.

“Nuh-uh.”

She disappeared, then regppeared a moment later with a glass of water and wandered back to the
couch.



“So who looked after you? Before Pinpin, | mean,” Jack asked her.

“Me. | looked after me. Uncle Pinpin didn’t look after me. He just taught me stuff. It was me looked
after him.”

“So where did you live before?’
“Way down Old. That'swhere | met Uncle Finpin.”

“Hmm,” said Jack, trying to keep the tone of disapprovad from hisvoice. “What were you doing there?
Who did you live with?’

“Others. That'sdl. No one you' d know. It s better when there’ s more of you.” She shrugged again, and
took asip of her water. Jack didn’t want to ask what was better, or how; he could guess. Therewas a
contradiction here—the offhand, mature responses, the glass held between too-small hands.

Billie was clearly becoming bored with the conversation. She placed the glass down and was looking
around the smdl living areaand jiggling her legs up and down. It wasn't up to him to look after the kid,
but he had agut fedling that despite the lack of connection, she was here for some reason in the whole
scheme of what was going on. He just had to work out what it was.

“Isthere anywhere you can go? Someone, somewhere? Family maybe?’

“Nuh-uh.” There was aresentful look on her face.

He d forgotten. Shedidn’t want to talk about family.

“WEel, | guessyou' d better stay here until we get all this sorted out and we can work out what we're
going to do with you.”

“I’ll dowhat | want.” Resentment in the voice.

Jack gave asigh of exasperation. “All right. Y ou do what you want. Y ou can go back down to Old if
you want. Seeif | care”

Billie narrowed her eyes a him, then shifted position so she was sitting on her hands. “Well, | want to
say here”

“Okay, then, you stay here,” said Jack.

Therewas along silence while Jack sat thinking of what else to say, while she continued to fidget and
look around the room with a bored expression.

“Ligten, Billie, I’ ve got to go to my office and do some work. Are you going to beal right by yourself
for awhile?’

She swung her head around to face him. “Why can’'t | come?’
“Because you can't. | need to be aone when I’'m working.”

And hedid. He didn't need the distraction the girl could give. Besides, he didn’t want to advertise her



presence to the world at large. He shoved his hands into his pockets, and hisfingers met the small blue
bottle he' d taken from Gleeson. The bottle would help him prioritize, sort things, establish his next move.

If he could get some sort of lead on Gleeson’ s partner, he' d be able to work out what was going on with
Outreach. Heignored her frown, the dight pout to her mouth.

“All right,” hesaid. “ Y ou' re going to stay here. I’'m going to do some work. | won't be gonefor too
long. Let’ s st things up for you.” Heturned to face thewall. “New voice.”

“Waiting,” said thewall.

“Say something, Billie”

“Likewhat?’

“Anything. A bit more”

“How am | supposed to know what you want me to say?’ She gave an exasperated sigh.

“That’ sfine. The system will recognize your voice now. If you have any troubletelling it to do things, try
saying it adifferent way. It' s matched to me, so some commands might be different, but it learns asyou
go dong. | don't think you' I have any trouble with it if you' ve been working with Pinpin and you're as

good as he saysyou are. If you get bored, it linksinto the entertainment network, but | hardly ever useit

except for vids. Y ou can watch some vids, or play some games or something. Will you be okay here?I'll
only be acouple of hours.”

Shelooked at him cdculatingly, her eyes narrowed dightly. “Why wouldn’t | be?’
“Fine” hesaid, and sighed. “I’ll be back later. Oh, and onelast thing.”

He stood and crossed to the wall. The apartment had only one bedroom, and she wasright, it was small,
but there might be enough space for abed over to one side of theliving area. She wasn't very big.

“Command,” hesaid to thewadll. “Bed, by theleft wall. Single. Start.”
A small chime of acknowledgment came from thewall itsdlf.
At least he could get that much started.

Heleft her there staring at the opposite wall.

He was probably stupid for leaving her with accessto his system—a child with her attitude and one
who' d been under the tutelage of Pinpin Dan. It was crazy. She could strip his system, screw it up
somehow, and be gone before he got back. He had no idea how much Pinpin Dan had shown her, how
much she could do, but if shewas as good as Pinpin had said shewas. . .

At thisstage, he didn’t see that there was any other choice. Maybe she' d be scared enough or sensible
enough smply to stay put.

He was thinking about what he' d come back to find al the way down to the street.



Jack’ s office was dtill secure, despite hisfears. Hisfail-safestold him that nobody had tried to enter
sncelast he' d been there. Anybody trying to enter without his knowledge and a quick short message
would be beamed to his handipad and arecord made. Any tampering with the door at al would do the
same thing. He closed the handipad and shoved it back into his pocket. It didn’t hurt to be careful,
particularly a the moment. The day’ s events had given him an uneasy fedling about security, about
everything, redly. He hoped to hell that Billie was going to be dl right at the gpartment. He had to find
somewhere proper to take her. He dipped inside, locking the door behind him.

Taking his handipad back out, he thumbed it on and dotted in the data card containing the personnel
records from Outreach, then went to St on the edge of his deep couch. Gilbert John Ronschke.
Gleeson’s partner. There. A big man, solid. Square features. Tanned and bearded. Jack imagined the
man, tall, well muscled, spreading alittle with the onset of middle age. Patches of whitein the beard. He
had no way of telling how recent the picture was, but Ronschke had been with Outreach for about seven
years. So assume that he was seven years older than the picture on the record. Graying now. Perhaps
losing hishair. He concentrated on theimage, and then hit a sequence to age the festures, going through a
few variations so he' d have some optionsto carry around in his mind. He doubted that he' d get rid of the
beard, but hetried it anyway. He thumbed the handipad off and placed it down on the table.

He dug out the small blue bottle from his pocket and placed it beside him on the deep couch, then
stripped off his coat, trousers, and shirt and hung them nestly from the rack beside the couch, therejust
for that purpose. He kept the offices at atemperature that was cool, but not too cool with his shirt
removed. Too warm and it dulled his edge, evenin deep state. Too cold and it became uncomfortable,
but he preferred it dightly chilly. Settling himsalf comfortably on the couch, helay back, reached for the
inducers, and placed the adhesive pads on histemples, pressing them in place with histhumbs. He
reached for the bottle—thick glass, chunky and cold—and clutched it firmly in the center of his chest.
Right, hewas ready. Ronschke' simage was till strong in hismind.

“Commence,” hesaid.

Within seconds, the waves of degp were pressing down on him, dragging him through aphaand lower.
He concentrated on the bottle held firmly in his hands, linking it with the image of Ronschke that il
floated sharply in his perception. Gentle curtains of darkness swept over him, folding him away from the
outsde world.

Jack stepped out into gray. No, it was more than gray. It shimmered, wreathed, mistlike, faint colors
crawling across the surfaces. Y es, they were surfaces. They reminded him of something. Something long
and sinuous, moving through walls. They pressed up against him and around him, and yet they did not
touch. Where was he? The place was full of impossible geometries. There were surfaces that weren't
surfaces. Shapes moved through and over each other. How could that be? His mind was trying to make
sense of what he was seeing, but he was struggling.

He looked down at his hand. The blue bottle lay there, but it was larger than it had been before. He
focused on the shape, trying to shut out the surrounds, guide the images. Focus on something solid. That
was the way. Ronschke. Gilbert John Ronschke. Where was Ronschke?

And then he was somewhere e se. The impossible shapes were gone. The shimmering rainbow gray was
gone. A bareroom. Clinicad. Thewalswere blank. A dick, hard floor, dark, devoid of furniture, defined
the room’ s boundaries. No, he was wrong; one wall was glass, thick glassfrom floor to ceiling. Shapes
moved beyond it—indistinct, blurry forms—but he couldn’t make them out properly. It looked like there
were people behind it. A vague pinkish oval shape pressed up against the glass from the other side, dark



smudgesfor eyes, and then it drifted away again into indistinctness. The movements continued beyond,
gliding with ill-defined human movement. A largeindudtrid chair sat in the room'’ s center, bright lights
glaring down upon it from above. There was no other furniture apart from ashiny metd trolley. Onits
top, something lay covered with athin white cloth. In the chair sat afigure. A big man. A big manwitha
beard, flecked with white. He stared at Jack and spoke.

“That'smine” he said. It was Ronschke. “Will you giveit back to me?’

Jack looked down at his hand, at the blue bottle he held. He looked back up at the chair. Ronschke
strained, hisface growing red with the effort. Jack suddenly saw why. Straps bound him to the
chair—broad straps at arms and legs, and there was another across the man’ sforehead. They were dark
gray, made of something he didn’t recognize. The chair wasthick, and seemed to have some sort of
machinery built into it. It reminded him of one of those old dentist’ s chairs. Thelights glared down on him,
harsh and white. Ronschke fought againgt the restraints, then collapsed back.

“It' smine, not yours. Giveit to mel” he growled.

Ronschke pushed againgt the straps, his eyes growing wider, hisface growing livid and contorting with
the effort. Cords stood out on his neck, and blue veins pulsed on his foreheed.

“What are you doing here?’ said Jack. He was suddenly close beside the chair, looking down at
Ronschke.

The man looked up, naked aggression on hisface.

“What are you doing here?’ Jack repeated.

Ronschke' s expression changed and his eyes filled with panic. “1 don’t know. | don’t know. | don’t
know,” he said. “Thething in the cloud place. The water place. The air place. The place of dark earth.
Theplace of cold fire. | don't know.”

“What thing? What place?’

“1 don’t know. | don’t know,” said Ronschke. “The stone,” he said quietly. “ The key to the door.”
The panic trickled from hisfeatures, and he relaxed back into the chair. His voice took on awheedling
tone. “Will you giveit to me? Please” he said. It blongswith me. It smine. It belongsin my home.

Won't you take me home? Isthat why you' re here?’

Jack reached down and unstrapped one of Ronschke’ swrists, meaning to give him the bottle. Ronschke
lifted hisarmand. ..

There was no hand. Hiswrist ended in ablank, meaty stump. Severed.
And Jack was awake.

Ronschke was dive. The dream image had been too clear, the interaction too red for it to mean anything
else. Maybe not undamaged, but alive al the same. Jack could tell Gleeson that much.

Sowly he peded off the pads, placed the small bottle down beside him, and reached for his handipad.



He d spent more time than he' d thought at the office. Out on the Street, starburst patterns were playing
over the ceiling pands, filling the ingde sky with colors. The smell of damp roadway floated up to him. It
had been raining while he’ d been locked away in hisworkroom. A dow creaking came from the
buildings around asthey divested themselves of the moisture, small beads of weter gathering on the
outside surfaces and forming shimmering trickles that ran down the flat walls.

Jack watched the displays above as he waited for the shuttle, thinking about what Ronschke had said.
Sometimes the dream words meant nothing. Sometimes they explained everything. Thistime hejust
didn’t know. Was Ronschke the owner of the severed hand? It could be just ablind, tying the two
dreams together, something again planted by his subconscious mind, but therewastoo littleto redlly go
on a thisstage. Bright starlight traceriesfizzled away at the celling’ s edges, tracking into nothingness.
Movement off to hisright caught his attention. The lights of the gpproaching shuttle appeared out of the
gloominthefar end of Old, growing nearer. The shuttle eased into his stop, and Jack clambered aboard,
logt in thought.

By the time he got back to the apartment, Billie had apparently been busy. Jack stood at the door,
waiting for it to open at his command. Nothing happened.

“Let mein,” hesaid. No response. “Let mein, dammit!”
A voice came from the wall—he knew it was Billi€ s voice, but somehow disguised. “Who' sthere?’
“Billiel Y ou know damnwell whoitis”

There was amoment’ s pause and then his door opened. His door. She' d locked him out of hisown
gpartmen.

He strodeinto the living areaand glared at her. “What the hell do you think you' re playing at, Billie?
How did you do that?’

She glared back at him, warinessin her stance. “ It was easy. | was scared. What was | supposed to
do?’

Hetook two steps across the intervening space and stood over her. “Don'’t try anything like that again,
do you hear me?’

She cringed back, climbing quickly onto the couch and scuttling back from his anger.

“Oh, shit. I’'m not going to hurt you, Billie. Just put it back the way it was. Okay?’

Shelooked up a him with wide, fearful eyes, but her jaw was s, teeth firmly clamped together. How
did you calculate damage? The girl was scared, but she remained defiant. Jack dipped out his handipad
and bottle and placed them down on the low table, then st.

He sighed. “Can you put it back? Please.”

Whatever had happened to the girl over the course of her young life had left its marks. Jack bore his

own scars, but how did he measure them againgt what he was seeing now? The way she had scrambled
away from him was too quick aresponse, too automatic. The world changed. Things supposedly got



better—modern technology, society, enlightened civilization—but gill there were people. Alwaysthere
were people. And where there were peopl e there were the inevitable consequences. He didn't like to
think about it, but faced with it likethis. . .

She nodded dowly, watching him hesitantly, still wary of hisaready faded anger.

“All right,” he said. “When you' re ready. And when you' ve donethat, | think there’ s something you
might be able to help me with. Okay? If you' re so good with systems, then we can put it to some good
use. | need to research the Locdity data banks. Do you think you can help me with that?’

“Yes” shesad, relaxing alittle, some of her belligerence and self-confidence returning. “Easy.”

“Good. You can art on it in the morning. For the moment we have to work out the deeping
arrangements. I’ ve started growing you anew bed, but it won't be ready till about halfway through the
night. We need to work out where we' re going to deep in the meantime. | guess tonight you can deep on
the couch. We can work out what we' re going to do with you over the next couple of days. | don’t want
you out there on the Streets alone.”

“I canlook after mysdf.”

“Yeah, sureyou can.” For dl her bravado, he could till seethefear and tirednessin her face. “What
about those two at Pinpin’s, en? Whoever sent them might have some ideathat Pinpin Dan had someone
gtaying with him. And what if they come looking?’

“I canlook after myself.” Thistime the tone was not so salf-assured.
“Right.”

He reached for the handipad, flipped it open, and started scanning his notes, letting her get on with
whatever she was going to do. He watched her surreptitioudly out of the corner of his eye as she stood
closeto thewall, giving his gpartment’ s systems the commands that would restore his access, taking in
low tones so he couldn’t overhear. It was funny—she could have stood anywhere in the room to give the
commands, but there she was, huddled secretively againgt thewall. He did the samething. Well, let her
have her little secretsfor now. Hewasn't going to pressit.

Hewas drifting in that muzzy haf-aware sate, floating, warm. Soft, smooth skin, warm pressure across
his abdomen, diding across hisbelly. Fingers fumbled with his pgamas, loosening theties. Fingersraking
gently through the hair, tightly curled at his crotch. Fingerslightly encircling the base of his penis, gentle
pressure, then motion. He felt himsdlf responding, his penis growing hard within the touch. He made a
low sound of pleasure deep in histhroat, and shifted dightly to give better access. The fingerstouching
the underside of the shaft traced up, seeking the sengtive aress, lightly stroking—gentle touch of small
fingers, smadl hand, arm circled around his hip, cool skin pressing againgt him from behind. Smal hand,
gndl am—

“What the fuck!”
He spun, grabbing thewrigt tight, thrugting it from him.

“Lightd Billie, whet the hell are you doing!”



Hehdd her wrig tightly at arm’ slength. She sat there staring at him, wincing with the pressure and
looking a him with wide eyes, her lower lip trembling. Her dim body pale, naked, her budding breasts

tipped with pae pink.
“B-but | thought . . .” Her voicetrailed off and she bit her lip.

“I don’'t care what the hell you thought. Y ou don’'t do that.” He thrust her wrist away. She rubbed the
wrist with her other hand, staring at him with wide eyes. Jack bunched the covers and threw them at her.

“Cover yoursdf.”

His erection had faded. He pulled the remaining cover around himsalf and stared &t the girl. There was
fear in her face, and something el se—lack of comprehension. Moisture welled in her eyes.

Shit. What was he going to do with her? His mind tumbled with the implications. Pinpin Dan? Maybe
others. Who had taught her that? There had been nothing clumsy about her touch, asif she'd known
exactly what shewas doing.

“Ligten, Billie, you don't do that.” Hetried to keep the fedling out of hisvoice. He had hurt her. Shewas
gill massaging her wrigt. “ Are you okay?’

She bardly nodded, her look now one of accusation.
Jack felt suddenly powerless. “Billie, | didn’t mean to hurt you. But you don’t do things. . . like that.”
“Why not?’

“BecauseI’'m nearly four times as old as you. Because you' reayoung girl. Because. . . shit . . . it' sjust
not right, that’sal. Damnit! | could be your father.”

“Sowhat?’ she said, regaining some of that ever-present self-assurance. “Y ou were the onewho said it.
Y ou said we' d work out the deeping arrangements.”

Sowhat? 1 could be your father. So what?

“I meant deep. That'sal | meant. | don't know what it meansto you. Who told you it meant anything
ds=?’

He stood, dragging the sheet behind him, wrapping it around himsealf. She watched him from the bed, her
jaw st. It seemed to make no difference to her that he had said he could have been her father, and the
implications of that were worse than the thought of Pinpin Dan. Something bottomless opened in the
depths of his stomach.

“Wasit Pinpin who taught you to do those things?’

“Nuh-uh,” shesaid.

“Thenwho?’

“Don’t remember,” shesad.



He looked away. When had it started? Maybe it had been in her timein Old, with the others. It didn’t
reglly matter—not now.

“Billie, I want you to listen to me. Please. Y ou never do that again. Not with me, not with anyone else.
Youjust don't.”

Never wasalong time, but he couldn’t expressit any other way. He couldn’t tell her there was atime
and aplace and it was some years away yet. He couldn’'t express any of the conflicting thoughts running
through his head in away that made sense right now. He stared at her, temporarily lost for the words that
would expresswhat he wasfedling. “1’m going to deep out on the couch. Y ou stay in here.” She was il
rubbing her wrist. HE d grabbed her hard. “Isyour arm okay?’

She nodded and drew the covers more tightly around herself.

He left her there and moved out into the living area, shutting the door behind him. What had happened
had been a shock, but there was another shock as he realized what he was fedling. Jack suddenly knew
what it was. He was fedling responsibility. Shewas dl of eeven yearsold. Shit. What could he do?He
didn’t know. How did you dedl with something like that?

It was along time before he reached the edges of deep again. Her light was till on, aydlow crack
beneath the bedroom door, his bedroom door, by the time hefinally did.

Seven

An inggtent chiming woke him from hisfragile deep. The sound was unusud. There was something
about the tone, deeper, dower than normal. He growled and levered himsdlf upright. Then heredlized he
was on the couch. What was he doing onthe.. . . Oh, damn! He remembered. Fragmented images of last
night. He vainly tried to work the taste of them from his consciousness and the grit from his eyes.
“Lights,” he muttered.

Thewall blossomed into the police corporate logo. Police? What the hdll did they want? He glanced at
the bedroom door, making sure it was closed.

“Yeah, answer,” he said, making clear that he didn’t gppreciate being disturbed.

A sdlow face, dark, cropped hair and bright blue, dightly epicanthic eyes, replaced the logo.

“Jack Stein?’

“Yeah, what of it?’

“I’'m Specid Investigator Louis Ng. | need to ask you afew questions.”

Jack shrugged and pulled the cover tighter about himself. It had been along, unsettled time beforehe'd
been able to catch afew fragments of deep last night. The memories of what had happened flooded his

semiawake mind, and he curled his mouth in distaste. Half-awake was bad enough, but half-awake with
things on his mind and police questions was dmaost too much.



“Wedl, makeit quick.”

“Areyou familiar with one Heironymous Dan, a'so known as Pinpin?’

Heironymous? Heironymous? Shit, no wonder he' d called himself by another name.

“Yes, maybe and...?

“Heironymous Dan may be ableto help uswith certain inquiries”

Not bloody likely, thought Jack.

“Unfortunately it appearsthat Mr. Dan’s exact location is currently unknown. It has become a question
that we' d like some answers about. It seems he may have disappeared from the L ocality. We would very
much like to establish hiswheregbouts.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, but what’sit got to do with me?’

The police were awkward. The Locality had little need of law-enforcement services, and when they did,
the police hung on to things. They had little enough to do most of the time, their actions directed by the
higher-ups who managed them rather than any set of statutes. Every time they were pointed at something,
it became like a persona mission. They were run by a privatized corporation, and that corporation
answered only to their paymasters. Sometimes that meant things got ugly. True, there were emergency
sarvices, but that was hardly their first purposein life. Jack, working on the fringes of what they did, was
an obvioustarget. It was difficult to work out how much he should show them he knew. Probably the
lessthe better.

Specid Investigator Ng seemed to be waiting for something. Hisimage frowned and continued.
“What would you know about that, Mr. Stein?’

“Sorry, about what?’

Ng gave adightly exasperated look. “ About the disappearance of Heironymous Dan.”

“What should | know?’

Ng'sfrown degpened and he glanced off to one side before looking back. “The records show you in
attendance at Mr. Dan’ s apartment yesterday. Does that prompt your memory?’

In his half-adeep Sate, Jack had forgotten there' d be records, that they’ d know he wasthere. “Yeah, |
vigted Pinpin. What of it?’

Ng paused. It didn't seem like the answer he’ d expected. “We re concerned, Mr. Stein, because
apparently there were no other visitors during the day. Perhaps you can tell uswhat you do know.”

That threw him. Billie had been very clear aout Pinpin’s other visitors. Somehow they must have
tampered with the records—not an easy thing to do. The police weren’t making any accusations yet, but
it wouldn't belong.



“Ligten,” said Jack. “ Thisis my statement, for the record, if you want a statement, and you can record it
that way if you like. | visited Pinpin Dan. Went over to see his new gpartment, that’ sdl. | met him by
chance on the shuttle and heinvited me. | can show you his card if you want. It'saround here
somewhere.” He made a show of shuffling around on the coffee table and looking. Ng glanced back
down to one side and then at the screen again. They were definitely recording.

“New agpartment?’

“Well, yeah. New asfar as| was concerned. | hadn’t seen him for afew months.”

“Soitwasasocid visit.”

“Yes. I’'vedready told you that.”

“Y ou don’t seem very surprised that we' re interested in finding him, that he seemsto have disappeared.”
“Shit happens. Pinpin wasn't one to make alot of friends. Quite the opposite” That much wastrue.

There was aflash of interest in Ng' s expression. “ So you' re saying that Mr. Dan had enemies, people
who might want to harm him.”

“Yeah, | suppose so.”
“And what can you tell us about that, Mr. Stein?’

“Nothing. It'sjust the sort of guy hewas.”

Ng was now looking down at something in front of him, out of shot. “Y ou’ re an investigator, aren’t you,
Mr. Stein? A psychic investigator.” So they had hisrecords out aswell.

“Yegh,and...?

“And before that, you spent sometimein Intelligence.”
“Where are you going with this, Ng7’

Ng looked up. “ Just making sure of the facts, Mr. Stein.”

Jack |et atrace of annoyance dip into histone. “Wdll, you' ve got them right, okay? I’ m sure you can get
what you need from whatever you' ve got there. It searly. If there snothingelse. . .”

Ng pursed hislipsin disgpprovd. “1 would have thought you might be alittle more cooperative, Mr.
Stein.. . . under the circumstances.”

“What circumstances? Y ou wake me up, throw abunch of questions at me while I’ m haf-adeep. What
circumstances?’

“I gpologize for disturbing you, Mr. Stein, but | would have thought, considering the disappearance of
your friend—"

“Hey, Ng, listen, he was an acquaintance. Get that right. An acquaintance. Nothing more. Now, unless



there sanythingedse. . .”

“No, there’ snothing else. . . for now. We Il beintouch.” Ng paused before sgning off. “Um, thereis
onething, Mr. Sein.”

13 Y@l
“Y ou’ reworking on some sort of—" He paused and cleared histhroat. “—assignment currently .. . 7’

So the police had some sort of interest in the Outreach case too. They wouldn’t have brought it up
otherwise.

Thisguy, Ng, clearly had a pretty low opinion of what Jack did. When Jack didn’t answer, Ng
continued. “Would you like to tell me what you' re working on right at the moment? Perhapsthereis
something about that or your client that could assst us.”

Jack snorted. “If you think I'm going totell youthat . . .”

Ng pursed hislips. “All right, Mr. Stein. Asyou don't seem to have anything useful to tell mefor the
moment, that will bedl for now. We Il beintouch.”

Theimage faded to blank wall.

Jack stared at the place where Ng' s face had been, still seeing the curled lip and the hostile, knowing
expression. Police. He didn't need police sniffing around him at the moment. If what Ng had said was
true, then they werelikely to start poking around his affairswith alittle bit more energy than just acasud
cal. Ng'stone had been polite. Too polite. No accusations. No suspicion of direct involvement, at least
not obvioudy. He didn't like the implications. It meant they considered him a suspect. Of that there was
no doubt.

So what had happened to the records in Pinpin’ s place? More to the point, what had happened to
Pinpin’s body? Ng hadn’t even mentioned the girl. That was strange. It was also alittle strange that they
had become involved so quickly. Who had tipped them off? Ng said that Pinpin had disappeared. No
mention of why they wanted to talk to him. No mention of murder. No mention of a corpse. That was
odd too. How much did they redly know?

He scratched at the back of his head and stood, shrugging the sheets around himsalf. More questions
than answers, and he hated that, but most of it would have to wait until later.

Now, what to do about the kid? He thought maybe it was best to just act normally. He could give her
something to do, keep her occupied while he was busy himsdlf. He thought for awhile and recorded a
st of namesinto the wall unit. When he was finished, he crossed to the bedroom door.

“Billie, you awake?’ he called outside the door, hesitating to openit.

The door opened and Billie stood there, looking at him warily, aready fully dressed.

“Ligten,” hesaid. “I'vejust had acdl. Police. They wanted to know what | wasdoing at Pinpin’s.”

A quick look of panic flickered across her face, and she clutched the doorframe with one hand. The
look disappeared as quickly asit had appeared. “What do they want?’ she said, squaring her shoulders,



aclear belligerent tonein her voice. She had the reactions rehearsed in away that said she' d been
existing on the wild side for some time—fight or flight. It was a pattern he was Sarting to seealot.

“Did they say anything about me?’ she said.

Okay, she'd clearly had experience with the police before. Or maybe it was just stuff that had rubbed
off from Rinpin.

“No, nothing. And that’ sabit strange, don't you think?”

“Spose.” She chewed it over for asecond or two. “What about the two that came—the man and the
woman?’

“No, nothing about them either. Anyway, it means|’m going to have to move abit more quickly on this.
| have to go and see someone and sort something out. Y ou going to be dl right here on your own again?’

She nodded.

“Good,” he said. “Y ou can do that research for mewhilel’m gone. Look up those thingsfor me. I'm
going to need my handipad with me, but we can download whatever you come up with when | get back.
I’'veleft you aligt of topicsin the system. Then | think | might need to go on alittletrip.”

“Where?’

“The Residence,” said Jack, and Billie narrowed her eyes.

Out on the street, Billi€' slast admonition till rang in hisears. “ And bring back something to eat.”
What the hell did he know about looking after akid?

A flicker above him drew his gaze. Fireworks. Fly-pasts. Head tilted back, chewing at his bottom lip, he
watched the display. Of course! Foundation Day. They dways played celebratory images on Foundation
Day. He' d completely forgotten what day it was. It showed him how out of touch he waswith the redl
world, how much he was bound up in this crap that kept happening insde hishead. Hewasn't only
locking himself away in his apartment; he was hiding away in hisown head. Heredly should have
remembered something like that.

Theonly true public holiday in the Locdlity, Foundation Day marked the birth of the Structure, thefirst
opening of the enclosed urban environment and the influx of the first few families and office workerswho
were to make the Locdlity their permanent home. In those daysthe L ocdity had been smdl, morelikea
small suburb than a city, an experiment, but as the experiment became a success and the lure of safety
and an improved standard of living had filtered out into the world, the Locality had grown. Other, smilar
structures grew up across the continental vastness. The Locality was not only thefirst; it was aso the
bigges.

Foundation Day meant other things. The Outreach offices would be closed for business. Most places
would be closed, apart from the cafés, bars, and restaurants, and all of those would be heaving with
bodies. And he' d given Gleeson no set time when they were going to meet. He couldn’t cal him—not
now. It might raise too many suspicionsif he put in acal to the Outreach offices on Foundation Day and



asked for the guy. What was Jack Stein doing calling the offices on a public holiday, and why Gleeson?
He d just haveto find him elsewhere, hopefully at his gpartment. He had to assume the little man wasn't
going to be out celebrating with the masses. He just didn't seem the type, and with everything else that
wasgoing on. . . The apartment was likely where Gleeson had assumed they would meet anyway.

Foundation Day. It had turned out that there was benefit after al, especialy considering the sudden
involvement of the police. He needed to keep his movements as low-profile as possible, and he didn’t
want the problem of inept idiotstrailing him to Outreach or anywhere dse. Y eah, lose himsdf in the
masses. The Foundation Day crowds should seeto that. If he was going to be followed, it wouldn't be
easy for them. There was nothing outside the buildings to record his movements, asfar ashe knew.

Jack walked to the shuttle stop, turning the conversation with Ng over in hismind. So therewasa
record of him at Pinpin’ s gpartment, but no trace of the others. That spoke of pretty sophisticated
doctoring mechanisms. It was funny that Ng hadn’t mentioned Billie either. There was definitely
something weird going on there. Maybe they didn’t have any records after all. Maybe Ng had just been
Spinning him astory. Fragments of the dream with the White-Haired Man floated up in hisinner vision.
What had he said? | want your girlfriend. The words echoed insde his head. The White-Haired Man
couldn’'t have been referring to Billie. That just didn’t make sense. Though consdering last night's
events. ..

No. Not possible. It couldn’t be possible. He couldn’t allow it to be possible.

Jack grimaced at the thought, at the understanding of what the whole episode meant asfar as Billiewas
concerned. He remembered his own first fumblings, hisfirst awkward experiments at the age of fourteen
or fifteen. Billie wasway ahead of him there. She was practiced. The thought did more than scare him.

Asthe shuttle did to ahat in front of him and he climbed aboard, he was 4iill thinking. He glanced
around, looking for an empty seat. The shuttle was full, even thisfar down the Locality. Just what you' d
expect on Foundation Day. Everyone was heading up to New for the celebrations. Kids, families, dl
heading for the wide-open spaces of parkland. It didn’t matter where they came from, what they looked
like. Everyone was the same on Foundation Day, even Jack Stein. He sank back against a door panel
and suppressed a sigh. He' d gotten barely enough deep, he' d missed his coffee, and therewasn't even a
Seet.

Gleeson wasin.

“We need to talk,” said Jack, asthe small clerk looked at him nervoudy from the doorway and glanced
up and down the corridor.

“Comeindde,” said Gleeson, beckoning him forward hurriedly, and Jack dipped past himinto the
gpartment. Once he was insde, Gleeson shut the door and murmured, “Lock.” He paused at the door,
listening for afew seconds, then turned.

“What are you doing here?’ he asked. “I didn’t expect to see you today. | know you said today, but |
just assumed you' d forgotten what day it was.”

“Y ou should never assume, Francis. Anyway, things are moving in ways |’ m not too happy about,” said
Jack. “1 said | might need some help from you. Well, now’sthetime.” It wasthetime, dl right—timeto
put the little man to the test.



“What isit?’
“Listen, do we have to stand here in the hallway?’

Gleeson seemed to remember himsdlf. “Yes, of course. Sorry.” He ushered Jack into theliving area, a
worried expression etched across his face. He perched on the edge of a couch and waved Jack to a
chair facing him. Jack glanced around the room. Everything was precisaly ordered. Edgeslined up with
edges. Neat arrangements. There was no flair or particular taste in any of the arrangements, but the place
was nedt, dmost obsessively s0. Augterity and neatness. Perhaps that wasthe little man’ slife. So how
did Gil Ronschkefit into that? He couldn’t see Ronschke fitting easily into such ordered neatness. The
rough-and-ready exterior that Ronschke portrayed would surely be out of place in such pristine order.
He could amogt picture Ronschke blundering about the neat apartment, Gleeson fluttering after him,
putting things back in order. Maybe it was the contrast that worked. Oppositesand dl that stuff.

“I had acal from the police thismorning,” said Jack.

The furrow in Gleeson’ s brow deepened. “Damn,” he breathed. “ Police? What did they want? How
much do they know?’

“Nothing. Nothing important anyway. But | think I’ ve got some news for you.”
Gleeson' sexpression rlaxed dightly. “ Y es?’
“Yes, I'm pretty sure Gilbert’ sokay. | don’'t know where heisyet, but | think he's okay.”

“Y ou think?’

“Yes, | think. Remember, what | do isn’'t necessarily an exact science. It' stoo early to be certain, but |
thought you' d want to know that there was something postive.”

“He' sdl right? Whereishe? Why hasn't he been in touch?’
“Wait just aminute. Sow down. | told you | can’'t tell you where heisyet.”

“But he'sdl right?’ Gleeson sat at the edge of the couch, eager to pounce on the merest shred of
information. Maybe too eager. It wasadmost asif thelittle man were hamming it up.

“I think s0,” said Jack warily.

“Youthink?’

“Yes, | think. I have only so much to go on. | have to do some more work.”

“Oh, | see” sad Gleeson, theinitia rush of eager anticipation trickling way.

“Let meask you,” said Jack. “Has Ronschke had any recent medical trestment of any kind?’

Gleeson frowned. “ Gil. Cdl him Gil, or a least Gilbert,” he said absently before continuing. “No, | don’'t

think so. That would be unlike Gil. Most unlike Gil. He abhors medicine. Hates doctors. Wantsto do
everything himsdlf. He wouldn't even submit to the enhancement options. He prefersto work out.” He



shook his head dowly.
“I see,” said Jack.
“What?’

“Nothing. It doesn’t matter, for now.” There was no point in upsetting the man unnecessarily if heredly
was on the level. He tucked the information away for later.

Gleeson nodded.

“That bottle you gave me was quite useful,” said Jack, changing tack.

“Haveyou got it?’

Jack shook his head. “ Shit, no, sorry. It'sback a my office.”

Another frown flickered across Gleeson’ s features and remained there for a second or two. Despite
everything, the fact that Jack had failed to bring the bottle with him had annoyed the little man. These

sharp reactionswerein total contrast to his soft, amost weak outer presence.

Jack continued. * But that’ s not important for now. Thismorning’ s police cdl tellsme | haveto move
quickly. | need to take a short trip, and | need you to pay for it.”

“Where?’

“The Residence,” said Jack dowly.

“Why on earth do you need to go there?’

“That doesn’'t matter. All you need to know isthat | haveto go.”

Gleeson sat back and folded hisarms. “I’m not happy about this, Mr. Stein. Y ou’ re not telling me very

Jack watched him for amoment or two before continuing. “1 think it’ s better if you don’t know at the
moment. Better for dl concerned. Listen, you can be sure as soon as | have anything solid I'll et you
know. There slittle point otherwise, isthere?’

Gleeson peered across a him, assessing. “All right. Just tell me how much you need.”
“Enough for areturn flight out to the Residence and maybe a bit extra.”
“What do you need extra—"

Jack stopped him. *Y ou don’t need to know that either. I’ ve got expenses. Normally I’ d be charging a
daily rate aswell, but circumstances are alittle different thistime.”

Gleeson stood and started pacing. “1’m ill not happy about this, Mr. Stein. Not at al happy. And I'm
becoming less o by the minute.”



“Do you want meto find out where your friend isor not?’

Gleeson seemed to remember himsealf with that little reminder, stopping in midstride. “Y es, of coursel
do, Mr. Stein. Of course | do.”

“So what about you?’ said Jack. “Have you found anything?’
“I don't—"
“Company records, Francis. Y ou were going to do some digging for me.”

Gleeson walked to the back of the couch. “Y ou have to understand, it’ s not that easy. | haveto be
careful. And if | werein the office today, there would be questions. | can’t risk that. And neither, | think,
canyou.”

Jack pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger and sighed. “ Al right. But you haveto
understand that we need to move more quickly than this. The urgency appliesjust asmuch to you asit
doesto me.” Helooked up at Gleeson, daring the little man to argue. He couldn’t afford to pander to the
clerk’ s seemingly fragile emotions. He had far better thingsto worry about. Nor could he hint a how
large this thing was becoming, the sense of unease growing insde him. Gleeson was flighty, he might
panic, and with Jack’ sinformation resources Sitting at rock bottom, he couldn’t afford to have him
disappear. Heredly did need the man’s help with Outreach. His access, his position, wasinvauable.

“Yes, yes. | understand,” Gleeson said resignedly after a pause.
“Good. So let’s see about booking that flight. Return. Private charter.”
“Private—what?’

“We need to be discreet. Besides, there' s not many other ways to get out there. One. Onein the name
of Louis Warburg.” That would do. It was anonymous enough not to draw questions, and he liked the
amusement factor of throwing those two names together. He ignored the questioning look and sat back
as Gleeson gtarted issuing indructionsto hiswall unit.

Jack il had no ideawhat he was going to do about Billie. In his guts he was starting to know there was
areason shewasthere, part of the bigger picture, but it wasn’t enough. Tangles and complications. And
every time he thought about last night' s events, achill flowered ingde. What sort of life must she have
had? What had she been through? It wasn't his problem, but at the sametimeit was. It had become his
problem. He wasn't responsible. He couldn’t be responsible for what had happened to her, what she' d
been through, and yet he felt responsibility, as strange as that was. He didn’t want to fed it, and right now
it was cluttering the spacesinsde hishead.

Gleeson finished the arrangements, pausing twice for ingtructions. Findly it was done, and Jack pulled
out his handipad to download the details. He checked the booking, nodded to himself, then looked back
up a Gleeson.

“Oh, and onelast thing, remember?’ said Jack. “As| said, alittle something to cover those extra
expenseswouldn’t hurt.”

Gleeson pursed hislips, nodded grudgingly, and then issued further ingtructionsto the wall unit. Jack held
out the handipad and watched for the download, then nodded in satisfaction.



“Thank you, Francis,” Jack said. “1 know you can't do anything about Outreach today, but as soon as
you can, sometimein the next couple of days, | could use that other information I’ m after.”

Gleeson nodded again dowly, pressing hislower lip with histeeth. He took a deep breath. “And Gil?’
hesadfindly.

“Assoonas| can,” said Jack. “1 don't know how long that will be, but I’ [l bein touch. | think it might be
better at the moment if you didn’t try to contact me—at least for afew days. If | need to talk to you, then
I’ talk to you, okay? I’ [l see mysdf out.”

He left Gleeson standing there, atrace of veiled hope buried in the desperation written across hisface.

Maybe the man was just fucked up, and maybe Jack was being too suspicious. It had happened in the
past. Gleeson might be on theleve after all.

By thetime he got back, Billie had done the thing with the door lock again. Jack growled, feding stupid,
standing uselesdy in the corridor, again denied accessto hisown place.

“Dammit, Billie, let mein.”

A few seconds and the door finally opened. He stalked into the living room and glared at her.
“I thought you were supposed to have put things back the way they were.”

She was sitting on the couch, her knees pulled up to her chest, her arms encircling them.
“Wdl?’ hesad.

She shrugged.

“Isthat it? Shit, Billie, if you're going to stay hereyou'll have to stop making things difficult for me.” He
tossed his handipad onto a nearby armchair and waited. She shrugged again and |ooked away.

“Jesus, Billie. Whet isit now?’

“Y ou said you' d bring something back.”

“| don't—"

“I’'m hungry,” she said from between closed teeth, not looking at him.

Jack sighed. She wasright. He d forgotten al about it. He didn’t eat breakfast; the stims he used so
regularly suppressed his gppetite anyway, S0 it was easy enough to forget. He rubbed his forehead and
Sat.

“Yeah, okay. | forgot. We' Il grab something out and then Il have to go to the port.”

Sheturned her head to face him. “ Anything | want?’



“Y es. Anything you want.”

That seemed to satisfy her for the moment. She unfurled her limbs and leaned forward. “Can we go right
now?’

“Inafew minutes. First | want you to tell me what you' ve found out.”
“It'sdl there,” she said, gesturing to the wall with atilt of her head.

“Look, | don’'t have timeto read through it now. I’ [l download it just before we leave. For now, why
don'tyou just tdl me?’

“It' sboring.”

“I don’'t careif it’ s boring. The sooner you tell me what you' ve found, the sooner we go and get
something to est . . . whatever you want, like | said. Meanwhile, | want a coffee. Y ou want one?’

“Nuh-uh,” she sad, wrinkling her nose.
“Okay,” said Jack, and wandered to the kitchen. Billie started talking from the other room.

“There was too much stuff there,” she said. “With those words you gave me, there were dl sorts of, like,
goriesand higtory stuff.”

“Higtory stuff isgood,” said Jack as he waited for the coffee.

“But there’ stoo much. | had to cut down the number of hits, and even then it was still too much.”
“Uh-huh. But . . .”

“Waell .. .” Billi€ svoice sounded doubtful.

“Goon.”

“Wadll, therewas all this history stuff about a snake egting itsdlf, right? That wasthe first word you gave
me. Ouroboros. Then there was more stuff on, like, chemistry.”

“Chemistry?

“They cdled it dchemy, but it wasredly chemidiry. Just sort of weird. The way they talk about Stuff is
drange.”

Jack wandered back into the living room carrying his coffee. He sat opposite her and sipped as he
waited for her to continue. Her face was amask of concentration.

Shewent on. “ And the snake thing had other namestoo. Like Jormungandr. | don't know if | said that
right. It was something to do with something called Y ggdrasil or . . . | don’t know.”

Jack frowned. Even he would have difficulty dedling with those names, and he was used to strange
research. They were tumbling from her lipsasif she used them every day. Even remembering them. ..



“Yeah, okay, | don’t know if that’s useful. Anything else? What about ‘ stone’ or ‘key’ 7’
She nodded. “ The dchemy stuff had things about that. What' s a philosopher?’
“Um, why?’

“Becausetherewas dl this stuff about something caled a philosophers stone. And something else called
an androgyne or something like that. Then there were other nameslike Para.. . . celsus andNewton or

somebody.”

Thefirst meant nothing to him, but the philosophers stone was familiar, andNewton was easy enough.
That was basic school stuff. He' d had occasion to deal with classic archetypes more than once, the way
they cropped up in dreams repestedly. So what the hell did achemy have to do with what had happened
on Dairil 111? Something, clearly. Or at least the symbolsfrom it. Gil Ronschke' s dream image had talked
about astone for areason. The dream images weren’t random. Words spoken in dreams were
particularly sgnificant. Jack had learned that over the years.

“Hey!” Billiewaslooking a him accusngly.

Jack gave her aquestioning frown.

“You going to tell me or just sit there like you' re going to deep?’

He bit back hisreply, then answered more dowly. “A philosopher was someone who used to think
about the world, what made things work, why everything wasthe way it was. They liked to find out the
reasonsthings are the way they are. It's more complicated than that, but that’ stheidea.”

Alchemy. What wasthelink?

“Okay, there might be something there, there might not, but you' ve given me anidea.or two. | don't
know who this Paracel sus guy was, butNewton had to do with science, about things moving, right?’ said
Jack. She shrugged.

“So what do you want to eat?’ he said, changing the subject. There was too much to think about in what
she'd told him aready, and he needed timefor it to filter through his subconscious. He tossed his
handipad over and she snatched it deftly out of the air.

“Anything | want?’

“That’ swhat | said. Y ou can download the research while you make up your mind.”

She garted the download, then looked up. “1 aready know.”

“What?’

“Mally’'s” shesaid.

“You'resure?’ Jack atealot of crap, but therewasalimit. A Mollyburger was right at the edges of that
limit.

“Yep, Mally’s” she said with certainty.



Great. Synth crap for breakfast—just what he needed.

Billie tossed the handipad back and got to her feet. He could scan the download on the way to the port
after he'd dedt with Molly’s. TherewasaMally’ s near everything in New or Mid, and that was the way
they had to head.

Outside in the corridor, Jack grimaced as Billie leaned over and locked the door. He had to do
something about the way the girl wastaking over hislife and his space. It just wasn't hedlthy. He watched
her dl the way down from the apartment.

Out on the street, waiting for the shuttle, he remembered something.

“Billie”

“Yeah?" She was watching the Foundation Day displays above them—a rush and whirl of rainbow
colors.

“No one called while | was out?’

“Dunno.”

“What do you mean, you don’'t know?’

“I blocked dl incomings. Took the system off the net.” She said it completely matter-of-factly, asif it
were the most normd thing in the world.

“Youwhat?

“Took it off the net.” She shrugged. “It’ s back on now.”

“Why did you do that?’ Forget about how she’d managed to do it.

“I wasbusy.” She shrugged again. “Don’'t worry. They can't tdll.”

Jack stared at her, but she went on watching the celling display, unconcerned.

Damn. If Ng had tried to contact him again, what would he have thought? It was bad enough that the
police were interested. It didn’'t matter so much asfar as work was concerned. Any new contacts would
come through his office, and he' d be unlikely to get anything on Foundation Day anyway. He stood
watching her askance, chewing at his bottom lip until the shuttle drew up in front of them.

They rode in slence, Jack absorbed in the downloaded information on the handipad. Occasiondly he
glanced up, but Billie was staring out the windows at the passing buildings and people. Thistimethey'd
been lucky enough to get seets. She' d been right. Therewas alot of information, and most of it seemed
next to useless. Page after page scrolled past his eyes and he barely absorbed a shred of it, relying on his
intuition to draw him to key words or phrases. They pulled into astop. A couple of passengers boarded,
and they were under way again. Midway to the next stop, something snagged his attention. He' d amost
missed it in the casua scan. A sudden stab of awareness shot through him, and he backed up afew
pages. It was a poem. A seventeenth-century poem.



Old Sages by the Figure of the Snake

Encircled thus did oft expresson make

Of Annua-Revolutions, and of things,

Which whedle about in everlagting-rings;

There ending wherethey first of al begun.

These Rounddls help to shew the Mystery of that immense and blest Eternitie,
From whence the CREATURE sprung, and into whom

It shall again, with full perfection come.*

Jack stared at the words. He read them over again, looking for the thing that had caught his attention.
Nothing there made any sense. He remembered the dream of the mining camp, the thing extruding from
thewall, and felt a sudden, inexplicable chill. He snapped the handipad closed and stared out the
window, feding gray and iridescent multiple redities diding away beneath him.

Eignt

Molly' swas worse than he expected. Long lines of families and kids queued for the dispensing counters.
A couple of the parents glanced at him as hetook his placein linewith Billie, taking in his scruffy
gppearance and long coat, disapprova clearly etched in their expressions. They could think what they
liked. He was taking Billie to where she wanted to be, and just because it happened to be in the New
end didn’t mean he had to do anything specid. Gradually the line moved on, people, families, kids
grabbing their trays of crap and heading to find free tables. Findly their own turn came. Billie leaned
forward and ordered, eagernessin her voice. The dispenser popped the food out in front of them, and
Billie grabbed their own trayful of crap and headed to find atable. Once seated, Billie wolfed her burger,
her legs swinging back and forth benegth her.

Jack watched her, toying with the stuff in front of him, not redly interested. He didn’t fed right here. This
was not his place. What the hell was he doing here?

Off to one side, ayoung boy dropped part of his unfinished burger on the floor. He was leaning over
sSdeways, reaching to pick it up, when the floor, sensing something it could use, salowed the synthetic
lump. That was the only way to describeit. Smal ridges had extruded around the piece of burger, a
depression had formed, and then the ridges had closed over the piece, making it disappesar, asif some
bizarre mouth had grown out of the floor and swallowed. Jack swallowed too, a sense of revulson rising
withinhim.

Seeing his piece of burger vanish, the kid started screaming. Jack narrowed his eyes and groaned under
his breath. He didn’t need this. He didn’t need this at al. Struggling, he turned his attention back to Billie.



Hewasthankful it wasn't too long before she seemed satisfied and he could ferry her back to the
gpartment before heading back up to the port.

The port itsdlf lay at the extreme New end of the Locality, right at the head. A large retractable panel
formed part of the celling over awide open-area, giving accessto fliers coming and going to the mgor
spaceport on the coast, the Residence, and other areas within easy striking distance of the structure.
From time to time that meant other urban structures Smilar to the Locdlity, but transfers between the
various mobile citieswere few. The Locdity was the most significant of al of them, dominating business
and commerce on the continent. There were no roads—there was no need for roads. Since the
development of mobility in urban living, fixed transport routes had become athing of the past.

Jack |eft the shuttle at the last stop and headed the rest of the way by foot. After looking around the port
area, he found the offices of the private shuttle company, his handipad out and ready. Onceinside he
samply keyed the booking information at awall screen, and within moments a pilot was there to greet him.

“Mr. Warburg?' he said.
“Yeah, that'sright,” said Jack.
“Thisway, please. The Residence, right?’

Jack nodded and followed. He waited while the pilot clambered up, finished prepping, then opened the
rear door for Jack to climb in. As soon asthe pilot had checked that Jack was strapped in, he kicked the
enginesinto life and did the privacy screen shut. Jack smiled to himsdf. There was nothing quite like
proper travel. He only wished he could afford to pay for it on his own. He looked up, marveling as
aways asthe vast celling pand retracted, diding back into the Locdity’ s structure to disappear from
view. Theflier lifted dowly, then more rapidly, and Jack settled back into the plush, comfortable sest,
watching asthe newest of the Locdity’ s structures, al hard edges, reaching and finding a newer
architectura design regime—building fashions changed and these new oneswere dl glassy and metdlic
rather than the softer pastel shapestoward Old—dlid past the windows, down and away below him, the
noise of the rotors growing louder asthe craft gained speed.

Theflier banked and soared, the sound of its rotors beating over the cabin. Theflier dipped and then
headed out over the Locality’ sroof. Jack leaned over, his face pressed up against the window, peering
down at the huge urban corridor crawling across the landscape benegth them. A vast swath, furrowed
through the land, marked its progress, the track meandering back and forth asthe Locality’s
preprogrammed sensors sought out the raw materialsit needed. The structure' s outside shone with dick
iridescence, catching the light here and there and fragmenting it into star-shaped rainbows, sparking off
the surface. The surrounding landscape denied the presence. Verdant, unsullied, it stared skyward,
pretending that the mobile hive smply wasn't there. There was something wrong about it, thought Jack,
asif it belonged to another place dtogether. He wondered whether he too belonged to another place
atogether, whether al of them belonged in another place, and then histhoughts turned to Billie.

It would be easy for him just to think of her as an ordinary kid—the experience at Molly’s, her
excitement as she' d thought she was going to be flying to the Residence with him, and then the
disappointment—but then he' d remember. He d remember the involuntary maturity, the damaged
hodtility, and he knew it was more complex than that. He absently fingered the top of the mystery
handipad thrust deep into his pocket. If what Billie had said was true, and he had no reason to doubt it,



whatever the handipad contained was beyond his reach. He was no scientist. Sure, he/ d done hisown
research about archetypica images and the sort of mysticd traditionsthat dedt with dreamsand
foreknowledge. In away that was a science of its own, but formulae, equations, physics, al that stuff was
really outside his knowledge or experience. What mattered was that the handipad’ s owner would want it
back, and that other parties had an interest. Whether it would get him any closer to solving the Outreach
problem remained to be seen, but he could force the connectionsin this case. Sometimes hejust had to
grab circumstance and shake it into some sort of shape that he could recognize.

Science stuff. What would one of the untouchable wedlthy of the Residence want with scientific
formulae, with equations and the like, let done materia on philosophers and dchemy? Who even knew
what they wereinto? The Residence folk kept pretty much to themsalves. Their privacy could mask a
multitude of diversons, amultitude of Sns

Agan histhoughts drifted back to the kid he had somehow inherited.
“Billie” he d said to her at Molly’s.
“Uh-huh,” she' d answered, preoccupied with demolishing her burger.

“Not that they’ re going to, but if anyone asks, I'm your uncle. | just brought you with mefor a
Foundation Day treat.”

1] Sjre_”
“Uncle Jack,” he said thoughtfully.
“Okay. Jugt like Uncle Rinpin.”

The chill struck deep through hisspine. “No,” he said. “Nothing like Pinpin. Just Uncle Jack.”

“Uh-huh.”

How could she have made that connection? No, he could see why. He shook his head, tasting the
deeper implications and not liking them very much.

Helooked out over his shoulder at the glittering snake of the Locdity. Farther back, in the distance, the
sgnsof regrowth marked thetrail. The sunlight reflected acrossthe roof pands, shimmering rainbows.
Here, from thisheight, it was hard to imagine the enormity of the beast. Twenty-story walls had shrunk to
the size of afinger’ s breadth. The digtricts were echoed by faint ssgments aong the length of the beast.
Therewerevirtua borders, invisble from theinsde, but defined by the outer shell and the patterns of the
ceiling pands. Maybe it had something to do with programming and maintenance, away to track where
particular things were going on within the structure itself. The Locality trailed off, becoming smdler asthe
decaying materials were reabsorbed into the body. It left along tail, just like the end of asnake. Jack had
amogt forgotten what it waslike.

It had been years since he' d been outside. It was so easy to forget there even was an outside.
Everything you might possibly need wasthereingde the Locdity. Every single one of the inhabitants
worked and lived and moved from day to day enclosed within their artificia womb, the umbilicus of the
Locdlity itsdf feeding them at the touch of abutton or a spoken command. What sort of lifewasit,
redly? They werelike drones, characterless, devoid of real motivation or ambition. All they did was
produce for the unseen corporation that owned the place. No, he had more important things to think



about than the Sate of their collectivelife. They'd al chosenit, after all.

Going to Moally’s had been agood idea. He' d been able to watch and check whether they’ d been tailed
on their way from the gpartment. While Billie shoveled her face full of synthetic Mollyburger, he'd picked
at fries, watching the door and trying to block out the noise of the Foundation Day familiestaking their
kidsfor atreat. Family vaues, that waswhat Molly’ swas al about, or at least what they fed the
consumers and their kids. Synthesized media crap aong with the synthesized crap they stuck between
buns. He' d examined thefry ashe held it doft in front of hiseyes, wondering if it wasred potato or some
vegetable s mulacrum made to resemble potato. Now, that would have been areal irony—making
vegetables up to look like other vegetables. Jack had his own inbuilt cynicism working overtime, but Billie
had seemed to enjoy the food.

Jack had had another thought while they were egting, remembering the way she had seized and distilled
the information she’ d researched for him.

“How much of that science stuff on the handipad do you remember?’ he' d asked.

“Some,” she answered with ashrug. Perhaps he could use that. It was better to pretend that he hadn’t
been through it himsalf. Safer that way, if it cameto it. Nobody would suspect her.

“Does't matter anyway,” she'd said. “1 uploaded it to your system while you were out.”

He dapped at hisforehead with the tips of hisfingers and gave awordless growl between histeeth.

“You did what?’

“Uploaded it. After | finished looking at that snake stuff, | got bored. Had to do something.”

“But wasn't it protected?’

“Sure” Another shrug.

“If you were bored, why didn’t you watch avid or something?’

“Didn’t want to.”

And that was that. Jack ran the possibilities over in his head. His home system now held the contents of
the handipad. If theincident at Pinpin’s place was anything to go by, that could be dangerous. There was
no way he could claim lack of knowledge now. What if Pinpin’ svisitors camelooking? He chewed it
over asthey sat there, but there were no other options.

“I'm worried about having that stuff there, Billie”

She paused midbite and looked a him. “What for?’

“What if that pair comelooking?’

“Who?’

“Thet pair & Pinpin's.”



She shrugged again. “Oh, those two. They can't find it. Not if | don’t want them to. Nobody can find it.”

Her matter-of-fact certainty was unsettling, but he let it be. What was done was done, for now. There
was nothing to tiethe pair at Pinpin’ sto his apartment, asfar as he knew, and he'd just haveto let it rest
a that.

He stared out the side window as the land whipped by beneath. The terrain was passing him by just like
the chain of events, and he felt as though he were powerlessto stop thetide.

Before long the flier approached the environs of the Residence. Jack had had cause to be out thisway
only once before, but it looked pretty much the same as he remembered it. He watched the low, squat
shapes overlooking the bay, the terraced gardens, the gravel drives. These were houses. And they were
houses built the old way, brick upon brick, stone upon stone. No automatic-build program here, no
technology to do the work for you. Craftsmen, people, stuff done the way it had been done years before
build programs even existed. It reeked of money. It was funny how the more wealth people accumul ated,
the older were the things they collected and did. Antiques, houses built the old way, gardens, open
ar—theirreplaceable. How exactly did you vaue the marks of privilege?

Hewasn't used to seeing living spaces like this. Nothing like the gpartment buildings back in the
Locality. These huge structures were built for one family, or even one person. What for? So they could
keep private. So they could be selective about what they saw. Just like the way they al looked out over
the ocean. One fixed view, seeing only what they wanted to see.

Theflier started descending, heading for alanding pad atop one of the nearby hills. They settled gently to
the ground and the pilot opened the privacy screen. Blank insect eyes, reflective shades. No expression.

“Takethis” hesaid, holding out acard. “It’sauto call, for when you need to leave.”
Jack palmed the card and frowned. “I’m not sure how long I [l be. Can’'t you wait?’
The pilot shook hishead. “They don't like us hanging around. Strict rules.”

He grunted hisunderstanding. It wasn't idedl, but it would have to do. The door did open and he
climbed down to aflat expanse of grass. He backed away asthe door did shut and the flier took off
again, quickly fading to an indistinct speck against the cloud-smudged sky.

“Hunh,” said Jack. He' d forgotten. Last time he' d been out here, it was a prearranged visit. There'd
been someone to meet him, to ferry him to where he was going in adow-moving eectric trangport. This
timeit waswalk.

Jack turned and looked for away down, but the hilltop was an unbroken expanse of undisturbed grass,
gpart from the twin indentations marking where the flier had stood. Green, gray, and blue sky above. He
felt disconnected, asif he were part of adream sequence that had no relevance to anything he was
working on. A dight breeze rippled his coat.

He flipped open his handipad and called up the map. Where was he going?

He reoriented the handipad, getting his bearings. He could see the house from here. It was awide, stone
affair. Columnsran along a porch around the outside. Broad windows reflected the ocean meeting the
line of Sky over thevdley. Walsof glass. It sat high up on the opposite hill overlooking the bay, peeking
over the tops of astand of negtly arrayed and pruned trees. He chose his direction, plotting a path



through the wide estates and headed on down.

Jack felt out of place. He looked out of place with hisold coat, scruffy clothes and stubbled chin. Well,
he had areason for being here, and if the Van der Stegen name meant anything, it should mean something
out here, not that he expected to run into anyone asking questions.

He reached the edge of the estate where the buildings started, and scanned the areawarily. There was
not asign of life. No doubt he was dready being scanned and monitored by various security systems, but
there was no sign of people. The stillness, the silence was uncomfortable, especidly after the crowded
avenues of the Locality. He shrugged, a hdfhearted attempt to shake off the feding, and headed up
toward his destination, his hands shoved into his pockets. Absentmindedly he fingered the mystery
handipad. He wondered how many touriststhey got out here. Probably not that many. Too expensive.
Heimagined how many actua people were tracking him now as he waked dowly up the hill to the big
house that was his destination.

He' d just entered the grounds of the Van der Stegen residence when there were signs of movement from
the building itsaf.

“Shit,” muttered Jack. One of the dectric trangports he' d seen on hislast visit was whirring down the
drive toward him. It drew to astop long after Jack had had time to study its occupant.

Shewas stunning. That wasthe only word for it. A shimmering robe hung about her, bardly disguising
the shape of her dim, well-proportioned body. Long chestnut hair was swept up in twin wings on either
gde of her face, along, finely sculpted face with awide, full mouth and dark, dightly almond-shaped
eyes. Probably enhanced, but he could forget that for now. He could forget al of it. He could dream of a
womean likethis,

Shetook her time looking back at him, returning his gaze unconcernedly. “ Yes?' shesaid finaly. A
deep, rich voice.

Jack findly remembered himsdlf. “Hello,” hesad.
Good opening, Stein. She looked a him blankly.

“Um, I'm Jack Stein. | wanted to see Mr. Van der Stegen. Mr. Joshua VVan der Stegen. Thisisthe
place, right?’

She took amoment before answering, considering. “Hmm. Well, Daddy’ s not here at the moment. |
guess you don't have an agppointment, or if you have, he' s probably forgotten it. He doesthat al thetime.
People get used to it. Perhaps | can help you. If you' d like to tell me the nature of your business.”

“Daddy?’
“Yes, JoshuaVan der Stegen ismy father. I'm AnastasiaVan der Stegen.”

“I have something that | believe belongsto him, MissVan der Stegen. | wanted to returnit to himin
person.”

Another pause and acoolnessin thevoice. “Right. Well, he'snot here. Y ou can giveit to me. What is
it?



“I believeit’shishandipad.”

“| see.” She seemed to consider for amoment, and then the frostiness rapidly |eft her voice. “You'd
better come up to the house. Climb on.”

He nodded and clambered up behind her. This close, he caught arich flord scent. Something like roses,
but different. She swung the transport in awide arc, then headed back up to the house itsdlf.

“The house derted me, and | saw you coming up the hill,” she said over her shoulder. “I didn’t think |
recognized you, though Daddy has some pretty strange vigitors. Apart from that, we don’t get many
people out here.”

“S0, Miss Van der Stegen, isit just you and your father here?’

He looked around at the grounds as she replied. Neatly tended hedges bordered the wide, lightly
graveled drive. Beyond them lay flower beds, and farther back he thought he caught aglimpse of atennis
court.

“Tasha Most people call me Tasha. Yes, just us, except for the people who work here, of course.”

She eased the transport to astop in front of tal, thick, paneled front doors, did down from the front
seat, and beckoned him to follow. A wide stone roof covered the parking spot, supported by negtly
sculpted white columns. And speaking of neatly sculpted, Jack watched the movement of Tasha s back
and legs beneath the sheer opalescent fabric appreciatively. The robe clung to her shape as she moved,
delineating her body in vaguely pearly shimmers. She flung the door wide and waltzed ingde. A moment
later her voice camefromingde.

“Wél, comeon, Jack Stein.”
He grunted, jumped from the transport, and followed. Thiswouldn’t do. He had to get agrip.

They entered avast, echoing halway. A tiled floor stretched before them, redl tiles, black and whiteina
checkerboard pattern. A wide staircase circled to an upper level, a staircase looking like it was made of
marble with awooden banigter, rich, dark, and deeply polished. Other doorways led off the entrance
hall. AnastasiaVan der Stegen stood leaning back against awall, her position only enhancing thefal of
the fabric about her body. Shelet her gaze rove languidly, dowly, up and down Jack’ sframe, taking in
the coat, his boots, and moving back to hisface. She pushed hersdlf from the wall, crossed the
intervening space, and stood close to him, too close. One hand reached up to finger the fabric of his coat.
He could fedl her breath on his cheek. It was sweet, fresh, and added to the heady floral scent that
surrounded her.

“S0, Jack Stein, let’s see what you have to show me.” Her voice was smooth, suggestive.

Hefumbled in his coat pocket and pulled out the handipad, the right one, and held it out. She barely
glanced at it, instead holding his gaze with her big, dark eyes.

“Daddy will be pleased,” she said. Shetook the handipad and tossed it casualy onto anearby hall table.
“Can't abide the thingsmysdf.” Letting her fingerslinger for just amoment, she turned and waked to the
wall. Jack glanced around the sumptuous trappings. Above them hung a chanddier, multifaceted glass
drops catching the light in rainbows.



“How did you come by it, Jack Stein?’ she said without turning around.
“What?’ he asked, momentarily confused.

“The handipad, of course.”

“It doesn't redlly matter, doesit?’

She looked a him over her shoulder, and before she could mask it he caught abrief look of caculation
inthe gaze.

“No, | suppose not.”
He cleared histhroat. “Um, Miss Van der Stegen—"
“Tasha” Sheturned to face him, leaning back against thewall again.

“All right, Tasha” He was having difficulty concentrating on why he was here. “Did your father mention
that he' d lost his handipad?’

She shrugged.
“Or maybe that it wasimportant?’

She gave adight shake of her head. The movement caused aripple to run through the robe’ sfabric, and
Jack tracked it and swallowed involuntarily.

“So how do you know it shis?” she said. “Usudly he' s pretty careful with histhings.”
“Oh, let’sjust say | have my own ways of knowing.”

Again theflutter of caculation in her glance, again the quick dropping of the shutters of naiveté. Thisgirl
was more than she wanted to let on.

She pushed herself from the wall and smoothed the dress againgt her thighs. “Y ou said you thought it
might beimportant.”

“I'just wondered. | thought it might have had something to do with hisbusiness. I’ ve had abit of trouble
sncel, um, acquired it.”

Another shrug, and Jack found his attention wandering again.

“I wouldn't know anything about that. Daddy doesn't talk to me about business. | overhear thingsfrom
timeto time, but al that science and space doesn't redlly interest me.”

Science and space. Those words brought his attention quickly back to theimmediate.
Anagtasia continued. “1 am so sorry it’s caused you problems. Y ou must et me give you something to

make up for your trouble.” Shelet the statement hang between them. Jack tried to ignore the
implications.



“It must have cost you to bring it dl theway out here,” shesaid findly.

Jack thought of anumber and doubled it. Sometimes he hated bringing things down to money, but not
thistime. Anything she might give him would be a mere drop in the ocean to people like the Van der
Stegens. After dl, her family, the other people who lived around here, had an entire hive of worker
dronesto satisfy their needs and whims.

Anastasia turned back to thewall and spoke a command. “Have you got your own handipad with you?’
“Sure,” said Jack, and dug it out and flipped it open, ready.

She spoke another couple of commands. The number was more than what he d told her. Jack closed
the handipad, feeling pleased at the unexpected bonus. He wouldn't be so reliant upon Gleeson and the
Outreach contract now.

Thoughts of Gleeson suddenly reminded him why he was here.

“Ligten, | would till liketo talk to your father about this” he said. “Here smy card. I'maPl, MissVan
der Stegen. Y our father might have linksto acase I’ m working on at the moment, and I’d like to ask him
afew quedtions”

Shetook the card and ran her finger dowly back and forth aong the edge, watching him al thewhile.
She barely glanced at the card, then dipped it inside some concealed pocket inside the robe. Jack
struggled to think where there might be space for apocket in the garment.

“Sure” said Anastasia “I'll let him know. A PI?

“Y egh. Psychic invetigator.”

“How interesting.” He' d expected condescension in the reaction, but if it was there, there was no trace
of it.

“Do you expect your father back?’

Another shrug. “He might be back. He might not.”

“Wadll, itisimportant that | talk to him.”

“I'll let him know when | seehim,” she said again with ashrug.

“Thanks” said Jack. “I’ll find my own way out.”

She sad nothing. He left Anastasia Van der Stegen standing there, leaning againgt the wall, watching.

Once outside on the broad grave drive, Jack muttered to himsdlf, “Get ahold of yoursdlf, Jack. You
know better than to think with your dick instead of your head. Stupid.”

He walked back down the hill, thinking about the Van der Stegen girl’ s behavior and his own response.
There was too much going on there that didn’t add up. Not only the feigned innocence, but other little
things. She' d said she hated handipads, and yet she had loaded hiswithout a blink. She was obvioudy
aware of the effect she had on the male thought processes. What would she want to play with someone



like him for anyway? He assumed it had to be play. Maybe it gave her a sense of power or something.
And the casua dropping of the stuff about science and space—all innocence, but was it? Science and
gpace. He shook hishead and, as he walked back up the hill to thelanding field, dipped the card into his
handipad to call theflier that would take him back to the Locality.

By thetime he got back, Billiewas hungry again. Another visit to Molly’ sand another fight against the
Foundation Day crowds squeezed into the shuttle, and they finaly made it back to the apartment. The
synth food sat heavily in his ssomach, and hefdt the acid riang in histhroat. He couldn’t go on egting like
this. Once upon atime he’' d sworn to himself that he' d never eat that crap, but sometimes, just
sometimes, easy was better. He resigned himsdlf to getting some supplies. It wouldn't have mattered so
much if Billiedidn’t get hungry so quickly. Jack could go without food for hours, sometimes days.

Recently he often smply forgot to edt.

Hedidn't havetimefor this. He needed to think, to try to put the pieces together.

“Billie, I need to do some work. Then we can talk about what we' re going to do with you.”
“What am | going to do?’

“I don’t know. Watch avid or something.”

Heleft her therein theliving room and shut himsdlf in the bedroom, lay back on the bed, and flipped
open his handipad. Therewasalot of stuff to go through.

Two hourslater and he' d read dl he could. Billie had left him undisturbed and he' d been ableto piece
together afew points.

The Ouroboros had been arecurring symbol throughout Earth culture from ancient times, not only in
myth and legend, but in dream images aswell. Even down to that chemist who had dreamed about the
snake biting its own tail, which had led to the structure of benzene.

Archetypes. Dream images. Symbols.

And dchemy.

Big questions, one &fter the other.

What was the sgnificance? How wasit linked to the happenings on Dairil 1117?

He remembered thering in the dream. Black and silver. It might aswell be black and white. Positive and
negative. Yin and yang. And insde the snake, the writing. It was Greek. It meant, “Thedl isone” He

knew that much now, but it made no more sense to him than any of the re<t.

So what did the symbol mean? From what he could glean, its primary meaning was a representation of
the cyclic nature of the universe: creation out of destruction; life out of deeth.

The death part made sense, but it was atenuouslink at best. It had to be deeper than that. Then there
was Ronschke' s mention of the stone, whatever stone that might be. Linking the snaketo dchemy;, it
could only be the fabled philosophers stone, the cataly<t to transformation. Change. Theend isthe



beginning. As above so below.
The mystic rubrics tumbled through his head, fogging the thought process rather than clearingit.
Hewaswadting histime.

But somehow Outreach was linked to Joshua Van der Stegen and whatever lay coded on his handipad.
And in turn that was linked to whatever had happened to Gil Ronschke and the rest of the mining crew.

If Van der Stegen wasinvolved, it was big. Bigger maybe than just Outreach. Jack didn’t know what
Van der Stegen did yet, but he clearly had immense resources at his disposal. Science and space. Exactly
the same sort of background that Outreach had in its Dairil 111 operations. Somebody clearly cared very
much about what was going on. Pinpin’ s visitors had shown him that far more clearly than he would have
liked.

And then therewas Billie. What exactly was her rolein dl of this? Sure, maybeit was just coincidence
that she’ d been there when he' d visited Pinpin, but he was reluctant to accept that. He had afedling
about it.

Histhoughts strayed back to the ring in the mine. There was just too much there, too many symbolsto
tease gpart. The black and white. The severed hand, cut off from . . . what? If thelast Dairil 111 dream
had told him anything, then the link was Ronschke, but he serioudy doubted that such aring would have
bel onged to the burly miner. Just not his style. And the ring was more than just aring. The snake biting its
owntall wasaring initsdf. Soit wasaring on aring. It had dimensondlity.

And then there was the thing coming out of thewall. Wasit something dive? Wasit the* creature’ in that
old poem?

His head hurt. He needed a drink, but he didn’t have time anymore. He let the handipad drop to the bed
beside him and sighed with frustration. Knowing what he had to do, he reached over, pulled open the
drawer by the bed, and retrieved a stim patch. At least the drugs might give him some focus. Keeping his
energy levels going and his concentration focused was what he needed now. With alook of distaste,
recalling the sensations from the first Dairil 111 dream, he smoothed it on.

He still had work to do. Lots of work. Timeto look at the material from JoshuaVan der Stegen’s
handipad. Running his fingers back through his hair, he moved his head from side to side to ease the
tension in his neck, and wandered out into the living room to talk to Billie and get her to give him access
to the downloaded materid.

Jack glanced at thewall as he wandered in. The material was already open, and Billie was scanning
throughiit.

“I might have found somethings,” she said, looking up.

Nine

“Cdl waiting,” said thewadl|.

“Who?" said Jack, barely able to contain the trace of annoyance in hisvoice. HE d made no further



progresswith the Van der Stegen materia, and hisfrustration was growing. The pointers Billie had given
him had been starting points, but nothing more. He didn’'t know why he d expected anything ese. She
was currently in the other room fixing herself something to est. Just aswell. Whoever the caller was, he

didn’t want her seen.
“|dentity withheld,” said thewall.
He debated for amoment, then killed the notes display and said, “Answer.” He' d been making limited

progress anyway. L ots of fragments and passages about containment fields, bridges, exotic matter,
riddled with formulae and theoreticad assumptions. Way beyond him, even with the extra edge provided

by the stim patch.

The face that swam into view was not one he recogni zed—a severe face, high browed, thinning white
hair, dark, thick eyebrows.

“Jack Stein?’

“Yeah,andyou are...?

“Joshua Van der Stegen, Mr. Stein.”

His daughter must have gotten her looks from her mother.

Van der Stegen continued. “1 believe | owe you adebt of gratitude, Mr. Stein, for returning my, uh. . .

property.” Helicked hislips and narrowed his eyes. Just for amoment Jack thought about the millions of
little nonliving creatures scuttling around insde the wall to make the image change. “May | ask you how

you came by it?’

At that moment Billie appeared in the doorway, carrying atray of ready-cooked. The expression on
Van der Stegen’ sface changed. “Ah, and thiswould be. . .”

Jack cursed inwardly. “My niece, Mr. Van der Stegen.”

A frown flickered, and he glanced toward her pointedly.

“No, it'sfing” said Jack, taking his meaning immediately. “We can tak in front of Billie.”
“Ah, | see. All rightthen...”

Jack had aready crafted what he was going to say in case of just such a conversation. He recounted the
story about finding the handipad on a shuttle, dropped by someone whom he didn’t know. When he was
finished, Van der Stegen looked thoughtful.

“I see” hesaid. “1 don’t suppose you know who this person on the shuttle might have been?” He
rubbed at histop lip with onefinger.

“I don't mind telling you,” said Jack. “Our friend on the shuttle isn’t the only one who has expressed an
interest in your ‘ property,” asyou cdl it.”

“How 07’



“Considering the exact nature of that interest, I’d prefer not to go into it right here and now.”

“I see.” Van der Stegen gave aquick nod, then paused, clearly considering. “I understand you're an
investigator, Mr. Stein.”

“Y eah, Pl—psychic investigations. What of it?”

“And | don't suppose your current work would have anything to do with the object coming into your
possession.”

“Not exactly, no.”

“Fine, then I’ d like to make use of your services”

“I don’'t do business over awall screen.”

“l see”

“It’ sthe nature of my work, Mr. Van der Stegen.” He paused, spreading his hands. “I1t' snot only a
guestion of security. It hasto do with the impressions| get from direct contact. It’simportant to what |
do.”

Van der Stegen looked troubled, but he nodded his understanding.

Jack clasped his hands and leaned forward. “Okay, you' reinterested in hiring me. So, let me guess. . .
it hasto do with the subject of our discussion.”

“Y ou don’t need to be apsychic to work that out, Stein.”

“Of course. Okay .. . if you still want to talk about it, you' Il have to cometo my office. We can discuss
rates and other considerationsthere.”

Van der Stegen stared out from the wall screen. * Perhaps you could come here.”

“No,” said Jack. “I' d prefer to meet you at my office. Neutral ground. | need to make sure that the
impressions are not contaminated by anything.”

Van der Stegen continued to look troubled. “All right. If | must. But | have one or two thingsto take
care of firdt. | can't get there Sraightaway.”

“Y ou have the address. How soon can you get there?’
“Give methree and ahaf hours.”

“Fine” said Jack. “ Off,” he said, cutting the connection and glancing at thewall digplay to mark thetime.
Three and ahaf hours. Maybe he was out at the Residence, maybe he wasn't, but Van der Stegen didn’t
believeinwadting time.

He sat back again, feding moderately pleased with himsdlf. There was more than one reason he wanted
to use the office. The systems there were rudimentary, making it harder for anyoneto bresk in and
monitor their discussions. Plus, what he' d said to the man was true. He wanted to get close to Joshua



Van der Stegen, somewhere on truly neutral ground, where he could get ared fed for theguy. The
clinica sparseness of his office would help with that. Van der Stegen was linked to the Outreach stuff
somehow, and he needed to find out how. Thefact that he had called just when Jack had been scanning
the uploaded notes from the handipad didn’t escape him either. Things worked like that—always.
Alwaysthe strangedly timed connections driving things forward. Coincidence was more than mere
coincidence—aways.

“So what are you going to do now?’ said Billie from the doorway around amouthful of ready-cooked.
He' d amogt forgotten she wasthere.

“Going to meet with thisVVan der Stegen guy and find out why everyone s so interested in this handipad
of his”

“And what am | supposed to do?’

“Damnit, Billie. | don't know. Stay here. Amuse yoursdlf.”

She narrowed her eyes and mouthed the words back at him, silently, chin thrust forward.
Shit. “Okay, what do you suggest?’ he said resignedly.

She said nothing, just stood there pouting.

“Wdl?

“Can’'t | comewith you?’

“No, you can’t comewith me. | don’t want you involved.”

“But he’ saready seen me. He knows I’ m with you.”

“Sure, but he thinks you're my niece. And that’ stheway | want it to stay. If | drag you along to the
mesting, he' s bound to have questions.”

She picked at the ready-cooked, refusing to meet his eyes.

“Ligten, Billie. Later, when | get back, we' re going to Sit down together and have along talk. There are
things | want to know about you, things we have to work out.”

Sheglanced up a him suspicioudly.

Jack suddenly had anidea. If she were as good with information as she seemed . . .

“But, al right, there is something you can do while I’m gone. The upload from the handipad. I’ ve looked
through it and can’t make much sense out of it. Maybe you can go through it one more time and seeif
there’ sanything more useful.”

“Likewhat?’

“Seeif it meansanything, if you can tieit to the other stuff you werelooking up for me. | want you to see
if you can find away the science stuff linksto the history. Can you do that?”



“Uh-huh,” shesaid dowly.

“Oh, and one other thing. Isthere away you can block incoming cals unlessthey’ re from me? | might
need to get in touch with you quickly.” He didn’t know why he said thet, but his gut feding told him it
wasright.

“Easy,” sdid Billie

“Good. And whileyou're at it, seeif you can find out anything about this Joshua Van der Stegen. Who
he sinvolved with. Where he got his money. Stuff like that. Can you do that?”

She nodded. She seemed satisfied, so he grabbed his handipad and moved to get ready. Sheredly did
seem asif the challenge he' d set were something that would keep her absorbed. Good. Billi€' s presence
was turning out to be abonus, and with the way his mind appeared to be fogging any connections he
could come up with, he could use afresh viewpoint right now.

Hearrived early, giving himself agood haf hour before he expected Van der Stegen to arrive. It gave
him the space to become attuned to the office, the surrounds, so they’ d gppear as nothing more than
background noise to his senstivity. Helooked around at the blank walls, the spartan furnishings, thetrails
of equipment, and sucked air through histeeth. Impersond and functiond, just like most of hislife. He d
ripped off the stim patches before leaving, but he still felt the chemica coursing through his bloodstream.
It would be a couple of hours before the traces of it l€ft. It meant he' d be alittle on edge for the meeting.
Not good, but there was little choice. The sooner he met with Van der Stegen the better.

He sat on the edge of the couch and stared at the wall. What was he realy doing? He fdlt asif he were
losing control, asif events were pushing him in directions he was powerless to shape, but therewas
nothing particularly new about that. It was about time he started to get hold of hislife. The sheltered
environment of the Locality did littleto help.

Mentdly heticked off the people involved, trying to trace the connecting threads. William Warburg, the
executive from Outreach. Francis Gleeson, an Outreach clerk. Gil Ronschke, an Outreach miner. Joshua
Van der Stegen, connected how? Pinpin Dan—dead, but still connected in some way. And then there
was Billie. Somehow shewastied into dl of this, but damned if he knew how. The names just wouldn’t
come together. The only common thread was Outreach Industries.

And on top of everything, there was the dream. The White-HairedMan. Who or what was he supposed
to represent’? Something sinister, that much was clear. But what girlfriend? It couldn’t mean Billie. There
was just no way he could allow himself to accept that as a possbility, unless his subconscious mind was
trying to tell him something that he redlly didn’t want to hear. No, there was no way. Even Jack Stein’s
head was not that fucked up.

The door announced an arrivd, interrupting the random chain of thoughts.

Jack called up the image and pursed hislips. It was Van der Stegen, right on cue, but hewasn't done.
He had another person with him, awoman. A big woman. The sight of her sparked something
uncomfortablein hischest, but helet it pass. It was probably just the stims making him edgy again. It
wouldn't do to let parancia creep into the equation. He let themin.



Van der Stegen strode into the office and looked about imperioudy, distaste clearly etched on his
severe, dark-browed face. The woman entered behind him and took up a position by the door, her
hands crossed behind her back. She was large-framed, solid. Reddish, short-cropped hair sat tightly
above asquared face. She was dressed in dark, loose, nondescript clothes, giving her freedom of
movement. Shelooked around the room first, then at Jack. There was amomentary flash of interest in
her eyes, then she looked away. Okay, so thiswas Van der Stegen’ s hired muscle.

“Mr. Stein,” said Van der Stegen, looking around for somewhere to plant himsalf. Jack gestured to one
of the chairs, and perched himsdlf on the edge of his couch, haf standing.

“Jack. Just call me Jack, Mr. Van der Stegen.”

Van der Stegen grunted and sat back on the chair, adjusting his clothing, still taking in his surroundings.

Jack’ s gaze flitted from him to the big woman by the door and back again. The woman seemed content
smply to stand there, watching, but there was nothing relaxed about her pose. He got the impression of
tautness, tightly flexed sted!.

“So, Mr. Van der Stegen,” said Jack. “Glad you could makeit, you and your friend . . .” Helet the
gatement hang meaningfully between them.

Van der Stegen waved his hand dismissively. “Thisis one of my persond security staff. One can't betoo
caeful.”

“Right,” said Jack. He watched her for amoment or two before turning his attention back. “ So what can
| dofor you, Mr. Van der Stegen?’

Van der Stegen was staring at the smple desk. Jack followed his gaze. The smal blue bottle belonging
to Gil Ronschke sat a one corner. Damn, he' d forgotten he' d left it there,

“Aswe discussed, Jack, | am interested in determining who removed my handipad and why. It's
important that thisremains quiet.”

“That’sunderstood. I’ll want a thousand aday and, of course, expenses.”

“Yes, yes” sad Van der Stegen, asif he could barely be bothered with such trividities. Jack suddenly
wished he’ d said abigger number. “Y ou mentioned other interests.”

“Yes, that' sright. But first, do you have any ideawho this person who left my handipad on the shuttle
might have been?’

Reaching for someone convienent he could dot into the story, Jack remembered the man in the
out-of-place clotheswhom he' d seen on his shuttle ride to New. Using what he could recdl, he
described the man.

Van der Stegen glanced at the woman by the door, who gave a quick, dmost imperceptible shake of her
head. VVan der Stegen turned his head dowly to face Jack. “ That’ s one of the reasonswhy I’ m engaging
you, Stein. The person you describeislike no onel know. It doesn't seem asif he' sfamiliar to Marianna
ether.” Helooked down at his coat and brushed an invisible something from the [apd. “Now, what of
these other things you mentioned?’

“Before we get to that, | need to know more. Who might be interested in the contents of your handipad?



Who would have accessto it?’
Van der Stegen fixed him with ahard look. “And what precisely do you know of the contents?”

“Nothing a al,” said Jack evenly. “But clearly they’ re important to someone; otherwise why would they
bother to take it?’

Van der Stegen rubbed histop lip with one finger, the same gesture he'd used in the earlier call, and
looked at him appraisingly. After amoment’ s consideration, he continued.

“Yes, dl right. | supposethat’sapossbility. It could have been sheer opportunism, but you' re probably
right. Some of the companies|’minvolved with have high-level research projects. | like to keep mysdlf
abreast of their progress, and so | carry around detailed notes. Perhaps you might think it alittle foolish,
but that’ sthe way | work. We al have our own ways of doing things. I'm smply acreature of habit.
Sufficeit to say that the content of those notesis of no red interest to you, Mr. Stein.”

“Perhaps not,” said Jack. “But we have to make certain assumptions. Why would someone want to take
it?

Van der Stegen sighed. “1 suppose industrial espionage isadways a possibility, but | doubt it. Thereis
more than one type of opportunism, after dl. There' s smple opportunism and there' s opportunism with
intent. More likely it was the former, not knowing what they might find.”

“S0,” said Jack. “Did you notice it was missing?’

Van der Stegen looked uncomfortable. “No. No, | didn’t. I’ ve been busy with acouple of other things
lately.”

“All right. It can’t have been missing for long, though.” Jack filed that away for later, nodding to himself.
Apparently his gut fedings were right again. Gleeson had not been telling him the entire truth about how
he' d come by the device. It wasjugt dl too convenient. If Van der Stegen carried the thing around with

him, making notes, he was likely to missit pretty quickly. Thefact that he hadn’t pointed to ardatively
small time window. “And who would have had access to the handipad?’

“Noonel canthink of. There sthe household staff, of course, but they go through rigorous screening,
and | know mogt of them persondly.”

So Van der Stegen could afford the luxury of actua staff, but Jack knew that aready. He' d seen the
house. Nothing new or surprising there.

“And vigtors?’

“We have very few.” Van der Stegen shook his head. “No, most of my business dedlings occur avay
from the Residence. Very occasionaly | hold ameeting at the house. Apart from that there’ s not much
cdl for vistors”

“What about your daughter?’

“What about her?” he snapped, narrowing his eyes.

“Asyou dready know, I've met your daughter. | just think we should consider—”



“What? That Tashatook it? | resent that suggestion. Perhaps you should concentrate your energies
elsawhere, Mr. Stein.” Again, the motion with finger and upper lip; then he rubbed histhumb and
forefinger together and made to stand, but Jack waved him down.

“I’'m not suggesting shetook it, Mr. Van der Stegen.” Though Van der Stegen’ s reaction had definitely
pushed it up on thelist of Jack’ s possibilities now. “Rather, perhaps she might have had avisitor,
someone who might just be such an opportunist.”

“I supposeit’' saposshility, but | don't believeit’ slikely. And | would prefer it if Tashawere left out of
this”

“Fine” He d ded with that line of inquiry hisown way, and his own way would definitely involve asking
Tashaacouple of pointed questions, but VVan der Stegen didn’t have to know that at this stage.

Van der Stegen stood and crossed to the desk. He reached for the bottle.

“Mr. Van der Stegen, I’d rather you didn’t—"

Too late. Van der Stegen had picked up the bottle and was turning it over in hisfingers.
“Nicelittle piece.” Then he turned and saw the expression on Jack’ sface. “Isthere a problem?’

“Nothing. It belongsto aclient, that’sall.”

“Humph,” said Van der Stegen, and returned the bottle to the desk. He stared down at it for amoment,
then traced hisfingers up one sde again, obliviousto Jack’ s grimace. “All right, that’ s seitled. How long
before | expect to hear something from you?’ he asked without turning around.

“I may need to contact you, perhapstalk to some of your people.”

“That shouldn’t be aproblem.” Van der Stegen withdrew a card from inside his coat and placed it
carefully on the desk beside the bottle. “Isthere anything €lse?’

“What do you know about Outreach Industries, Mr. Van der Stegen?’

The dight stiffening of the man’s shoulders and the flicker of movement from by the door did not go
unnoticed.

“Why do you ask?’

“Well, you mentioned industria espionage. It sjust anamethat came up recently.”

Van der Stegen turned dowly, glancing around the walls. “Isthis place secure?’

Jack nodded.

Van der Stegen hesitated. “ Thisinformation isto be kept strictly to yoursdlf. It's not too widely known,

but | have quite asizable interest in Outreach. It's more aswhat you' d cal asilent partner. | supposeit
doesn't hurt that you know that, but how you came by that information—"



“—ismy businessfor now, Mr. Van der Stegen. It'sjust useful to know my sources arerdliable.”

Van der Stegen shoved his handsin his pockets, but not before rubbing at hislipsagain, now firmly
pursed. He gave Jack along, hard stare, but apparently was satisfied, because he nodded.

“I’d prefer that knowledge didn’t become public either. | have other concernsin the Locality that might
seethat involvement asaconflict of interests. | can trust your discretion?”

“Hey, you'rethe client, Mr. Van der Stegen,” said Jack. “Client privilege and dl that.”

He nodded. “All right. Isthat it?”

“Yes, Mr. Van der Stegen, that’ sit for now. I'll be in touch.”

Van der Stegen and the woman left him sitting there, watching the door as it shut behind them.

Something about the woman was nagging a him, but he couldn’t put hisfinger oniit. It was more than the
sense of unease sheinvoked in him. There was the barely disguised movement when he' d mentioned
Outreach and . . . something else. That flicker of almost recognition as she’ d entered. That could easly
be explained, he supposed. If she was on Van der Stegen’ s security staff, then she could easily have
remembered him from the household security monitors. Van der Stegen was sure to have had him
checked out before coming. He didn’t recognize her from anywhere else, hewas amogt certain. He
remembered faces, and hersjust didn’t trigger anything.

Later. He could worry about that later.

He d received nothing in particular from Van der Stegen himsdlf. There were just the normal impressions
that anybody could work out for themselves. No need for extra abilities. The man was used to command
and power. He liked to be in control, and he expected peopleto fal into line with hiswishes. Jack didn’t
particularly like the man from hisfirst assessment, but then, he didn’t have to. The guy was paying him,
and he might just help to get him closer to the Outreach problem.

Hewondered if Billie had made any progress with the Van der Stegen notes. Heputinacal. Ashe
waited, he wandered over to the desk and did Van der Stegen’s card around and around with one
finger. Helooked at the bottle that Van der Stegen had so thoughtlessly handled, and frowned. Van der
Stegen was not to know the potentia impact of that casua touch, he supposed. Just aswell he' d finished
with the bottle anyway.

There was no response from his apartment.

“Dammit, Billie. Answer,” he breathed. Hetried again.

Sill nothing.

Where the hell was she? Something dithered past the depths of his abdomen.

He d told her he might need to get through to her. Either shewasn't thereor . . . shewasn't answering.
For some reason, she wasn't answering.

He dipped the bottle into one pocket and Van der Stegen’ s card into another. There was nothing left for
him to do in the office anyway.



The door to his gpartment was unlocked. A quick scan quickly told him Billiewaswell and truly gone.
Therewas no sign of her. Either she' d been scared away by someone, or she' d been taken. A quick,
guilt-filled chill raced through his chest, making it fed hollow and empty. Okay, Stein, you're
overreacting. Maybe she' d gone off somewhere on her own.

No. Remembering the way she' d fiddled with the locking program to block his access, Jack doubted
she'd smply have wandered off. So where the hell was she?

He walked warily through the rooms, one after the other, looking for some sort of sign. The place
looked undisturbed, asif there’ d been nobody there at all, let done Billie. It was too ordered. Somebody
had definitely been there, somebody who' d taken alot of trouble to make sure thingslooked asif no one
had been. If they’ d been ableto get past Billie' s security, then what €lse had they been into? He suddenly
felt violated. Thiswas his place. No one came here. He continued scanning the roomsto seeif he could
tell what had been touched.

“Messages,” he said, standing in the center of the living room with hisfingerslaced behind his neck,
taking long, deep breaths.

Billie svoicefloated out of thewall. “Uncle Jack. Got bored with that stuff. Too easy. Had to leave.
Goneto see some old friends.”

Smart girl. Maybe too smart to be Billie. He played the message again, but it was Billie' svoice, al right.
The way she emphasized certain wordswas al too familiar. Anybody could fake avoice, but it was
harder to get the nuancesjust right. So he was right; something had scared her away.

Goneto see some old friends. But Billiedidn’t have any old friends, asfar asheknew. Unless. .. Old
friends

Perhaps she' d left him something e <e.

“Next,” he said. Nothing. He didn’t even know how to access the stuff she' d been working on, but he
didn’t really havetimefor that now. He just needed her back.

“Clear messages,” he said. Without even bothering to check the accesses to the system—whoever had
been there wouldn’t have | eft traces anyway—he headed out the door.

Therewas only one place to look. Thefar end of Old. The seedy end. The place where everything fell
apart.

He had no idea exactly whereto look, and that meant once more trusting hisingtincts. He aready knew
enough about Billi€' s past, and there were events from his own experiencesto point to potentia dangers
at thefar end of Old. Jack wasn't sure whether he should be more concerned about what might be down
there waiting for her, or what had made her head that way in thefirst place, what had made her seek
refugein Old. Bardly bothering to take the time to lock his door, he headed out to the shuttle stop.

It was getting late, and when the shuttle finally arrived it was nearly empty. The other pair who rode
toward Old didn’t seem in the mood for conversation, or for anything, redlly. They huddied in opposite
corners of the car and avoided each other’ s gaze. That suited Jack just fine. He tried to remember the



last time he' d been right down to the bottom end of the Locality, but it was long ago. There was just no
good reason to go down there.

He alighted and stood watching as the shuittle crawled away from him, shuddering asit dealt with the
intermittent flow of power. He d forgotten what it was redlly like down here. Darkness swept acrossthe
risng wallsin stuttering waves. Thiswas darkness unlike the muted tonesto be found in newer aress.
Herethe celling panelsflickered, haf capturing the displays, flashes of partia images strobing acrossthe
surface, then just asrapidly fading or blinking out atogether. The colorsilluminated crumbling wals, a
fractured shadow play that worked deep in his unease. The pop and creak of buildings nearing the end of
their useful life came from dl around. His fellow passengers had left him severa stops back, and he stood
adonein the middle of the street. From every direction came noise and movement—for in the midst of
desth waslife,

Jack lislened, scanning for any sign of actud redl life, hidden somewherein the midst of the sound of the
dying buildings. He reoriented himsdlf, seeking adirection that felt right, but couldn’t find one. HE d let his
ingtinct guide him. Let’ s seejust how lucky you are, Stein, he thought. At random, he picked abuilding
and headed toward it.

Ten

Jack stepped warily within the cresking walls. Thiswas histhird attempt, and he didn’t know how many
more likely buildings there were. Inwardly he knew, rationdly, that arandom chunk of the building's
structure wasn't about to come crashing down on hishead, but it didn’t fed right. The whole building
seamed to protest with every step he took. Not residentia—this one had been an office complex. The
whole layout was wrong for habitation. No longer offices—now gloom and shadows inhabited the empty
spacesinstead.

A flicker of movement off to one side and he stopped in midstep, holding his breeth, listening. Come on,
Jack, get agrip. Ever sincethat time in the military when he’ d been captured, locked away ina
subterranean cdll with nothing but hisimagination to paint bizarre pictures on theinsdes of hiseyes, he'd
devel oped athing about dark placesthat had stayed with him. He still didn’t like dark places, but
thoughts of Billie were spurring him on. Perhaps somewhere in this maze of sad decay lay the pointer to
where she might be.

Another dight movement, and thistime the sound of something scraping on the floor. Hewhirled asa
figure materidized in the vast doorway off to hisright.

“What do you want here, New man?’

As Jack’ s eyes adjusted, he could make out afigure leaning nonchdantly againgt one of the pillars
flanking the entranceway. Details dipped into place. It was akid. Hewore adark suit inthe old style.
Old, old style. Fashion usualy ran in cycles of about twenty years, but that style of clothing was decades
old.

“You look likeaNew man,” said the boy. “What do you want down herein Old, New man?’
Jack hesitated. There was something dightly strange about the kid' s speech, asif blurred by the barely

disguised traces of an accent. Now that Jack could see better, more detailswerefaling into place. The
kid'shair was cut old-style too, close, cropped to the lines of his skull. What was he worried about? This



wasjust akid, after all. Wasn't it?
“I’'m looking for afriend,” said Jack.

Thekid pushed himsdlf from the pillar and strolled across the intervening floor space, his hands clasped
behind his back.

“A friend, en?’ he said as he neared, looking Jack up and down. He did a circuit, walking right around
the spot where Jack stood, dl the time subjecting him to scrutiny.

Finally he stopped in front of Jack and stood, hands still clasped behind his back like an old man.
“And what sort of friend are you looking for?” he said quietly. “A boy friend or agirl friend?’

Snatches of adream voice floated in Jack’ sinner ear. | want your girlfriend. The kid started walking
agan.

“Hmmm, New man?What isyour fancy? A boy friend or agirl friend?’
“Neither. Just afriend. A particular friend. Maybe you know her.”

The kid stopped his circuit and peered up into Jack’ s face. He subjected Jack to alook that bored right
through him.

“And why would you think that?’ he asked, his eyes never wavering. And then he started pacing again.
Around and around. It was starting to get on Jack’ s nerves.

“She said she had some friendsin Old.”
The voice came from behind him thistime. “Maybe we could arrange something. It depends.”

Jack had had enough. He spun and grabbed the kid by hisjacket and drew him close so they were
face-to-face. It depends on what?’

“Nuh-uh,” said thekid, pulling his jacket free with awrench and smoothing it down with hishands. He
looked up and gave ashake of hishead and aknowing smile. “Y ou won't get anything that way.”

Too much familiarity there and the familiarity hurt. However old thiskid was, he' d seen too much for his
years. Itimmediately put himinmind of Billie,

“Dammit,” spat Jack from between closed teeth, feding dightly ashamed for trying to monster the kid.
“I’'mlooking for afriend, that’ sal. Either you can help me or you can't. Perhaps | can persuade you.”
He reached into a pocket to retrieve his handipad, and the kid took a hasty step backward, glancing
warily from sde to Sde, making sure of his escape route.

“I wouldn't do that if | wereyou, New man,” he said quietly, and followed it with along, low whistle
through histeeth.

“But |l wasjust . . .”

There were other noises from beyond the shadowed gloom. Then Jack could see figures clustered in the



archway, and others back behind the kid.

“Daman, you okay?’ said a voice from the doorway—young, likethekid's, but somehow hard. There
was the sound of meta scraping along awall or floor; he couldn’t tell.

“It' sokay,” Jack said, holding his hands out, and dowly, carefully he reached in and withdrew the
handipad from his pocket. “1 was just going to seeif | could make it worth your whileto help me out.”
He thumbed the handipad on, looking for the kid' s reaction.

Thekid lifted a hand, pam toward the vast doorway. “ Cold, hard credits. We like numbers, New man.
Now you're talking our language,” he said. Hisface was still hard. “Who' syour friend? Perhaps we can
work something out after dl . . . or, even better, find someone who might be even moreto your taste.
Sometimes you make discoveries down herein Old—discoveries that might surprise you.”

“No, ligten, kid—Daman, if that’ swhat you call yoursef—you've got it wrong. Thisredly isabout a
friend. Her name sBillie”

Damanlooked thoughtful and then suspicious. “Billie, en? And what' s sheto you? Y ou ardative or
something? We sometimes get relatives down here, or people who say they' rerdlatives.”

“No, not arelative. Nothing like that. She' s staying with me.” Jack was aware of the shadowy forms
lurking in the doorway just out of hissight. He didn’t want to let on about the trouble. “ Do you know
her?’

Damanwas silent for along time. Finaly he seemed to make up his mind. He gestured for Jack to follow,
turned his back without a care, and headed toward the vast doorway. “No,” he said over his shoulder.
“But there' s someone here who might.”

Jack set hismouth in agrim line and followed. He didn't like the implications of what he was seeing at
al. The connection Billie had to this place was painfully obvious, and he didn’'t need his gut feding to tell
him it was something uncomfortable. He watchedDaman as he led the way. The kid' s step was confident,
relaxed, asif he owned the building. There was till something about him, though, that felt out of place.
Thekid just didn’t belong. Sometimes there were people like that, but Jack had come across them only
rarely.

As he moved beyond the doorway, the lurking shadows resolved themselves into shapes. About a
dozen more kids eyed him warily. Their agesranged from . . . After Billie, Jack couldn’t be sure, but they
were young, al of them. Most were boys, and a couple of the older ones held lengths of metal either
hefted in two hands or dangling from one hand, resting casualy againgt the floor. That had been the
scraping sound. All the kids had one thing in common: ahaunted, pinched look and eyes that seemed to
go on forever. It wasthelook Billie had worn the first time that he' d seen her. Jack suddenly felt very
exposed. But that was stupid; they were only kids. Sometimes, though, kids were more than kids. He
should have learned that much.

Damangestured, and the shadowy figures dipped away with barely asound, melting back into the
darkness.

“Thisway,” said thekid, motioning Jack to follow.

Acrossthe broad expanse of floor, alarge staircase swept up to the levels above, andDaman headed
toward it.



“Be very sure you know why you're here,” he dropped casudly over his shoulder with no further
explanation. Biting back aresponse, Jack followed.

The gaircasedidn’t look likeit belonged in the origina building design, but it was hard to tell in the dim

light. Jack couldn’t imagine that it would be functiona in an office block. Perhgpsin itsearlier incarnation
in New, it would have made more sense. It was somehow grand, but wrong. Therewas alot about this

place that was wrong.

The stairswound on and up, and he mounted them one &fter the other, trailingDaman’ s steps. After
what seemed like three floors, but with no breaksin between, no landings or entranceway's, they cameto
astop.Daman stood above him, waiting. Another vast doorway and within, a pae glow.

“Areyou sure, New man?’ saidDaman quietly as Jack reached the landing and stood beside him,
waiting for the next move. When Jack said nothing,Daman nodded briefly and motioned him to follow.

An archway gaped in front of him, leading off into darkness. A faint light emanated from beyond the
pillared entrance.Daman stepped through and said, “Lights,” then gestured for Jack to follow. “It’skind
of likethat,” he said, “when you first step through. When you come into somewhere new. All new places
arefull of wonder, New man, and there are wonders to be found here, if you make the right choices.”

Huh? Jack said nothing, though he was wondering what the hell the kid was talking about. Wait and see.

On the archway’ s other sdelay avast room—grander than a ballroom—and Jack |et out alow whistle
despite himself. Somebody had screwed with the building’ s programming. Shapes, figures, parts of
figuresflowed over every wal—well, not exactly flowed, but they moved with akind of snuouslife of
their own. Thelight, now illuminating the space, came from within and above and behind them. Eventhe
floor sparkled with a native fluorescence. As Jack watched, dowly the figures changed, shaping and
reshaping themsdves as he stood there transfixed, his mouth hanging stupidly open. He' d never seen
anything likeit. Not on such ascale.

“Who did this?’ he asked. It was hard to focus on one place. Flickers of movement squirmed in the
periphery of hisvision, acongant distraction.

Damangrinned. “Impressive, isT't it? Just one of our little family. Like nothing you' ve seen, New man.
Like nothing you' ve seen. Pablo amuses himsdf when he’ s not wooorking. Sometimeswe cal him
Artig.”

Jack clamped hisjaw shut. When he' s not wooorking. The words sent achill up his spine, but it gave
him an idea. He fumbled in his coat, then cursed. He' d left Pinpin's card back at his apartment.

“You have aproblem?’ saidDaman . “All problems can be solved here.”

“What isit, Diamantis?” Another voice, thistime coming from behind a clustered shape at the far end of
the room. The voice was distorted, muffled by the scul pted shapes that lay around them.

“Someoneto seeyou,” said Damary/Diamantis, and motioned Jack to follow. Asthey neared the blocky
shape toward the room’ s end, afigure stepped from behind the shielding form.

“Whoisit?’ The speaker wore acap turned back to front, baggy, loose-fitting clothing in nondescript
colors, hishands shoved deep into his pockets. He leaned casudly against a piece of sculpted flooring



that had taken on alife of its own and risen spirdling into the air, and he looked Jack over. Thelean
features beied the native intelligence sparking in the eyes that now observed him.

“New man hereislooking for afriend, someone he knows.”
“So what's he doing here?”

“Shit, Pablo, you ask him.”

“So what’ syour name?’ said the boy called Pablo.

“Jack. Jack Stein.”

“Well, Jack, Jack Stein, what brings you here?’

Jack looked the new kid over before speaking. This Pablo seemed to speak with some authority,
andDaman had clearly deferred to him.

“A friend of mineleft amessage for me, saying | should meet up with her here”

“A friend, hun?’

“Yes, afriend. Do | haveto go through this crap again?’

Pablo looked atDaman , who shrugged, and then spoke without making eye contact with Jack.

“Why would this friend ask you to meet her here?’ He stood where he was, not looking at Jack, but
rather at the animate floor, waiting for the answer.

Jack hesitated, but then redlized there was no point trying to make up sometae. “I don’'t know. She
said something about having spent some time down here. Maybe she knows some of you. | don’t know.
Youtdl me. Her name sBillie”

Pablo narrowed hiseyes. “Hmm, | might just know aBillie. She' snot here, though. She hasn't been
herefor along time.”

Jack suppressed afrustrated sigh. He could spend the rest of the night standing here going around in
circleswith these two.

“Okay. She' snot here. She hasn't been here. Maybe you might be able to tell me where she might
be. .. where shemight go. | don’t care what the hell you do down here. All I'minterested inis Billie.”

Thekid called Pablo pursed hislips, let his gaze rove over Jack’ sface, then looked away. The silence
dragged on, punctuated only by the moans and cresks of the building itsdlf. Finaly Pablo dowly shook
his head. “No, Jack, Jack Stein. | don’t think we can help you.”

Jack spoke from between closed teeth. “ But there are other people you can help, right? People like
Pinpin Dan. People like hisfriends. Isthat right?’

It had the desired effect. Pablo gave abarely disguised intake of breath. His eyes were narrowed.



“What exactly isit you want with Billie?” he asked dowly. His gaze flickered toDaman and back again.

Round and round. Jack bunched hisfistsin his coat pockets and, in doing so, his hand cameinto contact
with the bottle, which in his rush from the apartment, he' d forgotten to remove. The touch was dectric.
His spine stiffened. Animage of Pinpin Dan floated up in hishead, hislong face looming close asthey sat
together on the shuttle. Then just as quickly it was gone. Jack felt the blood drain from hisface. The
sensation had been too strong. And then he was back in the vast room, the ever-changing shapes moving
around him.

“Areyou okay?’ asked the boy, Pablo. He was peering at Jack’ s face.

“Yeah, yeah. I'mfine” He paused for breath. “Listen, Pablo. Maybe you don’t want to tell me about
Billie, but tel me aout Pinpin Dan.”

“Who are you, Jack Stein? What are you looking for?’

Daman, who up until this point had been maintaining his position outside of Jack’ sdirect line of sight,
stepped forward to stand beside his companion. There was hostility on hisface, and he looked suddenly
older. Much older. Jack could sense movement behind him, and it was more than the walls and ceiling.
Jack dowly drew his hands from his pockets.

“Look,” hesaid. “I'm aPl—I"m working on something, that’sal. | know Pinpin Dan from way back.
We used to work together along time ago. That’show | know Billie.”

There was a curl onDaman ' slips speaking of something deeper. “And. .. 7

“And nothing. That'sit. Billie was staying with me. She left me amessage. That’ swhy I'm here”
There was a definite sneer onDaman ' s face now.

“ She was staying with you.”

Jack was dready tdlling the kid too much, and he was clearly racing to conclusions Jack didn’t want him
to reach. Some of Daman’ s companionswere alot bigger.

“Look, you'vegot it wrong. It snot like that.” Suddenly he knew he didn’t have achoice. Quickly he
gave them asummary of the eventsleading up to hisjourney to Old. Sometimesit paid off, acting the
tough guy, but he wasn't stupid. These kids were hard enough, world-weary enough, that it'd just roll
right off them.

Pablo moved back behind the scul pted shape he' d appeared from and sat, leaving Jack standing there
withDaman staring at him with cold, hard eyes, and who knew how many others behind.Daman took a
step forward and then started adow circuit, his gaze fixed on Jack’ sface. Again, he clasped his hands
behind him as he walked. Around and around, and then finally he spoke. “I1t’ sanice story, New man. So
you' retdling methis Pinpin Dan’ s dead. That somebody killed him. What do you think, Pablo?’

Jack started to protest. “It’snot a—"
“Sssgt!” Diamantis stopped his circuit and lifted one finger to silence him. “Pablo?’

“Could be, Daman . You?’



“Nubh-uh. | don't likeit. Y ou must think we' refools, New man.” Jack bit theinsde of hislip and
decided he' d wait. He didn’t have long.Daman shook his head, a disappointed look on hisface, and
circled onefinger inthear.

Thefirst blow caught Jack across the back and drove him to his knees. While he was il trying to work
out what was happening, there was asecond, and then . . . dark pain flew down to cover his awareness.

“Fresh-ground coff—" Bump.
“Fresh-ground coff—" Bump.
“Fresh-ground coff—" Bump.

Jack struggled upward through the fog of hurt thumping in his head. Something was nudging hisleg with
annoying repetitiveness. He winced as he levered open hiseyes. Light wasn't good. Not right now.

“Fresh-ground coff—" Bump.

It was the damaged advertisng drone, or onejust likeit. Jack kicked out at it futilely and clamped his
teeth together as the sudden motion pushed more thumping pain into the back of hishead. He struggled
to hisfeet and stood there wavering for amoment. The drone, without aleg to impedeiits progress,
skittered off down the street, making contact with awall, bouncing off, then continuing on itsway. Still
the upbeat voice went on: “Fresh-ground coff—" Jack leaned against the wall for support asthe drone's
voice faded cheerfully into the shadows at the dark end of Old.

Hehurt. He hurt dl over. They must have dragged him out onto the Street after they’ d finished with him.
Maybe putting in afew extrakicks for good measure. Not agood result, Stein. Not good at all. What
was he coming to? They’ d only been kids. He supposed it could have been worse. He ran histongue
around theingde of hismouth, checking for further damage, but they seemed to have left hisface intact.
Gingerly probing the back of his head with hisfingers, he found their attention there had not been quite so
gentle. A large lump had dready formed. He prodded at it and winced. So now it was more than
painfully clear he' d reached adead end. He didn’t think it would be a particularly good ideato go back
in and start asking more questions.

Still leaning on the nearest wall for support, he felt in his pocket. His handipad was till there. He could
be thankful for that much, at least. He needed to get back to his apartment and dap on a couple of
Rapihesls. Let the patches work on putting his body back together while hetried to collect histhoughts.
Somehow he' d thrown away an opportunity, and he didn’t quite know how he' d managed it. Something
he’ d said in there had triggered the reaction, and he didn’t know what. Maybe it had been assmple as
the mention of Pinpin Dan, but why that in particular would prompt the sudden aggression, he couldn’t
fathom. These kids had to know Pinpin Dan, or at least know of him, but that didn’t help. Hewas no
closer to finding out what had happened to Billie.

There was something else that had happened in there. He closed his eyes and willed the thought past the
pounding in hishead. He remembered. Hisfingers had fleetingly brushed the smal blue bottle whilehe'd
been insgde. That smple touch had conjured the image of Pinpin Dan: stark, clear, and funered asever.
But Pinpin Dan was dead. Pinpin could have no connection with the bottle, or could he? It seemed that
the elusve Heironymous Dan had hislong, disgusting fingers everywhere. He needed to figure out exactly



how and where.
Later. Billiewas till missng.

As he shuffled painfully toward the nearest shuttle stop, he ran the connections over in his head. Pinpin
Dan. Billie. The bottle. Pinpin Dan. Diamantis'Daman. Pinpin—deed. Billie—missing, maybe dead too.
She couldn’'t be. He gripped the bottle ingde his pocket, pressing it firmly insde hisfigt, but it gave him
nothing more. No new image floated up insde his head, only more pounding. He gritted histeeth,
swaying dightly as hewaited for the shuttle to dide to a stop, then staggered insde to huddle in a corner,
folded away inacloud of frustration and bruises. The few passengers who joined him glanced a him and
quickly looked away. Better not to become involved. Well, that suited Jack just fine,

By the time the shuttle reached Mid, the nausea had started, waves that swept over himin timeto the
regular throbbing in hisskull.

Eleven

Two days he spent waiting for the Rapiheals to do their work. Two days he could have spent trying to
hunt down the leads he didn’'t have. It seemed like about haf of that time he spent hunched over thetoilet
trying to purge himsdlf of hisinsdes. Concussion. Definitely concussion. Beautiful. He knew it was stupid,
but hetried to find solace in deep, letting the patches act on him while he was unconscious, but there was
no rest there. The snatches of deep were populated with pictures of Billie and the White-Haired Man.
They weretrying to tel him something, but each time he reached for it, the voices and the images dipped
from memory, scuttling away into confusing fog.

Asan exerciseto try to clear hishead, he dragged himsdlf out of the bedroom and collapsed on the
couch. At least the nausea had passed, though the musclesin his abdomen and chest ached from the
effort, and every time he coughed pain lanced across hisribs. They weren't broken, he knew, but they
hurt like hell. Probably just bruised. He had to gain some focus, make up for lost time, and abig picture
sometimes helped to shuffle disconnected partsinto a meaningful whole. “ Chart,” he said, and the wall
crawled into a series of motile colors. First the connections.

“Joshua Van der Stegen.” The name appeared inasmall ova inthe middle of thewall. “Topright.” The
name dipped into pogtion.

“William Warburg.” He positioned that one top |eft.
“AnastasiaVan der Stegen.”

One by one, he positioned the names on thewall, including Billie, Pinpin Dan, Gil Ronschke, and Francis
Gleeson. A few other ovas were left holding descriptions rather than names.

“Connect Joshua Van der Stegen, AnastasiaVan der Stegen.” A line sprang into place between the
ovas. He nodded, wished he hadn’t, and then lay back staring at the names. Gleeson he connected to
Ronschke, Billieto Pinpin Dan, Gleeson dso to Warburg. By the end he was | ft with three clear Streams
of people. On the right lay those connected to Joshua Van der Stegen, and on the left those connected to
William Warburg and Outreach. Running down the center was a series of connectionsto Pinpin Dan,
seemingly unconnected to either of the lateral lines. But just because Pinpin Dan was dead, that didn't
snuff out the stream.Daman , Pablo, thekidsin Old, Billie: They dl sat firmly connected. He understood



the obvious link, but underneath, there had to be something else. He grimaced. There was till one name
that he d forgotten.

“Jack Stein.” One by one he traced the connections. He seemed to be the only thing tying the streams
together. There was no way he was the nexus. There had to be more.

Half an hour later he was no closer to the answer. Two bubbles remained unconnected: The
White-Haired Man and the pair who had been at Pinpin’s place. The White-Haired Man was connected
to him, but the other pair . . . obvioudy they were linked to Pinpin in some way, but that wasn't enough.

As an afterthought he added one more name: Louis Ng. The policeman had to have a connection
somehow to thismess, even if it was only through Pinpin Dan. The police must have been tipped off by
someone. They knew too much. Why e se would they be investigating? No, there was definitely a
connection there. So who had given them the information? Why had Investigator Ng been so quick to
contact Jack Stein? It was more than just a security image of him in attendance at Pinpin’'s
apartment—had to be.

“Keep,” hesad. “And gtick it together with the stuff from the handipad. Also the Outreach files.”

His head was starting to hurt again. He needed another Rapiheal and some painkillersaswell. The
Rapihed s had some anadlgesic properties, but not enough for the way his head was feding right now. He
could work with the chart again later. He Stared at it for afew moments more before clearing down the
wall and hobbling off to the bathroom to apply the appropriate patches. A few minutes later his head was
darting to fed alittle better.

He called up thefilesthat Billie had been working on: the stuff about snakes, the science stuff. He
scrolled through it a random, reading a passage here, asnippet there, just letting his subconscious do the
work. It seemed like there were thousands of seemingly unconnected references. Most of the references
to snakes related to the a chemica mythos he was dready partly familiar with—philosophers stone,
gateways—but then something new snagged his attention.

The serpent isthe centripetd force, ever seeking to penetrate intoParadise (the Sephiroth), and to tempt
the Superna Eve (the bride), so that in her turn she may tempt the Superna Adam (Microprosopus).*

Huh? What did that mean? And what was * Sephiroth” ? The second part didn’t mean much; it wasthe
first part that had caught him.

Jack scratched at the back of his neck, nearly disturbed the patch, then carefully smoothed it back into
place. Heread alittle further.

Thisisthe kabalitic Tree of Life, on which al things depend. Thereis consderable analogy between this
and thetree Y ggdrasi| of the Scandinavians.**



Jack would have given up right there, but he' d heard Billie say that name: Y ggdrasil. Another link. More
old stuff that seemed to have no relationship to anything he was working on, but it was being put in front
of him for areason. He knew better than to believe it wasn’t. Too many times seemingly random events
had tied themsel ves together, shaping the elements of hislife, and it projected into every single case he'd
ever worked on.

Now thetext wastalking about triangles. Not circles—triangles. But somehow the triangles were
supposed to be made up of spheres, or circles. That just didn’'t make sense. Hetried to visudize a
triangle made up of spheresand it just didn’t come. He neededsomeone to talk to, someoneto useasa
sounding board. He grimaced. If Billie had been here. . .

He shook his head and kept reading. Not only was a snake associated with thistree, but it traced paths
through the branches. At the top of the so-called tree there was acircle. It had aname: Kether. He
scanned, looking for the name, not knowing where thiswas taking him. He found it in another passage,
and again there was something in it that he knew was relevant:

Thus, then, the limitless ocean of negative light does not proceed from a center, for it is centerless, but it
concentrates a center, which isthe number one of the manifested Sephiroth, Kether, the Crown, the First
Sephira, which therefore may be said to be the Malkuth or number ten of the hidden Sephiroth. Thus,
“Kether isin Makuth, and Makuth isin Kether.” Or, asan achemica author of great repute (Thomas
Vaughan, better known as Eugenius Philalethes) says, [Euphrates, or, The Waters of the East] apparently
quoting from Proclus: “That the heavenisin the earth, but after an earthly manner; and that the earth isin
the heaven, but after aheavenly manner.” *

There. There was the alchemy connection. So what was this Kether, and what did it have to do with
snakes, gateways, and circles? Farther down, hefound a partial answer. It was the place of perfect unity.
Kether was the place of perfect unity. Okay, that madeit asclear as. . . And what was dl that stuff
about heaven being in earth and earth in heaven? Space, maybe? No, that didn’t make sense either.
Kabala, cabda, whatever they caled it, he could see no reason for the connection.

Then he remembered what Billie had said about the science stuff. Numbers and letters. From what he
could determine in the passages he had read so far, this kabala thing was dl about numbers and | etters,
about some sort of secret code that would unlock the place of enlightenment—something that would. . . .
what? Unlock the door. Y eah, that wasit. Numbers and letters. Scientific formulae. Maybe. Just maybe.

He leaned back on the couch and closed his eyes, letting the connections tumble into place.

The buildings of Old creaked and tirred al around him. He stood in semidarknessin the center of the
street. He pulled out his handipad and thumbed it on. There was the chart, the names, dmost too small to
read. Threelines of ovas, one on either sde and one down the center. The names shimmered, and then
one grew large. It was his own name, Jack Stein, and it glowed, pulsing red like blood.

“Jack Stein,” caled avoice from anearby doorway. The voice wasfamiliar. “ Sitra Akhar, Jack Stein.
StraAkhar.”



The words meant nothing. He keyed the wordsinto his pad, wiping his chart from view.
“Save” hesad.
“Who do you want to save, Jack?’

Jack glanced over to the doorway. Long white hair flowed around the doorway asif stirred by an oily
breeze. He looked back at the handipad. Another name glowed on its surface: Billie. It pulsedintimeto
the creaks and groans around him. Jack felt the bottom drop from hisguts. Cold. Cold inside.

“Save,” said thevoice.

He looked back to the doorway. The long strands of hair were changing, transforming themselvesinto
long, snuous bodies—snakes, climbing up the Sde of thewall. They left shimmering rainbow trails. He
tore his gaze away, turned it back to the handipad. Billie s name was gone. The chart he' d been working
on had replaced it. But wait, it wasn't the chart. It was some kind of diagram, circles interconnected with
lines. Ten circles, each with aname in them, but he couldn’t read the names; they were in some sort of
unfamiliar script. The lines crossed and crossed again, back and forth between the circles.

“StraAkhar.” The White-Haired Man, talking to him from the shadows in the doorway. Snakes
surrounded his head. He was joined by another figure—short, dressed strangely.

“That'sit, Jack, Jack Stein. Go and wooork,” saidDaman . Jack’ s heart was pounding. His breath came
in short, shallow gasps.Daman took one step toward him, then another. “Come on, Jack, Jack Stein.
What are you waiting for?’

The face changed. It wasn’ tDaman anymore. It was the kid, Pablo. The technical wizard down from
Old. And then it wasDaman . The faces merged into each other, fading in and out.

Then both of them were chanting: Damar/Pablo and the White-Haired Man, chanting in unison: “ Sitra
Akhar. Sitra Akhar.”

A huge shudder ran through the Locality’ s surface, undulating ong its length in dark waves. The ceiling
panels at thefar end of Old started to fal, tumbling in dow motion as the next wave did along the outside
walls. Buildings, streets crumbled and more celling pandsfell, crashing in tinkling shards dl around him.
The whole structure was falling apart, piece by piece.

And hewas awake again.

At least hishead was no longer pounding. He passed his hand across his foreheed, feding the
swesat-dampness of the dream. Strange, strange dream. He could see himself writing the words spoken
by the White-Haired Man. Sitra Akhar. What had prompted that? Probably something he’ d read while

scanning the passages that Billie had pulled together for him. His unconscious mind wastrying to tell him
something.

He glanced a the display. He' d been adeep for maybe an hour, but thewall was il live. Line after line
of text ran across it. He had to pin down the words before he lost them.

“Search. SitraAkhar.”

A couple of moments passed, words blurring into moving lines, and then ahighlighted passage: Sitra



Akhar, refersto the left hand path of the tree. It also refers to those things associated with darkness and
corruption. Theleft-hand side of the tree. Why? He cdled up the chart again. William Warburg. That
much was clear. Francis Gleeson? Darkness and corruption? He didn’t think so. Joshua Van der Stegen
was on the wrong side. Van der Stegen was on the right. And Pinpin Dan and the rest were in the center.
Maybe he had the connections wrong. Perhaps the names were in the wrong places. It wasworth
considering. But he had no way to connect them any other way. He had to find the link. The
White-HairedMan. The pair from Pinpin’ s apartment. That was where the clueslay. Then he could join
themisang lines

Just for asecond he thought he’ d try something. “Connect dl.” A tracery of lines sprang up between the
various ovals. It was strangely reminiscent of the kabala diagram—thetree of life. No, too many lines
there, too many circles, but there were smilarities.

He needed coffee. He cleared down the chart to its origina form and shut down the display. He needed
to work on it more. Threads, circles, lines—he wasan’t dedling with possibilities; he was dedling with
geometries and mathematics now, and if he didn’t watch out he d become ensnared in an artificia pattern
of hisown making. He had no grounding in thismaterid at all.

Coffeewas better. It would help him think straight. He was amost feding well enough to venture out
again, and the dreamDaman had been right. What had he been waiting for? He had to find Billie, and find
her soon.

He finished the coffee and had another. He needed the kick-gstart. He was already wearing too many
patches, what with the Rapiheals and the painkillers. He didn’t want to overdo it. As he stood there
spping, leaning back againgt the kitchen units, he had another thought. Sure, Billiewas apriority, but he
was supposed to be working on the Outreach stuff. He' d dmost completely forgotten what had started it
al. Almost. Andif Billiewastied in, as he suspected, then solving the Outreach problem was partway
aong the path to determining Billi€ slocation.

If hewere going to get any sense out of this stuff, he had to talk to someone, but whom? He could
hardly approach anyone e se from Outreach. Not having Billie around was more difficult than he thought.
He could have used her as a sounding board. Sometimesif he had only himsdlf to bounce things off, the
echoes became too distorted. He could wallow in the network for days without making any headway.
There had to be amore sensible means of finding what he needed. Okay, dl this stuff wasfreely available
to the Locality’ s populace, but somebody had to maintain it. He called up thewall screen again.

“Services” hesad.

A Locdity ste map faded into view, series of colored icons denoting the various facilities. Tiny wording
appeared beside each, explaining what the graphics meant. He peered closer at the screen.

“Information services,” hesad.
A pink icon unfolded into alit, and he scanned the options. There. Library.
“Give meamap of wherethelibrary is”

It was about halfway up New, right next to one of the exterior wals. It was ashuttle ride and then a
walk, about seven blocks west of the trangt. The exercise would do him good.

First ashower and ashave. Try to recapture some shred of normality, at least pretend he was something



resembling human. As he moved to the bathroom, he took a good whiff of his shirt. He stank. Humanity
was long overdue.

He stood on the opposite Sde of theroad from thelibrary building. The only thing distinguishing it from
its companions was the lack of logos or advertising crawling up thewalls. Apart from that, it was new
glassmetd, if perhaps alittle more squat than the surrounding offices. There weren't many people
around. Jack smoothed his hair, ill dightly damp from the shower, and took a breath. Okay, nothing for
it. He headed across the street.

He climbed the stairs and stood before two large glass doors. Inside there was ablank lobby,
marble-effect floors and walls, but nothing else. There was no reception, no lobby furniture, merely a
single double door on the other side. He pushed through the glass doors and crossed the empty floor, his
footsteps echoing off theflat, shiny wals, floor, and celling. Strange. He stood for a couple of seconds
outside the double doors, wondering whether he should knock. There seemed little point, so he pushed
againg the right-most door, haf expecting it to belocked. It wasn't, and it swung effortlessy inward, no
sound apart from the sudden increase in volume of some sort of underlying ambient hum. Jack stepped
ingde

The hum waslouder here, and there was the smell 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 open. 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 ceiling. Jack let his gaze rove, tracking the lines,
seeking some pattern in the ranks of softly glowing color.

“Can| hdpyou?Hdlo?’
The voice came from over to the right, and he narrowed his eyes, seeking its source.
“Um, yeeh. Hdllo?’ hesaid.

A woman stepped from behind some sort of pedestal over to the Side. He hadn’t noticed it before in the
rainbow confusion.

“Canl hdpyou?

She was short, dim, her midlength dark hair tied back behind her head. She wore aplain white coat.
Dark eyes, pale skin. But most people had pae skinin the Locality. She was quite good-looking in a
formal, proper way. Jack cleared histhroat.

“Um, yeah. Isthisthelibrary?”

She crossed the intervening space and stood just in front of him. *Yes, thisisthe place. What can | do
for you?’

“I guess| expected something else,” he said, scanning the stacks of cubes.

Shegavealittlesmile. “It' squiteasght. Takesabit of getting used to, Mr. . . .”



“Stein. Jack Stein.”
Hefdt himsdf warming to her straightaway .

“Wel, I'mAlice,” shesad. “I’'mthelibrarian, whatever that meansin this place. What isit | can do for
you? We don't get many visitors.”

He glanced around again, then back at her face, looking at him expectantly, astrange little wry smileon
her face now.

“Wall, | thought maybe you could help me. I’'m doing some research, or trying to, and | keep getting
lost. There' sjust too much stuff, and | can't find thelinks | need.”

Her expression suddenly became interested. She studied hisface for amoment. Her eyes narrowed
dightly as she noticed the dight bruising still evident around one eye, but she moved on.

“And what are you doing this research for, Mr. Stein?’

“Alice, isit?” Shenodded. “Wdll, you can call me Jack,Alice. I'm aninvestigator.” Could hetrust this
woman?“It hasto do with acase I’m working on at the moment.”

She turned away and crossed back to the podium, beckoning for him to follow. “Interesting. So where
do you need help?’

Behind the podium sat acomfortable swivel chair and aseries of flat screens set above arounded,
kidney-shaped desk. Shetook the seat and gestured that he should stand beside her. She reached
forward and touched one of the screenswith her index finger.

He pulled out his handipad and opened it to his notes. “Wéll, it'sacombination of things,” he said.
“There salist of alchemica stuff, some other thingsto do with the kabaaand . . . well, physics and other

things”

Sheturned to look at him with acurious expression, her finger till poised near the screen. Sowly she
withdrew it. “Interesting. There snot much cal for that sort of thing.”

“No, | guessnot.”
“What sort of investigator are you, Jack?’

Ah, hereit comes, he thought. “Wéll, funny you should ask. I'm aPl, psychic investigator, if that means
anythingtoyou.”

She nodded dowly, resting her hand on the desk in front of her. * So what do achemy and kabdigtic
theory have to do with your case?’

He rubbed his hand over the bottom haf of hisface and grimaced. “ Quite abit, actualy, but | can’t
work out how. | keep on getting these pointersto this stuff, but | can’t make sense of it dl.”

Alicefolded her handsin her lap. “Perhaps| can help you make some sense of it,” shesaid. “ That' swhy
they employ an actud librarian in this place. They started out with an Al congtruct, but human beings can
dothingsthat Alsill can't. We can tie tangents together, makeillogica links. Not that there' s much call



forit, as| say. Everything' stherefor people to get themselves.” She shrugged.
“Maybeif | gave you some of my notes. . .,” hesaid.

“Sure. Look, I’d loveto do it. That stuff fascinates me, and God knows, it would give me something to
do.”

“But I’'m not quite sure—"

Alicestood. “Look, what | can do for you is compile the references you adready have, strip out some of
the dross, try to identify some sort of pattern in the information. | can aso see what sorts of accesswe' ve
been having in smilar areas. Perhaps that might help, perhapsit won't, but it will give you some sort of
coherence. | don't mind. Redlly, | don't. It might just ease the tedium of my little wonderland here.”

Jack amiled.

It couldn’t hurt. He scanned his notes, looking to seeif there was anything overly incriminating. He
nodded then, looking back up at her eager expression.

“Yeah, okay. Isthissetupfor...?

She nodded and tapped the screen. *“ Go ahead.”

He thumbed the handipad to send, then shut it down and dipped it away.

“ThanksAlice. Look, | haveto go and see someone now. Can | leave this stuff with you?’

She nodded. He reached into his pocket and fished out acard. “Call meif you need anything from me.”
Shegmiled again. “1 will.”

Jack turned to leave, giving the strange multicolored walls one more look. He guessed they weren't
redly wals after dl. Ashe dipped out the front door, he felt strangely light, amost happy.

Alice

Right. Thefirst stop was back to Gleeson. Gleeson was his primary link in Outreach now. If he followed
that path, he’ d eventudly stumble on something that would lead him to Billie, because somehow shewas
tied up in this. He had to cut down on the number of paths and focus his concentration. It was like the
diagram. There were too many lines. Francis Gleeson seemed like an unlikely source of anything more,
but if the little man had managed to find out what Jack had asked him for, then it would be agtart.

He wasfedling more than vaguely dive by the time he reached Gleeson' s gpartment. Hisribs il felt
sore from the unwelcome exertions of the last couple of days, but he was close to functiond. The long,
hot shower had washed some of the past few days away, andAlice had been a breath of fresh air. He
smoothed his coat and waited for the gpartment’ s systems to announce him. It didn’t take long. A
breathl ess Gleeson opened the door a crack, glanced up and down the corridor, then ushered him inside.

“Where have you been, Stein? I’ ve been trying to contact you, but | couldn’t get through. | thought
something had happened.”



“Y eah, well, something did happen, but you don’t have to worry about it,” Jack said in aclipped tone.
“Wel...?

“Well, what, Francis?’

“| called you severa times. It said your system was off.”

Damn. He d forgotten about the screening that he' d asked Billie to put on his system. And now he had
no way of getting rid of it. “I’m sorry about that. Technica problem.”

Gleeson shepherded himinto the living area. “Look,” hesaid. “I don't care about that. I'm paying you to
find Gil. So far you appear to have done nothing. | want to start seeing some results.” The tonewas
diginctly churlish.

“Had you forgotten, Francis? | was waiting for some information from you.”

“Yes, yes. Why do you think | called you? | don’t see how any of thisisgoing to hdp find Gil.”
“Whatever you can provide, Francis, will get us closer to locating your friend.”

“All right.” Gleeson sighed and walked over to aset of shelves molded into onewall. After amoment of
shifting things around, he turned, holding out acard. “1 took no inconsiderable risk finding thisfor you. |
hope it prompts some tangible results. I'm sick of being handed nothing more than shadows.”

“| gppreciateit, Francis. Do you know what’ sthere?’

“Of course | know what's on it. Outreach has been pumping a steady stream of fundsinto afacility
based offworld somewhere. There' s been significant purchase of equipment and quite alarge security

dlocation withit. | would guessthisiswhat you' relooking for.”

Jack took the proffered card. “It might not be exactly what we' re looking for, but | think it will help. Is
there any indication wherethisfacility is based?’

“No. Security’ stoo tight on this. | couldn’t accessit. The only thing | know isthat they cdl it Project
Hatland.”

“Hatland? What the hell’ sthat supposed to mean?’

“That'sdl | know.”

“That’ stoo bad. But | guessit’ll haveto do.”

“Thereisonething. . ..” Gleeson paused, seemed to consider, asif the thought had just cometo him,
then continued. “1t doesn’t seem asif there are any new transport costs. Wherever they have these
facilities, they must be on one of the existing outpodts.”

“And how many of those are there?’

“Oh, only about three, asfar as| know.”



“Isit conceivable that they could be on Dairil 111.”
“Well, yes. | suppose s0.”

“But if that were the case, why would Warburg alow investigations of a Site near something he wanted
kept secret?’

“Unless he thought there was no risk,” said Gleeson, looking pointedly at Jack.

“Hmmm. | see” Jack fingered the card while Gleeson looked at him expectantly. “All the same, | just
think it'sabit of agamble on Warburg's part, don’t you?’

“Perhaps,” said Gleeson. “But anything offworld isless of arisk. It'seaser to cover your tracks. How
many people are actually going to go out there and take alook? The costs. Getting it arranged. Thetime
it takesto get there. It s beyond the means of most people, surely?’

It was too easy—the connection to the mine, Ronschke' s disappearance, but then again, Gleeson could
beright. Y ou could get away with anything if it was't under direct scrutiny, and who wasthereto
scrutinize? Mogt of the miners were the sort who didn’t leave tracks, or who didn’t have anyone waiting
for them to question where they were. If the two were connected, it still didn’t explain how the miners
wereinvolved. What would be the connection between aresearch facility and agroup of miners? Maybe
they’ d sscumbled onto something that they weren't supposed to see.

“Ligten, Francis. | know thisisold ground, but was Gil involved with anything beyond his direct line of
work? | mean outside of hismining contracts?’

“Haven't we aready been over this, Stein? What about the handipad? | told you that he sometimes got
involved in things, stuff that he wouldn't talk about. | must say, you don’t seem to be taking thisvery
serioudy.”

Jack returned the annoyed look with aflat sare. “1 can assure you I’ m taking this extremely serioudly. |
just want to be sure of things. | need to look over this stuff and then decide whereit’ sgoing to lead us. |
may need some more help from you, Francis. Asyou say, if someone wanted to get offworld, out to the
scene, then it snot that easy, right? If | wanted to get out to Dairil 111, how would | go about it?’

Gleeson looked vaguely darmed. “ There sonly oneway | know. Y ou’ d have to go on acompany ship,
and that would take forever.”

“And could you arrange that?’
“I...1...supposel could. But it’stoo risky. There' sno judtification.”

“Ther€ severy judtification, Francis. Y ou forget, I'm working for Warburg. I’ m on contract to Outreach
investigating the very same thing—the disappearance of the mining crew. Warburg' s paying meto find
out what happened to the minerson Dairil 111. Warburg himsdlf told methat if | needed anything, | was
just to ask. Wdll, now I’m asking. We don’'t have to advertise the fact, do we? Get me the schedule. Get
me some sort of authority. | don't know. Officid investigator, working for Outreach. Permission to travel
and have accessto the site. Can you do that?’

“Y ou don't know what you' re asking. Y ou don’t know what you' re doing.”



“Do you want meto find Ronschke for you?’

Gleeson chewed at hisbottom lip. Finaly, reluctantly, he nodded.
“How long will it teke?’

“Not that long, but I'll have to be extremely careful.”

“Y ou be as careful asyou need to, Francis. I’ [l need some time to make afew inquiries based on what
you' ve given me here, but how long?’

“It will depend on the trangport schedules, and | have no ideawhat they’re like. It will take afew months
to get out there. Thelink to the station, then there' s the shuttle down to the surface. Then there' sthe
expense. | suppose we can find away to hide the costs.”

“Yes, of course.” Jack was clear now. There was no question that he needed to get to Dairil 11
somehow, but that amount of time just didn’t seem to make sense. How could it be worth it? He il
didn’t understand how the miners wereinvolved, but everything €l se made sense. Where better to carry
on secret research than out from under the eye of anyone, out on some remote outpost where no one
could check up on what was going on? And plainly Warburg didn’t exp