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CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]


Jack Stein craned forward in his seat, leaning over the front panel to try to get a better view of the approaching city through the forward viewscreens, though the flyer’s nose partially blocked the view. He’d heard about the city, but the tales were nothing compared to the sight now becoming clearer in front of the small craft. The small ship was on auto now, banking as it descended, avoiding other air traffic on its way into Balance City’s port. Balance City. He could see now how it had gotten its name. A thick rock spire pushed up from the canyon floor, spreading toward the top into a broad flat surface. Deep cracks and scorings climbed irregularly over the spire’s surface, disappearing into the darkened shadow of the overhang. Atop the plateau sat the city proper, a construction of metal and shining glass. Since the city’s beginnings, natural urban growth had spread buildings in an ordered grid across the plateau’s surface and further. The area had not been enough, so the residents had simply continued, building out from the city’s lip to the opposite sides of the canyon. It looked exactly like the urban spread was simply balancing atop the single spire that sat beneath it.

He’d been slightly nervous when boarding the flyer on the orbital platform that served as the changeover point on his journey, but not as nervous as he was now. These damned things were supposed to have pilots, weren’t they? Not that Jack had ever been a particularly good air passenger of any form. 

The flyer banked again and headed lower. Jack swallowed and frowned, wondering what was happening. It looked as though they were flying too low, moving down beneath the city elevation and he swallowed again, stretching forward again for a better view. Perhaps it was just the approach path. Any moment, he expected the flyer to swoop up again, but then he saw why, and he released his breath. Beneath the outgrown platforms at either edge of the plateau, construction had continued down as well as sideways. Buildings clung precariously to the spire’s sides, struts and braces holding them in place, all uniformly coloured in green or yellow, varying shades, but giving a subtle patchwork feel.

“Huh,” he said to himself. Balance City’s port was there, not above, but below. A wide flat area sat suspended beneath the platform, and his flyer was close enough now that he could start to pick out individual crafts arrayed in ordered rows along its length. The order echoed the order of the city above. What the hell did Billie want to come here for anyway? It just didn’t look like the sort of place in which she’d really be comfortable. Billie wasn’t particularly one for the ordered life, especially not with her origins amongst the dirt and squalor of the Old end of the Locality. She’d lived most of her life without rules, without constraints. For that matter, Balance City didn’t look like the sort of place Jack Stein would be at home in either. Dirt and squalor shaped his comfort level too. 

Jack shook his head, not that there was anyone to see the gesture. Billie had had no right taking off like that. Not that he could have stopped her. He had some sort of say in as much as they worked together, shared space, but he didn’t really have the right to stop her doing what she wanted. Okay, he spoke of her publicly as his niece, but the only bond that had brought them together in the first place was mutual convenience. They worked together. And yeah, the bond of their friendship had grown since then, but even after all this time, he knew that the only authority he had over her was that which she allowed him. She was getting older now, as well, and that didn’t help matters. Sometimes, he just didn’t know how far he could push and as she grew older, that was becoming harder. Now, well, now they would see.

The flyer slowed, easing into alignment with the docks and Jack sat back. There was no point running over the whys and wherefores. Finding her and making sure she was okay was the important thing now. The conversation with Heering had been too thin on detail. All he really knew was enough to suspect that she was in trouble, and if she was in trouble, she needed him. That feeling deep in his guts, that sharp-edged spear of cold that set his senses bristling had been enough for him to scrape together what resources he needed. He’d put the fare together and made his way to Utrecht, hopefully with enough to cover him for the time he needed to be here and whatever he needed to do to find her. He was a PI for Christ’s sake. How long was it going to take him to find one teenage girl? Okay, that teenage girl was Billie, but still...

As the small ship pulled into what amounted to one vast, suspended hanger, Jack scanned the surrounds. Metal walls, neatly marked bays, directional signs placed at even intervals and tracks running between the bays. The varied array of flyers sat within the bays, edge aligned to edge...not a one of them out of place. Yellow diagonal patterns clearly marked the acceptable parking placement. Jack slowly shook his head again. Oh, he was going to have fun here; he could already see that. He thought he’d had enough ordered neatness in Yorkstone, but this was much worse than that.

Other than his frayed nerves from the flight, he seemed to have arrived in one piece. The flyer nestled to a stop and an automatic grapple locked on beneath without pause. He heard the clunk, felt the smooth transition between the flyer’s power and the geared traction that started drawing the craft across the hanger floor. There was a slight unevenness as the automated mechanism drew the flyer around and off to one side, but the sound of machinery was as smooth as their motion. Gradually, the small craft slowed and drew into an empty bay, perfectly aligned with the diagonals. Jack sat where he was, waiting while the flyer powered down, patiently allowing a few seconds to see if anything else was going to happen. Deciding that nothing was, he unstrapped himself and stood, stretching out the kinks from the long flight down.

“Mr. Stein, if you would make your way to the reception area with your luggage please.” The voice came from all directions.

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

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

The faceless voice went silent, and a moment later, the flyer’s door whirred open.

Okay, thought Jack...if that was the way they wanted it. He grabbed his bags from the back and stepped out of the craft. Immediately in front of him sat a yellow sign in five separate languages. The words he could understand said RECEPTION. He grunted and headed in the direction indicated. Yellow lines marked the path as well as the signs. 

There was something not quite right, something that felt out of place, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. He hitched the luggage strap on his shoulder, not even bothering to check that his bag was skimming along behind, dutifully doing as the voice had instructed, although the temptation to break off and examine the place was strong. After a couple of minutes, he noticed what that something was that was missing. It had been working at him and he’d been unable to pin it down, but now...every port Jack had ever been in was covered in stains, the marks of passage, the smell of fuels and exhausts, and in his line of work, he’d spent enough time around ports drinking in their chemical-edged taint. This place was pristine. An over-tang of something metallic touched the atmosphere, but the smell was slick and clean, just like the rest of the dock.

Another turn led him through a couple of parked flyers and some neatly stacked crates. A small passageway stretched in front of him, dark, but as he stepped into it, lights sprang on and bathed it in brilliance, harsh and clean. The corridor stretched on before him, a single door at the end. With a brief shrug, he headed up toward the door. Moments before he reached it, the door silently slid open. It closed again as soon as he and his luggage were inside. There was the slightest warning sound, and then the elevator whisked him upward. 

The door slid aside to reveal a drab open space, desks at the end with yellow lines leading right up to them. Jack took the hint and wandered toward the closest desk. Another line showed him where he should stand. Lines everywhere. Things just begging to be crossed. Behind the desk sat a woman...at least he thought it was a woman, though the moustache was a little confusing. She/he sat where she was staring down at something concealed from view. Jack cleared his throat. She — he’d decided she was actually female, not that it really mattered; it just gave him some sort of context to work with — did something on the desk in front of her and glanced to one side without looking up in his direction, although he was clearly the only arrival in the place. Jack cleared his throat again. Finally, with a sigh, she beckoned him forward, still staring fixedly down at the desk in front of her.

“Um...” said Jack.

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

“Yes, that’s right.”

“I see no authority to travel.” She fixed him with a blank expressionless look.

“Huh?” said Jack. “Authority to travel? I’m sorry, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She sighed again. “You come to Utrecht, you need an authority to travel.”

“I don’t know anything about that,” said Jack. It was news to him. “Look, okay, I don’t have the proper authority. Can we do something about it?”

She glared at him, hardly what he’d expected. Jack was telling the truth. He’d heard nothing about any authority. He’d gotten the message about Billie and dropped everything — not that there was a lot to drop — to get here as quickly as he could. He tried a smile.

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

This wasn’t good, and Jack was starting to feel distinctly nervous. He should at least have had some warning.

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

“You know, this is most irregular,” she said.

Jack dug around for his handipad and flipped it open. “Look,” he said. “All I know is that I received this message from a Dr Heering at the University of Balance City saying I was wanted here.”

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

It was Jack’s turn to sigh and grit his teeth. Here he was stuck with some petty official and he certainly had matters that were more pressing. Far more pressing. He fought to keep his voice under control. “Look, I’ve already said I didn’t know anything about it. What do I have to do?”

His growing annoyance simply washed over her. “You must have the correct authority. You must have a formal invitation.”

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

The woman got to her feet with another sigh. She smoothed her khaki trousers, pulled down on the canary yellow shirt with its official insignias and turned away.

“Hey!” said Jack.

“Wait here,” she said and disappeared behind a partition. He stood rocking on his heels for good ten minutes before she reappeared.

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

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

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

“Hey!”

She/he ignored him. Somewhere, no doubt, some other uniformed official was about to take it apart, piece by piece. Luckily, he didn’t think there was anything in it to cause concern. He had wisely chosen not to bring a weapon along for that very reason. Weapons and border guards never made very good company. All the same, he just didn’t need this shit.

He was afforded an uninterrupted view of the empty corridor, the empty room, the blank ceiling, the blank floor, so he turned his attention to his fingernails. Actually, they could have done with a clean. He occupied himself with picking at them to kill the time. Meanwhile, he tried to suppress thoughts of what might have dragged him out here, the deep feelings working inside his chest, the emptiness in the pit of his stomach. Jack knew better than to ignore those intuitions. Billie had little trouble looking after herself; she’d proved that on more than one occasion, and he wouldn’t want to be the person that crossed her. She was going to be more than pissed with him, no doubt. He shook his head. Whatever the inner prompt that had been driving him was, he’d find out as soon as he found her. The only thought he kept having was that she’d gotten herself in trouble with the local authorities somehow. From everything he’d seen so far, it looked like it was something that would be easy enough to do.

The androgynous official was back again but without company. 

“Mr. Stein, if you will follow me please.”

Jack pushed himself to his feet, rubbing at the back of his neck as he followed back down the corridor. They were joined at the end by the man he’d seen before, who beckoned them both in to a stark office.

The man indicated that Jack should take one of the simple metal chairs placed in front of a neatly ordered desk. Folders sat stacked on one end. A neat little desk set sat at the other end with a couple of stamps and a stamp pad. Jack’s heart sank. This was the true mark of bureaucracy. Actual paper and stamps. Those things were expensive. Well, maybe they weren’t on Utrecht, but everywhere else he’d ever been, they were luxury items. They told him one thing. They were marks that no expense was spared in support of the regime. All the props — just what he really needed. Beautiful. He barely contained the sigh.

The official adjusted his uniform before sitting on the opposite side of the desk, steepling his fingers in front of his face and fixed Jack with a hard gaze.

“So, Mr Stein. We appear to have a problem.”

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

The official continued, ignoring Jack’s words. “You see, normally, it is standard for someone to get the relevant authority before they arrive on Utrecht. I am considering whether perhaps we should send you back up to the orbital station where you can make the appropriate application through the proper channels.”

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

The official considered him for a few moments. “Exactly what can you afford, Mr. Stein?”

Ah, so that’s how it was going to be. “Um,” he said carefully.

The steepled fingers were tapping together in front of the official’s face.

“Um...” said Jack again. “Um...one...” The official’s eyes narrowed. “Two...” This time the official glanced over at his co-worker. “Okay, three. Three...hundred.”

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

Jack nodded, his lips pressed tightly together and dug into his coat for his handipad. He thumbed it on, hit the financial transfer and slipped the device across the desk. The official whipped out a machine, something big and clunky, quickly took the transfer, and then spirited it out of sight, all the while making a show of poring over Jack’s device.

“Yes,” he said. “This communication seems to be in order.” Without looking up, he waved his companion away and reached across for one of the folders. Jack sat, his hands folded in his lap, resisting the urge to twiddle his thumbs while the man across the desk turned pages in the folder, slowly reading them without looking up. Minutes later, the official reached for one of the stamps and thumped it down on the bottom of the form with a flourish.

“There,” he said. “Make sure you carry this paper with you at all times. It is not enough to have identity documents in Balance City. This will vouchsafe your authority to be here conducting your business. What is your business here, Mr. Stein?”

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

“My luggage?” he asked.

“Yes, certainly. Follow me.”

And that was Jack’s first introduction to Balance City. He dragged his bags by their leash into an elevator, which zipped him rapidly up to surface level, and he stepped out of a glass box where the elevator terminated, and into the middle of an open plaza. 
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Digging out his handipad again, Jack tapped up a map of the area and turned it this way and that until he was oriented. His hotel was about two miles across the central part of Balance City, and the university further out. He checked his credit balance, but he figured he still had enough to get him around without cutting into the emergency supply. But where the hell was he supposed to get a cab? 

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

Lazy and stupid, Jack. 

He looked around himself, trying to get his bearings. The plaza stretched about him, grey, uniform blocks inserted into each other like the pieces of a jigsaw. At the edges, metal seating ran in an even row all around the outer edges. Apart from the seats and the glass elevator booth that he had just stepped out of, the space was empty, empty except for one feature that stuck out, impossible for him to ignore. Standing off in one corner was a ludicrously large cartoon representation of some sort of hopping insect, all done out in bright green and yellow. It could hardly be art; it wasn’t even pleasant to look at. Oh yeah — it probably had something to do with travel, some supposedly cute representation of ‘hopping’ from place to place. There were no other signs indicating what this place might be, so he guessed it was meant as a visual cue. Still, they could have used a bit of taste when choosing their signage, couldn’t they?

With a sigh, he let his bags settle and fished around for his handipad again, but not before glancing up at a silvery orb suspended far above the plaza. There was no need to guess what that might be for and he struggled to suppress the urge to wave at it. Damn Billie again. What did she want to go running off to a place like this for anyway?

After a long trudge across the naked stone blocks, not a person in sight, he reached a roadway. He glanced back at the plaza, then first one direction then the other up and down the road. To the left it ran to open forest, to the right, the start of the urban sprawl, all glass and metal. It was so different to the Locality. The Locality, even Yorkstone, had been contained, growing within their own semi-organic structures and subject not only to the constraints of their inner dimensions, but also to the whims of their programmers. Jack rethought his impression. Sprawl wasn’t really the right word. Even the buildings stepped gradually taller as they grew closer to the centre, not a single one out of sequence to disturb the even lines. The place screamed order and he felt like screaming back. 

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

It didn’t take long before a compact green vehicle whirred to a stop in front of him, settled to the ground and twin doors slid open. No driver, no other passengers, but taking the prompt, Jack maneuvered his bags inside and found a place to sit. As he settled back for the journey — at least it was going in the right direction according to the map — he realized that this shuttle was the only traffic he’d seen. He’d been too busy concentrating on the city’s spectacle to notice anything really on the way in, so he had no idea whether the quietness was confined to this particular area. It was almost like stepping into a wasteland. No traffic, no people...and, actually, no vegetation either. Perhaps the locals thought that trees might disturb the clean lines of their buildings. The surrounding landscape had been full of trees, but not here. How the hell did anyone find their way around here? Where were the landmarks?

As the shuttle moved further into the city, Jack’s concern grew. Not a single soul walked the streets. Not a single vehicle apart from his shuttle moved along the broad roadway in the same direction. He spotted another in the distance heading slowly toward them, but that was it. Glancing down at his handipad, he checked again. There was only about a block to go. This was supposed to be a thriving city. It was one of the main in-system hubs. 

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

Jack stepped out onto the empty street, his bags pushed gently in front of him. He waited until the shuttle drew away, then looked up and down the street, then up above him. Windows, doorways, structures, all spoke of more uniformity and order. There was little variation from one edifice to the other — all neat, clean and the same. Where were the huge signs above doorways, glittering and scrolling to catch the eye? He shook his head and started in the direction of his hotel.

Window displays held abstract and geometric coloured panels. Each doorway had a discreet little sign, similarly lettered, announcing what lay inside the building, either businesses or stores. Jack could do nothing but shake his head. Sure, Yorkstone had been clean, but nothing compared to this place. He just didn’t see Billie feeling at home here at all. 

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

oOo

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

It was a hotel lobby, just like he’d have expected to see in any place that he’d been. Potted plants and dried floral arrangements dotted a marbled expanse. Crystal lighting in the ceiling and wide leather couches completed the picture, but that wasn’t what caused Jack to stop. The place was full, heaving with people. The noise washed over him along with the smell of food and drink. It wasn’t that though. Every single person in the place was dressed in some archaic garb, flounces and ruffles and powdered wigs. Tambourines lay on side tables or were clutched in hands. Here and there, a jester figure danced in and out among the others. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought he was in the middle of some bizarre dream.

“Okaaaay...” he said again.

This was the last thing he’d expected after the sterility outside. Some sort of convention party. Great. 

He spotted a route through the revellers and wove his way to the reception desk. A bright faced woman stood behind the desk, straight blonde hair tied tightly back into a bun, a big smile slipping into place with his approach.

“Welcome, sir. Can I help you?”

“Yeah, Jack Stein. You have a room for me.”

“Certainly, Mr Stein. Just one second.” The smile stayed firmly in place.

She fiddled around with a terminal and then looked back at him. “Yes, Mr Stein. We have you down for six nights. Welcome to Balance City. You have come at a most fortunate time.”

“Okay. Six nights is right for now. I might be staying longer. I don’t know yet.”

The woman nodded. A slight frown flitted across her face. “Have you your paperwork please?”

Jack frowned. “Paperwork?”

“Yes, your entry permit. I will need to see it. Then if you could sign here and here...”

Jack dug around in his coat and withdrew the slip of paper he’d received from the official earlier. It still struck him as weird that a place would still be using paper. “Is this what you want?”

“Yes, that’s it. Thank you.” 

She nodded congenially and took the proffered form, gave it a quick look, then slipped it through some kind of reader. After glancing at a screen, she handed the paper back. “Please make sure to inform us at least a day in advance if you wish to vary your stay, Mr Stein. It is important to be able to make the proper arrangements.”

“You said it was a ‘fortunate’ time...?”

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

“Festival,” she said. “The Balance City Festival. On this day everybody has parties.”

Oh great. He’d managed to arrive right in the middle of some local excuse for letting their hair down. From what he’d seen so far, it looked like they needed it.

“It is a pity you don’t have a costume,” she said.

“Um, right,” said Jack.

“Oh well. I’m sure you will enjoy our festivities all the same.”

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

oOo

As he headed for the elevator, he played the circumstances over in his mind. He and Billie had met Dr Antille out on Mandala during the quest for the mysterious artefact. The stolen artefact, a piece of alien technology had been found in the alien ruins on the exclusive resort planet, and Dr Hervé Antille had been one of the archaeologists assigned to the site. Antille had taken a quick shine to Billie and she had responded in return. Since the case, Antille and she had kept in touch, until he had finally made the offer for her to come and visit, come and do some work with him as experience. She had leapt at the opportunity, and who was Jack to stand in her way? Billie always had a deep hunger for knowledge and pursued it with a kind of obsessive want. Sometimes he wondered whether it had been as a reaction to the way she’d grown up, filling the hole that the absence of a normal life had left. Despite Jack’s discomfort with the whole relationship with Antille, he was pretty sure it was just a meeting of like minds, but with Billie’s past, he couldn’t help feeling nervous. Back in the Locality, she’d been involved in...no...he didn’t really want to think about that either. He’d dragged her out of that ring of child prostitution and criminal hackers. But even now, somehow, what he’d done then still wasn’t enough. Jack always seemed to be letting her down in some way. He grimaced at the thought. Occasionally, he even wondered if she was setting up the guilt he felt on purpose, some subtle little game. He wouldn’t have put it past her. 

Dammit, she wasn’t his responsibility, not fully. Not anymore. She was starting to be old enough to look out for herself, at least he’d thought she was. In the current circumstance, he wasn’t so sure though and he was really beginning to wonder if he shouldn’t have tried a little harder to talk her out of it. 

Sixth floor. All the way up in the elevator, Jack was confronted with mirrored images of himself, looking haggard, old. Travel always took it out of you, but somehow, he was looking more wasted than usual. Maybe the healthy life wasn’t so good for you after all. Well, healthier than it had been. Billie had seen to that, registering her disapproval at the stims and the patches. Somehow, she’d made him disapprove of himself too. It was no sort of example to set for a young girl.

He would have looked away, but there were mirrors on every side, so instead he concentrated on the changing display indicating what floor he was on. He spared a thought for the uniformed bellboy at the front desk who had looked visibly disappointed when Jack had denied him the possibility of taking charge of the luggage and leading him to his room. Well, he’d get over it. This was a place for Jack to stay, nothing else. He didn’t want the fuss and the trimmings. 

A slight bounce as the elevator came to a stop, and the doors whirred open. He stepped out into silence, only the sounds of air-conditioning and machinery undercutting the quiet. At least the noise of the downstairs revellers didn’t reach up this far. Jack puzzled out the signs listing the room numbers and headed down the corridor, his bags trailing behind. 

The room wasn’t vastly different from countless rooms in countless hotels across the populated worlds. It was different from what they’d experienced on Mandala, sheer top-of-the-league luxury, even down to the peacocks, but that had been a whole different ballgame and something that seemed a long time in the past now. He shoved his bags into the closet, not even bothering to unpack. First, he wanted to find out how to get to the university and track down this Dr Heering. Heering knew something, and Jack was damned well going to find out what it was as soon as possible. The pale-faced academic’s last words in the call echoed in his head.

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

Jack felt the chill rise within him again, but he pushed it back. Maybe he was just over-reacting, looking for something to give him that hard edge he’d been missing for the past few weeks. Somehow, he didn’t think so.

He gave the room a quick glance—bed, bathroom, small table, standard stuff. He could investigate the rest of the facilities later.

“Front desk,” he said, looking around for a blank wall.

Nothing happened.

Jack stood there feeling sheepish for a moment and looked around the room again. None of the walls was free from decoration. No space for a wallscreen at all. There was a small flat screen on a stand in one corner of the room, but every one of the walls was hung with unfortunate abstract paintings. No wall screen? What kind of place was this? He walked over to the screen in the corner and said, “Front desk.”

Still nothing.

Only then did he notice the other little anachronisms around the room. A small pile of glossy magazines sat on the table. Actual magazines. 

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

“Front desk,” he said.

At last, there was some response. “Yes, Mr Stein. How can I help you?”

“I need to find out how to get to the university.”

“Oh, I can explain that to you easily, but it will be better if you come to reception and I can give you a map and show you.”

A map? An actual map? Damn, this place was like living in another century.

“Haven’t you got some sort of download?

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

“Forget it. I’ll be down in a while.”

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

Back down to the lobby and he was immediately bombarded with noise as the elevator doors slid open. Someone in a far corner was bashing a tambourine, and the surrounding group were clapping along with the beat and laughing. Jack shook his head, stepped out of the elevator, and headed for the desk.

“Ah, hello, Mr Stein. Here is your map.”

He leaned closer to see.

“Here is the city, you see. If you follow this route here, it takes you out to Summergarden. That is where you find the university. There is a technology park out there too.” She turned the map over to show a broader map of the surrounding area, pointing to a region well outside of the city. “This is Summergarden. There is a public shuttle out there. Number D24. It runs right outside here.” She looked up at him and smiled. “But it will not run today.”

“Well, how do I get out there?”

She nodded. “You could hire a private transport, but that is quite expensive.”

“Hmmmmm.”

“But there really is no point today.”

“What do you mean?” Jack frowned.

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

“And...?”

“There will be nobody there. Nobody works on Festival.”

Jack sighed. “You’re working.”

She looked disappointed. “Yes, I know. It is a pity, but I have to work. Later, when I have finished, I will go out.” Her face brightened. “But you will be able to have a good time tonight.”

“Yeah, thanks.” He took the map, folded it, and slipped it into his pocket. Somehow, he didn’t think so.

“Is there anything else I can do for you, Mr Stein?”

“No, that’s fine. Thanks.” He left the desk and headed straight for the elevator, his lips pressed into a thin line.

Back in his room, he tried to put a call in to Dr Heering at the university, but there was no answer. It looked like the receptionist had been right.

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

He took a few moments analysing that thought. He did care about Billie. He cared about her a lot. And she was in trouble. He could feel it deep inside along with the vibration stirring the depths of his stomach. He didn’t know what sort of trouble it was, but that vague, undefined knowledge was enough. He reached deep inside, trying to give it more form, but it remained as it was, there and vague, just making him feel on edge. He thought about doing some of his exercises, inducing alpha, that half-awake, half-asleep state between unconsciousness and wakefulness, to try and grasp the clues from semi-dreamstate, but dismissed the idea. He had none of his equipment here, and the circumstances weren’t exactly ideal for that state of mental relaxation he needed. Better to try to get some rest and get into time zone so he’d be sharp.

It took a long time for Jack to sleep. It wasn’t the unfamiliar room, the unfamiliar setting, or even the noise intruding into his awareness. He could deal with all of that. It was the simple sense of disquiet working in the back of his head.

Later in the night, he dreamed anyway.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Jack knew immediately he was dreaming. The familiar sense of place, of personal identity that went with a true waking state floated in and out. He was standing in an open field, the landscape gently undulating around him and the tang of something sharp undercutting the breeze. Sour, like sweat. He knew this place. He’d been here before. There was no sense to it at all. The artefact case was long gone, so what the hell was he doing here?

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

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

“Yack Stein.”

Yeah, he knew that voice. It had appeared in his dreams before. And as a final confirmation, a ruined figure lurched over the hillside, half its face burned away, the disfigurement unavoidable. Jack grimaced.

“Talbot. What are you doing here? This is my dream, dammit. You shouldn’t be here.”

Carl Talbot had been present in Jack’s earlier dreams about the stolen artefact when he’d been working on the Landerman case, but there had been a reason for that. Talbot had been one of the victims of Landerman’s gang. Jack had solved that case long ago. That Talbot was back again made no sense. Could you have a ghost from a dream in a dream? This guy was haunting him, like the ghosts of his past.

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

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

“Not finish.”

He tried to drag his attention away from the ruined face, but it was as if he was compelled to keep looking.

Then, in the next instant, Talbot was gone.

“What the...?”

He was awake. He sat up in bed, a runnel of sweat crawling from his forehead to his cheek. He rubbed his face vigorously with both hands and then sat there in bed for a few moments, collecting his thoughts and working his eyes properly open.

Throwing back the covers, he swung his legs out of the wide bed and padded into the bathroom to pour a glass of water. He drank it in large swallows, then stood staring into the mirror, propping himself up with his hands against the sink. A bleary shadowed face stared back at him, hair sleep-tousled, eyes slightly bloodshot. Damn, what he’d give for a stim patch right now. He pressed his eyes firmly closed, then opened them wide. Jack, you’re getting past it, he thought to himself. You’re losing you edge. No stim patches though. Not since Billie. Anyway, what the hell had that been about? Stupid dream.

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

He glanced at the wall, forgetting for a moment. No time display there and his handipad was in his coat. No, wait. There was a small clock by the other side of the bed, its numbers glowing red.

06:30. He groaned. Damn, just what he needed. Mornings were bad enough without it being that early. If he was lucky, most of the parties from last night would be over by now. Still, being awake at this hour should give him a chance to get started, and the sooner he tracked down Heering, the sooner he’d have some answers about what was going on, about what had happened to Billie. A steaming hot shower and some coffee and he’d be ready to face the rest of the day. He hadn’t even bothered to check if he had coffee. Pulling open the cupboards, he found a small bar full of local wine and beer, and not much else, prompting a low sound in his throat. He’d have to go downstairs for coffee. Great. He really was beginning to hate this place already, not that there were many places Jack Stein didn’t hate.

oOo

After coffee, and unusually, something to eat — the coffee was normally enough — Jack felt he was ready at least to give the semblance of functioning. There had been only a few people at breakfast and a number of them looked positively the worse for wear. Balance City had certainly turned it on last night. Somehow, he suspected they didn’t do that sort of thing often. It was almost as if they had been orchestrated to have fun, and they weren’t really used to how they should do it.

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

It appeared he was in luck. They ran about every hour, and the next one was in about ten minutes’ time. He thanked the girl and headed out into Utrecht’s day feeling as if he was walking into a landscape even more alien than the one he had visited in his dreams last night. But then every cluster of humanity gathered together was like an alien landscape, glossed with the sweat and dirt and odour. Balance City was no different. 

Outside, there was traffic, people, noise, in complete contrast to how it had been when he’d arrived. The empty streets from yesterday were fully without a trace of the celebrations of the previous evening. Whoever ran this city did so efficiently by the looks of things. Maybe too efficiently for Jack’s taste. He spent a moment getting his bearings, then following the directions he’d been given, he headed for the shuttle stop, weaving in and out of smartly dressed commuters. They may have been smartly dressed, but there was something not quite right about the way they looked to Jack, and it took him a while to puzzle it out. Finally, it clicked. The colours were all wrong. The clothes were conservative, but the colour combinations were deep greens, yellows, blues, even reds. Primary colours most of them. He was adrift on a sea of rainbow humanity, his own drab hues, the plain brown coat, the dark top and trousers, setting him clearly apart from the rest of the crowd. 
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