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CHAPTER ONE
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Stein woke that morning with blood in his piss and the taste of something more insidious deep within his brain. Strangely innocuous, deadpan — that was how it felt. As if none of it really mattered. Heavy grav, that's what did it. Too much weight and too many stims to keep him going. Heavy grav got you down. 

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

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

A cluster of silver trailers caught the light, shining star shapes in his brittle vision. The air sucked moisture from his skin and he lifted a hand to shield his eyes. The bare, pink ground between the trailers, ground littered with small jagged stones, appeared completely devoid of life. With a growl, he eased himself down the trailer stairs. Where the hell was everyone? There should have been activity all around the campsite by this time of day, but the only thing that moved was the heat shimmer. 

Stein walked a few steps from his trailer and turned slowly, looking for any sign of the others. The only thing he got was that uneasy feeling deep in his guts. Everything shouted quietness. 

Too still. Too damned still by far. 

"Hey, Johnson," he yelled. 

Nothing. 

He yelled again, then cocked his head to listen. But, he didn't want to hear the small faint voice in the back of his head telling him something was wrong. Too many stims made you edgy. Fuck it. He was in no mood for games. 

"Johnson! Mitch! Hey, where the hell are you?" 

Still nothing. The heat-thick air sucked his words away and left him with beating silence in his ears. The small, quiet voice in the back of his head got louder. Jack had learned to rely on that little voice, but it didn't mean he had to like what it was telling him. It was as if something was stalking him like a man in black cowboy boots riding the dreamsnake in his head. 

You've blown your cover, Jack. They're on to you, it whispered. 

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

What the hell was he doing in this place anyway? He hated heat. Okay, it was money, but sometimes that just wasn't enough. He licked his lips and crunched over to Johnson's trailer. He lifted a fist and banged on the metal shell. 

"Johnson, you in there?" He waited a moment then banged again. 

The voice was back again, telling him stuff he didn’t want to hear. This was weird. The sun was beating down on the back of his neck, slamming heat into his body. It was funny the way no matter what star you were under, you always thought of it as the Sun. It might be a different color, but it was still Sol. He could feel the slight trembling in the ends of his fingers and the hard-wire edgy feeling around his teeth that meant the stims were really starting to kick in. His heart was racing now, but this time it had nothing to do with the chemicals. What the hell was he going to do? 

He tried Mitch's trailer, but the results were the same. He didn't dare risk any of the others. Johnson and Mitch were the only ones who had treated him halfway like human since his arrival. These far-flung mining crews tended to be a pretty unforgiving lot, didn't like outsiders much. The new boy always had to prove himself, to earn acceptance, and Jack Stein hadn't been around long enough to make the grade. 

He leaned against the trailer door, trying to ease some of the weight dragging at his limbs. You had to question a person's motivation for winding up in a place like this. But you didn't pry into people's backgrounds. Not out here. He squinted into the sun then cursed out loud. Stupid to stand out here in the full glare. Bloody stupid. He walked around the trailer and squatted in the pinkish dust on the other side, using the trailer's bulk to shield him from the heat. He rubbed his hands on his thighs, leaving pink smears on his legs like chalk dust trails on the sides of his suit. 

It was still another eight days before the rotation shuttle was due. He'd already been here for two local weeks and found nothing. When the company had sent him in, he'd expected to have some answers within the first week, but so far, he'd drawn a blank. Most of the eighteen-strong crew was fairly tight-lipped, but there'd been nothing in any one of their actions to indicate anything suspicious. Jack was pretty good at picking up the signs, and nothing up to now had triggered his internal alarms.

He peered across at the jagged pink cliffs where the main shaft lay. The light sparkled in sharp traceries from the crystalline outcroppings, even at this distance. The problem was, he didn't really know what he was supposed to be looking for. They'd called him into the office and said, "We've had reports of unusual happenings on Dairil III. We want you to go in and find out what's going on." That was it. Fat lot of help they'd been. 

"So, what am I supposed to be looking for?" he'd asked. 

"Anything unusual. Anything at all," they'd said. 

Well, now it looked like he'd found something, even if it was nothing. The men were supposed to be here. The camp should be full of noise, the rough, burly mining crew preparing for their day inside the mountain, swearing and grumbling as they usually did. 

He hitched himself to his feet and walked slowly back around the other side of the trailer. He was achieving absolutely nothing here. The vehicles they used to get back and forth from the mine were still parked around the campsite, so at least that was something. Next stop had to be the mine itself, see if they were there. Grab his kit and drive over to the mine. That was the answer. He'd find them all there, waiting for him to show up, wide grins on their stubbled, sweaty, dirt-smeared faces. The fact that the vehicles were still there worried at the back of his consciousness, but he pushed the thought aside for now. 

Stein had been in Intelligence once, but he'd left when the service hadn't treated him the way he thought it ought to. Now he was freelance, but some of the old contacts kept him going. Intelligence. Well he didn't feel very intelligent right now. It was far too early in the morning, and all he had was his sense of wrongness to keep him going. Not a good way to start the day. Not good at all. He rubbed the back of his neck as he trudged back to his simple, utilitarian accommodation. 

Back in the trailer, he toyed with having another coffee before heading out to the mine, but then, rationality took hold, and knowing it would do him more harm than good, he dismissed the idea. He grabbed his items of kit from where they lay scattered around the small trailer, donned his hard hat, reflective jacket and shades and headed back out into the glare. If the others really were taking him for an idiot, then this time he'd have something to say. He didn't go much with all this bonding shit they played at. But then again, Jack Stein didn't really bond. Many years ago, he might have wanted to, but now he simply couldn't be bothered. Experience had taught him otherwise. Everything was transitory; everything faded. Loyalty counted for nothing. You don’t trust anyone but yourself, and that was the way life worked. 

Four yellow flatbed half-tracks stood at the end of the cluster of trailers that lay closest to the mine. Stein picked one at random, headed for it, and clambered aboard. It would take him about fifteen minutes to make it to the mine entrance. On the opposite side of the trailers lay the landing field where the rotation shuttle would set down and offload the relief crew. He knew from his background research that the site for the trailers had been chosen on purpose — closer to the landing field and further away from the mine. Somehow it gave the crew a feeling of closeness to home and kept them away from the constant reminder of the vast enclosing caverns and shafts they toiled in day after day. At the end of a relative twelve-hour shift, you just wanted to get away from the mine, banish it from your thoughts, but it was under your fingernails and all over your clothes and in the sweaty lines in your face. Nothing really took it away. He gunned the motor and headed out along the well-worn track, clearly ridged with the marks of their daily comings and goings. 

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

The constant whine and rumble of the half-track gave him some comfort. Machine noise was always good to pin down reality. He sucked at the water bottle as he jolted along, scanning the cliff face for any signs of life as he rolled the warm flat-tasting water over his tongue. Nothing. Well, he hoped they were getting some sort of perverse satisfaction from this little game. He sure as hell wasn't. He circled the half-track to a stop and sat staring at the mine entrance, contemplating his next move. 

Equipment lay scattered haphazardly across the ground where the crew had left it the previous evening. Large pieces of yellow metal scratched and scored from use. One of the advantages about working in a place like this, you only had to worry about yourself. It really didn't matter how you left things. Nobody was going to take them, because there was nobody here to take them. The mining team were the only people on this god-forsaken ball of rock, apart from the occasional shuttle crew. 

The pink cliffs loomed above him, covered in jagged protrusions made even more jagged by the intensity of the light casting crazy shadows across the surface. Jack's concern suddenly started to become touched with logic. Up until now, he’d simply been running on his gut. If the rest of the crew had gone inside to start work, surely, they would have moved the equipment. So, what was it doing still lying about outside? 

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

He gave the side of the vehicle a frustrated kick, then searched inside himself for calm. If the crew had concealed themselves in the shadowed entranceway, watching him, then losing his temper would only give them more satisfaction. He reached into the half-track, retrieved the water bottle and took a healthy swallow. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and tossed the bottle back into the vehicle. 

"Mitch, you in there?" he yelled. "Johnson?" 

Vague echoes of his voice filtered back from the mine entrance. He listened for a response, but all was still. 

Reluctantly, he stepped away from the vehicle and headed toward the entrance. The switches were about ten paces inside the mouth, on the left-hand wall if he remembered right. He'd never had to switch the lights on himself. That was the job of the crew boss.

It was marginally cooler inside the shadowed rock. He walked slowly, looking for the bank of switches along the wall, listening for a sound that might give the rest of the mine crew's presence away. Only the echo of his footfalls came back to him from the wall, sounding strange and hollow in this vast empty space. The squirming snake feeling was back in his belly. 

"Shit, Stein. Get a grip, will you?" he muttered under his breath. "Anybody'd think you were afraid of the dark." He was, slightly, but he wasn't going to let anyone else know that. 

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

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

Everything was silent except for the sound of his footsteps, and the slight hum of the lights overhead, and that faint drip, drip, drip from further down the passage. If the other crew members were here, he should have heard something by now. At least he could get to the face of the latest workings and see if they'd even been there. Then, he noticed something lying on the tunnel floor ahead. It looked like someone had dropped a glove. 

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

A big chunky ring sat on one of the fingers. It was some sort of black shiny stone, and on it was a device, picked out in silver. A snake eating its own tail. The top

Half of the snake was black, outlined with silver, but the bottom half was of solid silver, marked with a pattern of scales. Leaning down, he could see that words in some ancient script lay within the looped body. The hand was broad and meaty, well-tanned. He could see the neat cross-section where it had been removed from its owner. 

He took a deep breath, stood again and looked around, suddenly nervous. What the hell could do that? And more importantly, where was the hand's owner? He peered further down the passageway. This was not turning out at all well. 

Briefly, Stein considered his options. He looked down at the hand and prodded it gently with the toe of his boot. It seemed solid enough, real enough. He dug the edge of his boot under the thumb and flipped it over. The thick fingers were slightly curled in toward a palm with pink-brown dust ingrained into the lines. There were calluses on the palm, just below where the fingers joined. It was a miner's hand, but he couldn't remember having seen the ring on any of the crew he’d met. 

If the hand was just lying there, it had other implications. If there'd been an accident, nobody would just leave it there, lying in the middle of the tunnel floor. Something had happened to the crew. Not just one of them — all of them. He sucked in his breath, feeling foolish. Great powers of deduction, Stein. 

A noise came from behind him. A whirring, slithery sound that was somehow both wet and dry at the same time. Slowly Stein turned, his guts gone cold. 

Something was sliding out from the tunnel walls, out of the smooth bare rock. Grey sinuous shapes pushed straight out into the air, iridescence sliding along their length. They were probing the empty air, slipping along the tunnel floor, like multiple tentacles coated in a slick of very fine oil that glazed the questing forms with vaguely shifting rainbow colors. 

Stein took a step backward. 

"What the hell...?" 

oOo

Jack woke back in the Locality, sweat pooling in the hollow of his neck. His hair lay slick, plastered across his skull. He sat slowly upright, trying to quiet the pounding in his chest. The dream still lay like the taste of bile within his mouth, making him feel like he wanted to scrape his tongue, making him reluctant to swallow. 

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

Damned dreams were getting worse. He couldn't sustain it for much longer if he kept emerging feeling like this. He worked his tongue around the inside of his mouth in an attempt to banish some of the taste, then swung his feet off the bed onto the cold stone-like floor. He sat there, hunched, arms resting on his thighs for a few minutes grasping at the knowledge of which reality he really was in. Any moment he expected the walls to extrude vast gray tentacles. 

The dreams were like that; they imposed themselves on his waking consciousness for several minutes after he'd emerged. Just the same way his reality imposed itself on the dreams. In that half-blurred boundary of emergence, sometimes it was hard to distinguish exactly which was which. 

A drop of sweat fell from the tip of his nose on to his thigh and he reached up to wipe at his face again. The sting of salt was in his eyes. He took a moment or two to compose himself, breathing slowly and regularly in an effort to steady his pulse. He used the time to look around the familiar bare walls. 

This was his working room, about a third of the way along the Locality closer to Old than New. It would be about ten full years before he'd have to find another and relocate. Plenty of time. His apartment was closer to Mid and should be safe for about another fifteen years or so. Not that he planned being in the Locality for that long, but it suited him for now, at least until he worked out what the hell he was going to do. 

The Locality was a haven, one of several self-perpetuating urban structures that crept across the landscape by millimeters every week. It took from the ground upon which it lay the components it needed to build itself, constantly renewing and adding new apartments, offices and other dwelling spaces toward New in shapes that were programmed into it. As with everything, it suffered decay. Eventually the lifespan of the tiny pseudo-organic builders ran out, and the walls and streets broke down to be recycled back into the whole, eating up the tail of the Locality near Old, consuming itself at the end. The Locality and structures like it had grown out of the old gated communities. As life became more perilous, and the technology had become available, those with the resources had built the first experimental structures. More and more had flocked to the security of their contained existence, and the environments became larger, first towns, then whole cities. The Locality had been one of the first, it’s immense growth organic as its population grew.

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

Stein looked around the simple room, slotting reality back into his head. The blank walls and mid-height ceiling were a uniform off-white. He kept the room simple on purpose, so he wouldn't be sent off on iconic tangents when emerging from dream state. Paintings, statues, and the like had too much resonance, not that he could afford any of them. Rather, he wanted to define the dream images, note them down before they slipped away from his semi-conscious mind. It could take mere minutes for them to fade. The blankness gave him a canvas on which to paint his dream realities and give them substance without having them confused by the clutter of possessions. 

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

The ring was interesting. The Ouroboros symbol had significance, he was sure. The snake eating its own tail was a classic archetypal symbol — something easily found inside dreams — but countless societies and organizations throughout the ages had used it. He wondered what it might mean in the true context of the dream. There was power there. Maybe too much. It would link to the snake shapes sliding out from the mine walls as well. It was a starting point. He picked up the rock shard from the mine on Dairil III and hefted it thoughtfully in one hand. Warburg had been right. He had been given just about all he needed with that little chip of stone.

He still had a problem though. The mining crew had disappeared, that much was clear, but he already knew that from the contract. That's why Warburg had hired him. The fact that Warburg had hired Jack Stein rather than some more mainstream investigator smacked of something less legitimate though. He could understand them wanting to keep the disappearance quiet, but there was more going on here. He needed to work out why a large corporation like Outreach would approach a two-bit investigator like Jack Stein in the first place. He had no illusions about his status in the Locality’s scheme of things. The call had come out of nowhere, and he hadn’t really questioned it at the time. The whole deal was far too good to pass up.

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

Jack had taken him through his abilities, explained the dreams, the psychic clues. All throughout, Warburg had sat, fixing him with a flat expressionless stare. When Jack had told him how physical prompts sometimes invoked clues, Warburg had merely nodded, slid the Dairil III rock shard across the desk and asked about his rates. It didn’t quite add up, but hey, he wasn’t going to pass up a fat fee just because it didn’t feel perfect. 

The problem was that he was still no closer to understanding how or why the disappearance had happened in the first place. If his special intuition gave him nothing more concrete, he was going to lose everything, but the small retainer Outreach Industries had paid direct into his account, after all. He’d been running close to the edge for some time, and if he blew this one, things were going to get really tight and soon. Now, he had less than a week to come up with something he could give Outreach. 

Just perfect.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The traces of Stein’s talent had originally appeared during his stint in the military. He had known things. And then the dreams had started. He hadn't confided in anyone, but people had started to pay attention. Stein was lucky. It was a good thing to be on assignment with Stein. Witchy Stein, they'd called him. It had made him popular, but that popularity was superficial. His knack of being in the right place at the right time had finally earned him his stint in Intelligence. After a while, the regimentation and the shadowplays stuck in his throat and he'd sought a way out. He'd fought long and hard for his escape, but finally they'd let him go. It hadn't been easy. 

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

Jack sat at his desk, feet crossed before him, chewing over multiple possibilities. He'd been scanning lists for the last half-hour, his handipad nestled on one thigh, seeking a trigger. Index after index scrolled past, heading after fruitless heading chipping away at his hope of finding something useful. 

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

He dragged his feet off the desk and pocketed the handipad. 

Who was he to laugh at shallowness anyway?

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

Down on the avenue, and he peered at the shuttle schedule crawling up the marker pole. Five minutes. He'd have to change at Mid Central for the Newbound shuttle, but it would take much longer to walk. Connections were usually pretty good up at Mid Central. They seemed to coordinate the departures pretty well with the arrivals from Old. He gazed up at the far-above ceiling to kill time. The boys in Scenics were running a sunny day. Light fluffy clouds scudded over the ceiling panels a hundred meters above him. It was just as well. Through the scattered roof windows, outside, the day looked cloudy and dark. 

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

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

Bump. The thing was pressed up against his leg again. Restraining an urge to kick it, Jack stooped and steered it into the gutter. It teetered on the edge for a moment, and then fell into the roadway, rolling around trying to right itself. Eventually it levered itself upright and homed in again. This time it collided with the gutter, once, twice, three times. Whatever guidance controls still remained finally alerted it that its way was blocked, and it whirred away, scraping its sides against the gutter edge as it sought a way to remount the pavement. 

Jack shook his head. You'd think the advertising sponsors would do something about it, take it in for repair or something. But this was Old. Everything in Old was disposable. 

Darkness swept across the stop and Jack glanced up. The ceiling panels were rapidly clouding over, echoing the dark sky outside. Jack grimaced. It looked like they were scheduled for rain after all. The shuttle was due any moment, but in Old, you could never be sure. He was just as likely to get a soaking standing at the stop before the shuttle arrived. Sure, there were weather reports, but Jack didn’t really pay attention to schedules, nor to the mindless bulletins that permeated the Locality’s vid network. The people in Locality Operations liked to throw in a few surprises anyway, probably in an effort to simulate the outside world, make them all forget that they were living in an enclosed and programmed environment.

The first warm drops were just starting to spatter on the roadway when the shuttle hissed to a stop in front of him. The doors slid open and he ducked inside. Jack found himself a seat where he could watch the door and hunched himself into a corner. The car was empty. Graffiti covered the walls and seats. Wrappers and bits of food littered the floor. Nothing new there. He smiled wryly to himself. Yeah, nothing New at all. The car would be cleaned once it reached Mid Central and before it resumed the return journey to the tail end of Old, but by the time it returned, it would be in exactly the same state. The shuttles up at the other end of the Locality, in New, were completely different. They were untouched by any passage through the districts of decay.

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

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

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

Jack studied him, taking care not to be seen looking. The man was short, stocky. His dark, receding hair was neatly sculpted and his wore it close to his head. His long coat had the shimmer of expensive fabric, augmented somehow. He perched awkwardly on the edge of his seat as if uncomfortable being there. He stared fixedly in front of him as if afraid of making the contact that a casual glance might provide. He was clearly not your usual denizen of Old or even lower Mid. Jack watched the man, wondering what he might have been doing down here. It could be anything. It could be anything slightly dubious. You could find all sorts of things in Old, if you were willing to pay for them and this guy looked like he could afford it. 

The shuttle slowed, and the doors slid open. Jack's fellow passenger looked up with a start, but then returned to looking at the opposite wall, but not before casting a lingering glance in Jack's direction. There was something sleazy, tainted about the look, as if he were sharing a secret. Jack sniffed and looked away. The shuttle got underway again and Jack finally lost interest. He really didn’t want to know, he decided. Instead, he turned to half watching the passing buildings and people that wandered outside the window and returned to playing with the connections in his head. 

Five stops later the man got out. Jack watched him as he pulled the shimmering coat tight around himself and scurried off down the street, clearly eager to be away. Jack peered out of the rear window, but there was no sign of his erstwhile traveling companion. Nor was there any clue which building he might have entered. They were about a couple of stops down from the true fringes of Mid, still more or less in Old. What business did a man like him really have down here? 

A couple of other passengers came and went on the journey to Mid Central, and Jack sat staring out the window, huddled into his corner watching them, playing the game with himself he always did on the shuttle. Were there any special characteristics? Were there any clues to who they might be or what they might do? Observation was important, and it didn't hurt to keep in practice in his line of work. Besides, it helped to fill the time. He stepped out with two others, looking across the stops to see if his connecting shuttle was due. The ceiling had returned to sunny day — a relief. He watched his shuttle curve off into the siding tunnel, then crossed to where he could board the shuttle for New. 

He only had moments to wait. The connections really were good at Mid Central. Sometimes, he wondered how they coordinated it without letting the Newbound timetable get out of synch. The Newbound shuttle he boarded was pristine in comparison to the one he'd just left, and he joined it with a number of commuters, heading up to offices or business meetings. Plenty to watch. He managed to snag himself a corner seat before anyone else and propped himself against the partition. Nobody gave him a second glance. He immersed himself in his thoughts, pretending to ignore the others. 

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

The shuttle pulled in to a stop. A few got out, but more piled in. They were standing in the aisle now, and Jack crept back further into his seat. He scanned the legs and shoes. Definitely better quality than what you'd see on Oldbound. The clothing was better, newer too. Two stops further on, and the crowd thinned a little. They'd just passed the stop for the Central Reservation, a vast open space covered in grass and trees, centered by a large lake. Families, kids, they'd all be there soaking up the greenery and the natural light from the transparent ceiling panels positioned above the recreational space. They could probably get the same thing if they ever took the trouble to go outside, but why should they bother? Here, inside their protected environment, everything was there, regulated, safe. They pretty much knew when it was going to rain, the exact wind speed, and there would be the occasional burst of entertainment from the fringe panels to keep the kids entertained. All just perfect. 

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

oOo

Jack left the shuttle right in the heart of New. The sunny day had been replaced by an aerial display. Sleek flyers swooped and rolled on the ceiling panels above against a background of clear blue sky, leaving vapor trails in their wake, crisscrossing white against the immaculate pale blue glow. He stood at the shuttle stop watching the show with a few other passers-by for several minutes before heading off. 

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

He picked a direction at random and headed down a terracotta side street. The street led to a wide, open square. A tall sculpture stood at the square's center, flowing and realigning its surface, constantly reshaping itself with pleasing curves, painted in liquid gunmetal. Benches and seats lay at various points, some of them occupied by people talking to each other, or simply sitting back and watching the sculpture. Above, the clear ceiling panel, free of displays, allowed natural light to filter down. The place was empty of the ever-present drones. Such squares, scattered over the length of New, operated as an exclusion zone for advertising. Ambience, environment — that was what it was all about. 

Jack spotted a café over the other side and headed across. Finding a seat with a good view of the square’s occupants, he watched the sculpture's soothing lines for a while then turned to the people clustered in ones and twos around the open space. His attention fell on a young couple, absorbed in each other's company and watching them there, he felt a slight pang of something hollow. He'd never been good at relationships, but it didn't mean he didn't miss them — the comfort, the security. 

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

A few keys and there, on the screen was the miniature image of the mine. Company investigators had gone in and taken vids, compiling the evidence. Jack watched the shaky images for a few minutes until they drew close to the mine entrance. This time the lights were on, and the familiar mineshaft opened up bathed in light. Crazy shadows stuttered across the shaft walls and Jack felt the post-dream chill rising in his gorge. He wasn't going to clear his head this way. He flipped off the pad and shoved it deep into his pocket.

Jack finished his coffee in one swallow, stood and left the square. He wanted a meeting with Outreach. He needed a meeting with Outreach. Warburg had to give him something else. Whatever he was playing at, the man just wasn't telling him everything. Jack could feel it deep in his guts. The mine fragment, the vid, they were starting points, but if Warburg wanted results, he was just going to have to come up with a something more. There was only so far that Jack was prepared to go, flailing in the dark.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Jack sat back in a comfortable leather chair and watched the corporate executive across from him, waiting for him to speak. He wanted to see which way Warburg would take this. Try as he might, he couldn’t get rid of the feeling that the man was playing him somehow.

"So, Stein. Have you got something for us?" Warburg sat comfortably in his chair, seemingly at ease, virtually in the same position, as if he simply hadn't moved since the last time they'd met. 

William Warburg was approaching late middle age. He wore his corporate tan in the same way he wore his designer button-down suit, smoothly. Everything about the man was smooth: the office designed to maximize the positive energies; the comfortable chairs arrayed around the low circular table; the way he sat back in his chair, legs neatly crossed without the hint of a wrinkle in the suit; the soothing subliminals flickering in the wall behind him. He tilted his head forward a fraction, waiting for Jack's reply.

"Mister Warburg." Jack continued looking across at his client, observing the man’s unreadable face before continuing. "I've made some headway. The sample you provided has yielded some results, but I'm afraid it's not enough." 

The barest frown flickered across Warburg's brow, but he quickly regained his composure. "How so?" 

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

Warburg narrowed his eyes. "Look, Stein, if you want me to do your job for you—" 

"No, wait." Jack lifted a hand to still the protest. "You don't have to tell me anything that might compromise your company security. I just want to ask you a couple of questions based on what I know so far. You want me to help you, you're going to have to help me." 

Warburg pressed his lips together and sat back. "All right. Proceed." 

"First I need to know if there are any other interests involved on Dairil III." 

"I thought that's what we'd employed you for, Stein. Is there a point to this?" 

"Yes, to both. If you suspect outside involvement, I need to know." 

"Of course, we suspect outside involvement." 

"Well then. Who else has interests on Dairil III?" 

Warburg gave a long sigh. "If we knew that, what need would we have of your services?" 

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

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

"Nothing," said Warburg. "Should it? Look I don't see where this is leading. Why should some symbol, some archaic mystical sign, have anything to do with our crew's disappearance? We deal in hard facts and science, Stein. I don't see what that has to do with anything. Our investigators turned up nothing at the site. That's why we brought you in." 

"All right. You say your investigators turned up nothing. What about the structure of the mine itself? The walls. Was there been breach of the mine walls?" 

"No. Nothing like that. You've had access to the vids. If you're suggesting a cave-in or something similar, you're wasting my time. Don't you think we'd considered that possibility?" 

Warburg's message was clear. He was rapidly losing patience. Warburg sighed again and then continued. "We've already looked at the logical solutions, Mr. Stein. We're left, therefore, with the illogical." He looked pointedly at Jack before continuing. "So, is there anything else?" 

"Okay, Mister Warburg. No, there's nothing else. I think you've told me all I need to know for now. I won't take up any more of your time." 

"Good," said Warburg, standing. "You can find your own way out. And I trust that we can expect something a little more concrete by the end of the week." 

"Oh, there is one more thing ... " 

"Yes. What is it?" 

"Can you provide me with the personnel records of the missing crew?" 

"Yes, I can't see why not. I'm a little surprised you didn't ask for them earlier. See my executive assistant on the way out. He'll arrange it." 

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

Still, Warburg had told him more than he expected. His familiarity with the Ouroboros, the slight flicker of his eyes. There was something there. "Some symbol, some archaic mystical sign," had been the words that came so readily to the man's lips. It suggested more than just a passing familiarity. Jack's gut feelings were starting to work overtime. 
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