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CHAPTER ONE
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Jack Stein swung his feet off the desk and leaned forward to run his hands over the flat surface. It was a good height, a good build. It had taken overnight to remove the old one and grow the new one in its place, but he was happy with the results. The Yorkstone programs weren’t quite as sophisticated as those he’d known back in the Locality, but then Yorkstone wasn’t as big. 

He sighed and turned his chair to look out the window. Windows were good. That was one thing he didn’t miss about the Locality — blank featureless walls. Of course, back in the Locality, Scenics made up for the lack of windows, but they didn’t have Scenics in Yorkstone. Semi-clear ceiling panels looked out onto sky, real sky, instead of some designer simulation meant to distract the populace from what was going on inside and help them pretend that they lived in a real environment. Yorkstone took a far more subtle approach to things. He could almost believe they lived in a normal, old-style city. It had been almost two years since he and Billie had left the Locality, but there were still things about the place that he missed, despite the many shortcomings. There was just something about daily normality that didn’t sit well with Jack.

One of the traps of the programmable residences like the Locality, like Yorkstone, was that you could get caught up for hours growing furniture in new positions, changing the layout of a room. It was just another time sink helping him to avoid facing what was really going on here with his and Billie’s existence. 

“Diary,” he said and the opposite wall’s surface bled lines and shapes until a simulacrum of his handipad’s date page sharpened in front of him. He had it set to ‘week’ and as he turned back to face it, the blank empty page stared back at him accusingly. “Month,” he said. A couple of pissant jobs in the last few weeks and that’s all he had to show. He stood and crossed back to the window, looking down across a city that at least functioned, and maybe that was the problem. Things worked in Yorkstone. It was a clean city. Clean and ordered. People had less need of the services of the likes of Jack Stein, psychic investigator. Well, he needed to do something about it soon or he and Billie would be forced into the sort of place that Jack could have put up with if he was on his own, but with her around...

He shook his head and made a low sound of displeasure in his throat. It was about time fate started throwing something his way. It had been too long since his inner senses had prodded him into anything that really meant something. His dreams were still full, but the problem was, they were full of crap. The missing relative. The lost object. He’d even had one or two pets crop up in his inner landscape. In the past, even if his dreams had been barren, he’d been able to rely in part upon his other senses, his innate sense of knowing. He didn’t even feel anything in his gut, or he hadn’t for some time now, and that was unusual. Jack had spent most of his life teetering on the edge of an inner chasm, or at least that’s what it felt like, but even that reassuring discomfort was nowhere to be felt. If something didn’t happen soon, he’d have to start thinking about a ‘proper’ job. He had a quick thought.

“Change the window display. Read ‘Jack Stein, Investigator.’”

The word ‘Psychic’ bled away, and ‘Investigator’ slipped into position beneath the curved arch of his name. Not that people could really see it from the street, but it was something. The letters cast lengthening shadows in reverse across the new, pale desk. Anybody coming into the office would get the right feeling. It was important to convey the proper image after all.

“Jack, what are you doing? Are you rearranging the office again?” There was a sound of exasperation in Billie’s voice, but then that wasn’t too unusual.

He turned to look at her. Billie had shot up since they’d arrived in Yorkstone. She’d also let her hair grow out, but tended to wear it in a tangle of unkempt waves. She stood leaning in the doorway looking at him disapprovingly, her smooth, pale features marked with a frown. She was still slim, almost too slim, but her face had started to gain the marks of maturity — slightly longer, less rounded at the cheeks — that sat more comfortably with her attitude. It was almost as if she had started to grow into the sense of age that she already possessed. Damn her. Sometimes, there was no doubt who she believed was the real child in their relationship. The kid was trying to run him again.

“Well, it gives me something to do, doesn’t it?” he said.

“Uh-huh,” she said, nodding slowly, sternly unimpressed. “And what else are you going to do, Jack?”

He sighed. “What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. You can sit here playing with your furniture or flipping through your diary, but that isn’t going to get us anything to eat is it?” She stood there in the doorway with her arms crossed.

He turned away from her and looked out the window. “All right, you suggest something.”

“Nuh-uh,” she said. “Not me. It’s your turn. You just want to sit here waiting for stuff to happen. I always end up making the suggestions. Why don’t you try doing something? Really doing something. How did you get work before? You know, back there.”

He spun the chair back and forth with one hand. She was referring to the Locality. She still didn’t like talking about the place. “I dunno. Talking to people. Bars. Stuff like that. I knew some old contacts back there. Referrals. The Locality was different, Billie. This place, well, it’s just too clean. You know that. You’ve seen what I’m talking about. We’ve been here long enough to know what it’s like. Things just don’t work the same way here. Everything’s just too normal. Back in the Locality you knew stuff was going to happen. Here, even looking for it doesn’t seem to do any good.”

“Yeah, right.” She shook her head, her mouth set into a thin line and she disappeared into the other room to continue whatever she was doing. No doubt she was in one of her numerous learning programs. Her capacity to absorb knowledge was just unbelievable sometimes. She liked challenges too. Not that he’d had anything to give her in that regard for a while. She’d be asking — no demanding — to go out and get something to eat soon. The inevitable accusatory prompt. They were the two things that seemed to drive her; information and food. Ultimately, he guessed that there was more than one sort of hunger.

She was right though; he was just avoiding things. Okay, they’d picked Yorkstone pretty much at random when they’d left the Locality, and normally Jack would have trusted his gut to lead him somewhere that made sense. The right place at the right time. It had always worked that way in the past. Maybe it had been right, as far as Billie was concerned, for what she needed. It had given her a chance to escape the memories of her life back in Old, the tainted existence she’d been forced to lead among the sleaze and the lowlifes that made that part of the city their own. Now and again, they talked about it, but her answers were always clipped and reserved. She carried the marks of that life around with her still. For the most part, the subject was strictly out of bounds to the casual question. Jack had learned that to both their displeasure more than once. Two years on, and the details were as sketchy as they’d ever been. And as for her family...well, there was a limit to the amount of Billie’s wrath he wanted to face. He frowned at that thought. Jesus. Who exactly was the kid here? He gave a quick snort to himself.

And they were stuck with Yorkstone too. It had gotten to the point now where they couldn’t afford to move anywhere else even if Jack had wanted to. He needed a job. One big job and they’d have some choices again. With a sigh, he ran his fingers back through his hair and wandered out into the living room. It was times like these that he missed having a separate office away from the place that he lived, but with Billie and the extra expense, that was yet another dream, and not a particularly useful one at that. Dreams. Well, it had been a while since his dreams had given him anything particularly useful anyway.

“Hey, Billie.”

She looked away from the wall screen and gave him a blank look waiting for him to say something.

“Okay. All right. I get the message.” He shrugged. “Do something for me, will you?”

It was Billie’s turn to sigh. “What is it?”

He looked at her for a couple of moments before answering. It was hard enough to get her engaged in things at the best of times these days and if he could get her to feel like she was involved...

“Well, you’re so eager for me to pick up some work, why don’t you get me a list of bars in the area. Maybe I can do what you suggested and find some work. After I’ve checked some of them out, I might be able to get them to put some discreet notices up or something. What do you think?”

She shrugged. “Uh-huh. I can do that. You’ll have to wait. I’m in the middle of something.”

He glanced at the screen. It looked like some sort of electrical diagram with a screed of incomprehensible notes. He was glad he’d insisted she enrol in the city’s educational program, but some of the things she chose to focus on continued to amaze him. How a fourteen-year-old — well almost fourteen —kid could get buried in that sort of stuff, or even want to get buried in it, he couldn’t imagine. Maybe he should encourage her to go out and find some friends. The problem was, the amount she’d seen and done, any kids her age were a problem for her and anyone older was going to look at her askance. She seemed happier on her own anyway.

“Hmmm. Okay, well I’m going to make some coffee. I’ll wait. When you’re ready, Billie.”

She nodded absent-mindedly, clearly not catching his sarcasm. “I won’t be long. I just want to get through this module.”

Jack headed into the kitchen area and brewed himself a cup. It was about his fourth for the day, or maybe fifth. He’d lost count. He’d given up asking Billie if she wanted any long ago.

While he waited for the coffee unit to finish it cycle, he drummed on the counter with his fingers, thinking. Despite all the good intentions when they’d come here, Jack’s life hadn’t really moved on that much. Sure, he had Billie now, and she did a lot to keep him in line — he hadn’t touched a stim patch for months — but that wasn’t the point. There had to be more than this. In some ways, he even felt guilty for the life he was offering her, or not offering her. It was better than living on the urges of predators like Pinpin Dan, but how much of a life was it? He guessed that there were types like Heironymous Dan in Yorkstone too, but he’d seen no evidence of it. There had been a whole network of his type back in the Locality. Maybe it was something about a location that bred its own inhabitants. Regardless, he needed to do something right for her, or at least make the attempt, though he was damned if he knew what that was.

The coffee finished brewing and he leaned back against the counter, sipping slowly and staring into nothing, waiting for Billie to decide she was ready to help him out.

oOo

It hadn’t taken long for Billie to compile the list and upload it to his handipad. Out on the street, Jack pulled out the device and flipped it open. What she’d come up with looked comprehensive, but then he wouldn’t have expected anything else from her. The local neighbourhood boasted a few bars, but Jack doubted that any of them were going to prove that useful. Standing on the street corner, staring down at the list on his handipad trying to make a decision, he scratched the back of his head and glanced up and down the street. The nearest was a place called I.D. It didn’t sound too promising, not with a name like that. 

A shuttle whirred quietly past and headed uptown. Jack watched it disappear into the distance. Maybe he needed to head for somewhere a less ordered. There was a seamier side to Yorkstone, up near the port. Most cities had the kind of place, stations, ports, docks, but the Yorkstone facility was a good half an hour by shuttle. Smaller than the Locality, Yorkstone was still large enough to require decent shuttle transport. Better to start somewhere easy. He might just get lucky. He looked down at the list again, his lips pressed tightly together. So, scratch I.D. It was bound to be full of designer labels and the trendy set. There was another place called The Keg. Okay, a couple of blocks farther away, but it sounded a bit more promising. Sometimes you could get a feel for a place just from the name. 

Jack watched the surrounding streets as he walked, more out of instinct than anything else. An old lady strolled up the other side in the opposite direction, leading a dog, tugging at the leash, but her pet had decided to make a stop at one of the trees lining the sidewalk. That was another difference between Yorkstone and the Locality. The local governance had taken the trouble to have real trees, gardens, spread throughout the city rather than confined to central gathering areas like the Locality’s Central Park. All very pleasant. All very civilized. There was nothing wrong with it at all. 

The dog finished what it was doing, and the woman walked on, not bothering to do anything about what her pet had left behind. The city’s programming would see to that. The inbuilt biomemory could tell what it could use and what was supposed to be on the streets. And as he watched, a piece of the pavement bulged, hollowed, swallowed the small pile, leaving things as if nothing had ever been there to taint the pristine surrounds. And pristine it was. All around, neat ordered buildings echoed the suburban ideal. Jack shook his head. He really was going to have to do something about this. He and Billie just didn’t fit in comfortably here. 

They’d ended up in this particular suburb by default rather than by any conscious plan. This area, Grandleigh, was a mixture of small business and residential. The bar he was heading for now was on the border of a warehousing area of the city, but Grandleigh sat in that transitional area between, warehouses on one side and plush apartment blocks on the other. Cheap enough to be affordable, but still pleasant in its layout. Whoever had designed and programmed this city in the first place had been careful about the zoning, making sure that no one area had the potential to upset the careful civic order. Civic order — what sort of background was that for someone like Jack Stein? 

It took him about twenty minutes to find his destination. The Keg sat in a narrow side street about halfway along, stuck between two warehouses. A large blank building stood across the other side, probably a local authority parking area by the looks of it. Most of the residents relied on the shuttle, not owning vehicles of their own, but there was always a need for transport for those who kept the place running. The street itself was empty. A small sign, glowing red in the wall above a low doorway discretely announced the establishment. The letters weren’t even moving. Another quick shake of his head and sigh, and Jack headed toward the entrance. It didn’t look at all like the sort of place where he’d find what he needed. There was something too clean about it. Going in was better than having to face Billie’s stern disapproval right now though, and he could do with a drink. Drinking was another thing he didn’t do very much of anymore.

Steps led down behind the door. It looked like the owners had taken advantage of unused space beneath an old office building to set up the bar. As he opened the door, the smell of beer and the noise of voices and music greeted him. A long, low, bar, simulated wood, lines of bottles along a series of mirrored shelves, a cluster of men at one end. Even the floor looked as if it was made of dark wooden boards. Jack stood at the doorway for a moment, taking it all in. Round tables dotted the open space in front of the bar, with low seats around them. This looked like a traditional drinking hole. Whoever ran the place had taken trouble to make the place have the look and feel of something old and comfortable. It took real trouble to have actual barstools in a place. You had to have them shipped in. They weren’t the sort of thing built into the city’s programming. 

He headed toward the bar. One of the men at the other end gestured with his chin in Jack’s direction drawing the barman’s attention. The barman, who had been leaning at the end of the bar in conversation, gave him a speculative look, pushed himself upright after shoving a cloth into his belt and wandered slowly down the length of the bar in Jack’s direction. Yeah, traditional all right. Right down to the barman.

“What can I get you?”

Jack glanced at the bottles arrayed behind the barman’s head. “Yeah, scotch thanks. Better make it a double.”

He flipped out his handipad, placing it carefully on the bar beside him. The barman was back in a couple of moments. No casual conversation. He placed the glass down and pulled a reader from his pocket, pointed it at Jack’s handipad, then slipped it away again before wandering back up to the other end of the bar to rejoin his group. That was it. 

Jack lifted his glass and swirled the contents before taking a sip, looking through the golden liquid. Friendly place. He slipped his handipad away and glanced up at the group at the other end of the bar. They were obviously regulars. One of them was watching him, not too surreptitiously either, his eyes slightly narrowed. There were other glances too. The place clearly wasn’t used to casual customers. There was something slightly familiar about the man’s face as well. Jack’s own eyes narrowed as he sipped, carefully looking away, trying to work out what it was. He tried to get a better look in the mirror behind the bar, but the barman blocked his view. He glanced over at a group of three sitting at one of the tables in the corner. A man and two women. Something about them too. 

Jack spotted another table in the other corner and headed that way, carrying his glass, dangling between two fingers and a thumb, glancing at them as he passed. There was a sort of sameness about them, about the group at the end of the bar. He shook his head as he sat. They didn’t look like the sort of people he was here to find, but then why should they be? Another aspect of Yorkstone’s clean and proper population. He pulled out one of the low chairs and sat, leaning back, giving himself a good view of the bar’s other occupants. No, he’d finish his drink and move on. The port would probably offer more than Billie’s list after all.

As he took another large sip, the guy who had been watching him reached up a hand to rub the back of his neck, tilted his head to one side, said something to one of his companions, and carrying his beer, strolled over in Jack’s direction. He was a broad, heavy-set guy, thinning grey hair, a thick nose, and thick, dark eyebrows, set beneath a contemplative frown. Slowly Jack lowered his glass and leaned forward.

“Don’t I know you?” said the man.

“I don’t know. Do you?” said Jack.

The man rubbed his jaw with his free hand. Jack took in the details as he did. He wore a plain shirt, barely disguising a middle-aged paunch and conservative trousers. Sensible black shoes showing a good shine sat beneath them. Jack groaned inwardly. Stupid. He glanced around the bar’s other occupants then back up at the guy. It suddenly made sense.

“Yeah,” said the man. “You’re Stone...Jack or John or something, isn’t it? You’re that investigator. Private. I’m right aren’t I?”

Jack gestured at the chair beside him. “You might as well sit down. And it’s Stein. Jack Stein.”

“I knew I was right. Always been good with faces. You’re into all of that weird shit, that psychic stuff, aren’t you? I’m right aren’t I?” He waved his fingers in emphasis and then sat down, planting his beer on the table. “I was telling Steve, my partner over there that I knew you.” 

Jack looked over at the men clustered at the end of the bar and gave a brief nod. Of all the places to end up. Trust Jack Stein to walk into a cop bar. Here in Yorkstone the police were more like petty bureaucrats than any proper law enforcement. The city’s real crime level was minimal. At least they weren’t simply corporate muscle like they were back at the Locality.

“Yeah, you got me,” said Jack.

“I ran into you on that abduction case, what last year some time?”

“Uh-huh,” said Jack. “Sorry, can’t remember your name.”

And he couldn’t. He remembered their brief interaction. At first the cop and his partner had dismissed him out of hand. The partner had made no bones about how he felt about what Jack did, or anything that hinted at the psychic at all.

His companion thrust out a hand. “Morrish. Jim Morrish.”

Jack shook the proffered hand. “Yeah, I remember. Investigator Morrish.”

Morrish gestured over at the bar with his thumb. “That one over there’s my partner. The rat-faced one.” He gave a chuckle. “Steve Laduce.”

Jack gave another nod toward the bar end. The scowl on the face of Morrish’s partner sat firmly in place. Oh, he remembered Jack too. That much was clear.

“So, what brings you here? You just in the neighbourhood or what?”

Jack slowly shook his head. “No, just out sniffing around. See what I might come up with.”

Morrish grinned. There was nothing malicious in the expression. “Well, you’re not going to find a lot here, are you?”

Jack grunted. Really. A Yorkstone cop bar. They were the last people he wanted to make contact with. He was wary of the police, always had been and he didn’t particularly like drawing their attention to him or what he was doing. “No, I guess not.”

Morrish leaned forward looking serious. “You know, Stein, I never did quite get what you did or how you did it, but it seemed to help in that Delynne thing. Whatever it was you did, I don’t think we would have found her without you. I remember that.” He jerked his thumb back over his shoulder. “If Steve had had his way, we would have had you arrested as an accessory at the time. Said you knew too much. Couldn’t be natural. He was convinced you were tied into it somehow. I guess I’m a bit more open-minded.”

Jack looked up and met another scowl from that end of the bar.

Morrish leaned back, his paunch becoming all the more evident, before taking a healthy swallow of his beer. “And me, I’m grateful for whatever it was. I don’t have to understand it if it gets me results.”

Jack simply nodded, taking another sip of his own drink, trying to avoid the hostility emanating from the other side of the room.

Morrish leaned forward again, carefully placing his glass down, leaning on his elbows and folding his hands together in front of him. “So, explain it to me again, Stein. I never did quite get what it was that you did.”

Jack suppressed a brief sigh. Either the guy was setting him up, just playing dumb, or he really didn’t know. He gave a slight shrug. “I feel things. I get impressions from things. You might even call some of them visions. Objects contain their own energies, and some of us can feel things from them. Those feelings are like pointers to bits of information that I can use to solve cases. Sometimes they’re just warnings. I also have dreams.”

“Yeah, but we all have dreams...”

Jack turned his face slowly back from scanning the bar to look at him. “The trick is to know what they mean, Investigator.”

Morrish shook his head and grimaced. “I guess I’m not really going to get it. I’m not sure I really understand, and to be honest, I’m not really sure I want to understand. All that stuff makes me sort of uncomfortable. And call me Jim, okay? All I know is that without you, we wouldn’t have been able to break the case and she’d likely be dead now. Funny running into you again, though. Especially here.” He chuckled.

“Yeah, funny,” said Jack wryly.

“Can I get you a drink?” asked Morrish.

“No thanks,” said Jack. “I really ought to be going.”

“All right, if you think...”

“Yeah.” Jack downed the rest of his scotch and placed the empty glass down on the table with finality. “I should be going.”

“Well, good to see you again,” said Morrish. “Here, take my card.” He fished inside his top pocket and slid a small, plain card across the table. Jack slipped it away without looking at it.

“Thanks.” He pushed back his chair and stood, then headed for the door.

“Good seeing you,” he said as he pulled open the door and headed up to the street outside. He could have thought of a number of people it would be good to see and not a single one of them was a cop.

Out on the street, Jack looked in both directions, his hands shoved deep in his pockets. It just wasn’t working. In the old days he could have walked into a bar, any bar, and it would have been the right one. So much for Lucky Stein. He grimaced and headed up toward the intersection. He might as well face it — he wasn’t going to find what he needed this way.
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When Jack got back from the bar, Billie was waiting for him, standing just inside the door as he opened it. She must have had the system alert her. There was something about the way she looked, on edge, slightly nervous. He was just about to ask her what was wrong when she desperately waved a hand to still him her eyes widening in warning.

“Shhh. Someone here. You’ve got a visitor,” she whispered. “A woman. She’s in your office waiting for you.”

“Well, what’s wrong with—?” he started in a normal voice, but she waved him down again.

She wiped some hair away from her face. It was still as tangled as it had been when she got up. “I don’t like her.”

Jack frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean? What does she want? Who is she?”

Billie shrugged. “A client maybe. I don’t know. I just don’t like her.”

“Dammit, Billie. A client? Isn’t that what we want?”

“I guess...”

“Yeah, well, if she’s got a case for me and she’s willing to pay, what’s the problem?”

Billie shrugged.

“Okay, I’m going in to see her. You wait in the living room will you? Find something to do.”

As he walked past her, heading for the office, Billie grabbed his arm.

“What?” he said.

“Just be careful.”

He shook his head and continued into the office. He didn’t know what the hell Billie’s problem was, but it wasn’t going to get in the way of a job. Not now.

Jack stopped just outside the room, waiting, seeing if some sense of the woman beyond the door would come to him. Just as he’d tried to explain to Morrish in the bar, a lot of what he did worked on his extended senses, but the place inside him, high up in his gut where such feelings grew simply remained blank. He grimaced. It seemed his senses had deserted him for now. He opened the door and stepped inside.

The woman was seated on one of the chairs Jack reserved for clients, though they saw little enough use these days. He couldn’t see her face from his position by the doorway, so he pulled off his coat, hung it beside the door, crossed to his own chair, speaking as he walked.

“Hello, I’m Jack Stein. What can I do for you?”

As he took his seat, he studied her. She was slim, mid-thirties, reasonably attractive, but in an odd sort of way. You couldn’t say she was exactly good looking, but there was something about her. Striking. That was the word. Her auburn hair was done in an elaborate braiding at the top of her head, and her blue eyes looked across at him appraisingly. The cut of her clothes was stylish — nothing cheap about them — but there was a flavour of something exotic about them, as if they came from somewhere far away. Simple drop earrings complemented her hair colour, silver with some sort of red stone in the shape of teardrops. Around her neck she wore a silver necklace with a teardrop pendant matching the earrings. Still she watched him, waiting.

Jack couldn’t see what Billie’s problem was. If there was something about this woman, he wasn’t getting any real sense of it. Besides, wasn’t he supposed to be the psychic? He crossed his legs in front of him, linking his fingers behind his neck as he waited for her to respond.

“You were recommended to me, Mr Stein.”

“Uh-huh.” Her voice had a slight accent, nothing he could pin down. He didn’t know anyone who would be likely to recommend him in Yorkstone and since they’d left the Locality, he’d hardly made a splash. He decided to let it pass for now. If he needed to, he could find out more later. What mattered now was that he had a potential client sitting across the desk from him.

She sat looking at him, clearly waiting for him to say something else. When it became clear that he was also waiting, she spoke again. “I understand you are reliable and...discreet.”

Jack unlinked his fingers and sat forward. “Yeah, well, that comes with the territory, Ms...?”

“Oh, I am sorry. My name is Farrell. Bridgett Farrell.”

“So, how can I help you, Ms. Farrell?”

She pressed the tip of her tongue lightly between her lips before continuing. Jack watched with fascination. That simple touch, the barest contact on those perfectly formed lips drew his attention, held him.

“Are you sure...?” she said, glancing around the room.

Jack cleared his throat. “Yes, you can talk here. We’re perfectly secure and what goes on in this room stays in this room.”

She reached across the desk with one hand, touching Jack’s forearm with the tips of her gloved fingers. “But what about the girl?”

Jack sat back, pulling his arm out of her reach. Gloves? Who wore gloves? “Don’t worry about my niece, Ms. Farrell. She can’t hear us in here anyway.”

She hesitated before withdrawing her hand, then gave him the slightest smile. “All right. If you say so.” Again the slight moistening of her lips with the tip of her tongue and she folded her hands gently in her lap. Jack was starting to see what Billie meant. This was performance, all performance designed to keep Jack’s attention divided and it was doing its job. He focused on the single deep red teardrop suspended at her throat. 

Again he cleared his throat. Her eyes widened, blinked a couple of times and then she relaxed again.

“I have a problem that you might be able to help me with. I hope you can help me, Mr Stein.”

Jack was quickly starting to lose his patience, not only with her, but with himself as well. She was dragging this out for too long and his concentration was starting to wander. It had been a long time since...

He gave a slight shake of his head. “Go on.”

“There’s an item of mine that has gone missing. I would like it found and returned.”

“Okay...” 

“This object is something of great significance to me. I would be prepared to offer you handsome payment for its return.”

Now she was starting to talk his language. She tilted her head slightly, reaching up to play with one of the earrings, watching him with wide, clear and liquid eyes. The performance wasn’t even subtle. Well, maybe she was used to getting what she wanted as far as men were concerned, but on this occasion, she might just be trying to play the wrong man.

“Listen, Ms. Farrell, I don’t know what you think you’re trying to achieve here. I don’t think I’m interested.” He stood and crossed to look out the window. Too many complications. Way too many.

“I don’t know what you’re saying, Mr Stein. I came here to offer you a commission. If you have a problem with that...”

Jack stayed looking out the window as he answered. He’d seen the type before and sometimes you didn’t need a psychic sense to be able to read someone, but all the same... 

“Yeah, maybe so, Ms. Farrell. I think there’s more to it than that, isn’t there? You don’t know me. If you think you can play me, then you’re making a mistake. Tell me what you want. Tell me the whole story and I might be willing to take your case. Otherwise, I think our business is finished.”

“I don’t know what you mean. What are you saying?” she said, all innocence.

Jack whirled on her then, leaning across the table. “Listen. You say this item, whatever it is, has gone missing. That’s only part of the story isn’t it? Isn’t it?”

She backed away in her chair, looking shocked. But that too was an act, and Jack knew it.

“Well...?” he said.

“All right. You’re right. It hasn’t just gone missing. Someone has taken it.” She sighed, some of the coquettishness gone from her.

“Better,” he said, finally relaxing back into his chair. “Now, tell me the whole story.”

She took a deep breath, then nodded. “I’m sorry. Until a week ago, I had the object in my possession. There was only one person who knew about it and I think he’s taken it. I need to get it back, very badly.”

Jack said nothing, simply watching impassively, waiting for her to continue. Simple observation had told him what she was doing, but nothing about her had sparked anything in his extended senses yet. Billie was a pretty good judge of character on first impressions. Maybe it was just the woman’s cultivated performance that had prompted her caution.

“Okay,” he said finally. “What is this thing you’re looking for?”

“It’s an artefact.” Her tongue crept back between her lips and then withdrew, followed by her teeth pressing down on her bottom lip, chewing slightly.

“A what?” said Jack.

“An artefact. It’s an object. Metal. Sort of like a tablet, about this big.” She held her hands about a foot apart in illustration. “It has symbols across its top surface and tracing along the edges.”

“Metal, you say.”

“Yes, metal, but it’s extremely light. Extremely light and extremely hard. It’s a dark grey-black. Slightly wider at one end than the other.”

“And how thick is this thing?”

She held her thumb and forefinger apart about mid extension.

“And the back?”

“Slightly pitted, but smooth.”

“No symbols?”

“No.” She shook her head.

“Anything else about it, any other distinguishing marks?”

She shook her head again. “I would have thought it was particular enough by itself.”

“Have you got a picture of this thing?” 

She shook her head again. Some of the previous false demeanour was starting to creep back, the uncertainty, the vulnerability, and she was looking at him with a slightly startled, nervous expression. 

“Hmm,” Jack said, looking down at the desk. He looked up again quickly, watching as her expression quickly changed. “So, who is this guy who is supposed to have taken it?”

“His name’s Talbot. Carl Talbot.”

“And what is this Talbot to you?”

She frowned. “Nothing. An acquaintance.”

Jack turned his chair back to face the window. “Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure.”

“If he’s nothing to you,” Jack said slowly. “How do you know him? Why do you think he took this thing?”

She paused before answering. In the silence, Jack spun his chair slowly back around to face her and he leaned forward, elbows on the desk, hands crossed in front of him. Her hand drifted to the drop at her throat.

“He was the only one who knew about it. I’m sure of it.”

“Why are you so sure, Ms. Farrell?”

“Because I told no one apart from Carl. No one at all. It was too important.”

Jack narrowed his eyes. “So why tell him?”

“Because I trusted him,” she said. “We’ve known each other for some time, only casually. I had no reason to think he’d betray me.”

“Hmmm. And there’s no chance someone might have stumbled upon it by accident, seized the opportunity.”

“No.” She shook her head.

Jack watched her, saying nothing. It didn’t wash. Why would she tell a mere acquaintance about this thing if it was so valuable? Bridgett Farrell still wasn’t telling him everything. For now, though, the prospect of a fee was driving him more than the suspicions that were already forming about her. He didn’t want to think about the other thing that was driving him right now, and it was nothing in his head.

“Okay,” he said finally. “I’ll take the case. I still have my reservations, Ms. Farrell, but I’m prepared to put those aside for the moment. I think I’m going to need some more to go on though. And despite it’s apparent importance, you say you haven’t got a picture of this thing.”

She shook her head.

“Of Talbot?”

“No.”

Great. Just great.

“Fifteen hundred a day plus expenses.”

She didn’t flinch. He nodded. “So where is this Talbot now?” he said.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Why do you think I’m here, Mr. Stein?” 

“I should ask you the same question Ms. Farrell. Why are you here? You’re not from Yorkstone.”

“No, I’m not. I have reasons for being here. It’s a business matter. I think Carl is somewhere here too.”

Jack rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. “What makes you think that?”

“We’re in a similar line of business. I just have good reason for believing he’s here. Isn’t that enough?”

“Is that it? That’s all?” said Jack. She nodded. 

He wasn’t completely happy, but he guessed it would do for now. He continued: “Okay, I’m going to have to get you to do a couple of things. We can do the second one in a few minutes, but first I’m going to have to ask you to take off your gloves.”

She frowned.

“It’s something I need to do,” he explained, barely suppressing a sigh. “I need to hold your hand, to get an impression, to see if there’s anything I can pick up from the contact. It’s part of how I work.”

There was a little flicker of her brow, and then a brief half smile. Taking her time, finger by finger, she pulled off the soft, black gloves and dropped them into her lap, then reached her hand out across the desk again. Not once during the entire process did she break eye contact. Trying to ignore the look, Jack reached across and took her right hand in his own.

It was immediate. Jack’s head was awash with stars. Black night, sky. He sucked in his breath. Shooting lines, etched in white fire skittered across the field, sharp, pointed, blade-like tips. The bottom of his stomach fell away. A deep shuddering breath, and he struggled for reality. He couldn’t feel anything. He couldn’t see. He closed his eyes, drawing on his resources, willing himself to feel his body. Slowly, painfully he released his grip. His teeth clamped shut, grimacing, he snapped his head back, remembering how to breathe. Remembering where he was. He forced his eyes open.

He was back in his office. The room was there just as it had been before. Breathing shallowly, he relaxed the pressure in his jaw and then took another deep breath, slowly letting it out again and lowering his head to face her again.

Bridgett Farrell was watching him with a wide-eyed expression, genuine this time. “What is it?” she said. “Are you all right?”

Jack took a second to control his breathing properly. It had been a long time since he’d felt anything with that intensity. A long time. Not since the Locality. His heart was still racing.

“Okay, yeah, I’m fine,” he said forcing himself to speak slowly. “There’s definitely something there, something that has got me interested. What more can you tell me about this artefact?” 

He’d been expecting something to do with Talbot, some impression. Not this vast wash of sky and stars. It had taken him unawares, and now he was having trouble concentrating on what she was telling him for a completely different reason.

“It’s something of great importance to my family. It’s something old. We’re not sure where it came from, but it’s been in my family for years.”

Okay, so family heirloom. But that didn’t explain the whole thing with the stars and sky. No way. He desperately needed to focus. He was awash with the sensation of vast cold and an inability to draw breath. Not good. He needed to get a grip.

“Ms. Farrell, I need you to try and draw this thing for me. If you go over to the wall, just trace your finger across the surface.” 

“Image,” he said to the wall.

She stood, picking her gloves up from her lap, placed them on the desk, and then crossed to the wall, looking a little confused.

“That’s it. Just use your index finger.” He was still finding it hard to think. The vision’s intensity had washed all real thought away and he could use the moment’s respite this little exercise would give him to regain some sort of composure.

Hesitantly, she reached out and traced a line. “Oh,” she said as a dark line appeared across the wall’s surface in her finger’s wake. She reached out again, this time with more confidence and traced another line. Within moments, she had sketched a shape. She stood back, nodded to herself and then made some markings on the area representing the upper surface. It was a crude drawing, but it was giving Jack the general idea of what he was looking for.

“Save,” he said. The whole wall flickered briefly, and Jack frowned. What the hell was that? The home system just didn’t get interference. He looked around the office quickly, but there was nothing else to suggest anything was out of place.

Bridgett Farrell moved back to her chair, crossed her legs after sitting, then reached across to snag her gloves, pulling them on, and adjusting the fingers one at a time. She seemed not to have noticed the brief aberration on the screen. Then, why the hell should she?

Jack took a couple of moments before speaking.

“Right. Ms. Farrell. Um...describe Talbot for me. Tell me what he looks like.”

She peered across the desk at him, sizing him up. “Dark hair, a little shorter, a little bigger than you. Square jaw. Five o’clock shadow.”

“Bigger?”

“Yes, you know...” She pressed her hands to her shoulders.

“Hmmm.” 

“How does he dress?”

“Smart. He has style.”

Okay. And Jack didn’t. He shrugged. He had a picture forming in his head, but he had no idea whether it might be accurate. If this Farrell woman was anything to go by, there’d be a touch of something foreign about his look, his clothes, something. Something out of the ordinary. He might be making assumptions here, but it was a fair bet. Jack didn’t think it very likely that Talbot came from Yorkstone, especially as she’d said he was here too, implying that it was for the same sort of reason she was.

“Does he come from around here, Ms. Farrell?”

She gave a little shake of her head. “No. But does that matter?”

“Not really, but it gives me some pointers about who I’m looking for. I think I’ve got enough to go on for now,” he said finally. “It’s a pity you haven’t got more I can use. Clear image,” he said. He could recall it later, get Billie to work on it.

“Where can I get hold of you?”

There was a slight quirk of her lips at that. “I’m staying at the Excelsior.”

Jack nodded. He knew it well. Yorkstone didn’t have too many luxury hotels and it sat bang in the middle of the main shopping district. You could hardly miss it. 

“Fine. I think I have enough. Just one last thing. I’d like to start with a retainer. Three thousand should do it. She reached into her bag and pulled out a handipad. There wasn’t the slightest hesitation. She keyed a few commands and then swung around to face the wall.

The transfer went through in moments, the wall mapping the success of the transaction and Jack nodded as she turned back.

Jack nodded slowly. “Yeah, that’ll do it,” he said. “I’ll see you out.” Whatever the hell it was, she wanted this thing back pretty badly and whatever it was, it had to be worth a damned lot more than she was prepared to pay for the services of one Jack Stein.

Jack stood, waiting as she also got to her feet, then walked her out of the office and to the door. Billie was nowhere in sight.

At the door, she paused, turning to place one gloved hand upon his upper arm. She was little, this Bridgett Farrell, small and petite, but her presence was bigger than Jack might have at first expected. Somehow he’d thought she was larger. She barely came up to his shoulder.

“When will I hear from you, Mr Stein?” she said. There was something deep and throaty in her voice.

“I’ll be in touch.” 

She gave a quick nervous smile and turned, walking off down the hallway toward the elevator. Jack stood watching her, watching the prim measured steps, the careful carriage. Billie had seen it; there was something not quite right about this woman, but for fifteen hundred a day, plus expenses, Jack could ignore that fact, at least for now. And there were other things that might just keep him interested for a little longer too.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Jack came back into the living room to face glaring eyes and firmly crossed arms. Billie stood there in the room’s centre staring at him accusingly.

“What?” he said.

She turned away from him, her arms still crossed. She said something that he didn’t quite catch.

“What, Billie? What?”

“I told you I didn’t like her.”

“Yeah, fine. What about it? She’s a client. We can do with the money.”

She spun about, her chin stuck out. “So why were you holding hands with her?”

“Jesus. Were you spying on me?”

“Nuh-uh.” She shook her head.

“I don’t believe you.” 

That was what that flicker in the wall had been all about. Billie had programmed the home system to spy on his office. She probably had it set up to work from her bedroom, somewhere strictly out of bounds to him by mutual agreement. Damn but she was good. He pursed his lips. Okay, she was smart, but how the hell was he supposed to maintain some sort of order in their life. Now it seemed she was starting to do whatever she wanted without even consulting him. It wasn’t good that she was listening in either. Sometimes, though it hadn’t happened in a long time, there were things that he just rather she didn’t hear.

Jack sighed and sat, running his fingers back through his hair. “Listen, I wasn’t holding hands with her. She’s given me limited stuff to go on. I was seeing if there was anything else I could pick up on. That’s...all.”

It was as if she was being possessive. The last time he’d seen her like that was with the Van der Stegen woman over two years ago. This time, there was another edge to it. Not one that he could afford to let get out of hand. The relationship was taut enough as it was, without the other implications. Implications that he really didn’t want to think about. There was no way he was going to let on to her about the other thoughts he’d had, right now.

She held her lips in a tight line, but her face relaxed a little.

“Yeah, and you’re right,” he continued. “There’s something about her that I don’t quite trust. But we’ve been there before, Billie. You know as well as I do that we need this job. She’s going to pay, we can live with it.”
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