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CHAPTER ONE
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Jack Stein was fuming. The anger welled up inside him, bouncing against his powerlessness and washing back from the knowledge that there was absolutely nothing he could do. Once again, Outreach had managed to make him a pawn in their own game. At least he assumed it was Outreach. He knew he couldn’t say anything that would help. Not to the impassive face that sat across from him on the opposite bunk watching, nor to anyone else. His new friend wouldn’t have listened anyway. The guy, all spiky hair and stubble, was nothing more than a hired thug. The stocky man shifted on the edge of the bunk, his expression unchanging, and the pale eyes devoid of emotion. Jack ground his teeth together, narrowed his eyes and looked away yet again.

Why was it that Outreach Industries couldn’t leave him alone?

Dumb question, Stein. He knew the answer; they thought he had something they wanted, or at least the key to unlocking the knowledge they wanted. Whether they were right about that or not, Jack wasn’t exactly sure, but it wasn’t what mattered for now.

Back behind them, far, far away now, lay Utrecht and Balance City, teetering impossibly on its rock spire, all metal and glass, and somewhere within that urban construction, Jack didn’t know where, was Billie. A changed Billie, but still Billie. Maybe by now, she had found Dog McCreedy and discovered what had happened to Jack. With the thought of McCreedy, Jack’s fingers tensed on the bunk edge and the anger welled up in him anew. He had trusted McCreedy. They had a history. That would teach him.

Never again. History counted for nothing.

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

“Do you have to sit there watching me? I’m not going anywhere.”

His companion simply grunted.

Jack sighed. “Okay, be like that. Not much of a conversationalist, are you?”

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

And Jack wasn’t going anywhere. Not anytime soon. Here they were on one of Outreach’s ships, heading back to a past he didn’t want to relive. At least they’d already been through the gut-wrenching sensation that was the jump. He didn’t think they’d be going through another one. He hoped not, anyway. He’d been through a few now, but he wasn’t going to get used to the feeling, the way every cell in his body turned inside out. Damned jump space. 

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

Somewhere else on the ship, probably in his own personal cabin, sat Thorpe, the impeccable slick smugness that went with his corporate presence locked away out of Jack’s reach. Right at this moment, Jack would have liked to stretch out and ruffle that presence just a little. Thorpe was Outreach through and through. If nothing else, Thorpe had told him they were headed for the Locality, but that was scant information to work with.

Jack growled inwardly at the thought. Back to the Locality, back to his roots. Jack Stein had moved on from everything the Locality represented. The self-contained, programmed urban structure had been the breeding ground for many ills, and if he thought about it, wryly, Jack knew that he fell into that category too. Four years. It had been four years since he’d been anywhere near the place. And yet, here he was, heading back to the hive, back to everything dirty and corrupt that he’d left behind. Would it have changed? He doubted it. Well, perhaps physically, but that was natural; as it crawled across the landscape, its programmed buildings grew afresh at its tip, right up at the far end of New, and then they decayed and fell apart, to be consumed by the whole down at the end of Old. Inside, its populace mirrored that decay, whether they knew it or not, but Jack certainly knew it. He wasn’t looking forward to returning to those roots at all. 

He glanced back at his guard and sighed. The guy hadn’t shifted. Reconciled to the wait, Jack leaned back on the bunk, swung his feet up and linked his fingers behind his neck. Okay, if that was the way it was going to be, he could at least try to get some rest in the meantime, hired muscle be damned. He closed his eyes, still intimately aware of the other presence in the cabin, feeling the vague energy of another person almost as background noise in his extended senses and knowing full well that any attempt at sleep would be little more than pretence. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Billie stood in the doorway to Dog McCreedy’s sparse living room, her fists planted on her hips, staring at him incredulously. 

“What do you mean, he’s gone?” she said.

“I don’t know,” said Dog shrugging his shoulders helplessly.

“Gone where?”

“I told you I don’t know.”

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

“Some suits came and took him. What can I tell you?” Dog McCreedy flicked a stray strand of dark hair out of his eyes and moved to the couch. “Jesus, Billie. There was nothing I could do. I suppose you wanted me to get shot. And yes, they had guns, all right? I think I look better without gaping holes in me.”

She let her gaze wander from head to toe and back again, sneeringly, leaving him in no doubt about what she thought of his last statement. He sighed and sat heavily.

“Nuh-uh. Not good enough, Dog.”

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

Dog reached down beside him and lifted a glass with a few sips of what looked like scotch in it, and took a swallow, grimacing as the burn hit his palate. Another glass sat on a side table next to one of the armchairs. Jack’s glass, she presumed. That much tied in with Dog’s story, not that she had any reason to doubt him. She was just naturally suspicious, she guessed. Her life up to now had taught her that much.

“So tell me again what happened.”

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

“Jack and I were sitting here having a drink, talking. Someone came to the door. I answered. They forced their way in. Three of them. One suit, two others. Somehow, they knew Jack was here. One of the guys pulled a gun when I made a move. The one in the suit said that Jack was going with them. He said something about the Locality or something like that, about knowing him from there.”

He lifted his face to look at her. “And that’s it.”

She crossed to the vacant chair and sat, pulling her legs up in front of her, keeping her gaze fixed on Dog’s face. “That’s it?”

“Yeah.”

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

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

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

“They didn’t hurt him?”

Dog shook his head.

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

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

She bit her lip, then shook her head. “Nuh-uh. No.” 

She rubbed clenched fingers through her blond hair rapidly, mussing it. She had to think.

“Have you got a system here?” She glanced around at the walls, looking for the tell-tale signs of a wall screen.

“Sorry,” said Dog with a shrug. “I’m not here much. And when I am, I have better things to do.” He gave her a sly little grin.

“Yeah, yeah, Dog. You’re great. Where can I get access to one?”

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

Dog ran his fingers through his hair, frowning. “Um...”

“Your ship,” she said.

“What about it?”

“Well, you’ve got a system there. I can use it to get access. If they’ve taken him offworld, there has to be some transport record. If they’ve even left yet.”

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

“Uh-huh,” said Billie, determination creeping into her voice. “You let me worry about that.”

Dog bit his lip. “Hmmmm.” 

There was something else in that expression, something he wasn’t telling her, but she didn’t have time to worry about that now.

“Well?”

“Well, what, Billie?”

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

Dog returned her look with one of resignation, put down his now empty glass and got slowly to his feet. 
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Dog’s old, beaten-up shuttle was berthed in Balance City’s docks, not too far from his apartment in Algol. Billie virtually pushed him out the door and told him to lead the way.

Algol was okay, she guessed, for one of the less reputable parts of Balance City. She had seen far worse. In fact, even the worst areas of Balance City were a far sight better than much of what Billie had seen in her short existence. Sixteen, nearly seventeen years. But it was weird now, with this whole time thing. She didn’t know what Dog had looked like before, so she couldn’t judge, but seeing Jack had been a shock. It looked like he had lost about ten years. Inside, he was still the same Jack, but on the outside, he was definitely younger. She kind of liked the old Jack.

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

No, she couldn’t even think like that. She owed a lot to Jack, but their relationship wasn’t like that, couldn’t be like that.

Now, Dog on the other hand...

She watched him appreciatively as he walked along in front of her, his shoulders slightly hunched, the resentment evident in his carriage.

She sniffed the sleeve of the jacket she was wearing. Yeah, there were traces of its owner impregnated in the black pseudo-leather. It was only a little too large for her. Dog and Billie were roughly the same size...now. He had lent her some of his clothes on board the Amaranth after Jack and Dog had affected their rescue. A pity the clothes weren’t programmable too, because she kind of liked the jacket. It would just have to do as it was though. Same as the black pseudo-leather trousers. Spacer’s gear. Like Dog. Still, she wished she’d had time to get some new clothes. Nothing she had back at the university fit her anymore. She’d found the white oversized tee shirt that she was wearing now, but it wasn’t that oversized anymore. She hadn’t grown much with the transition, but she’d grown enough, in ways she might not have expected or thought about.

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

“Dog, have you got any contacts?”

There was a slight off beat in his step, but he answered back over his shoulder with nothing apparent in his voice.

“Yeah, some. What do you need?”

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

He stopped in mid-stride and turned to face her. “Jesus, Billie. Ask a question. Don’t half ask it. You want me to help you? Then tell me what you want.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know yet. It depends what I can get with your system.”

He shook his head, causing his long, dark hair to fall across his face. He flicked it back out of the way before answering. “I don’t like your chances. This is Utrecht. It’s not exactly the most advanced planet.”

“Every place has a network you can tap into,” she said. “If I can get into one network, I can get into others. Information’s like that. There are bridges and pathways. Otherwise the whole network couldn’t work. And where there’s a bridge, there’s a way in. Bridges lead to gates.”

He looked doubtful and shrugged.

She pursed her lips and gave his arm a little shove. 

“Come on. Time to go.”

They walked into Balance City’s dock area, with all the sleek ships arrayed in even lines and Dog led her reluctantly toward his own excuse for a shuttle. Dirty, banged up, it looked out of place among all the other well-maintained vehicles parked nearby. He stood, looking at the ship, as if waiting for something. She was just about to ask him again what he was waiting for when he spoke.

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

“Let me worry about that, Dog.” She looked at him, trying to work out what was forcing his reluctance. There shouldn’t be any reason for him not to help her. It was almost as if he was delaying. “What’s the problem?” she said.

He shrugged. “No. No problem. I just wanted to make sure you knew what you were doing.”

“Uh-huh. Well you can be sure,” she said.

Dog keyed the sequence and the door slid open. He let her clamber in first, then took his own place at the controls, reaching up to toggle equipment and hit switches. She watched all of his moves carefully trying to remember the patterns. The last time they’d been in this craft, she’d been too absorbed with talking to Jack and Hervé Antille to pay real attention. Even though she was aching to do so, she didn’t want to ask any questions to distract him, but watching carefully was usually enough to give her at least a start on working something out. 

The shuttle thrummed into life and lurched backward as the docking mechanism kicked in. Inside, she nodded to herself. She had a pretty good idea what she needed to do to get the shuttle moving. Along with the stuff Dog had shown her on the Amaranth, if worst came to worst, she would have enough to fly this thing...maybe. 

She continued watching, imprinting, as he touched more controls and eased the shuttle out of its berth and into the hanger, letting the parking controls draw them to the lip and the yawning gap over the chasm above which Balance City rested.

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

He gave her one last look. “You’re sure, you’re sure?”

“Shut up, Dog. Fly.”

He slapped the panel and the engines roared into life, launching them out into the void and up, away from Balance City into the Utrecht skies. 

She had things to do. She had to focus on them at the moment rather than worry about what Dog was up to. There was something going on there, but it would keep for now. She glanced sideways at him and then turned back to watch the skies ahead.
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Jack spent some time on the voyage testing his memory, looking for places that there might be holes. Somehow, what had happened to him didn’t make any sense. Things had been too much of a whirl since he and Dog had rescued Billie. It was only now that the full implications were really beginning to sink in. Though he seemed to have lost about ten years chronologically, his memories seemed pretty much intact. How would he know? If you lost a chunk of your existence, what was there that would tell you it was gone? But then, he didn’t really understand how the brain worked anyway. What was it about Jack Stein’s neural pathways that gave him his special abilities? Maybe everyone had them, just some were more aware of them than others. What had happened to him in the jump space was better than the other way around, he guessed. Imagine being years older with nothing having happened in the missing interval. It would be like having a vast hole in your memories, a blankness with nothing to fill it. Or perhaps there were, in some alternative plane of existence, some other universe, the things that were meant to fill that hole. He wondered briefly how Billie felt about that. Maybe it was okay for her. Really, she could have no proper idea of what she’d missed by going through the experience. She was still too young to miss the absence. And anyway, sometimes not having the memories was better than having them hanging around to haunt you. He sometimes wished that some of the memories he carried around with him weren’t there.

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

“Well, Mr. Stein,” he said finally, turning to face Jack. “How do you feel?”

Jack snorted. “What’s it to you, Thorpe?”

“Now, Jack. That’s hardly the attitude.”

Jack shook his head, and bit back his reply. Thorpe was a corporate functionary, doing what he was told. Jack’s issue was with whomever called the shots, and he had a pretty good idea who that might be. He knew how Outreach operated.

“I would think,” Thorpe continued, “that you might be feeling something. Nostalgia? Something else? After all, it’s been a while since you were back in the Locality. Back home, as it were.”

Jack shot him a narrow-eyed glance. “And how do you know where the hell I’ve been?”

“Oh, we have a good idea of your movements over the last couple of years, Jack. We have been keeping an eye on you.”

“Yeah, I bet you have,” Jack shot back, venom in his voice.

Thorpe didn’t react.

Jack set his jaw and looked away. He could feel the ship realigning and moments later, the deep-throated growl of the conventional drives kicked in, stirring his chair with vibrations. They were on their way down. 

Jack spent the time avoiding the eyes of both Thorpe and the hired muscle, though the blank ship walls gave little distraction. He could feel the weight of their decent in the pit of his stomach. The drives increased to a muted roar, and then, a few minutes later, there was a clear jolt as the ship met ground. It settled, rocking once, twice, and the drives cut out leaving the aftermath beating in his ears.

“It appears we are here,” said Thorpe, unnecessarily.

Jack wondered how far they were from the Locality. Though the port itself was a fixed complex, with the inch-by-inch crawl of the Locality across the landscape, it might be further or closer than when he and Billie had left. There was no way of knowing which way the Locality might have moved; its programming saw to that, seeking out the materials for its ongoing growth and renewal, dictating the direction it travelled in next. He tried to do a quick calculation in his head, but it was beyond him. He no longer even had his handipad to assist. They’d removed it as soon as they had reached the ship, removed anything that might be of possible use.

Thorpe unstrapped himself and indicated that Jack should do the same.

“Well, in a short time, we will be at your new quarters, Jack, and there I will be leaving you.”

Jack took his time over his harness, thinking, testing the options. If he could find a way to slip away from this pair, maybe he could get away. They were hardly likely to try to harm him if they thought he was so valuable to them. At least he hoped that was a fair assumption. They had to be at the port now. He would have three opportunities: here at the port; on the way to the Locality; the Locality itself. Outreach would likely have put on a flyer to get them from docks. He couldn’t imagine them bothering with ground transport. That was going to limit his options severely.

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

“All will become clear soon,” said Thorpe, watching him appraisingly.

Jack stood slowly. “So...?”

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

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

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

The flyer rose, and shot forward, and as they reached the height of their ascent, Jack craned to one side, trying to get a decent glimpse of that crawling iridescent beast that was the Locality itself. Seen from this distance, the roof panels, programmable from the inside to reveal displays designed to keep the masses inside entertained, reflected the light, moving with waves of rainbow highlights. Here and there, blank panels, overlooking parks and greenspaces revealing the Locality’s murky depths, but no details from this distance. He felt his stomach lurch, and the cold emptiness grow within him. There were too many associations here. Too many failures. Too much darkness, and here he was winging his way back into the heart of it. He wondered if any of the old contacts still survived. If they weren’t there, there’d be others like them, scrabbling away an existence against the crumbling walls of morality the lived in the belly of the beast. He swallowed back a sour taste and looked away, but thoughts and memories still flashed within his inner landscape.

Originally a corporate innovation, the Locality functioned as a self-contained city environment to give those with links to Outreach a secure, serviced existence as the world around had deteriorated. Removed, guarded and screened, there was nothing outside that could touch them. Early in its history, there had been trouble, rioters attempting to pull down the shielded walls, but the Locality’s defences had proved more than equal to the challenge. Over time, it became more than a community, more than a town, and it had grown quickly to city status as it attracted more people to the shelter and certainty it provided. But like any hive, it also grew inside, guarding its own corruption, shielded from the outside world and able to creep throughout, controlled only by those who owned whatever happened within those walls. Billie had come out of that, and so too, in some ways had Jack. Despite himself, he leaned over to take another look. The taste in his mouth was not pleasant and he tried to swallow back what he was feeling as his lip curled in response. 
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The flyer swung lower, banking into an approach. Jack watched the Locality suspiciously as it grew larger, dominating his view. No good could come of this. No good at all. He took several deep breaths, trying to steady himself. He had to be ready to act as soon as the opportunity presented. He glanced at his companion, but he was sitting staring fixedly ahead and balling and unballing his fists. He couldn’t see what Thorpe was doing. He was up front with the pilot, separated by a screen. Jack turned his attention back to their approach. 

At the front of the Locality, the port area was clearly defined. Large curved transparent panels marked the section, retractable as necessary and then closing again after incoming ships. Probably unnecessary, but they gave the air of completeness to the Locality’s whole, securely self-contained and protected from the rest of the world. Having the port located at the leading end also added to the initial impression for visitors. At the extreme front, the buildings, the districts were newly grown, slick and fashionable, a far cry from the crumbling hulks at the far end of Old. To Jack, it just reinforced the artificiality of it all. It was a gloss, a patina of slick cleanness that could be wiped away in an instant if you looked hard enough.

Jack could feel their descent in his belly and he leaned sidewise to catch a forward glimpse of the ceiling panels retracting into their invisible slots. He couldn’t make out much detail yet, but it looked as if there was only limited activity down in the port. He grimaced. No crowds, no throngs of people he could slip through. He had to hope for an opening between the ships and buildings. The port layout was kept reasonably constant within the changing structures. Sure, it had been more than four years, but he thought he remembered enough. Then, if he managed to slip away, he could...

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

“Nothing, friend,” said Jack. “I just don’t like this place.”

And he didn’t. He didn’t like it one bit.

They swept down and the flyer settled to a stop. Jack’s captor unstrapped himself and stood. The front panel that concealed the passenger area from the forward section of the flyer slid back and Thorpe looked back and nodded. The panel slid shut, and the besuited gorilla gestured with one hand that Jack should get up too, at the same time, reaching inside his coat meaningfully. Jack sighed, released his own harness and stood as well, waiting for the side door to open. As it did, his shadow stepped up close behind, pressing something hard into Jack’s back.

“I guess you want me to get out,” said Jack.

The other guy said nothing. Jack was tempted to turn and look at him, but a shove in the small of his back quickly took all thought of doing so away. He stepped out of the flyer and down to the ground. Thorpe was standing at the bottom of the steps waiting for him.

“So, now what?” said Jack. He could sense the presence of the other man close behind.

“We go to your quarters.”

Jack took a deep breath. “Give me a minute, will you? It’s been a while.” He made a show of looking up, checking out the ceiling panels, then scanned the port facilities. Nothing immediately presented itself. Thorpe strode off to talk to a port official, flipping out a handipad and rocking back and forth while the man in the uniform checked over whatever was on the screen. It took only a moment for the man to snap upright, clearly in deference to Thorpe, hand back the device and step back. Yep, always the same. Outreach moved and shook within the Locality.

Thorpe nodded and walked briskly back to join them.

“Our transport will be here in a few moments,” he said.

Meanwhile, Jack was still scanning, taking in everything around them, trying not to be too obvious about it, looking for that small spark in his gut that would alert him to opportunity. He still didn’t know what he might do if he did manage to get away, but for now, the important thing was to take the first step.

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

“Ah, here we are,” said Thorpe, stepping back and holding out one hand to his side in invitation. “Mr. Stein?”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Jack. “You can drop the polite formality, Thorpe. This whole thing’s enough of a charade as it is.” He took a step toward the waiting vehicle.

Behind him, Thorpe gave a pained sigh. 

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

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

Now or never, Stein.

Jack broke into a run, peeling off to the right in the direction of the buildings. 

“Hey!” yelled Thorpe. “Get him.”

There was the sound of pounding feet. He risked a glance back over his shoulder. The grey-suited guy had drawn his weapon and was heading after him. He had the gun levelled, out in front of him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That way,” he heard a voice behind him. Great.

He pressed up against a wall, breathing heavily. The sound of running feet had subsided. They were stalking him now. Jack looked quickly each way, but there were just the narrow passages. He ducked down, but there was no space beneath the buildings. Of course not. Everything in the Locality was grown from the ground up. Looking up the nearest gap between structures, he could see wall. His gaze drifted up, tracing the wall right up to the ceiling panels. Up... Yes, but he’d have to be quick. Sometimes the old training came in handy. If you wanted to hide from someone, go up. People just didn’t naturally look above them unless they had a reason to do so.

“Over this way,” said a voice, close.

“Shit,” whispered Jack. He turned to face the wall, searching for anything that would give him purchase. There was a window, and it had a slight frame. That was the only thing. If he could get a grip. He ducked his face around the edge of the frame and back quickly. The glance had shown him the inside appeared to be unoccupied. Maybe they’d gone out to join the search.

With one hand, Jack gripped the edge of the frame, lifting one leg to get some sort of support. It was awkward, but with an effort, he was able to boost himself up and catch the upper lip with the fingers of his other hand. Almost, he lost his grip, ripping the skin of one of his fingers. He winced against the pain, precariously clutching against the wall and reaching up with one hand for the edge of the roof. His face was flat against the top of the window, turned sideways. He couldn’t look. He found the edge, sliding his fingers flat at full stretch, and then straining, slowly reached up with his other hand. He had a grip, but it was only with the edge of his fingers. Repositioning, he pushed himself up to the very ends of his toes, sliding his hands farther onto the roof surface.

Jack heaved himself up, getting his elbows onto the edge, then wriggling his hips up and over, and finally his legs.

Just in time. Grey Suit ducked around the corner, his weapon still drawn, looked both ways, then disappeared from sight again.

Staying perfectly quiet, Jack inched back on the flat roof, and then allowed himself the luxury of a long exhalation, the cool roof surface pressing against his cheek.

Now, all he had to do was wait.

And then? He could worry about then later. 
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They spent the journey up to the orbital in silence, Dog making the occasional adjustment to the controls and Billie watching, filing things away, just as she did with everything. Ships, systems, they were easy. Easier than people, anyway. She could read people well enough, figure out how they worked too, but mostly, she didn’t really like what she discovered when she did. There were one or two exceptions, Jack, Antille, Pinpin Dan when he’d been around and before what happened between him and Jack. There were the members of her family down in Old too, but that seemed a long, long time ago now. Dog, maybe she could work with, but things were strange. Her assumptions had changed now. No, that was wrong. It wasn’t her assumptions; it was her. The whole time thing had changed her in other ways apart from the physical, and she hadn’t quite worked it out yet.

As they neared the orbital, she watched its looming presence grow. Mere hours had passed since they’d been here, with the vast rotating cylinder and the winged arrays stretching out from it in the blackness, ships lined up in their docking bays like awkward projections from the extended wings. She couldn’t remember how many ships had been parked here when they’d left, but she could make out the Amaranth clearly with its readily identifiable shape as they swept up toward the landing dock. The large bulge toward the nose containing the drives announced quite clearly what sort of ship it was. She did a quick scan, searching for anything else that looked like it might have jump capability, but there was nothing. If the people she was looking for had been here, they weren’t here anymore. She suppressed a sigh and pressed her teeth together tightly, barely stopping herself from shooting Dog a narrow-eyed look of accusation. It wasn’t his fault. It wasn’t her fault either, but she was starting to feel as if it were.

Their shuttle nestled into its docking bay, and again, Dog seemed to hesitate.

“What is it now?” she said.

He turned to look at her, obviously working on what he was going to say next. After a couple of moments, he spoke.

“What is it with you and Jack, Billie?”

She took a deep breath and held it before letting it out slowly as a sigh.

“Nothing.”

“Oh, come on,” he said, peering at her through strands of dark hair that had fallen over his face. “Why this huge concern? Jack’s a big boy. He can look after himself. It’s what he does, isn’t it?”

Billie thought about that for a second. “Nuh-uh. Well, sort of.”

“Come on,” he said again. “It’s more than that. Anybody’d think you were...you know...”

She screwed up her face and gave her head a little shake, as if she was trying to throw his words right away from her. 

“No,” she said.

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

“Don’t say anything,” she said to him. “Not a word.”

Not looking at him, she fumbled with her harness.

“Can we go?”

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

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

Dog caught up with her a few moments later, stopping her with a hand on her shoulder.

“Wait,” he said. “Where are you going?”

“The ship, of course.”

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

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

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

It took them only a few minutes to get to where the Amaranth was berthed, through the shops and offices and living quarters contained within the rotating cylinder that made up the orbital’s bulk. A couple of times, Dog had tried to slow them down, seeming like he wanted to talk, even suggesting at one point that they stop for a coffee or something, but Billie had no time for conversation, no time for anything apart from doing what she’d come to do. She stood tapping her fingers on the side of her thighs impatiently as Dog opened the Amaranth’s hatch and stepped aside to let her onboard.

Dog’s ship was a complete contrast to the small shuttle he ran back and forth to Utrecht’s surface. In some ways, it was even a contrast with his own slightly dishevelled appearance. Take one look at Dog McCreedy and you’d hardly believe he maintained a ship, let alone a ship in such an ordered condition. She guessed the shuttle was more in keeping with his Balance City persona. Billie had had to be good with people, at knowing how to react to them and play them. Somehow, though, Dog was full of contradictions that she hadn’t worked out yet. He seemed to be good at what he did. He was a good pilot. That’s what she needed now. She needed a pilot and a ship. Getting up to the orbital to use the Amaranth’s systems was merely an excuse, because when it came down to it, Billie was going to the Locality and the only way she was going to do that was with Dog’s assistance. Not that he knew that yet. All that she needed to set it in motion was the proof that she needed to go there.

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

“So, what do you need?”

“Give me access, full access,” she said.

He was standing behind one of the seats, his hand resting on the back, chewing at his bottom lip.

“What, Dog?” she said. “Afraid I’m going to find something?”

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

“Let me worry about that,” she said, cutting him off. “I know what I’m doing.”

She slid into a seat, scanning the bridge for the best access point. “Can you put the display anywhere here?” 

He pointed at a blank section of wall off to the right and she nodded, swivelling the seat to face that direction.

Dog reached across to the front panel and placed his palm flat on a polished area in the middle of where the displays appeared when they were in flight. “Full access, new voice,” he said.

Billie nodded. “Links,” she said. The blank section of wall was no longer blank. An array of links filled a rectangular illuminated area and she stood, stepped closer to the screen and started reading. Dog was well connected. She nodded to herself.

“Scroll,” she said, letting the list drift slowly down. “Faster.”

Getting impatient with the system’s speed, she placed a finger on the display and moved the list to where she wanted it. Patterns of interconnected nodes ran back and forth in nested arrays.

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

From there, she had an array of links that stretched far beyond what the Amaranth offered. She plotted the pathways in her head, and checked, confirming that it would lead her where she needed. Before she did that, though, she wanted to take a brief detour into the orbital’s own systems.

Dog gave an audible sigh behind her. “Can I do anything?”

“No. Just be quiet,” she said, waving a hand behind her. She barely noticed the sound of him taking a seat, the slight hiss as the seat realigned and conformed to his weight. Billie was in working mode now. Not much disturbed her when she was.

Satisfied that she was where she needed to be, Billie moved back to her own chair, pulled her legs up in front of her, and scanned the record display. These were the orbital’s own log of ships coming and going over the last day. There was nothing there.

“Shit,” she said.

“What?” said Dog.

“They
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