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To Liz Burton, who was willing to publish the book no one else would touch.


ARTIST AND MODELS

I never know what’s going to come through my door.

Usually, it’s some citizen of Lorr with a small family problem, something they don’t want to bring to the attention of their Guild, or the Administration, or the City Guard. A spouse hasn’t shown up for a day or two, coin, or merch isn’t where it should be. Someone’s being unpleasant about an incident that happened a while back and is threatening to put it on Post Six unless the citizen coughs up coin. They want answers, and I provide them.

That’s why they come to me, Pola Drach, Independent Eye. I’m not connected with any of the Guilds, I’m not Admin, and I am definitely not in the City Guards. I specialize in Domestics—family problems. The sort of thing Basher Bob tends to shy away from, and that are too trivial for The Brain to bother with.

On this particular day, a month before Winterfest, I’d just told a male that his young spouse was not seeing another male, but was frequenting the casinos on Entertainment Row. His missing coin was probably going into the money-pouches of the card-dealers.

He left, muttering to himself. If his spouse wanted to throw their coin away, that was their lookout, not mine. What the client did with my information? Also not my concern. He got what he laid out the coin for.

I was just tidying up my files, getting ready to call it quits for the day when I got a tap on the outside door,

“It’s open!” I don’t bother to lock my door when I’m there. When I leave, that’s another matter. I have a lock, and most of the time it works.

I almost didn’t recognize the client. The last time I’d seen Captain Sara Atterson out of uniform was the day we met at Guards Training Camp over fifteen years ago. Since then, she’s always been in some kind of official garb, whether it was the dull khaki of Guards Trainees or the spiffy brown-and-white of the Lorr City Guards. She’s tall, fair, trim and always put together, even under extreme stress. Not a hair out of the tight bun at the back of her neck, not a wrinkle in her jacket or trou.

Today she wore a blue jacket with red piping along the sleeves, matching trou with the red piping on the outside seam, red cap pulled over her eyes. As a disguise, it worked. No one who knew her would have guessed she even owned such garb, The only giveaway was the stiff way she carried herself. Fifteen years of Guards posture is a hard habit to break.

It took me a few seconds to assess her appearance. Then, I gestured her toward my wooden chair, the one I keep for clients. It’s deliberately uncomfortable—hard seat, back tilted away from me. I want the clients to get on with their business so I can get on with mine.

“To what do I owe the honor, Captain Atterson?” I mentally ran over my last few cases. Nothing came to mind that would attract the attention of the City Guard. True, I’d exposed a particularly convoluted plot involving Vernor Delrey and a negotiator from Contramont who had resorted to murder; but the negotiator was on his way back to Contramont for punishment, and the Banker’s Guild had dealt with the Delreys. I wasn’t involved with either procedure.

Atterson sat, gingerly, on the edge of the seat. “I have a small problem,” she confessed.

I waited.

“It’s my sister’s child. She may be in some trouble.”

I’d never thought of Sara Atterson as having a family. Of course, she had to have come from somewhere, but I’d never seen any of them during my brief stay in the Guards. She was my team leader, I was the rookie, and that didn’t make for intimacy. After I left the Guards, we’d meet from time to time, usually when I’d got myself into some difficulty and she had to get me out of it. Not a chance for family chat there, either.

“Tell me more. Who is she, and what makes you think she’s in trouble?” I reached into the bottom drawer of my desk for a standard form and a graphite stylus and prepared to take notes.

“Her name is Audra, Audra Martino. Her mother is espoused to Eduardo Martino. He’s an auditor for the Construction Guild.”

An office drone—one of a multitude in Lorr, scratching away in the Guildhalls and business offices. Respectable, edging on the top of the Tech heap, not quite into the Admin class but aspiring to it.

Atterson got more agitated as she went on. “She was supposed to come home for a family dinner, but never showed up.”

“Come home? She doesn’t live with her parents? Just how old is this young female?”

“She’s finished her terms at Advanced Academy. Past her twenty-first.”

“Adult status, then.” Meaning she’s on her own, if that’s her choice. Most young people in Lorr want to get out from under the parental thumb as soon as possible. “Occupation? Guild affiliation?”

“It’s complicated. Audra was studying Natural Science at the Advanced Academy, with the option of becoming an Academic, but she changed her mind. Now she’s studying at the Rafe Urbine Studio in the Artist’s Sector, and she’s sharing digs with some of the other apprentices there. She’s listed as a Craftsman’s Guild Apprentice, pending examination for full status.”

Interesting. Started as a boffin, then went to Craftsman’s Guild? Something of a comedown. Academics rate with Dark Ones and Admins—middle-tier, but still thinkers, not makers. Craftsmen are more like top-tier Techs; they work with their hands, create things, don’t sell them. Merchants do that, which puts Merchant’s Guild a notch above Craftsmen in the Lorr pecking order.

“What made her change?”

Atterson shrugged. “No idea, but I’ve seen some of her drawings. She’s really good. Eduardo’s in favor of her continuing as an artist, but my sister doesn’t like it. She thought Audra should continue her studies in Natural Science. Audra’d made the Top Ten in her class, even been offered an internship with one of the instructors, working toward full Academy membership before she changed her mind and decided try her hand at Art instead.”

“Total break with the family?”

“Not at all. She came to a family dinner not three weeks ago to show off her latest work and announce that one of her pictures was going to be shown in Urbine’s own gallery on the Grand Boulevard. I wasn’t there, but according to Eduardo, she was really chuffed about it. She sent him and Geri invites to the grand opening.

“Quite a spiffy do, plenty of top-tier Admin and Guild-masters on hand to see what Urbine had come up with, so being chosen to show was quite the honor for a new student.

“That was two days ago. Eduardo went, Geri didn’t. He stayed long enough to look around, exchanged greetings with some of the Craftsmen he knows through their work with Construction. He told me he talked with Audra, she promised she’d be home for Winterfest the next day; and the last he saw of her, she was in the middle of a group of young folks talking about going to Entertainment Row to enjoy the Winterfest decorations and have something to eat and drink.”

“But she didn’t come home.” I finished the story for her. I didn’t ask Atterson why she hadn’t been at this family dinner, why she’d heard about it secondhand. There was something there she didn’t want to say. Family dynamics are tricky, which is one reason Basher and the Brain won’t touch them, and leave them to me to sort out.

“No, she didn’t.”

“And the parents don’t want the Guards involved,” I guessed.

“Geri doesn’t. Eduardo came to me this morning with his worries. Audra’s living in Artists’ Sector now, not Garden, so it’s the Artist’s Sector Guardhouse that would have to look into her disappearance. Only, Artists’ isn’t a friendly place for City Guards. They tend to leave the residents to their own devices, let them sort out their problems on their own.”

That’s an understatement, if there ever was one. Artists’ Sector is a magnet for all kinds of loonies and crackpots from all over New Earth. Anyone who thinks they can create something different or new or even just pretty heads for Lorr heads for Lorr and finds a home in Artists’ Sector. That includes political rowdies, would-be Scribes and Craftsmen, and Entertainers of varying degrees of talent. None of them want to have the City Guards looking into their lives.

Atterson went on. “I checked with the Guards assigned to Artists’, and they haven’t heard anything about a missing female, and don’t want to ask. I went to the studio and asked the usual questions, but got nowhere.”

“So, you come to me.”

She shifted on the chair. “You can go places the Guards can’t. The artists will talk to you.” It must have cost her a lot to admit it.

I leaned back. Atterson and I have a touchy relationship. She’s been an information source, but keeps me at arm’s length. I’m on my own as an Independent, unaffiliated with any Guild, not committed to the Advanced Academy or the Dark Ones. Not usual in Lorr, where everyone knows where they fit in.

But there are only three of us Independent Eyes here, not enough to make a Guild even if we wanted to. Which none of us does—not me, not Basher Bob Basheer, and definitely not Julian Hunt—the Brain—and her able assistant Reg Bonwit.

“Well, Captain, I owe you a life debt or two. You’ve pulled me out of some nasty situations. I’ll take this on, debt for debt.”

I pulled one of my standard forms out of the bottom drawer of my desk, shoved it toward her along with a graphite stylus, and pulled out another piece of paper to make notes.

“No.” She stiffened. “This is strictly business. I’ll pay your usual fee. You’ll report to me. Whatever you find…” She stopped.

Neither of us wanted to say aloud what we feared.

I thought of the most likely reason for a young female to go off on her own. “Any males in the picture?”

“No.”

I probed deeper. “What about her studies? Was there someone at the Advanced Academy she might have upset? Some reason why she changed direction? Maybe something at her hostel?”

“Audra lived at home, not at one of the student hostels. With her parents living in Garden, she could use a two-wheel to get to classes. When she decided to study at the Urbine studio, she moved into digs near there, well away from Garden.”

I could understand why a lively young female might want to get away from parental supervision, but changing career direction? Just to move across town? A little extreme, not usually done. Especially changing from Academic to Craftsman.

I got back to the details. “So, according to what you’ve heard, the young people went out to Entertainment Row after the festivities at the gallery, and she didn’t come back to her lodging?”

“Nor anywhere else. No one seems to have seen her after that night.”

I thought this over. “What about this move? Any problems with her leaving the parental roof?”

“My sister wasn’t happy, but as I said, Eduardo was in favor of it, thought she might have a talent no one expected. Especially after her Academy instructor chose her to illustrate his latest publication. Eduardo made a few inquiries, showed her drawings around, and got the attention of Rafe Urbine. Urbine agreed, and Audra moved across town. Or so he told me. As I said…I’m not part of the family circle.”

There was a bitter tone to her voice. Something to look into, but not now. 

“This Rafe Urbine…his school is legit?”

“It’s not a school, it’s a studio,” Atterson corrected me. “Apprentice artists work under his direction, he doesn’t hold open classes. He doesn’t take on too many apprentices, either; he only picks the ones he thinks have real talent, and the ones he takes always land feet-up, on the primary list for Construction Guild decorating jobs and illustrating mags. Audra considered herself lucky to be chosen to work with him. Eduardo said she was as good as on Gold Moon when he put her drawing up in his gallery.”

“What about scandals? Anything worthy of Post Six?”

Atterson shrugged dismissively. “According to my sources, he’s totally legit. No commitments, male or female. He does have select patrons who buy his paintings and hire him to decorate their houses, who are mostly female, mostly connected to the top-tier Guildmasters. He calls them his Muses.”

“Was Audra one of the Muses?”

“Too young and not rich enough. The Muses are mature females who have the coin to spend and the time to enjoy what they’ve bought.

“Audra was dazzled to be in his studio. The last time I saw her was when she announced she was leaving the Advanced Academy, moving across town.” Atterson hesitated, then said, “My sister and I do not get along, but Eduardo invited me to the family celebration when Audra got her Academy certification. That was back in the early summer. I haven’t actually spoken to her since then, but I did see her once or twice, on Entertainment Row with her artist friends. I didn’t want to press it, just a wave and a quick greeting. She didn’t wave back.”

Given the distrust between artists and those who were out to restrict them, I could see why Audra might not want to let her friends know she had a Guards connection.

“I didn’t know the Special Squad was patrolling Entertainment Row,” I commented. Atterson’s latest assignment was investigating the one thing that gave Lorrans the cold shudders. Anything to do with death is to be avoided, especially violent death. Atterson’s Special Squad leadership was not a reward for good work, but a punishment for being too good at her job.

“I’ve been called to examine bodies found in odd corners of Waterfront and Fishmarket. No sign of injury, but internal bleeding and some kind of brain damage. The Dark Ones think it’s a new form of stimulant. Victims are mostly youngsters, the kind who’ll ingest anything they think will make them stronger or increase their success with females. So far, most of the bodies have been Pangkoti or South Coaster, dockworkers or seamen, a few Street Lizards no one cares about, but…”

“Sooner or later, some lad from Admin will try his luck with it?” I finished for her.

Of course no one would notice if the bodies were only poor Mechs or sailors off the boat, but it would be inconvenient if someone from Striver’s Hill got a taste of the wilder side of Lorr.

“No chance this would have anything to do with your missing niece?”

“That’s what I want you to find out. I can’t get through that wall of silence. Those artists will talk to you.” She produced three silvers. “Here’s your standard fee. Find out what happened to Audra. Let me know if there’s a connection with this new drug. And then let me deal with it.”

“What about Fee M’Farr?” The Master Assassin was usually involved in most things violent in Lorr.

“Master Assassin M’Farr has nothing to do with this,” Atterson snapped. “It’s not within the Fatsos’ purview. Besides, he hates the drug traffic worse than I do.”

“Mostly because he can’t control it.” I sniggered. Anything having to do with pharmaceuticals is run by the Dark Ones, and not even Fee M’Farr’s Honorable Guild of Forgers, Assassins, Thieves and Swindlers can get into that business.

I looked at the coin on the table between us. “I just said I owe you.”

Atterson shoved the coin toward me. “Take it. This is a professional job, not personal. I haven’t been welcome in my sister’s life for many years. Eduardo came to me as City Guard, not as family connection. Whatever personal debts you feel you owe me, that’s your affair.”

I picked up the coin and shoved the form and graphite stylus closer to her. “Put it down, in clear Lorran, what you want me to do. Sign it. Then, let me do it.”

She wrote and signed, then handed the form back to me. “Three days,” she said. “And don’t bring the answers to the Central Guardhouse. I’ll call back here for information.”

And then she was gone, leaving me with the feeling there was a lot more to this situation than she was telling me.
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I sat for a moment, organizing a plan of attack. Usually, my first thought is to find out as much as I can about the client, then about the victim. In this case, I didn’t have much to go on. Jake and Holly, the clothiers who are also my landlords, know everyone who is anyone in Lorr, but even they don’t have a handle on middle-management Guild drones. Holly keeps an eye on the top levels of the major Guilds—they’re her best clients—so a mere auditor for Construction wouldn’t be worth her time.

On the other hand, Rafe Urbine was the sort of person they’d know about, even if they didn’t know him personally. Anyone that cozy with the Upper Tier would draw notice.

I put on my new jacket—a lizard-leather number with zip fastenings—tucked a long green scarf around my neck, clipped my small bludgeon to my belt, and locked the outside door. Then I used the inner door to get into Holly’s private office.

Holly was in her usual tizzy, surrounded by bits of paper, with her newest drone Zeta hovering over her. Zeta is a large, bouncing female just out of Secondary Academy. She’d been sent by the Clothier’s Guild as a pin-girl, but she’s proven to be better at office organizing than sewing. I even let her sit in my office when Holly doesn’t need her, to take messages if they come in. I just wish she’d stop reading adventure mags. They make eyeing sound more glamorous than it really is.

I spend a lot of time waiting for someone to show up, usually outside some grim little tavern or shop, in rain or wind or hot sun. Not glamorous at all.

Holly waved at me without taking her eyes off the latest set of invoices.

“Not now, Pola, I’ve got to deal with this shipment of trim.”

“Just need a minute,” I said, making room on her desk for me to perch my rear. “What do you know about Rafe Urbine?”

She put down the paper. “Is he in trouble?”

“Not exactly. One of his apprentices may be. A female. Her family hasn’t heard from her in a bit, and they’re getting worried. Any reason to think he might be involved?”

Holly grinned. “Depends on the apprentice. He’s usually surrounded by admiring elder females, but as far as anyone knows, he’s never done more than paint their pictures.”

“What about males?”

Holly shrugged. “If he’s more than friendly, he doesn’t make a show of it. He’s a sociable type. Hangs out at various taverns on Artist’s Way between Entertainment Row and the Artists’ Sector when he isn’t wowing them at soirees on Striver’s Hill. The kind where artistic types meet to argue about Art and Philosophy.”

“The soirees or the taverns?”

“Females at soirees, males at the taverns. They’re not supposed to be all-male, but females are made to feel unwelcome unless they’re known as major players in the art world. And even they have trouble getting noticed.”

There aren’t many places in Lorr that are either all-male or all-female. Total equality is written into the Regs. Of course, there are still a few gender-specific places, like the baths, where separation is considered necessary for sanitary reasons. And there are some waterfront taverns where things can get a little rough for some females.

The taverns on Artist’s Way aren’t on my usual route—I leave high-flown discussions of Art and Philosophy to the boffins and academics who promote them in their mags. I like my furnishings and decorations simple, without a lot of curlicues and frills. I want a chair to fit my bohunks, a table of the right height to eat off of, and a picture to look like something I can recognize. When I read a mag, I want the pictures to tell me what the story is about. Too many fancy decorations are there to hide the unpleasantness underneath.

“What else do you know about this Urbine? Where did he come from? When did he show up in Lorr?”

Another shrug. “No idea where he came from, could have been Hinterland or South Coast. He was around for years—Craftsman’s Guild journeyman, good work but nothing special—until Selva Delrey latched on to him a few years back. She introduced him around, sponsored his first showing, got him noticed by the Upper Tier.”

“And then?”

Holly grinned maliciously. “As soon as he got a few big commissions, he dropped off her map. I don’t know if she got tired of him, or he got on to her. Either way, she took up with Ishka Kunine, and Urbine went on alone, picked up plenty of work without her. Now he’s got his own gallery, and she’s in one of the Delrey hunting lodges somewhere in Hinterlands, well out of Lorr.”

“I don’t know that I’ve seen any of his pictures,” I confessed. “I’m not one for galleries, and I don’t go to Striver’s Hill soirees.” Especially not those sponsored by the Delrey clan!

“Most of them are in private hands. Portraits of the Upper Tier, that kind of thing. But he’s usually got one of his own pictures on display in the window of his gallery on the Grand Boulevard. If you have to ask the price, you can’t afford it. He’s not one to make multiples, either, and he doesn’t do mag covers anymore. The ones he did are selling for as much as his new paintings.”

Very exclusive! I could see why he’d attract followers, hoping some of his social magic would rub off on them.

“So, where do I find this paragon?”

“You could try The Lizard’s Claw on Artist’s Way. His followers tend to hang there with the rest of the artist crowd. His studio’s nearby, but I couldn’t tell you where. If you’re welcome there, he’ll tell you, otherwise, not.”

That was enough for me to go on, a place to start. I waved to Zeta and set off into the late-fall afternoon.
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A chilly, damp wind rose off the river, bringing a dank mist with it that made me pull the jacket tight to my chin. At this time of the year it gets dark fairly early, and the electric street lights were just coming on.

The Grand Boulevard is well-lit, as befits the main shopping thoroughfare of the most populous city on New Earth. Every shop window had some kind of ornate display featuring Winterfest and the Solstice celebrations, pushing merch for gift-giving. This year being the four hundredth since the First Landing, the show was especially lavish, with plenty of sparkling lights and lots of shiny stuff to reflect them.

The Urbine Gallery is on the Grand Boulevard between the Guernreich Shoppe and a gallery selling elaborate pottery. Two pictures in the window, with more inside. One picture was supposed to be a vase of flowers. I couldn’t tell what kind, because they were all fuzzy, not specific, and all different colors, splotches here and there. The vase was on a brown surface—I assumed it was a table, but that was because you don’t have a vase of flowers hanging in mid-air.

The other picture was just plain weird, a bunch of squares and triangles that might have been houses, arranged along what could have been a road, in muted colors on a gray background. At least, that’s what it looked like to me. There was no telling what it was really meant to be. But I suppose someone will buy it and put it on their sitting-room wall because it was in Urbine’s gallery, and anything here must be fashionable. That’s the way it goes in Lorr.

I wasn’t going to buy either of them as Winterfest gifts. Not that I had too many people to buy Winterfest gifts for. Basher Bob and Velda were on my list, as were Jake and Holly. I’d give Fletcher a good bonus for serving me meals at odd times over the year, and the various servers at Smokey Joe’s could expect extra coin. The only blood relative I have is Commander Regina Polaris, and I haven’t seen or heard from her since she arranged for my care at the Temple of Healing when I’d been hauled out of the river several weeks ago, bashed and shivering. I owe her my life, but not a Winterfest gift.

As for Julian Hunt and Reg Bonwit…that was still up in the air. So far, no more communication with either. Maybe I’d get a greeting note from them, maybe not. And I didn’t owe them a Winterfest gift, either.

I hesitated a moment, then went into the gallery. I checked out the pictures on the walls. More of what was in the window, plus some graphite drawings of people I recognized, among them my favorite buskers Randi and Kira.

One painting propped up on an easel caught my eye—a female in a black dress, low-cut and held up by shoulder-straps, looking away from the artist, her face in profile. Not a pretty face, but an arresting one, with a long nose, arched eyebrows, firm chin. I thought I’d seen that profile before, but the placard just called her Citizen of Lorr.

A neatly dressed female stepped forward before I could penetrate farther than the open gallery; hair tucked back into a braid, jacket and trou set of a refined weave—a cut above the usual office drone.

“May I help you?” I heard a Flatlands accent trying hard to be Upper Tier.

“Just looking around,” I demurred. “Nice pictures.”

The female drone raised an eyebrow. “Guildmaster Urbine’s work is considered the best in Lorr.”

“That’s what my friend says. Her relation is one of his apprentices. She suggested I look in here, said the deb’s picture was being shown.”

“Indeed? We do have a selection of Guildmaster Urbine’s apprentices’ work on display.” She pointed to a bunch of pictures on the farthest wall, well away from the electrics.

I peered at the pictures, mostly in pencil or chalk. The usual subjects for student art. People I assumed were models, or maybe friends, some with clothes, some without. Collections of oddments, flowers or tableware, carefully drawn and colored. Scenery, mostly the low hills that frame the City of Lorr, forming its borders. They weren’t bad, but nothing special.

Until I came to one picture that held my attention.

No colors, black-and-white. The riverbank, weeds bending over the edge, with the water beyond. Swirls and twirls in the water hinted at something almost visible in the curls of the waves, something with long arms and a bulbous head. I’d once seen something similar, but I hadn’t told anyone about it. Interesting to know someone else had seen it, too.

“Who did that one?” I pointed to the river scene.

The drone had to check her list.

“Apprentice Craftsman Audra Martino. A rising talent; she has an unusual style. That picture has attracted a good deal of attention.”

“Is it for sale?” I fingered my money-pouch.

“Apprentice work is not considered adequate for gallery sale, but a private negotiation is always possible,” the drone hedged.

“Where do I find her?”

“I believe Guildmaster Urbine’s apprentices share quarters in the Artist’s Sector, but I may not give you the specific address.”

Privacy issues, of course. Guildmaster Urbine didn’t want other artists poaching his prime followers.

I looked at the drawing again. It was definitely weird, but compelling. There was a hidden menace in those swirling lines. Atterson was right, her niece had talent.

I left the gallery and ambled along the Grand Boulevard past Arriver’s Hill to where the Grand Boulevard ended at the Flatlands Bridge. I considered my options.

I’m not all that familiar with the side streets and byways of Artists’ Sector once I get past the lights of Artist’s Way. This is Basher Bob’s territory. He and Velda share digs in Artists’ Sector, and he’s more familiar with the back alleys than I am.

Consulting Basher would mean hauling myself all the way to Smokey Joe’s, and it was getting dark and cold. As long as I stuck to Artists’ Way, I figured to be safe enough.

I turned away from Entertainment Row and headed for the taverns where Craftsmen congregated. With a little luck, I’d find someone who knew where Audra was.
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The evening crowd was starting to gather at the entrance to the Flatlands Bridge, where the Grand Boulevard turned south and became Entertainment Row. The bridge was already lit, and the lanterns across Entertainment Row were bobbing and swaying in the wind.

On the downstream side of the bridge, Entertainment Row beckoned, all glitter and glamor. Two theaters and the Opera House, food-shops ranging from mere holes in the wall to luxurious restaurants, casinos and cabarets, all ready for visitors from outlying settlements, come to Lorr for Rest and Recreation. Licensed sex workers of all genders strolled along, also ready for action.

Upstream from the bridge is the Artists’ Sector, curving around the base of Arriver’s Hill. It straggles under the Flatlands Bridge, then along the riverbank and behind Arriver’s and Striver’s Hills to the inland border between the City of Lorr and the Mineral Mountains of Hinterlands that leads to the infamous mines. Farther upstream, the river leads to scattered villages and Norland.

Artist’s Sector comprises a ramshackle collection of buildings old and new, built of whatever materials Construction had on hand at the time. When the Founders arrived, they settled  where the river curved around a flat beach, setting up the first prefabs. There was enough space there for shuttle landings from the First Ship, until the fuel gave out and the shuttles were beached and ransacked for whatever could be repurposed.

After the Second Ship arrived and trade started, this stretch of river became the principal marketplace for Landing Operations, Rest and Recreation. Then things changed.

The City of Lorr expanded—over Arriver’s Hill and Striver’s Hill, across the basin of what the boffins assure us is an extinct volcano. The piers were built, and the barges went farther downriver and offloaded on the far shore in Flatlands, where there was more room for expansion. The factories were built, first in what became Industrial, then across to Flatlands.

The old warehouses, the prefabs, and what was left of the shuttles were taken over by squatters, people who needed space for working in metals and pottery. A few people coaxed veg to grow, raised goats and fowls to sell to the hungry Craftsmen. Entertainers looking for cheap digs moved in, adding to the mix.

Of course, wherever you have free spirits, you have troubled ones, so there’s a Dark Ones’ Shrine to care for anyone who gets injured in the inevitable disputes. There’s a bathhouse, and a selection of small food-shops, tacitly allowed by the Grocer’s Guild in conjunction with Entertainment—an admission there are people living in a sector that was originally designated strictly for business.

Artist’s Way is the main thoroughfare of the Sector, well-lit with plenty of people moving on it. On either side of the entrance to the bridge, the Craftsmen’s Guild had established a pop-up Fair in defiance of the Merchant’s Guild, who insisted all sales should go through them.

Rough tables held handmade doodads, jewelry and toys, all kinds of bits and pieces to tempt passers-by into spending a coin or two for a Winterfest gift. Between the tables, a few enterprising Grocers tended makeshift kitchens, dispensing clet and chai, pastries and other nibbles. One was frying fish, another had skewers of meat with veg-sauce on the side. If any Dark Ones were lurking in the crowd watching for violations of the sanitary regs, they weren’t showing themselves. 

I kept my eye peeled for The Lizard’s Claw Tavern. It was as good a place as any to start eyeing.

I sauntered along the road, taking in the sights, sounds and smells. The crowd here was mixed, the garb ranging from standard Mech boiler suits to jacket-and-trou suits to multicolored caftans in exotic fabrics and even a few kilts, whose time in the Fashionable World had come and gone very quickly. Skin tones varied, from the palest of Norlander to the dark-brown of South Coast, and all shades in between.

Social barriers are even more relaxed in the Artists’ Sector than on Entertainment Row. Not too many guild badges in view, no sigils designating rank. The person next to you could be a Tech out for a quick drink before heading back home, or an Admin higher-up slumming.

The tables gave way to taverns, where people could get out of the wind and into a nice, warm room. I stopped to take a good look at the patrons. More refined than the types at Smokey Joe’s. No sailors here, and the sex workers were of a higher type than the gaudy joyboys and female licensees who hung around the casinos on Entertainment Row. High-level Techs, I judged, or low-level drones a step up from Flatlands, not quite ready for Garden. Maybe Strivers’ Hill wannabes, or Arriver’s Hill cast-offs. And a few I couldn’t quite place on the social scale.

I considered my approach. Who would I be? An Upper Tier throwaway, down on luck, looking for a handout? A Tech, looking to place a child in a studio? I was a little too old to be looking for an apprenticeship myself.

I rewound the scarf around my head, letting the ends drape over each shoulder, and opened the zip fastening on the jacket to reveal the lace collar on my shirt. Then I sauntered along the row, assessing the tavern patrons with the air of one who was judging each and finding them wanting.

I stopped in front of the Lizard’s Claw, distinguished by its sign—a large beast’s paw with a curved talon. Otherwise, it was just one in a row of cinderblock structures, relics of the sector’s industrial origins. It was a well-lit establishment, reasonably clean as far as I could judge. Most of the tables were already taken, but the one closest to the window was kept open, clearly for a chosen patron.

A youngish male in a canvas jacket and trou jostled me aside in his haste to get to the tavern door.

“Watch it, lad” I exclaimed. “Mind your manners!”

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “It’s just…I heard Rafe will be here tonight. I want to get close to his table to hear him talk.”

“Rafe? Is that Rafe Urbine?” I put on my snootiest Upper Tier accent. “I was hoping to catch him. He seems to be unreachable these days, quite impossible to contact.”

“He’s got the gallery now,” my informant told me. “You’re supposed to go through them. He doesn’t take commissions anymore. He doesn’t have to.” I couldn’t tell if the lad resented his idol’s success or envied it.

“Oh, dear. I really wanted him to decorate my new villa. We’ve a new place on Arriver’s Hill, and it really needs touching up.”

“He’s far too important these days to do mere decorations.” My new friend leaped forward. “There he is! Rafe!”

I didn’t know what to expect of this superstar of the fashionable Art World. Perhaps an eccentric, with a wild beard and long hair? Or maybe a dandy, in the most extreme tailoring?

Instead, what I saw was a perfectly ordinary-looking male, neatly dressed in matching jacket and trou, nice but not too fancy. No glitter, no beading, just fine woolen fabric out of Norland, fitted perfectly, with a patterned scarf around his neck, neatly tucked into the front of the jacket. Short beard, well-trimmed, hair cut slightly longer at the sides than necessary, but not so long as to cause comment. It takes coin to afford that look, and confidence to carry it off without seeming pretentious.

Behind him stood a trio, only heads visible over the crowd that surrounded Urbine—tall male in a hat that made him look even taller, short male in Pangkoti turban, female with disheveled red hair. They were swallowed up in the crowd that formed around the Master Craftsman.

Urbine seemed affable enough, nodding to this one and that one, with the practiced smile of one who knew his own worth and was willing to share his glory with friends.

He paused in front of my informant.

“Good to see you, Augie. How has it been going for you? I heard you’ve set up your own studio since you left mine.”

“I’ve been well enough,” the lad stammered. He remembered me. “Um, this female says she’s been trying to reach you with a commission.”

I stepped forward. “I’ve heard so much about you,” I gushed. “I saw the pictures in the gallery, and I knew I had to have something just like them for our new villa on Arriver’s Hill.” I emphasized it again, pushing the image of someone moving up in the social ranks. Striver’s Hill rich is one thing; it takes more than just coin to get a place on Arriver’s Hill.

Rafe brushed me off. “See my agent at the gallery.”

“But I am a particular friend of Selva Delrey!”

That cut even less ice with the artist than my social standing. He flinched, and pushed through the crowd to greet someone just behind me.

“And I heard such wonderful things about Audra!” I called after him.

That stopped him in mid-stride. He turned back to me.

“Audra? Have you heard from her? I missed her after the gallery party. I went back to the studio to congratulate the students, but she wasn’t there.”

“That’s odd. She was most enthusiastic about her studies when I saw her at her parents’ social gathering. That’s why I went to your gallery—to see her work. They were looking forward to having her home for Winterfest.”

Rafe frowned. “She told me she was going home to Garden right after our gallery opening. Then she joined the rest of the young folks when they went off to celebrate on Entertainment Row. Is there some problem?”

“There may be. If she’s not at home, and she’s not with your students…?” I let my voice trail off.

Rafe’s frown deepened. “This is very disturbing. I am sure she said she was going to see her family. She was not especially pleased, but she felt it was her duty to show up at their Winterfest gathering. As her Craftsmans’ Guild sponsor, I’m responsible for her behavior. I don’t want any trouble with the Guild over this.”

“Perhaps one of the other young people at your studio knows where she is. If I can talk to them, perhaps I can solve this little problem for you.”

“That would be very kind of you, er…”

“Pola Drach.”

He took another look at me, eyes narrowed. Maybe he’d heard the name before? I’d been in a few notices on Post Six, and there was that song still being sung by buskers that mentioned me as an Independent Eye.

“I provide my apprentices with lodgings at the end of Riverwalk,” Rafe said. “Turn at the end of Artist’s Way and go towards the river. It’s past the paved road, across from the goat farm. If you’re in the river, you’ve missed it.”

“Thank you for your information, Guildmaster.”

“I hope you find Audra, Friend Drach. She is a most talented young artist.”

He waved me off and made his way into the tavern.

I had a lead. Now to see where it took me.

v

Riverwalk is one of those meandering paths left over from the Settlement Time, before the Founders organized Lorr into a proper grid. The ship’s Mechs built what suited them, wherever it was convenient, often using bits and pieces of the grounded shuttles for construction material after the trees gave out. Once there was permanent housing for the Fishmarket, people were moved out and goods moved in. By the time the electrics were set up in Lorr this area, situated close to where the barges from the Norland settlements docked, was mostly warehouses.

As time went on, some of the old structures were replaced, but most of them were just repurposed. People moved into them, but no one in Admin wanted to spend coin to expand the outside lighting. The lamps reached only to the end of the paved road. Beyond that, whatever light there was came from alcohol lamps that flickered beside doorways and the moons.

On this night, neither Gold nor Silver Moon rose over the horizon. Clouds scudded across the sky, blotting out the few stars that twinkle over New Earth, a reminder of how far we are from the center of the galaxy. Somewhere in that blackness was Sol, the star of Old Earth, indistinguishable from all the other tiny sparks in the sky.

I walked along trying to get a sense of the buildings on either side of the paved path. It was hard to make out more than the outlines with the few lights showing and minimal electrics. Then the paving stopped, and I was on plain dirt, damp but not quite muddy. I could feel stones turning under my feet as I walked slowly towards the river gurgling ahead of me. I passed several former warehouses now presumably being used as living quarters, doors closed against the damp wind rising off the river.

That wind made me shiver. I stopped to close my jacket and wound the scarf over my ears.

Something behind me clicked. I realized I was being followed. I took a tentative sniff, but Ficus’s gift was wearing thin, and whoever was behind me had no distinctive scent.

I reached under my jacket and unhooked my bludgeon from my belt. I could hear heavy breathing somewhere in the darkness. Ficus’s pheromones still worked on my auditory nerves well enough for me to pinpoint how fast my unwanted companion was moving. The steps were heavy, so I assumed the pursuer was male, probably larger than me. A direct attack wasn’t advisable.

Instead, I went on as if I hadn’t noticed, checking each house until I came to the very end of the path. I could just make out two buildings, set back from the berm. On my left stood a small house surrounded by a wooden fence. On the right, a taller structure, lights flickering in the windows providing just enough illumination for me to make out the shadow of someone behind me.

I whirled around, bludgeon at the ready. “Who are you, and what do you want with me?”

The response was a jarring whack to my bludgeon. I ducked, parried, and dodged another blow. I backed up against the fence and was startled by a sudden “Baaaa!” in my ear.

Something poked me in the rear. I dodged, forcing my attacker to turn his back to whatever was behind the fence.

There are times when Ficus’s gift of extra sensitivity to olfactory and auditory stimuli is a blessing, and times when it’s a curse. This was one of the curses. I could smell the goat behind the fence. I didn’t have to hear it or see it to know it was there.

Not that I have anything against goats. They’re one of the few mammals that survived the journey from Old Earth. They eat almost anything, they give milk that makes tasty cheese, and goat meat is stringy but edible. They can even be trained to pull small carts.

Some of the first goats to land got away, went feral, and now can be found from the mountains of Norland to the desert between Pangkot and South Coast. Like humans, goats have found a home on New Earth. And as long as the owners keep them penned up, the Dark Ones have no objection to their being within Lorr’s boundaries.

Goats do have a few bad traits. They are smelly, loud and very territorial. I was grateful to the nasty-looking buck with the huge twisty horns that bounded forward to defend his yard, even if I was the one he had attacked first.

Another loud “Baaaa!”, and the attacker was impelled forward. I leaped aside, whacking downward with my bludgeon. I hit hard flesh, heard a grunt. Someone was going to be very sore tomorrow morning, for sure!

Then, heavy steps, running away. I was alone again, wondering who I’d annoyed recently, and whether this attack had anything to do with Audra Martino.

“Don’t worry, he won’t leave his pen,” a large female in typical Norland knit tunic and wool trou yelled cheerily from the doorway of the small house. She lifted a lantern high above her head to light the way from the door to the road.

“Are you sure?” The goat in question was making angry noises and pawing the ground.

“It’s feeding time,” his owner explained. She proceeded down the path with a pail of grain and leaves in one hand and the lantern in the other. She set the pail down before the goat, who accepted the offering. Two smaller goats I assumed were his females joined him in the feast.

While the critters had their feed their owner looked me over. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”

“I’m looking for the Rafe Urbine studio,” I explained. “Guildmaster Urbine told me some of his apprentices live at his studio. I’m trying to find one of them. A female, Audra Martino. Do you know her?”

The goatkeeper’s expression changed from amiable to wary. “I can’t say much about those people. They keep to themselves, as do I. They don’t bother the goats, and I don’t bother them.”

I tried to recall if I’d seen any pictures of goats or their keeper at the gallery, but I didn’t think I had. If the artists didn’t want to depict their nearest neighbor, there might be some friction there.

“I was told their studio was at the end of the path. Is that it?” I waved at the house on the other side of the road.

“That’s the house, but I don’t know who’s to home right now.” The goatkeeper shrugged. “They come and go, those artists. One day here, next day off somewhere else. But Hildy the cook buys my milk and cheese, so I can’t say they’re all bad souls. The males are foolish, of course, and the females let them get away with it, which is more foolish, but that’s Lorr for you.”

In other words, male apprentices tried to intimidate females in ways no Norland female would allow. Considering her size, I doubted any weedy artistic types would get anywhere with this particular Norlander.

“I tell you what, I’ve got to deliver the dairy order. I’ll light you across the way. You can ask your questions, and maybe one of those artist types will lend you a lantern to find your way back to the taverns.”

She went back to the open door, reached inside and picked up a large basket. Once again, she lifted the lantern, joined me at the fence, and the two of us crossed the road to the two-story cinderblock structure dating from the days when this was the mercantile center of Lorr, before the Central Plaza took its final form and the Guildhouses were built.

Two small windows on either side of the front door showed flickers of light within, indicating someone was at home. I only hoped I could find some answers to my questions.

vi

The goatherd knocked and was welcomed in by a rotund female. She wore a combination of Lorran trou and Norland knit tunic, her hair tucked under a Pangkoti-made scarf.

She burst into speech as soon as she recognized the goatherd. “Inger! Thank the Goddess you’ve come. I’ve got the chowder almost ready, I was waiting for the milk.”

She hustled the goatherd through the house. I followed the pair past a dimly-lit workroom into a vast kitchen, where a large iron stove held several pots. Tantalizing odors tickled my sensitive olfactory nerves, reminding me I hadn’t eaten in several hours.

Inger the Goatherd handed over the basket. The cook took out a glass jar with white liquid visible inside and two rounds of cheese. Coin changed hands.

The cook then realized there was another person in the room. “Who’s this?”

I took charge. “I’m Independent Eye Pola Drach. I have a few questions to
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