Time Scout

CHAPTER ONE

It wasn't difficult to tell visitors from 'eighty-sixers. Visitors were the
ones with the round mouths and rounder eyes and steadily decreasing bankrolls.
Like refugees from Grandma's attic, they were decked out in whatever the
Outfitters had decreed the current "look of the century." Invariable struggles
with unfamiliar bits of clothing, awkward baggage arrangements, and foreign
money marked them even faster than an up tilted head on a New York City
sidewalk.

'Eighty-sixers, by contrast, stood out by virtue of omission. They neither
gawked nor engaged in that most offensive of tourist behaviors, the
"I-know-it-all-and-will-share-it with-you" bravado that masks someone who
wouldn't know a drachma from a sesterce, even if his life depended on it!

Which, in TT-86, it might.

Nope, the 'eighty-sixers were the ones who hauled luggage, snagged stray
children back from the brink of disaster, and calmed flaring tempers in three
different languages in as many minutes, all without loosening a fold of those
impossible-to-wrap Roman togas or bumping into a single person with those
equally impossible-to-manage Victorian bustles.

'Eighty-sixers were right at home in La-La Land.

Frankly, Malcolm Moore couldn't imagine living anywhere else.

Which was why he was currently threading his way through the Commons of
Shangri-la Station, decked out in his most threadbare woolen tunic (the one with
the artistic wine and dung stains), his dirtiest cheap sandals, and his very
finest bronze collar (the one that read MALCOLUM SERVUS).

The blank spot waited for the name of any person offering him a job. Adding
the customer's name would take only seconds with his battery-powered
engraver,
and he had a grinder in his room to smooth out the name again for the next trip.
The metal was currently as shiny as his hopes and as empty as his belly.

Occasionally, Malcolm felt the pun inherent in his name had become a
harbinger of plain bad luck.

"Well, my luck's gotta change sometime," he muttered, girding metaphorical
loins for battle.

His destination, of course, was Gate Six. Tourists were already beginning to
converge on its waiting area, milling about in animated groups and smiling
clusters. Hangers-on thronged the vast Commons just to watch the show. A
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departure at Gate Six was an Event, worth watching even for those not making
the

trip. Tables at little cafes and bars, especially those in the "Roman City"
section of the terminal, were filling up fast.

In "Urbs Romae" hot-dog stands took the form of ancient
sausage-and-wine-vendor shops visible on the streets of ancient Rome, complete
with vats of hot oil in which the hot dogs sizzled. Countersunk amphorae in the
countertops brimmed with higher quality wine than anything down time. Better
cafes were designed like temples, private courtyards, even colonnaded gardens
complete with fountains and flowerbeds. The clink of glassware and the rich
scents of coffee, warm pastries, and expensive liquor caressed Malcolms nostrils
like a lover's fingertips. His belly rambled. God, he was hungry ....

He nodded to a few friends already seated at cafe tables. They waved and were
kind enough not to offer him a seat, since he was clearly dressed for business.
As he approached the Down Time's narrow, dim storefront, half-hidden under
the
crossbeams of a support for a second-story catwalk (cleverly disguised, as
"marble" columns and balcony), he spotted Marcus and waved. His young friend
was
busy setting out shot glasses at one of the window-seat tables the bar boasted.

A three-foot porthole affair, it gave the impression of peeping out through the
side of an ancient sailing ship.

"Bona fortuna," the bartender mouthed through the glass; then he touched his
temple and winked. Malcolm grinned. Marcus-who possessed no last name-had
once
expressed a private opinion that anyone who wanted to visit the genuine Urbs
Romae was slightly off in the head.

"Go back?" he'd said the one time Malcolm had suggested they combine their
respective talents as partners in the freelance guide business. Startlement in
his young eyes had given way almost immediately to a glint akin to fear. "You do
me honor, friend. But no. Shangri-la is more fun." The strain around his smile
prompted Malcolm to change the subject with a mental note never to raise it
again.

Urbs Romae was Malcolm's favorite part of Shangri-la Station, probably
because ancient Rome was his specialty. Beyond the entrance to the Down Time
Bar
& Grill, the Commons stretched away like the inside of a shopping mall designed
by Escher. Two hundred yards across and nearly three times that length, the
Commons was a multi-level monstrosity of girders, broad catwalks, ramps,
balconies, and cantilevered platforms disguised as an astonishing number of
items. Many of them led absolutely nowhere.

Pleasant fountains and pools splashed under the perpetual glow of the
Commons' lights. The occasional flash of color against blue-tiled fountains
betrayed the presence of exotic fish kept to graze the algae. Urbs Romae's floor
was a colorful patchwork of mosaics in the ancient style, most of them put
together by the enterprising merchants whose shops bordered them. Signs
shrouded
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the walls at random intervals, while staircases stretched upward past
storefronts and hotel windows to unpredictable levels along the walls.

Some ramps and catwalks were still under construction or at least seemed to
be. A number ended in blank stretches of concrete wall, while others reached
islands that floated four and five stories above the main floor, supported by
open strut work like scaffolding around a cathedral under reconstruction. A few
ramps and stairways stretched from scattered spots to end in thin air, leaving
one to wonder whether they led up to something invisible or down from a hole
out
of nothing.

Malcolm grinned. First impressions of Shangri-la left most visitors convinced
the time terminal's nickname, La-La Land, came from the lunatic walks to
nowhere.

Large signs bordered several blank stretches, where balconies and catwalks
had been screened off with chain link fencing that made no pretense of blending
in with the rest of Urbs Romae. The signs, in multiple languages, warned of the
dangers of unexplored gates. The fencing wasn't so much to keep things from
wandering in. as to keep other things from wandering out. The signs, of course,
were a legal precaution. Most tourists weren't stupid enough to wander through
an open portal without a guide. But there had been casualties at other stations
and lawsuits had occasionally been filed by bereaved families. Residents of
TT-86 were grateful for their own station manager's precautions.

Nobody wanted the time terminal shut down for slipshod management.

Nobody.

Today's batch of tourists and guides looked like refugees from Spartacus.
Most of the men tugged -uncomfortably at dress-like tunics and expended
considerable effort avoiding one another's eyes. Knobby knees and hairy legs
were very much in evidence. Malcolm chuckled. Ah, Gate Six ...Malcolm wore his
own threadbare tunic with the ease of long practice: He barely registered the
difference between his business costumes and what he normally wore, although
he
did note that his sandal strap needed repairing again.

Women in elegant stolas chatted animatedly in groups, comparing jewelry,
embroidered borders, and elegant coiffeurs. Others wandered into the gate's
waiting area, where they relaxed in comfortable chairs, sipped from paper cups,
and watched the show. Those, Malcolm knew, were rich enough they'd been
down
time before. First-time tourists were too excited to sit down. Malcolm pushed
past the periphery of the growing crowd in search of likely employers.

"Morning, Malcolm."

He turned to find Skeeter Jackson, clad elegantly in a Greek-style chiton. He
held back a groan and forced a smile. "Morning, Skeeter." After the brief
handclasp, he counted his fingernails.

Skeeter nodded to Malcolms tunic. "I see you're trying the slave-guide
routine." Brown eyes sparkled. "Great stains. I'll have to get your recipe
sometime." Skeeter's wide smile, which was, as far as anyone had ever been able
to tell, the only genuine thing about him, was infectious.
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"Sure," Malcolm laughed. "One quart liquefied mare's dung, two quarts sour
Roman wine, and three pints Tiberian mud. Spread carefully with an artist's
brush, let dry for two weeks, then launder in cold water. Works wonders on raw
wool."

Skeeter's eyes had widened. "Gad. You're serious." His own garments, as
always, were fastidiously neat and apparently new. Where he'd obtained them,
Malcolm didn't want to know. "Well, good luck," Skeeter offered "I have an
appointment to keep." He winked. "See you around."

The slim young man grinned like an imp counting damned souls and slipped off
into the growing crowd, Malcolm surreptitiously checked his belt pouch to be
sure the battery-powered engraver and business cards were still there.

"Well," he told himself, "at least he never seems to roll one of us
'eighty-sixers." He glanced at one of several dozen chronometers which
depended
from the distant ceiling and checked the countdown on Gate Six.

Time to get to work.

The crowd was growing denser. The noise volume increased exponentially.
Hired
baggage handlers worked to balance awkward loads comprised of odd-sized
parcels
and sacks and leather satchels, while Time Tours guides double-checked their
customer lists and gave last-minute instructions. Ticket takers at the entrance
to Gate Six's main ramp waved through a couple of company executives on their
way to check the upper platform. Already Malcolm estimated the crowd at some
seventy-five people.

"Too big for a tour group," he muttered. Time Tours, Inc. was getting greedy.
The noise of tourist voices and baggage handlers grunting at their work bounced
off girders high overhead and reverberated, creating a roar of confused echoes.
At least with a group this size, he ought to be able to find something. He
plastered a hopeful smile on his face, fished into the leather pouch at his
waist for business cards, and got busy.

"Hello," he introduced himself to the first prospect, extending a hand to a
tall, robust man whose tan and fair hair said "California tycoon." "Please allow
me to introduce myself. Malcolm Moore, freelance guide."

The man shook his hand warily, then glanced at the business card he'd
proffered. It read:

Malcolm Moore, Time Guide

Rome AD 47 3 London 1888 3 Denver 1885

Other Destinations Available upon Request

Experience Adventure without the Hassle of a Tour Schedule!

Private Side Tours and In-Depth Guide Services for

Individuals, Families, Students, Business Groups

Best Rates in Shangri-la

Contact: TT-86 Room 503, #111-1814

The tycoon scanned his card and glanced back up. "You're a freelancer?'" The
tone was more dubious than ever.

"My specialty is ancient Rome," Malcolm said with a warm, sincere smile. "I
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hold a Ph.D. in Classics and Anthropology and have nearly seven years
experience

as a guide. The formal tour," he nodded toward uniformed Time Tours
employees

taking tickets and answering questions, "includes the Circus Maximus chariot
races and gladiatorial combats, but Time Tours is bypassing the extraordinary
experience of the..."

"Thank you," the man handed back the card, "but I'm not interested."

Malcolm forced the smile to remain. "Of course. Some other time, perhaps."

He moved on to the next potential customer. "Please allow me to introduce
myself..."

Begging never got any easier.

Given the chill of this crowd, Time Tours had been poisoning their customers
against freelancers. Skeeter Jackson, drat the boy, seemed to be doing fine,
whatever he was up to in that far corner. His smile glowed brighter than the
overhead lights.

By the time the countdown clock read T-minus-ten minutes, Malcolm had
begun
to consider offering his services as a baggage handler just to pick up enough
cash for a few meals, but a man had his pride. Malcolm was a guide and a
damned
good one. If he lost what was left of his reputation as a professional, his life
here would be over. He scanned the crowd from one edge, counting heads and
costumes, and decided glumly that he had, in fact, talked to everyone.

Well ...damn.

A desperate attempt to hold onto the shreds of his dignity sent Malcolm in
retreat. He retired from the immediate vicinity of Gate Six, accompanied by a
return of nagging worries about how he might pay for his room and the next few
meals. Overriding that; Malcolm suffered a keen disappointment that had very
little to do with money or the loss of his old, full-time job. Malcolm Moore had
no idea how guides for the big outfits like Time Tours felt; but for him,
stepping through a portal into another century was a thrill better than eating
regularly, almost better than sex.

It was that thrill which kept him at TT-86, working every departure, no
matter the destination, for the chance to try it again.

Malcolm headed for the shadows of a vine-draped portico, close enough to Gate
Six to watch the fun, but far enough away to avoid attracting attention from
friends who would want to sympathize. Montgomery Wilkes, looking very out of
place in his dark, up-time uniform, strode through the crowd with the singular
intensity of a charging rhino. Even tourists scuttled out of his way. Malcolm
frowned. What was Wilkes doing out of his inner sanctum? La-La Land's head
ATF
agent never attended a Gate opening. He glanced again at the nearest overhead
chronometer board and found the answer.

Primary, too, was due to cycle. He'd forgotten in the hustle of trying to
line up a job that a new batch of tourists would be arriving today from a time.
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Malcolm rubbed the tip of his nose and smile A double-gate day ...Maybe there
was hope, after all. Even without a job, it ought to be fun.

Down at Gate Six, last-minute purchases we're in full swing. Strolling
vendors worked the crowd efficiently, burdened down with everything from
ropes
of "safe sausages to extra leather satchels for souvenirs, the latest
"must-have" survival junk, and local coinage for those stupid enough to leave
money exchanges to the last minute.

Malcolm wondered if he should consider a career as a vendor? They always
seemed to do well and it would be steady work. Connie, maybe, would give him a
job. He shook his head absently as he watched everything from last-minute mugs
of coffee to tawdry bits of jewelry exchange hands. Nah, he'd get bored too
quickly trying to hold down a mundane job, even here. Setting up his own shop
was out of the question. Besides the question of higher rent for business space
and all that hideous government paperwork to cope with, where would he get the
capital to buy inventory? Investors weren't interested in ex-guides, they wanted
shrewd business acumen and plenty of sales management experience.

Of course, he could always go back to time scouting.

Malcolm glanced involuntarily toward the nearest barricades. The area had
been fenced off because the gate hadn't yet been explored or was inherently
unstable. Malcolm had risked down-time explorations into unknown gates as a
freelance time scout only twice. A stray shiver crawled up his spine. Kit
Carson, the first and best-of all the time scouts, was famous all over the
world. And damned lucky to be alive. Malcolm wasn't exactly a coward, but time
scouting was not Malcolm's idea of a sane career. He was more than happy to
settle for rubbing shoulders with giants and sharing war-stories with the real
heroes of TT-86 over beer and pretzels.

A strident klaxon sounded, echoing five stories above the terminal floor.
Conversation cut off mid-sentence. As abruptly as it had sounded, the klaxon
died away, replaced by an amplified voice. Long-time residents leaned forward
in
chairs, absently twirling half-empty glasses or drawing designs in the
condensate on table tops with idle fingertips. The throng in the waiting area
paused expectantly.

"Your attention, please. Gate Six is due to open in three minutes. Returning
parties will have gate priority. All departures, please remain in the holding
area until guides are notified that the gate is clear."

The message repeated in three other languages.

Malcolm wished his tunic had pockets so he could thrust his hands into them.
Instead he crossed his arms and waited. Another ear-splitting klaxon sounded.

"Your attention, please. Gate One is due to open in ten minutes. All
departures, be advised that if you have not cleared Station Medical, you will
not be permitted to pass Primary. Please have your baggage ready for customs..."

Malcolm stopped listening. He'd memorized the up-time departure litany years
ago. Besides, departures down-time were always more entertaining than
watching a
bunch of government agents search luggage. The real fun at Primary wouldn't
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begin until the new arrivals started coming through. Malcolm's gaze found the
countdown for Gate Six. Any second now...

A hum of sub-harmonics rumbled through the time terminal as Gate Six, the
biggest of TT-86s active gates, came to life. Outside the range of audible
sound, yet detectable through the vibration of bones at the base of one's skull,
the sound that wasn't a sound intensified.

Across the Commons, tourists pressed behind their ears with the heels of
hands in an attempt to relieve the unpleasant sensation. Malcolm traced his gaze
up a pair of broad ramps-one of which descended toward the waiting area from a
wide catwalk, the other of which would handle departures-and waited eagerly.

Up at the edge of the catwalk an utterly blank section of wall began to
shimmer. Lake a heat haze over a stretch of noonday highway, the air rippled.
Colors dopplered through the spectrum in odd, distorted patterns. Gasps rose
from the waiting area, distinctly audible in the hush. Then a black spot
appeared in the dead center of the blank wall.

Tourists gaped and pointed. For most, it was only the second time in their
lives they'd seen a temporal gate up-close and personal-their first, of course,
being Primary on the down-time trip to Shangri-la. Conversation, which had
begun
to pick up again in the wake of the first shimmer, died off sharply. Baggage
handlers finished tying off their loads. Last-minute transactions led to more
money changing hands. More than one guide gulped down the last scalding
coffee
they'd taste in two weeks.

The spot on the wall dilated, spreading outward like a growth of bread mold
viewed on high-speed film. In the center of the darkness, as though viewed
through the wrong end of a telescope, Malcolm made out the shape of dim
shelves
and tiny amphorae stacked neatly in rows at the back of a long, deep room. Then
light flared like a twinkling star as someone on the other side lit a lamp.

Tourists on the floor exclaimed, then laughed in nervous delight as a man
dressed as a Roman slave, but moving with the purpose and authority of a Time
Tours organizer, stepped through. He rushed at them like a hurled baseball,
growing in apparent height from a few inches to full size in the blink of an
eyelash, then calmly stepped through onto the metal grating. He landed barking
orders.

Tourists, some looking dazed and ill, others talking animatedly, all of them
visibly tired, spilled through the open gate onto the catwalk and down the ramp.
Most clutched souvenirs. Some clutched each other. Guides had to remind most
of
them to slide credit-card-sized Timecards through the encoder at the bottom of
the ramp. Malcolm grinned again. The ritual never varied. The ones who
remembered to "clock out" of Porta Romae were experienced temporal travelers.
The ones clutching each other had discovered a deep-seated, unexpected fear of
temporal travel, either because it was too dirty and violent for their taste or
because they'd spent the trip terrified of making a mistake the guides couldn't
fix.
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The ones that looked dazed and ill either hadn't enjoyed the gladiatorial
games as much as they'd thought or were still attempting to overcome the effects
of too much boozing and not enough attention to proper diet and rest. Malcolms
clients never returned up time looking like they needed the nearest hospital
bed. Of course, people with the sense to hire a private guide, even for a
package deal like Time Tours offered, rarely had the poor judgment to get hung
over after a two-week-long binge on lead-laced Roman wine.

Not for the first time, Malcolm permitted himself a moment's bitter
resentment of Time Tours and their whole slick, money-milling operation. If not
for their shady, underhanded tricks ...

"Penny for 'em," someone said at Malcolm's elbow.

He started and glanced around to find Ann Vinh Mulhaney gazing up at him. He
relaxed with a smile. She must have come straight from the weapons range when
the klaxon sounded. She hadn't bothered to unholster the pistols at her belt or
loosen her hair from its confining elastic tie. At five feet, five inches, Ann
was a little shorter than Malcolm, but evenly matched with Sven Bailey, who
strolled up behind her. He, too, was dressed for the weapons range.

They must've just released a new class, probably the one scheduled for
London. Sven, who out massed dainty little Ann by at least two to one despite
their matched heights, nodded politely toward Malcolm, then watched the
departing tourists with a despairing shake of his head.

"What a miserable bunch they were," he commented to no one in particular.
"Stupid, too, if you're still here." He glanced briefly toward Malcolm.

He shrugged, acknowledging the well-meant compliment, and answered Ann's
question. "I'm just watching the fun, same as everyone. How are you two?"

Sven, TT-86s recognized master of bladed weapons, grunted once and didn't
deign to answer. Ann laughed. She was one of the few residents who felt
comfortable laughing at Sven Bailey. She tossed her ponytail and rested slim
hands on her hips. "He lost his last bet. Five shots out of six, loser picks up
the tab at Down Time."

Malcolm smiled. "Sven, haven't you learned yet not to shoot against her?"

Sven Bailey regarded his fingernails studiously. "Yep." Then he glance up
with a sardonic twist of the lips. "Trouble is, the students keep trying to lose
their money. What's a guy to do?"

Malcolm grinned. "The way I hear it, you two split the take."

Sven only looked hurt. Ann laughed aloud. "What a horrid rumor." She winked.
"Care to join us? We're heading over to the Down Time to cool out and grab a
bite to eat."

Malcolm was well beyond the stage of flushing with embarrassment every time
he had to turn down an invitation from lack of funds. "Thanks, but no. I think
I'll see the departure through, then head up toward Primary and try to line up
some prospects from the new arrivals. And I've got to fix this blasted sandal
again. It keeps coming loose at the sole."

Sven nodded, accepting his face-saving excuses without comment. Ann started
to protest, then glanced at Sven. She sighed. "If you change your mind, I'll
spot you for a drink. Or better yet Sven can pick up the tab from my winnings."
She winked at Malcolm. Sven just crossed his arms and snorted, reminding
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Malcolm

of a burly bulldog humoring an upstart chickadee. "By the way," she smiled,
"Kevin and I were thinking about inviting some people over for dinner tomorrow
night. If you're free at, oh, say about sixish, stop by. The kids love it when

you visit."

"Sure," he said, without really meaning it. "Thanks."

Fortunately, they moved off before noticing the dull flush that crept up
Malcolm's neck into his cheeks. If Ann Vinh Mulhaney had pre-planned a dinner
party for tomorrow night, he'd eat his sandal, broken strap and all. Her gesture
warmed him, though, even as he rubbed the back of his neck and muttered, "I've
got to get a fulltime job with someone." But not with Time Tours.

Never with Time Tours.

He'd starve first.

Tourists over at Gate Six had started to climb the ramp, each one in turn
presenting his or her Timecard to have the departure logged properly. Excited
women could be heard clear across the Commons, shrieking and giggling as they
plucked up the nerve to step through the open portal. That ritual never varied,
either. Scuttlebutt had it, Time Tours had sound-proofed the exits on the other
side of all their gates, rather than hush the tourists. He had to chuckle. He
couldn't really blame them. Stepping through that first time was an unnerving
experience.

Inevitably-this time about three quarters of the way through the
departure--someone fumbled a load of poorly tied baggage. Parcels scattered
across the catwalk, creating a major hitch in the traffic flow. Three separate
guides, glancing wildly at the overhead chronometer, converged on the mess and
snatched up baggage willy nilly. A fourth guide all but shoved the remaining
tourists through the open gate. The edges of the gate had begun to shrink slowly
back toward the center.

Malcolm shook his head. With years of experience behind them, Time Tours
really ought to manage better than that. He grunted aloud. That's what comes of
exploiting stranded down-timers to haul baggage. Somebody really should do
something about the poor souls who wandered in through open gates and found
themselves lost in an alien world. His old outfit had never used them as grunt
labor.

Of course, his old outfit had quietly gone bankrupt, too.

The guides who'd snatched up the spilled parcels lunged through and vanished.
Moments later, Gate Six winked closed for another two weeks. Malcolm sighed
and
turned his attention to Primary. He checked the chronometer and swore under
his
breath. He just had time, if he hustled. He left Urbs Romae behind and half
jogged through Frontier Town, with its saloons and strolling "cowboys," then
picked up speed through Victoria Station's "cobbled" streets, lined with shops
whose windows boasted graceful Victorian gowns and masculine deerstalkers.
The
klaxon sounded, an earsplitting noise that caused Malcolm to swear under his
breath.
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"Your attention, please. Gate One is due to open in two minutes. All
departures, be advised that if you have not cleared Station Medical, you will
not be permitted to pass Primary. Please have your baggage ready for customs..."

Malcolm cut across one edge of Edo Castletown, with its extraordinary
gardens, sixteenth-century Japanese architecture, and swaggering tourists
dressed as samurai warriors. He jogged past the Neo Edo Hotel, skirting a group
of kimono-clad women who had paused to admire the mural inside the lobby.
The
desk clerk grinned and waved as he shot past.

Primary, less than a hundred feet beyond the farthest edge of Castletown,
consisted of an imposing set of barriers, armed guards, ramps, fences, metal
detectors, and X-ray equipment, plus dual medical stations, all clustered at the
bottom of a broad ramp that led fifteen feet into thin air then simply stopped.
Malcolm had once wondered why the station hadn't simply been constructed so
that
the floor was dead-level even with Gate One, or Primary, as everyone in
residence called it.

Upon subsequent interaction with officials from the Bureau of Access Time
Functions, Malcolm had decided ATF must have insisted on the arrangement for
its
unsettling psychological impact. Montgomery Wilkes, inspecting everything like
a
prowling leopard, stood out simply by the sweating hush which followed his
rounds.

Malcolm found a good vantage point and leaned his shoulder against the
station wall, extremely glad he didn't work for the ATF agent. He glanced at the
nearest chronometer and sighed. Whew ...Seconds to spare. The line of
returning
tourists and businessmen had already formed, snaking past Malcolm's position
through a series of roped-off switchbacks. Customs agents were rubbing
metaphorical hands in anticipation.

Malcolm's skull bones warned him moments before the main gate into Shangri-
la
dilated open. Then up-timers streamed through the open portal into the
terminal,
while departures cleared customs in the usual inefficient dribble. New arrivals
stopped at the medical station set up on the inbound side of the gate to have
their medical records checked, logged, and mass-scanned into TT-86's medical
database. The usual clusters of wide-eyed tourists, grey-suited business types,
liveried tour guides, and uniformed government officials-including TT 86's
up-time postman with the usual load of letters, laser disks, and parcels -edged
clear of Medical and entered the controlled chaos of La-La Land.

"Okay," Malcolm muttered, "let's see what Father Christmas brought us this
time." Once a time-guide, always a time-guide. The occupation was addictive.

He double-checked the big chronometer board. The next departure was set for
three days hence, London. Denver followed that by twelve hours and Edo a day
after that. One of the quarterly departures to twelfth century Mongolia would be
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leaving in six days. He shook his head. Mongolia was out of the question. None
of that incoming group looked hardy enough for three months in deadly country
inhabited by even deadlier people.

Gate Five didn't get much traffic, even when it was open.

He eyed the inbound crowd. London, Denver, or ancient Tokyo ...Most of the
tourists to Edo were Japanese businessmen. They tended to stick with Japanese
tour guides. The only time Malcolm had been to sixteenth-century Edo had been
on
a scheduled tour for his old company and he'd been in heavy disguise The
Tokugawa shoguns had developed a nasty habit of executing any gaijin
unfortunate
enough even to be shipwrecked on Japanese shores. After that first visit,
Malcolm had firmly decided he'd acquired a good knowledge of sixteenth-
century
Japanese, Portuguese, and Dutch for nothing.

London or Denver, then...He'd have three days, minimum, to work on a client.
His gaze rested on a likely-looking prospect, a middle-aged woman who had
paused
to gape in open confusion while the three small children clustered at her side
shoved fists into their mouths and clutched luggage covered with Cowboys and
Indians. The smallest boy wore a plastic ten-gallon hat and a toy six-gun rig.
Mom glanced from side to side, up and down, stared at the chronometer, and
appeared ready to burst into tears.

"Bingo." Tourist in need of help.

He hadn't taken more than three steps, however, when a redheaded gamine
clad
in a black leather miniskirt, black stretch-lace body suit, and black thigh-high
leather boots, hauling a compact suitcase that looked like it weighed as much as
she did, bore down on him with the apparent homing instinct of a striking hawk:
"Hi! I'm looking for Kit Carson-any idea where I might find him?"

"Uh..." Malcolm said intelligently as every drop of blood in his brain
transmuted instantaneously to the nether regions of his anatomy. Not only did
Malcolm have no idea where the retired time scout might be lurking this time of
day ...

God ...It ought to be illegal to look like that!

Clearly, it'd been far too long since Malcolm had

He gave himself an irritable mental kick. Just where might she find Kit? He
probably wasn't at his hotel, not this late in the morning; but it was a little
early for drinking. Of course, he enjoyed watching departures as much as any
other 'eighty-sixer.

The delightful little minx who'd accosted him was tapping one leather-clad
foot in an excess of energy. With her short auburn hair, freckles, and clear
green eyes, she gave the impression of an Irish alleycat, intent on her own
business and impatient with anything that got in her way. She was the darned
cutest thing Malcolm had seen come through Primary in months. He kept his
gaze
on her face with studied care.
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"Try the Down Time Bar and Grill. If anyone knows, the regulars there might.
Or you could..."

He trailed off. She was already gone, like a bullet from the barrel of a
smoking gun. That damned leather miniskirt did evil things to Malcolm's breath
control.

"Well." He rested hands on hips. "If that doesn't ..." He couldn't imagine
why a girl that age-and in a tearing hurry, besides-would be looking for Kit
Carson of all people. "Huh:" He tried to put her out of his mind and turned to
find his bewildered tourist with the cute kids. He needed a job worse than he
needed a mystery.

"Oh, bloody hell..." Skeeter Jackson, the louse, had already collared the
scared family and was hard at work playing with the youngest kid. Mom was
beaming. God help them.

He considered warning her, then glanced down at his artistically filthy tunic
and swore again. Compared with Skeeter Jackson's groomed appearance, he
didn't
stand a chance. Maybe he could get her aside later and explain the difference
between reliable guides and the Skeeter Jacksons of this world. Malcolm sighed.
The way his luck had been running lately, she'd slap him for maligning that
"nice young man."

He decided maybe it wouldn't hurt to take up Ann's offer, after all. Malcolm
strolled down the Commons on a reverse course through Castletown, Victoria
Station, and Frontier Town. He entered Urbs Romae just as the klaxon for
closure
of Primary sounded, warning everyone that TT-86 was about to be sealed in
again
for another couple of days, at least. Up ahead, the pert little up-timer looking
for Kit sailed straight past the Down Time without spotting it. He grinned and
decided to see how long it took her to holler for help.

Just what did she want with Kit Carson?

Whatever it was, Malcolm had a feeling the next few days were going to prove
most entertaining.

Margo thumped down the long, cluttered concourse, berating herself as she
went. "Honestly," she fumed, "the first person you ask is a guy in a Roman tunic
and slave collar? He's probably some poor down-timer who wandered through
an
unstable gate, like the articles warned about. Stupid, greenhorn idiot..."

Margo did not enjoy looking like a fool.

"No wonder he took so long answering. Probably had to translate everything I
said first. At least he spoke some English. And I've got the right station,
that's something to celebrate," she added under her breath, glancing in
restrained awe at the sprawling complex which stretched away in a maze of
catwalks, shops, waiting areas, and cross-corridors that led only God knew
where. The care she'd taken to research a time terminal's layout didn't begin to
convey the reality of the place. It was enormous, bewildering. And none of the
information she'd found described the private sections of a terminal, visible in
tantalizing glimpses off the Commons. She found herself wanting to explore ...
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"First," she told herself sternly, "I find Kit Carson. Everything else is
secondary. That Roman guy said he might be at some bar, so all I have to do now
is find him. I can talk anybody into anything. All I have to do is find him

”"

Unfortunately, she didn't find the "Down Time" on the main concourse or any
of the balconies connected to it. Margo set down her heavy suitcase, panting
slightly, and scowled at an empty set of chairs clustered around a closed gate.

"What Down Time Bar and Grill?"

Grimly, Margo picked up her case again, regretting the decision to stuff
everything into one piece of luggage. She looked for a terminal directory,
something like she'd always found at ordinary shopping malls, but saw nothing
remotely resembling one. She didn't want to betray complete ignorance by
asking
someone. Margo was desperate to give the impression that she was worldly,
well-traveled, able to take care of herself.

But the Down Time Bar & Grill was apparently close kin to the Flying
Dutchman, because it didn't appear to exist Maybe it was down time? Don't be
ridiculous. Nobody'd put a bar on the other side of a time gate. Finally she
started hunting down the maze of cross linked, interconnecting corridors that
formed the private portion of TT-86. Stairways led to corridors on other levels,
some of them brightly lit, others dim and deserted. Within minutes, she was
hopelessly lost and fuming.

She set the case down again and rubbed her aching palm. Margo glared at a
receding stretch of corridor broken occasionally by more corridors and locked
doors. "Don't these people believe in posting a directory somewhere?"

"May I help you?"

The voice was polite, male, and almost directly behind her.

She spun around.

The guy in the tunic. Oh, shit.... Ever since New York she'd been so
careful-and this was a down-timer, God knew what he'd try to pull

"Are you following me?" she demanded, furious that her voice came out
breathy
and scared instead of calm and assured.

He scratched the back of his neck under the thick bronze collar: "Well, I
couldn't help but notice you passed the Down Time, then took a really wrong
turn
off the Commons. It's easy to get lost, back here."

Margo's heart pounded so hard her chest hurt. She backed away a step. "I
ought to warn you," she said in a tone meant to be forbidding, "I know martial
arts."

"As a matter of fact, so do 1."

Oh, God...

He grinned disarmingly, reminding Margo quite suddenly of her high school
history teacher. "Most temporal guides do, you know."

Temporal guide?

He held out a business card neatly clasped between two fingers. "Malcolm
Moore, freelance time guide."
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Margo felt her face flame. "I ...uh ..." Clearly he knew exactly what she'd
been thinking and seemed to find it amusing. She took the card hesitantly and
risked glancing at it. The card seemed genuine enough. "Uh, hi. I'm Margo."

If he was offended that she'd withheld her last name, he didn't show it. He
said only, "Nice to meet you, Margo, and shook her hand formally. "If you like,
I'll take you back to the Down Time."

She hesitated.

He pinned. "No charge. I only charge for tours on the other side of time
gates."

"Oh. Okay." Then, grudgingly, because she was embarrassed she hadn't said it
sooner, "Thanks."

"Don't mention it."

He had a nice smile. Maybe she could trust him, just a little. Should' a worn
something else, though. His glance slid across her with inevitable-she almost
might have said involuntary-interest. Most guys looked at her that way, thinking
she was at least the eighteen she tried to appear rather than the
almost-seventeen she was. Yes, she should have worn something else. But the
boots were too bulky to pack in her case and she'd wanted to use every possible
advantage she possessed when she finally came face to face with Kit Carson ....
Well, you made this bed. Lie in it. Margo picked up her case and followed him
back toward a corridor she was certain led in the wrong direction, only to
emerge in a cross corridor she recognized as the one she'd taken off the
Commons. Margo sighed and relegated herself to having to overcome yet another
handicap on her quest: a reputation for stupidity. Maybe Mr. Moore wouldn't say
anything about having to lead her out by the hand; but she wouldn't bet on it.
And she certainly didn't have enough money to bribe him.

They regained the Commons in silence, for which she was grateful. As they
approached an enormous area caged to prevent tourist access, Margo frowned.
She'd noticed it before, but only peripherally. Inside the cage was an
irregular-shaped hole in the concrete.

"What's that?" she asked hesitantly, afraid she knew the answer already.
Unstable gate ...

Malcolm Moore glanced around. "What's what? Oh, the unstable gate."

"I know about those."

"Yes. Well, the floor collapsed when this one opened under it. A coffee stand
fell through."

She edged closer for a better look and paled The sight was unnerving. Air at
the bottom seemed to ripple oddly. Every few seconds, she heard the splash of
water. The bones behind her ears buzzed uncomfortably. "Fell through into
where?"

"We think it's the Bermuda Triangle." His voice was flat, completely deadpan.

"The Bermuda Triangle? Don't jerk me around!"

"Hey," he held out both hands; "who declared war? Honest, we think it's the
Bermuda Triangle. Katie and Jack Sherman almost drowned when the gate
opened up
the first time. Their coffee shop went straight to the bottom. I was on the
rescue team that went through for them. Not only is it an unstable gate, the
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darned thing leads to a whole nexus of other gates popping open and closed.
Picking the right one back to La-La Land was murder. Took us five wrong tries.
We almost didn't get back."

"Oh." Great. Unstable nexus gates, yet. "I know about unstable nexus gates,"
Margo muttered, wondering why none of her research had turned up that little
tidbit. Maybe the government didn't want to scare people? "I've been on time
terminals before."

He appeared to accept the lie. She'd sooner have died than admit she'd sold
almost everything she owned-and very nearly a good bit more-to raise the price
of a downtime ticket onto TT-86. Margo eyed the hole in the floor with a slight
chill of misgiving. Well, adventure was what she was here for, wasn't it?

"So where's this bar?" she demanded, turning her back on the watery chasm. "I
have business with Mr. Carson."

Malcolm Moore eyed her for one heartbeat longer than he should have-did he
suspect anything? ATF had accepted her faked ID without a second glance then
he
shrugged and jerked his head. "It's down this way, in Urbs Romae. The Roman
City," he translated, assuming she wouldn't know the meaning of "urbs."

Margo muttered, "I know where the word urban comes from." It was very
nearly
the only Latin she knew, but she knew that.

The corners of his eyes crinkled nicely when he smiled. Margo decided Malcolm
Moore didn't remind her of any of the men she'd known, after all. "Come on. I'll
show you where it is. It's a little tricky to spot."

She followed, hauling a suitcase that weighed more by the moment. When she
had trouble keeping up, he glanced around and slowed his pace slightly to match
hers.

"Are you by any chance planning to visit London? Or Denver?"

"Why?

He grimaced expressively. "Just hoping. I'm looking for a client for one of
the upcoming tours. We freelancers have to hustle for a job."

"Oh. No, I wasn't planning a tour. Sorry."

"Don't mention it." His eyes, however, remained bright with unspoken
curiosity. Just how often did Kit Carson get visitors? If the world's most
famous time scout turned out to be a cranky recluse ...Given the difficulty
she'd had ferreting out recent information on him, he probably was. Well, coping
with her father ought to have been training enough to deal with any ill-tempered
male ego. That training had gotten her out of New York alive, hadn't it?

Malcolm Moore led her at least half-way down the Commons, through areas
that
reminded Margo of history-book pictures. She knew where the various gates led,
having researched TT-86 as thoroughly as possible before taking the plunge. This
portion of the terminal led to ancient Athens, while the section over there was
designed like a city in the High Andes. They passed shops that fascinated with
glimpses of exotic interiors. One restaurant was shaped like a South American
pyramid; its doorway was a replica of the Sun Gate at Teotihuacan.

Beyond that, Margo spotted intricate knotted patterns and interwoven mythical
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beasts carved around shop doorways. One restaurant had been built into a
dragon

prowed ship, with signs painted to look like Viking runes. The scents wafting
out of the restaurants made her empty belly rumble in complaint.

Should've eaten lunch before I came down time. I bet the prices here are
sky-high. At least in New York, she'd been able to buy cheap hot dogs from
street vendors. They passed into an area of mosaic floors and Roman style shop
fronts, then her guide ducked under a span of fake columns and steel supports
and indicated a dim doorway. The clink of glasses and the unmistakable scent of
beer wafted out from the interior. There was no shop sign visible anywhere. No
wonder she'd missed it. Must be a hangout for residents only, if they don't
advertise.

"Voila," Malcolm Moore said with a courtly flourish and a smile. "The Down
Time Bar and Grill."

"Thanks." She flashed him a quick smile of gratitude, then headed for the
dim-lit entrance, leaving him to follow or wander off on his own, whichever he
preferred. Her attention was already focused on what she was going to say to the
legendary Kenneth "Kit" Carson, the man on whom her entire future-and more
depended. Mouth dry, palms wet, Margo gripped her suitcase in one hand and
her
courage in the other, then charged across the threshold .

"...s0 anyway," Ann laughed above the sharp crack of billiard balls from the
back room, "he learned a valuable lesson about concentrating on the front-sight
post. Marcus, hello, yes, I'll have another."

Across the table, Sven groaned theatrically. Rachel Eisenstein's musical
laughter provided a comical counterpoint to Sven Bailey's gloom.

"Oh, hush up and finish your beer," Ann told him. "I won fair and square."

"I know. That's what's so damn depressing."

Ann winked at Marcus while Rachel sipped from her wineglass and continued
to
laugh silently. Sven took another pull from his beer mug and sighed. The young
bartender grinned and went in search of refills.

Granville Baxter wandered in, having to duck under the doorway, and paused
to
allow his eyes to adjust to the dim interior. His grey business suit was still
crisp and neat, but the man who wore it had a wilted look that said, "I need a
drink. Now" Rachel waved and indicated an empty chair. Baxter's maternal
Masai
heritage coupled with a few paternal ancestors who'd been NBA stars gave him a
height advantage over every single 'eighty-sixer in La-La Land. Granville
Baxter, however, had no earthly interest in sports, other than occasionally
sponsoring special Time Tours package deals for rich franchises.

Time Tours considered Baxter a marketing genius.

"Mind if I join you?" he asked, ever polite even at the Down Time.

Sven gestured to one of several empty chairs. "Park em.

The Time Tours executive sank back with a sigh, fished in a pocket for a
handkerchief, and blotted his dark brow.


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

"Double-gate day," he said, providing all the explanation any 'eighty-sixer
needed.

Ann waved at Marcus and nodded toward Baxter. The bartender nodded back
and
drew a stein of Bax's favorite brew.

"How'd it go?" Sven asked, with a long pull at his own beer.

Bax -- who had occasionally said dire things about his parents' decision to
name him "Granville" grimaced. "Baggage troubles again. Other than that, pretty
smooth. Oh, we had the typical three or four who decide they want to switch
tours after they get to the terminal and we had one woman who threw up all over
a whole family on the other side, but nothing too rough. Forgot her scopolamine
patch. I'll tell you, though, if my new baggage manager doesn't get his act
together by the London departure, he's going to go begging a job somewhere else.
-Oh, Marcus, bless you."

Half the beer vanished in one long gulp.

Ann sympathized. One transfer, one promotion, and one family crisis had led
to four new baggage managers for Time Tours at TT-86 in the past six months.
Bax's own job might be on the line if baggage handlers screwed up again. Rich
tourists tolerated very little in the way of mistakes from hired underlings.

Even geniuses were expendable if the right tourist pitched a loud-enough fit.

Marecus set out the rest of the drinks.

"So," Bax asked, "any problems at Medical with the new arrivals?"

Rachel had just begun to reply when a startling young woman clad entirely in
black leather and lace, with short, auburn hair and a suitcase gripped like a
set of nunchucks, charged through the doorway on a direct course for their
table.

"Hello," she said, from halfway across the room, "I'm looking for Kit Carson.

I was told he might be here."

Ann and Rachel exchanged glances. Even Bax lifted one brow. "No," he said in
a friendly fashion. "I'm afraid he isn't, unless he's in back playing
billiards."

The young woman swung around, clearly ready to interrupt the game in
progress. Every male eye in the room followed the swing of her short skirt.

"No, he isn't back there," Ann said, forestalling her. "That's Skeeter and
Goldie, trying to out scam one another."

The crack of billiard balls underscored the statement: The red-haired girl
all but scowled. "Any idea how I can find him? It's important."

"Well," Bax scratched the back of his head, "you could pull up a chair and
wet your throat until he gets here." He looked hopeful. "He'll be here, probably
sooner than later. Kit always stops by, especially on gate days."

Whoever she was, this girl didn't look in the mood to hang around and wait.
Marecus, in his delightfully accented English, volunteered, "He has the hotel. He
is there?"

Her eyes brightened. "Hotel? Which hotel?"

Sven set his mug on the table with a faint click of glass on wood. "The Neo
Edo. It's right on the Commons, down by the big fish pond, with an entrance that
looks like-"
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She was gone before he could finish.

"Well," he said into the astonished silence.

Before anyone else could speak, Malcolm Moore stepped into the bar. He was
still dressed for business and wore a wicked grin. "I see by the open mouths
you've all met Margo. Anybody find out why she's looking for Kit?"

"Margo? You know her?" Bax demanded. "Who is she?"

Malcolm dragged over an empty chair. Ann highsigned Marcus for another
beer.

"No," he admitted with a chagrined air, "I don't know her. She came barreling
through Primary and collared me right off, asking about Kit, then promptly got
lost back in Residential looking for the Down Time. I was hoping maybe she'd
told you guys why she wants to find Kit. Prickly little cactus blossom, isn't
she?"

Sven laughed at the look on Granville Baxter's face. "Bax, she'd put you in
an early grave. Stick to Time Tours if you want to die young."

Bax shot him a look of utter disgust and studied his beer.

"Well," Malcolm nodded thanks when Marcus brought him a chilled mug, "I get
the feeling things are going to be lively for a while." He saluted the group
with his beer and grinned.

"You," Sven Bailey muttered, just said a freakin' mouthful. The sixty-four
thousand dollar question is, do we warn Kit?"

Ann and Rachel exchanged glances, Bax choked on his beer, and across the bar
even Marcus started to laugh. Malcolm chuckled. "Poor Kit. Well, let's put it to
a vote, shall we? All in favor?"

Solemnly, but with eyes twinkling, Kit's friends cast their votes with their
hands. Malcolm plucked a few threads from the raveling hem of his tunic. "Short
thread does the honors."

Malcolm, of course, came up short. As always. He sighed, took the inevitable
ribbing with a long drag at his beer, and headed for the phone.

CHAPTER TWO

Government paperwork was only one of many things about running a
time-terminal hotel which Kit Carson hated. A laundry list of his favorite
complaints, carefully filed away in one corner of his mind where they wouldn't
distract, included laundry bills, the price of food brought in past customs, the
cost of replacing towels, ashtrays, and plumbing fixtures carted off by the
guests, a work force likely to vanish at a moment's notice, crushing boredom
interspersed with ulcer-generating crises, and-near the top of the list
tourists.

Paperwork, however, was the thing he despised most.

He'd almost rather have returned to academia.

The Neo Edo's executive office, larger than some modern, up-time homes, was
one of the features of his current career that made it tolerable. His office
boasted a video wall with panoramic real-time views of the Commons and
equally
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panoramic taped views of multiple down-time vistas. A wet bar stocked with
illegal bottles of liquid ambrosia (which both Kit and his predecessor, the
builder of Neo Edo, had brought back up time) was available any time the job
grew too hairy.

Priceless paintings and art treasures rescued from palaces, destroyed by the
Onin Wars in fifteenth century Kyoto graced Kit's office, which also boasted
pristine tatami rice mats on the floor and the clean, uncluttered look of
sliding paper-screen walls and delicately carved woodwork.

The office's best feature, however, was a recessed light well which cast
realistic-looking "daylight" over a miniature Japanese dry-landscape garden.
The
serene arrangement of raked white sand, upright stones, and elegantly clipped
topiary which filled an entire corner of the office rested the eyes and soothed
the soul.

It was Kit's salvation on paperwork days. He would periodically sit back in
his chair, nurse a good bourbon, and contemplate the symbolic "islands" the
rock
formations represented, floating in their withered "sea" of sand. It gave Kit
intense pleasure to symbolically consign the drafters of the requisite
government forms to a long life marooned on one of those miniature desert
islands, without hope of rescue.

Talk about the perfect Zen hell ....

The phone call interrupted him halfway through a form designed to require an
entire battery of expensive lawyers to decipher. Kit grinned despite the fact
that the call had come through on the "Panic Button." He tucked the receiver
between shoulder and ear, allowed his gaze to stray to the corner garden, and
said, "Yeah, Jimmy?"

Jimmy Okuda, at the front desk, was the only person with direct access to
that particular intercom line. A call on the Panic Button usually meant another
jump in Kit's blood pressure; today, the distraction was more than welcome.

"Call from Malcolm Moore, Kit."

"Malcolm?" What was Jimmy doing, buzzing him on the Panic Button for a call
from Malcolm Moore? "Uh ...put him through."

An outside line flashed as Jimmy transferred the call. What on earth could
Malcolm Moore want? Kit had offered him a job more than once, only to be
refused
politely but firmly. Kit pressed the button. "Malcolm? Hello, what can I do for
you?"

"Kit, sorry to interrupt whatever you're doing, but you're going to have a
visitor in about five minutes."

"Oh?" Malcolm's tone invited all sorts of speculation. From the background
noise, Malcolm was calling from the Down Time. That could mean anything
might be
on its way. Just as Kit had started reviewing lethal potentialities from his
down-time adventures-and wondering where he'd left the soft body armor he'd
used
in his scouting days-Malcolm said, "An up-timer's looking for you."
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"Up-timer?"

Malcolm chuckled thinly. "Some day, Kit, I will get you to tell me about that
deal in Bangkok. Yeah,. an uptimer. Real impatient, too. We took a vote and
decided you deserved a warning before this one collared you." Malcolm was
laughing at some inside joke to which Kit was clearly not privy.

"Uh-huh. Thanks, I think."

"Don't mention it. What're friends for? Relieve our curiosity, would you?

Sven says he'll buy, if you'll tell."

Kit raised a brow. If Sven Bailey was that curious, something decidedly odd
was up. "I'll let you know. Thanks for the warning."

Malcolm hung up. Kit shoved back his chair. Whoever was on his way, meeting
the guy face to face, cold, was not Kit's idea of good strategy. He paused at
the doorway to slip on his shoes, thought about his attire and hastily exchanged
his comfortable kimono for a business jacket and slacks, then headed down to
Neo
Edo's main desk. "Jimmy, Malcolm says an up-time visitor is headed this way.
Tell 'em I'm out, would you? I want to be scarce for a few minutes. Lay a false
trail or something."

Jimmy, also a retired time scout, winked and nodded. "Sure thing, Kit."

Time scouts could never be too careful.

Particularly world-famous ones.

Kit damned all reporters everywhere and made tracks through a gathering
crowd. The Neo Edo's lobby was a modern re-interpretation of the receiving hall
of the shoguns at Edo Castle, as it had appeared before Ieyasu Tokugawa's
famous
shogunate headquarters had burned to the ground in the Long-Sleeves Fire of
1657. The lobby's showpiece was the mural-sized reproduction of Miyamoto
Musashi's famous, lost painting of sunrise over Edo Castle, commissioned from
the master warrior poet-painter by none other than Japan's third Shogun,
Iemitsu
Tokugawa. The painting drew the eye even from the Commons, which meant
tourists
who wandered in to admire the artwork often stayed to become customers.

Homako Tani had been a shrewd hotelier.

La-La Land scuttlebutt had it that the Neo Edo's builder had liberated the
original during the 1657 conflagration which had destroyed Edo Castle; but Kit
had never found any trace of it, not even in Homako's private safe. Of course,
scuttlebutt also had it that Homako Tani had been murdered by the irascible
Musashi, himself, during a down-time visit to feudal Japan, for some minor
insult the ronin samurai hadn't been willing to overlook. Other rumors had him
last seen stepping through an unstable gate into Tang Dynasty China; and others
that he'd gone into permanent retirement in Tibet as the Dalai Lama.

The point was, nobody knew what had become of Homako, not even the named
partners in the law firm of Chase, Carstedt, and Syvertsen, who had delivered
the impressive envelope deeding him ownership of the Neo Edo for "payment of
debts.' The only debt Homako Tani had ever owed Kit Carson was having his
backside hauled out of that incendiary fiasco in Silver Plume, Colorado. So far
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as Kit knew, Homako never had gone back to the Old West: The stink of burnt
saloons, banks, and cathouses had lingered in Kit's lungs for weeks afterward.
He still mourned that sweet little four-inch "Wesson Favorite" he'd lost during
the confusion. Only a thousand of the S&W Model .44 cal. DA revolvers were ever
made, and his had gone up in smoke.

Kit sighed. Whatever the true fate of Homako Tani, the "inheritance" had come
just as Kit was being forced into retirement. He'd needed a job, more to justify
hanging around La-La Land than anything, since he didn't really need money.
The
Neo Edo had seemed a gift from the gods. After three years of managing the
hotel, Kit had begun to suspect Homako Tani had simply come to hate
government
paperwork and tourists so desperately he'd bailed out before his sanity snapped.

Kit shouldered his way politely past incoming arrivals from Primary, nodding
and smiling to customers whose loud voices grated on his nerves, and headed
past
the pebble-lined fish pond just outside his lobby. He glanced both ways down the
Commons, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Just the usual batch of new
tourists gawking and lugging heavy suitcases while trying to decide which hotel
they could best afford.

Kit wandered over toward a free-standing souvenir-and-information stall with
a nonchalance born of long practice and pretended to study the trinkets. The
stall's owner, Nyoko Aoki, raised a brow, but she said nothing, tending her
genuine customers with studied diligence. Nyoko's stand provided a perfect view
of the Neo Edo's main lobby. The hotel's graceful facade towered three stories
above the Commons floor, rising to a peak two stories below the ceiling. The
name was painted tastefully in gilt English script and Japanese characters. The
tourists provided perfect cover as they busily bought up station maps, guide
books, and T-shirts or wandered into the hotel lobby to admire Musashi's mural.

Kit didn't have to wait long, although the visitor's appearance startled him
considerably. The minute Kit spotted her, he knew that this was the up-timer
Malcolm had called about. She was young, redheaded, and apparently operated
on
full throttle as her natural mode.

Unlike any normal tourist, she was not gawking, window-shopping, or looking
for a station guidebook. The way she was dressed-and the way she moved inside
all that black lace and leather-got attention from ninety percent of the men on
the Commons and not a few of the women.

Kit found it suddenly difficult to control his breathing properly. Good God,
she's easy on the eyes. Hard on the pulse, though .... A man could get himself
into serious trouble with that girl, just by smiling at her. She charged into
the Neo Edo like a runaway bullet train and cornered poor Jimmy behind the
desk.

His eyes had bugged. Kit couldn't quite hear what was being said over the
tourist babble, but he could see her impatient frown and Jimmy's shrug and
uplifted hands. He could also read Jimmys lips: "Try the Time Tripper."

Good. Wild-goose-chase time. She shot out of the Neo Edo's lobby at full
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tilt. Who in God's name was this kid? He'd expected ...Well, Kit wasn't sure
who, or what, he'd actually expected. But it wasn't a redheaded speed demon
with

an Irish wildcat manner and motives as inscrutable as a mandarin's. Malcolm,
drat the man, hadn't given him even a hint. Of course, with Sven offering to buy
drinks in exchange for information, maybe no one else really knew, either.

Kit followed her thoughtfully He was certain he'd never run across her down
time. Her, he'd have remembered. Vividly. He was equally certain he'd never met
her up time, either. Hell, he hadn't been up time in years, probably not since
that sexy little kitten had been wrapped in diapers. If that girl was past
eighteen, it wasn't by more than a few days.

So who was she and why was she looking for him?

Probably a journalist, he thought gloomily, trying to make a name for
herself. She had that supercharged "I'm going to get this story if it kills you"
look of someone out for a first Pulitzer.

God...

Her skin was delightfully flushed, either from carrying that suitcase-which
looked heavy-or from sheer pique.

Kit grinned. Good. If she were sufficiently off -balance when they finally
met, so much the better for him.

Kit bought a tourist map for camouflage and followed her at a respectable
distance. She certainly didn't dawdle. Whoever she was, she headed straight for
the Time Tripper, a modestly priced hostelry catering to families on tight
budgets. Middle-aged fathers, respectable in their Hawaiian shirts and jeans,
ogled her from over their wives' heads and ignored whining kids.

She cornered the hapless desk clerk, who shrugged, looked thoroughly
irritated, and gestured vaguely toward the next hotel. When she stooped to
retrieve her suitcase, Kit's viscera reacted mindlessly. The man standing next
to him groaned, "Oh, yes, there is a God ...." Kit grinned. The guy pulled
himself out of a trance when the woman next to him hit him on the shoulder.

"Hey! Quit drooling!"

Another man said, "Five minutes with her would probably kill a horse."

"Yeah," his companion moaned, "but what a way to go ....

They were undoubtedly right on all counts. That girl spelled T
R-0-U-B-L-E-and her trouble had his name all over it. He sighed. When the
redheaded whirlwind headed for the Tempus Fugit, Kit decided to let her
continue
the hunt alone. If Jimmy had laid his groundwork properly, she'd spend the next
several minutes going from hotel to hotel. That would give Kit time to dig up
what he could on her. He watched her eye-catching retreat toward the Fugit, then
hastily backtracked toward the Down Time.

Margo rapidly received the impression that people were jerking her around,
apparently for the fun of it.

None of the desk clerks had seen Kit Carson, despite what that grinning idiot
at the Neo Edo had told her. If Kit Carson had "stepped out for a meeting with
the other hotel managers, sorry, I'm not sure which hotel," Margo would eat her
luggage, suitcase and all.


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

"This is ridiculous!" she fumed, heading for yet another hotel. "He's got to
be here somewhere!"

The desk clerk at the Hotel Acropolis looked at her like she'd taken leave of
her senses. "Meeting? What meeting? I am the manager." The middle-aged
woman
patted the back of Margo's hand "Honey, Jimmy probably called Kit, wherever he
was, and warned him you were coming. Kit doesn't much care for unannounced
visitors. If I were you, I'd settle into a room someplace, call for an
appointment, and meet him at his office."

Margo thanked her for the advice and left in a hurry, more determined than
ever to track him down. If she simply called for an appointment, he'd find some
excuse or other to delay meeting her, probably permanently. Margo might be a
nobody, but she wasn't going to remain one and she wasn't going to let a little
thing like impossible-to-get appointments stand in her way. Working as she was
against a ticking clock-with a six-month countdown not even God could delay,
she
simply didn't have time for failure.

"If I were Kit Carson," she muttered half-aloud, "and I were trying to find
out who was looking for me, where would I go?"

Someplace where he could talk to the people who'd already talked to her.

"Right Back to the Down Time."

She transferred the hateful suitcase to her other hand, eyed the vast stretch
of Commons she had to re-cross, and groaned aloud.

"Consider it training in physical endurance," she told herself. The scent of
food wafting out into the Commons from various restaurants was nearly more
than
Margo could bear. She was sorely tempted to stop for a good hot meal, but didn't
want the trail to grow any colder than it already had.

You'll see, she told a host of nay-sayers, beginning with that pig of a
high-school guidance counselor, moving on to Billy-the-rat-Pandropolous and
ending inevitably-with her father. Hateful, hurtful words rang in her ears,
retaining the power to injure long after the bruises had healed. Just you watch.
You'll see. Margo's eyes burned. She blinked back the tears. Small towns were
terrible places to grow up with world-sized dreams-especially when those
dreams
were the only things you had left to hold onto. She was scared to death of Kit
Carson already-had clung to this dream so long she was afraid to have it
shattered, too. But the clock was ticking and Margo wasn't a quitter. No, by
God, she wasn't. Just standing here was proof of that. Margo narrowed her eyes.
All right, Kit Carson. Ready or not, here I come.

She closed in on the Down Time Bar & Grill.

Kit ducked under the girders and stepped across the Down Time's threshold

"Hey!" Malcolm called from a crowded, jovial table. "Did you meet her?"

"Not exactly," Kit said dryly. "I'll get with you in a minute."

Malcolm only grinned at the threat in his voice. Sven Bailey chuckled and
popped a handful of peanuts into his mouth, washing them down with a sweating
beer. Ann Mulhaney and, oh God, Rachel Eisenstein, leaned expectantly on their
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elbows, grinning in his direction. Rachel's eyes twinkled. Kit knew one helluva
ribbing was coming, for sure-Rachel was the one person in La-La land whose wit
he could never top. Granville Baxter grinned and lifted his beer in a silent
salute.

Kit stepped behind the bar and borrowed the phone.

A voice at the other end said, "Time Tripper, may I help you?"

"Yeah, Orva, this is Kit. What can you tell me about the girl who's been
asking for me?"

Kit was tempted to hold the receiver away from his ear as Orva vented
considerable irritation. She was just starting to say, "I have no idea why..."
when the subject of their conversation stalked through the Down Time's door
and
dropped her suitcase with a bang. Kit held back a groan and tried to blend in
with the wall. Sven grinned like the evil gnome he was. Rachel hid her eyes and
shook with silent laughter. The redheaded wonder of the hour glared at
Malcolm,
who shrugged and nodded toward Kit.

Thanks, buddy, Kit thought sourly. I owe you.

Malcolm was grinning expectantly.

"Uh, gotta go," Kit muttered

The line clicked dead. The outrageous little redhead cornered Kit behind the
bar. "Mr. Carson? Kit Carson?"

She was standing directly in the center of the only narrow egress from this
end of the bar, arms akimbo, hands on her hips, eyes flashing with barely
suppressed irritation. Kit didn't think he'd ever seen a sight quite like her.

She stood glaring up at him like an enraged scarlet parakeet.

Kit hung up the phone and said cautiously, "And you are ...?"

"Margo."

Uh-huh. He surveyed her silently, waiting for the rest. When she didn't offer
it, he prompted, -Margo.. ."

She still didn't offer a last name. Instead, she said, "I have a business
proposition for you, Mr. Carson."

Oh, God, here it cones. The story of your life, major news feature,
blockbuster motion picture ...

In that getup, she looked like a Hollywood wannabe. Who knew, maybe she did
have studio connections. For all he knew, she was Somebody's kid, looking for a
thrill.

"Lady," he said, with as patient a sigh as he could manage, "I never discuss
business on my feet and I never, ever discuss business with someone who has
backed me into a corner."

Her eyes widened. She had the decency to color an unbecoming shade of pink.
Margo No-Name backed off sufficiently for Kit to edge out from behind the bar.
Once he'd escaped, he leaned against the comfortably worn wooden bumper.
"Now,
if you want to talk business, kid, I suggest you buy me a drink."

From the way her mouth dropped open, one would've thought he'd suggested
they
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get naked and mud wrestle. He revised his estimate from Hollywood to
Smallville.
She closed her mouth and said primly, "Of course."

She moved one hand surreptitiously toward a small belt pouch, giving away her
insecurity and lack of funds in one greenhorn motion. Kit sighed Journalism
student, he revised his mental estimation, and not overly bright at that.

He said, "Marcus, how about my usual-no, make it a bourbon and whatever the
kid wants. She's buying."

Marcus, who by this time was accustomed to the oddities of up-timers, only
nodded. "House bourbon? Or the Special?" He glanced from Kit to the kid then
back, smiling far back in his dark eyes. Marcus had seen it all, even before his
arrival in La-La Land The "Special" was a particular bottle Kit had brought back
on one of his last trips. The Down Time kept it in a private cabinet for special
occasions. Two matching bottles sat in Kit's private liquor cabinet. Getting
through an interview with a Journalism student called for more fortitude than a
lone bottle of Kirin (his usual) could provide, but this was not a celebration.

"House will be fine."

Marcus nodded. Kit reluctantly led his mystery pursuer to a table. He chose a
spot as far toward the back of the Down Time as he could get, in the dimmest
corner of the dark room, far enough from his friends to prevent casual
eavesdropping and dark enough to make it hard to read his face. If he had to
endure this, by God, she was going to work for the story. The darker the corner,
the better.

Wordlessly, Margo picked up her suitcase and followed.

CHAPTER THREE

Nothing was working out as she had planned.

Nothing.

Margo cursed her bad timing, bad temper, and bad luck and followed the
retired time scout into the dingiest corner of what had to be the darkest, most
miserable bar in Shangri-la Station. The atmosphere matched her mood: gloomy
as
a wet cat and just about as friendly. Even the carved wooden masks which
dominated the bar's primitive decor seemed to be scowling at her.

As for Kit Carson, internationally famous time scout ...

She glared at his retreating back. He looked nothing like the famous photos
Time magazine had done a decade previously, or the even older photos from his
days as one of Georgetown's brightest young faculty members. For one thing,
he'd
been smiling in those pictures. For another, he'd aged; or maybe "weathered"
was
a better term for it. Clearly, time-scouting was hard on the health.

Moreover, he wasn't in "uniform." She wasn't sure what she'd expected him to
be wearing, but that drab suit and wilted tie was a considerable letdown. The
Time pictorial, the one which had fired her childhood imagination and had given
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her the courage to get through the last few years, had shown the pioneer of all
time scouts in full regalia, armed to the teeth and ready for the Roman arena.
The man whose current scowl boded ill things for Margo's future, the man who
had

"pushed" the famous Roman Gate-the one right here in Shangri-la Station which
Time Tours ran so profitably-was a real disappointment in the heroing
department.

If legend were accurate, he had nearly died pushing that gate. Margo didn't
put much stock in the legend, now. Kenneth "Kit" Carson didn't look a thing like
a man who'd survived gladiatorial combat. Long, thin, and wiry, he wore that
rumpled business suit the way a convict might wear his uniform and sported a
bristly mustache as thin and scraggly as the rest of him. His hair-too long and
combed back from a high, craggy forehead-was going grey. He slouched when he
walked, looking several inches shorter than the six-foot-two she knew him to be.
He darted his gaze around the dim room like a man searching for enemies,
rather
than someone looking for a private table in a perfectly ordinary bar.

He didn't look like a retired hero or a retired history professor. He looked
like a thoroughly irritate dangerous old man, past sixty at least. Margo, at
sixteen and forty-some weeks, swallowed hard and told herself, Get a grip.
Remember the speech you rehearsed. Unfortunately, not only had the body of
her
speech fled, so had the carefully prepared intro, leaving her floundering for
words as she set down her case and scooted into the booth her life's hero had
chosen. He'd already taken a seat at the very back. The booth reeked of beer and
cheap smoke.

The bartender, a good-looking young man with a great smile, arrived with a
tumblerful of bourbon and an expectant air. He slid the bourbon unerringly
across the dimly lit table toward Kit Carson, then turned to her.

"Uh ..." She tried to think what she ought to order. Make a good impression
.... Margo vacillated between her favorite-a raspberry daiquiri-and something
that might rescue the shreds of her reputation with this man. She hadn't seen
prices listed anywhere and tried to estimate how much this interview was going
to cost. Oh, hell ...Margo threw caution to the winds, figuring decisiveness was
better than looking like a dithering idiot. "Bourbon. Same as Mr. Carson's."

The waiter, a dim shape at best in this hell-hole of a corner, bowed in a
curiously ancient fashion and disappeared. Kit Carson only grunted, an
enigmatic
sound that might have been admiration or thinly veiled disgust. At least he
hadn't asked if she were old enough to drink. The bourbon arrived. She knocked
back half of it in one gulp, then sat blinking involuntary tears and blessing
the darkness.

Gah ...Where had they distilled this stuff?

"So ..." She sensed more than saw movement across the table. "You said you
had a business out?"

The voice emanating from the dark was about as warm as a Minneapolis
January.
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"I might remind you, young lady, I'm taking time out of a busy schedule at the
Neo Edo. 1 already have a business to run."

This wasn't going well at all.

I'm not going to give -up! Not that easily! Margo cleared her throat, thought
about taking another sip of her drink, then thought better. No sense strangling
again and cementing her doom. Her hands were trembling against the nearly
invisible bourbon glass.

She cleared her throat again, afraid her voice would come out a scared
squeak. "I've been looking for you, Mr. Carson, because everyone agrees you're
the very best time scout in the business."

"I'm retired," he said dryly.

She wished she could see his face and decided he'd chosen this spot
deliberately to put her off balance. Cranky old ...

"Yes, I know: I understand that. But..." Oh, God, 1 sound lake an idiot. She
blurted it out before she could lose her nerve. "I want to become a time scout.
I've come to you for training."

A choked sound in the darkness hinted that she'd caught him mid-sip. He gave
out a strangled wheeze, coughed once, then set his drink down with a sharp
click. A match flared, revealing a thin, strong hand and a stubby candle in a
glass holder. Carson lit the candle, fanned out the match, then just stared at
her. His eyes in the golden candle glow were frankly disbelieving.

"You what?"

The question came out flat as a Minnesota wheatfield. He hadn't moved and
didn't blink.

"I want to be a time scout." She held his gaze steadily.

"Uh-huh." He held her gaze until she blinked His eyes narrowed to slits,
while his lips thinned to the merest white line under the bristly mustache. Oh,
God, don't think about your father, you aren't facing him so just hang onto your
nerve ....

Abruptly he downed the rest of the bourbon in one gulp and bellowed, "Marcus!
Bring me the whole damned bottle!"

Marcus arrived hastily. "You are all right, Kit?"

Kit, no less. The bartender was on first-name basis with the most famous time
scout in the world and she was left feeling like a little girl begging her
father for a candy bar.

Kit flashed the young man that world-famous smile and said, "Yeah, I'm fine.
Just leave the bottle, would you? And get a glass of white wine for the lady. I
think she damn near choked on that bourbon."

Margo felt her cheeks grow hot. "I like bourbon."

"Uh-huh." It was remarkable, how much meaning Kit Carson could work into
that
two-syllable catchphrase.

"Well, I do! Look, I'm serious-"

He held up a hand. "No. Not until I've had another drink."

Margo narrowed her eyes. He wasn't an alcoholic; was he? She'd had enough of
dealing with that for several lifetimes.

The bartender returned with the requested bottle and a surprisingly elegant
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glass of wine. Kit poured for himself and sipped judiciously, then leaned back
against worn leather upholstery. Margo ignored the wine. She hadn't ordered it
and would neither drink it nor pay for it.

"Now," Carson said. His face had closed into an unreadable mask. "You're
serious about time scouting, are you? Who jilted you, little girl?"

"Huh? What do you mean, who jilted me?" Her bewildered question opened the
door to as scathing an insult as Margo had ever received.

"Well, clearly you're bent on suicide."

Margo opened her mouth several times, aghast that nothing suitable would
come
out in the way of a retort.

Kit Carson grinned-nastily. "Honey, whoever he was-or she was-they weren't
worth it. My advice is get over the broken heart, go back home, and get a safe
little job as a finance banker or a construction worker or something. Forget
time scouting."

Margo knocked back the bourbon angrily. How dare he...

She sucked air and coughed. Damn, damn, damn ...

"I wasn't jilted by anybody," she gritted. "And I'm not suicidal."

"Uh-huh. Then you're crazy. Or just plain stupid.”

Margo bit down on her temper. "Why? I know it's a dangerous profession.
Wanting to scout doesn't make me a loon or a fool. Lots of people do it and I'm
not the first woman to take on a dangerous job."

Carson poured a refill for himself. "You're not drinking your wine."

"No," she grated. "I'm not." She held out the empty bourbon glass. He held
her gaze for a moment, then splashed liquid fire and waited until she'd choked
it down.

"Okay," Carson said, in the manner of a history teacher warming to a lecture,
"for the moment, let's rule out stupid. After all, you did have the sense to
look for an experienced teacher."

Margo was sure she was being subtly put down, but couldn't nail down why.
Something in the glint of those cynical eyes ...

"So.. . that leaves us with crazy, which is a word that clearly sets your
pearly white teeth on edge."

"Well, wouldn't you be insulted?"

That world-famous grin came and went, like an evil jack-o'-lantern in the dim
candle glow, "In your situation? No. But clearly you are, so an explanation is
in order. You want to know why you are crazy? Fine. Because you've got about as
much chance of time scouting as Marcus, there, has of becoming an astronaut.
Kid, you're flogging a dead horse."

She turned involuntarily and found the gorgeous young Marcus near the front
of the bar: Smiling and waiting on new customers, he looked like a perfectly
ordinary college-age guy in jeans and a T-shirt. Margo glared at the retired
time scout. "That's a pretty big insult, don't you think? It's clear he's a
friend of yours." Then she twigged to the name, the not-quite-Italian accent,
the curious bow he'd given Kit. Marcus was still a popular modern name, but it
had been a popular name in ancient Rome, too. "Oh. Down timer?"

Carson nodded. "Roman Gate. Some asshole tourist decided it would be fun to
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buy a slave and brought him through to La-La Land, then dumped him and
vanished

up time before the ATF could arrest him. Not only does Marcus have no legal
standing whatever, he literally could never overcome the handicap he's carrying
in terms of education, ingrained superstitions, what have you. He's an ancient
Roman slave. And if you don't know what that means, not only here," he tapped
his temple, "but also here," he tapped his heart, "then you have no business
even trying to become a time scout."

"I'm not an uneducated slave dumped up time to cope with alien technology,-
Margo countered. "It's a helluva lot easier to understand ancient superstitions
than it is to comprehend physics and math. And I got brilliant grades in
dramatics, even had a chance to work off-Broadway." The half-truth sounded
convincing enough; at least her voice had held steady. "I came here, instead.
Frankly, I don't see how your argument holds water."

Carson sighed "Look. First of all, there is no way I'm going to shepherd some
greenhorn scout, regardless of who they are or how brilliant at dramatics they
think they are, through the toughest training you've ever imagined, any more
than I'm going to try to hammer some sense into that empty little head of
yours."

She bristled silently.

"Second, you're a woman."

Congratulations, she fumed silently. An MCP, on top of everything else. You
and my father should start a club. "I know all the arguments-"

"Do you?" Brown ayes narrowed into an intricate ladder of lines and gullies
put there by too much sun and too many years of hard living. "Then you
should've
had the sense not to waste my time. Women can't be time scouts."

Margo's temper flared. "You're supposed to be the best there is! Why don't
you stop quoting all the doomsayers and find a way! From what I've gathered,
you
had to retire but didn't much like it. Think what a challenge it'd be, training
the first woman time scout in the business."

His eyes glinted briefly Interest? Or acknowledgement of spunk? impossible to
tell .... He knocked back his bourbon and gave her a long, clear-eyed stare.
Margo, determined to match him, knocked back her own. This was getting
easier.

Either that or her throat was numb. The edges of Carson's face had begun to
waver a bit, though. Bad sign. Definitely should've had lunch.

Carson, evidently sober as a stone, tipped more bourbon into his tumbler.
Gamely she held out her glass. Very gently, he closed his hand around it and
pushed it to the table.

"Point one: you're drunk and don't have the sense to quit. I will not ride
herd on a greenhorn trying to prove a point to the whole world." Margo flushed.
"Point two: the role of women down time, just about anywhere or anywhen you
might land, is ...less than what we'd consider socially respected. And women's
mobility in many societies was severely limited. Then there's the problem of
fashion."
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Margo had thought all this through and had a counter argument ready, but
Carson wasn't slowing down long enough to voice it. She sat and listened
helplessly while the man whose accomplishments had given her the courage to
keep
going nailed down the coffin lid on her dreams.

"Women's fashions change radically from locale to locale, often from year to
year. What happens if you go scouting through an unknown gate and show up a
couple of centuries off in clothing style? Or maybe a whole continent off? Any
idea how ridiculous you'd look in 200 B.C. China, wearing an eighteenth-century
British ball gown? You'd stick out like the proverbial sore thumb.
Maybe-probably, even you'd end up dead. Quite a few societies weren't real
tolerant of witches."

"But_"

"At best, you'd end up in prison for life. Or even more fun, in some
asshole's private harem. Just how fond of rape are you, Margo?"

She felt like he'd punched her. Painful memory threatened to break her
control. Margo was shaking down to her fingertips and Carson, damn him,
wasn't
done yet. In fact, the look in his eyes was one of growing satisfaction as he
noticed the tremor in her hand.

He leaned forward, closing in on the kill. "Point three: I will not train a
nice kid and turn her over to the likes of some of the brutes I've encountered.
Even the nicest down-time men often had a nasty habit of beating their favorite
women for cardinal sins like talking too much. Whatever your reasons, Margo,
forget 'em. Go home."

The interview was clearly over.

Kit Carson didn't quite condescend to pat her head on the way out. He left
her sitting in the candlelit booth, fighting tears of rage-and worse, of
crushing disappointment. Margo downed a big glass of bourbon and vowed, One
day,
you're gonna eat those words. Cold and raw, you'll eat 'em. She couldn't bear to
glance in the direction of his friends. Margo flinched inwardly at the spate of
laughter from a crowded table across the room. She closed her hand around the
bourbon bottle, gripping until her fingers ached. She was not a quitter. She
intended to become the world's first woman time scout. She didn't care what it
took.

The bill, when Marcus the displaced slave presented it, represented a third
of everything Margo possessed in the world. The bill would've been higher, but
the glass of white wine didn't appear on it. She was being charged only for the
bottle of bourbon. Margo groaned inwardly and dug into her belt pouch for
money.

How she was going to pay for a room now ...

"Well," she told herself, "time to put Plan B into operation."

Find a job and settle in for a long, hard battle to find someone willing to
train her. If Kit Carson wouldn't do it, maybe someone else would. Malcolm
Moore, maybe. Freelance time guide wasn't what she had in mind, but it was a
start. If, of course, he could be convinced to help train his own competition
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Margo poured another shot of bourbon. As long as she was paying for it...
Clearly, this would be a long, long day.

CHAPTER FOUR

The klaxon marking the re-opening of Primary sounded just as Kit settled down
for breakfast in Frontier Town's Bronco Billy Cafe. He smiled to himself,
wishing a mental bon voyage to the redheaded Margo of No Last Name. The
computerized register of incoming tourists had shown only "Margo Smith" who
held
a transfer ID stamp from New York. In New York City anyone could get any sort
of
credentials, could have any fake name tacked onto one's mandatory medical
records, which had to match a person's retinal scans and fingerprints to get
past ATF Security.

After the orbital blowup which had created the time strings that made
temporal travel possible, so many records had been damaged and destroyed,
New
York's underworld had cleaned up issuing new identities. Scuttlebutt had it that
new ID's were cheaper than downtime tickets to a temporal station.

If Smith were Margo's real last name, Kit would eat his shoes.

He hadn't seen her since her arrival-thank God although he'd heard from
several people she was asking everywhere for a teacher. So far as he knew,
everyone had turned her down flat. Now she'd be departing for home where she
belonged. It was with a sense of profound relief that Kit banished all thought
of Margo "Smith." He smiled at the waitress, clad primly in a high collared
dress with a striped, floor-length skirt.

"Morning, Kit," she dimpled "The usual?"

"Good morning, Bettie. Yes, please, with a side of hash browns."

Bettie poured coffee and produced a copy of this morning's Shangri-la
Gazette. Kit was halfway through the "Scout Reports" section-which comprised
at
least a third of the small newspaper-when the klaxon announcing the closure of
Primary sounded. Kit grinned "Bye, Margo. Have a nice, safe life." He settled
deeper into his chair, sipped coffee, and continued reading the latest reports
from young time scouts who were busy continuing his work into all manner of
unlikely places and times.

"Well, what do you know about that?" Some lucky scout over at TT-73 had
pushed a gate into the middle of the Russian palace built by Catherine the Great
and had inadvertently caught her in flagrant delicto with one of those infamous
Russian boars ....

Kit chuckled, then raised a brow at the purported offers generated in a
bidding war between up-time porno outfits. The clever scout had brought back a
videotape.

Another scout, over at TT-13, had returned from a hair raising trip into the
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European Wurm glaciation with an anthropologist's ransom in documentation
on
Cro-Magnon lifestyles.

Sometimes, Kit really missed his old life.

Bertie returned with his breakfast and a smile. She glanced at the open
newspaper. "I see you found the story on Catherine's palace."

Kit chuckled. "Yep. Lucky mutt."

Bertie rolled her eyes. "Personally, I think it's disgusting what the porno
outfits are offering him. And who'd want to sleep with a giant hog? Now, the
scout who took the video is another matter.--She winked. "Any lonely time scout
needs a room for the night...."

Kit grinned, knowing Bertie's offer was only a tease, at least where he was
concerned. Kit had afar-flung reputation as the world's straightest-laced time
scout. It made most of the women on TT-86 treat him like a favorite uncle or a
third grandfather. That had its advantages, but sometimes ...

He sighed and pushed away thoughts of Sarah. Ancient history, Kit. But he
still couldn't help wondering sometimes if he might have found a way to make it
work. Yeah. Right. You weren't good enough for her, Georgia Boy. Despite the
years, their last fight still had the power to hurt him. And when he'd gone
looking for her, what her father and uncle had said ...

Kit gave a deliberate mental shrug. She'd made her choices and he'd made his.
He'd been through every conceivable argument over the years, trying to figure a
way it might have gone differently, and he'd never found one. So Kit picked up
his fork, carefully not allowing himself to wonder what had become of Sarah or
if she ever thought about him when she read the newspapers or watched the
idiotic docudramas ....

Really, Kit told himself sourly, after all this time, there is no point
crying about it. He smoothed the paper, turned to a fresh page, and dug into the
heaping plate of Denver style steak and eggs, with a bird's-nest side of
golden-brown hashed potatoes drenched with meted cheese and liberally mixed
with
fried onions and green pepper chunks. Ahh ...Bronco Billy's knew how to make
breakfast.

Kit was halfway through the steak, cooked rare just the way he liked it, when
a shadow fell across his table. He glanced up-and nearly choked on a bite of
half swallowed beef.

Margo.

She was dressed conservatively enough in jeans and a semi-see-through
sweater, but wore a-look of determined sweetness that didn't fit the tilt of her
chin. "Hello, Mr. Carson. May I join you?"

Kit coughed, still half-choked on the bite in his throat. He grabbed the
coffee cup and gulped, scalding the roof of his mouth and his tongue. Kit burned
the back of his throat, too; but the steaming liquid dislodged the bite of
steak. He wheezed, swallowing while he blinked involuntary tears. He finally sat
back and glared at her. This was the second time she'd nearly strangled him,
catching him off-guard like that. Christ, I'm losing my touch if a half-grown
kid can damn near kill me twice in two days.
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"Still here, I see," he growled, still sounding half strangled. "I was hoping
you'd gone home."

Margo's smile was chilly. "I told you, Mr. Carson. I have no intention of
going home. I'm going to be a time scout and I don't care what it takes."

He thought about Catherine the Great and her Russian boar and wondered
what
this green kid would've done in that situation. Gone all schoolgirl incensed, or
burst in protesting cruelty to animals?

"Uh-huh. Just how much money have you got, kid?"

Her face flushed unbecomingly. "Enough. And I've applied for a job."

"Doing what?" Kit blurted. "Serving drinks in that damned leather miniskirt
of yours?"

Margo's eyes narrowed. "Listen, Mr. Carson, I will stay on this terminal, no
matter how long it takes or who I have to find to teach me. But I'm going to be
a time scout. I was hoping I could persuade you to change your mind. I'm not
stupid and I have some pretty good ideas about overcoming the handicap of my
gender. But I'm not going to stand here and be insulted like some truant school
kid, because I am not a child."

You damn near are, Kit groused to himself, impressed with her tenacity and
appalled that she was so determined to die. Kit sat back in his chair and ran
one hand through his greying hair. "Look, Margo, I admire your determination.
Really, I do."

The look in her eyes, sudden and unexpected, disturbed Kit. Good God, is she
going to cry? Kit cleared his throat.

"But I won't be a party to your death, which is likely to be messy and very
painful. Did you bother to read any of the scouting reports in this?" He held up
the Gazette. "Or the obituaries section?"

Time-scouts' obituaries took up a whole page of the Shangri-la Gazette. The
details were often gruesome.

She shrugged. "People die all the time."

"Yes, they do. So do time scouts. Let me tell you how time scouts die, kid.

Sam One-Eagle over at TT-37 was killed by the Inquisition. They burned him
alive, Margo, after taking all the skin off his back with whips and breaking all
his major bones on the rack. His partner crawled back through with burns over
most of his body from trying to rescue him. David lived for a month. The nurses
said he spent most of it screaming."

Margo had blanched. But her chin came up. "So what? I could get run over by a
bus, too, and plane crash victims get toasted just as thoroughly."

Kit tossed his hands heavenward. "Good God, Margo. The Inquisition is
nothing
to be flippant about. You haven't seen one of their torture rooms. I have. And I
have the scars to prove it. Would you like to see them?"

Slim jaw muscles tightened. She didn't say a word.

"And do you have any idea, kid, what gave me away? What got me arrested by
those bastards?"

She shook her head.

"A mispronounced word, Margo. That was all. A mispronounced word. And I
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speak
fluent medieval Spanish."

She swallowed; but she had a comeback. "You lived through it."

Kit sighed and pushed his plate away. He wasn't hungry any longer. "Fine. You
want to get killed, feel free. Just don't ask me to help you do it. Now scram,
before I lose my temper."

Margo didn't say another word. She just stalked out of Bronco Billy's and
vanished into the bustle of Frontier Town. Kit muttered under his breath and
glared at the passing crowds. just what was it about this kid that needled him
so thoroughly? She was every damned bit as stubborn as Sarah and made him
very
nearly as crazy.

Maybe it was genetic. He never had been able to resist petite women with
heart-shaped faces and freckles.

"Huh. Women."

He shook out his newspaper irritably and folded it over to a new section.

"Mr. Carson?"

"What?" he snapped, glaring up at a middle-aged man he'd never laid eyes on.
Good God, can't a man eat his breakfast in peace?

"I'm sorry to interrupt..." The man's voice trailed off. "Er, I, that is-

Excuse me. I'll come back later."

He was already in the process of stepping away from the table. Kit focused on

the slim portfolio he carried, the carefully pressed suit, the expensive shoes

"Don't run away," Kit said with a lingering growl in his voice. "Sorry I
snapped at you. I just finished a very unpleasant conversation, is all. Please,
sit down."

And if you're a reporter, mister, you'll end up wearing what's left of my
breakfast ....

"My name is Fisk, Harry Fisk.- He offered a business card, which gave Kit no
real clues other than his office was in Miami. "I represent the management of
TT-27, located in the Caribbean Basin. We're looking for a consultant..."

Kit heard him out: The job sounded intriguing. A lucrative, full-time
consultantship, unlimited trips to a time he was pretty sure he'd never visited,
as primary consultant to the Time Tours agent looking to develop a new gate
destination, paid apartments at TT-27's finest luxury hotel.. .

It was a magnificent chance to escape Neo Edo's paperwork and the endless
stream of raucous, thieving tourists. Kit scratched his chin and thought about
it Leaving TT-86 meant leaving friends. And he did owe it to Jimmy and the other
retired time scouts in his employment to look after them. He wouldn't sell out
to just anyone.

"No," he decided, "I don't think so, Mr. Fisk. I have a hotel to run."

"We would be more than happy to install a full-time manager for the duration
of your consultantship, Mr. Carson. Time Tours wants the best for this project."

Huh. Now there was a fat offer. Paradise for as long as he wanted to live in
it and he kept his steady income, too. And somebody else did the paperwork. The
image of Margo, her face pinched and white as she stood over his table staring


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

him down, flashed through his mind.

Dammit, kid, stay out of my head.

Kit toyed with his cold eggs, scooting them back and forth on the plate with
the tines of his fork. He'd been waiting for something like this for a long
time.

"No," he found himself saying. "I appreciate the offer, really; but not just
now"

Mr. Fisk's face fell-ludicrously. "I really wish you would reconsider, Mr.
Carson."

Kit shrugged. "Ask me again in a week or so. We time scouts are a changeable
lot."

Fisk tightened his lips imperceptibly. "Yes, so I've discovered. Well, you
have my card, but my employers are most anxious to press ahead with this
project
and there are other retired time scouts on my list."

Kit nodded. "I expect there are. And I'm sure most of them need the job more
than I do." He held out his hand. Fisk shook it, betraying grudging respect in
his eyes.

"If you reconsider your position in the next two days, please let me know."

He had until Primary cycled to change his mind.

Kit didn't foresee that happening.

Mr. Fisk left him with his cold eggs.

"Huh. It was probably a scam, anyway," Kit muttered. "Too good to be true
equals dubious in my book. Besides, who wants to live in the Bermuda Triangle?"
He could do that by Jumping down La-La Land's unstable gate. He shove Fisk's
business card into his pocket and tackled his cold breakfast, telling himself
his decision had nothing to do with keeping track of that stupid little imp,
Margo.

Sure it doesn't, Kit. And toadie frogs got wings.

He muttered into his scraggly mustache and finished his morning paper,
determined not to think about Margo or her suicide mission. Why was it, Kit
mourned silently, that all the real trouble in his life inevitably came skipping
in on the coattails of some irresistibly pretty girl?

If word of this got around ...

Well, he'd just take his lumps and deal with the snickers. What Kit Carson
did, or didn't do, was his own damned business. Yeah. Mine and the rest of La-La
Land's. He signaled Bertie for a fresh cup of coffee and promptly fell to
worrying about where Margo was going to find someone reputable enough to
trust
with her life. Maybe he could talk to Sergei or Leon or ...

No, he told himself, if you won't teach her yourself, do not try and line up
somebody else for the job. Frankly, he couldn't think of a single time scout
who'd be willing to try it, anyway.

Vastly relieved by that observation, Kit put Margo firmly out of mind.

Why, Margo wailed silently, does he have to be so beastly? She'd found a
quiet spot under a vine-covered portico in Urbs Romae where she could sit with
knees tucked under chin and indulge in a good, long cry.
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Mom warned me ...

That only brought fresh misery and a new flood of angry tears. She wiped her
cheek with the back of one fist and sniffed hugely. "I won't give up. Damn him,
I won't. There just has to be someone else on this miserable station who'll
teach me."

So far, she had struck out with everyone she'd approached, even the freelance
guides like Malcolm Moore. At least most of them had been nicer about it than
Kit Carson. Even a brusque "Get lost, brat" was kinder than gruesome images of
people being tortured to death.

"I'll bet he doesn't have any lousy scars," she sniffed. "And Sam One-Eagle
probably isn't any more real than, these stupid fake columns. He doesn't want
me
to be a scout, is all, so he's trying to scare me."

The thought of returning to Minnesota and the jeers ...

Never mind her father ....

Margo shivered and hugged her knees more tightly.

"Hell will freeze over first."

"Hell will freeze over before what?"

Margo jumped nearly out of her skin. The voice had spoken almost in her ear.
She swung around and found a face peering at her through the vines. A male
face.

A gorgeous male face. Margo's personal-defense radar surged onto full-power
alert. She'd had all she wanted of gorgeous men. But his winning smile was the
friendliest thing she'd seen in two and a half days and after that miserable,
gawdawful interview with Kit Carson ...

"Hey, what's wrong?'" He'd noticed the tears. Whoever he was, he ducked under
the vines and dug for a handkerchief. "Here, use mine."

Margo eyed him suspiciously, then accepted the hanky. "Thanks." She dried her
face and blew her nose, then wadded up the handkerchief and offered it back.

"No, keep it. You look like you need it more than I do." He sat down
cross-legged on the floor. "You're still a little drippy," he added with an
attempt at a laugh.

Margo grimaced and blotted her cheeks. "Sorry. I'm not normally so weepy. But
it's been a bad week."

"What's wrong? You look half starved."

Margo sniffed. She was. "Well ...it's been a couple of days since I ate."

"A couple of days? Good grief, what happened? Some con artist steal all your
money?"

Margo laughed, surprising herself. "No. I didn't have much to steal in the
first place. And what there was, I've used up. All I have left is my suitcase
and a hotel bill I can't pay tonight"

He tipped his head to one side. "Are you the girl everyone's talking about?
The one who wants to become a time scout?"

"Oh, God..." Insult on top of injury.

"Hey, no, don't cry again. Honest, it's okay. I've been looking for you."

Margo blinked and stared at him. "Why?"

"I'm a scout. I've been looking for a partner."
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"Honest?" Her voice came out all watery and breathy It couldn't be true-but
oh, Lord, how she wanted it to be...

He grinned. "Honest. My name's Jackson. Skeeter Jackson. I just got back from
a quick run up time and heard you were looking for a teacher. I've been thinking
I need a partner for a while-that's why I was uptime, actually-then I come back
and what do I find The challenge of a lifetime, right in my own back yard!" He
grinned and held out a hand.

Margo couldn't believe it. A week of her precious six months gone and all
she'd had to show for it was a collection of insults, and now ...maybe there was
a God, after all. She'd be careful-Billy Pandropolous, who was enough
heartbreak
for any lifetime, had taught her nothing, if not that. But Skeeter Jackson
didn't appear to be hustling her. At least, not yet. She shook his hand. "Mr.
Jackson, if you're for real-well, you'll be a lifesaver. I mean it. And I
promise, I will work as hard as I have to. I'll make you proud." She ventured a
tentative smile, appealing directly to what men seemed to value most. "I'll even
try to make you rich."

Skeeter Jackson's eyes were warm, friendly. "I'm sure you will. Come on, let
me buy you some breakfast."

He gave her a hand up. Margo dried her cheeks again and gave him a brave
smile. "Thanks. I'll pay you back ....

He laughed and gallantly offered his arm: "Don't mention it. I'll take it out
of your wages."

Margo found herself grinning as she took Mr. Jackson's arm. Maybe, finally,
her luck had changed for the better. Just wait until Kit Carson heard about
this! He'd choke on his eggs again. And after the way he'd treated her, he
deserved it! Dreaming of thrills, adventure, and plates of heaped bacon and
pancakes, Margo accompanied her new teacher out into the bright, busy
Commons of
Shangri-la Station.

CHAPTER FIVE

The Down Time's pool room was a snoop's paradise. Thanks to the acoustics, it
was possible to hear snatches of several conversations at once. Kit had always
wondered if the place had been purpose-built. He lined up a shot, called it, and
put the two ball neatly in a side pocket. Out in the bar proper, somebody was
laughing about an invasion of grasshoppers at TT-37.

"Came right through a random gate into Commons. Tourists screaming, Station
Pest Control tearing hair and swearing. Must've killed a million of 'em,
minimum. Took days to sweep 'em all up in another corner, Robert LI's
unmistakable bass voice rumbled, "...so when Wilkes said that, Bull told him all
ATF courtesy passes were canceled, effective immediately ...."

Kit grinned. Another wrinkle in the continuing saga. The station manager's
battle to keep ATF's nose where it belonged-out of everybody else's business-had
spawned an entertainment form unique to La-La Land. Known as "Bull
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Watching," it

involved avid betting on the outcome of any random encounter between Bull
Morgan

and Montgomery Wilkes.

Kit called and sank another ball, then lined up his next shot. Over in the
corner, Goldie Morran frowned, looking every inch the disapproving dowager
one
might see on the Paris Opera House's grand marble staircase opening night,
dressed to the nines and staring down that long, thin nose of hers like a
Russian aristocrat. Even the hair-a particularly precise shade of purple Kit
still associated with seventh-grade English teachers and aging
duchesses-contributed to the overall impression.

Goldie eyed the line of Kit's cue stick and sniffed. "I knew I would regret
this game. You're too lucky."

Kit chuckled. "Luck, dear Goldie, is what we make it." The next ball he
called rattled musically into the far corner pocket. "As you, of all people,
should know"

She only smiled, a thin hawkish smile that spoke volumes to those who knew
her well. Kit suppressed the urge to look for the knife about to plunge into his
back. He lined up his next shot and was just about set when Robert LI's voice
interrupted from the doorway.

"Ah, Kit, there you are."

La-La Land's antiquarian, a long-time friend, knew that interrupting a game
for anything less than catastrophic emergency was considered a hanging offense.
Particularly when the opponent was Goldie Morran. Playing Goldie took
concentration if you wanted to leave the room still wearing the shirt you'd come
in with. Kit had momentary visions of Tokugawa samurai pouring through the
Nippon Gate into the Neo Edo's main lobby, demanding room service.

"What is it?" he asked warily.

Robert lounged against the door frame and idly inspected his fingernails.
"Seen the Wunderkind lately?"

The Wunderkind could refer to only one person: Margo.

Oh, great. Now what's she done?

In her four days at La-La Land, she had managed to set more tongues wagging
than Byron and his sister had in four months of Sundays.

"Uh, no." He lined up his shot again. "Don't much care if I ever do, either."

He began the shot.

"Well, she's been hanging around with Skeeter Jackson. Says he's going to
teach her to time scout."

The shot went wild. Kit's cue actually raked the felt table, leaving an ugly
mar in its smooth surface. He swore and glared at his so-called friend, then at
Goldie. She widened her eyes and shrugged innocence, reminding Kit
unpleasantly
of Lucrezia Borgia that night he'd accidentally surprised her in the infamous
walled garden ....

"Huh."

Kit surrendered the table with as much grace as he could muster and said
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goodbye to the game. Robert LI, whose maternal Scandinavian heritage-fair skin
and rosy cheeks-was overshadowed by a Hong Kong Chinese grandfather's
legacy,

only grinned. A completely scrutable scoundrel, he settled his shoulder more
comfortably against the doorframe to watch. During the next two minutes,
Goldie

ran the table, hardly pausing for breath between shots. She -spun the final shot
off Kit's scratch, giving the ball just enough English off that long mar in the

felt to sink it with a rattle like doom.

"Tough luck," she smiled, holding out one thin-boned hand.

Kit dug into his pocket and came up with the cash, paying her off wordlessly.
Robert, still standing in the doorway, grinned sheepishly as she passed him on
the way out.

"Sorry, Kit."

"Oh, don't mention it. I just love ruining a perfectly good pool table and
losing a week's profits."

"Well, gosh, Kit, I just thought you'd laugh. How was I to know you'd take
the news so personally? Don't tell me the famous Kit Carson has fallen for that
redheaded imp?"

Wisely, Robert made himself scarce. But the antiquarian chuckled all the way
out to Commons. Kit muttered impolite words under his breath. With such
friends
...He unscrewed the sections of his cue stick and slipped them into their
leather case, then settled up the damages with Samir Adin, the night manager.

"You what?" Samir asked in gaping disbelief.

"I scratched. Here, this ought to cover the cost of refelting it."

"You scratched. Unbelievable. Did I miss the earthquake or something?"

Kit scowled. "Very funny Frankly, I'd say it hit at least 7.5 on the Richter.

Had Goldie's name all over it. Give me a Kirin, would you?"

Samir chuckled and dug for a cold bottle. "I keep telling you, Kit. If you
want to beat Goldie Morran, play her when she's unconscious."

Kit downed the Kirin in five long swallows and felt better immediately.

"Well, a man can dream, can't he? Hillary had Everest, Peary had the Pole, and I
cling to the dream of beating Goldie Morran at pool."

Samir, a deeply sympathetic soul, broke into song, giving him a stirring
rendition of "To Dream the Impossible Dream."

"Oh, you're no help," Kit grinned. "Why do I come in here, anyway?"

Samir chuckled. "That one's easy. All time scouts are gluttons for
punishment. It's in the job description." .

Kit laughed. "You've got me there. I wrote the damned thing."

Samir thumped him on the back byway of condolences and sent him on his way.
Kit shoved hands into pockets, cue case tucked under one arm. Well, that story
ought to be a nine-day wonder. It'll be all over La-La Land by bedtime. He
strolled glumly through Urbs Romae, going nowhere in particular, then sniffed
appreciatively at the scents wafting from the Epicurean Delight. Dinner sounds
good, after that beer. Hmm...

He wondered what Arley Eisenstein had written on didn't make corporate


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

decisions. He just dealt with the field problems and gritted his teeth while
making the home office a ton of money.

Kit eased Connie down to the bench. "There," he smiled. "All safe and sound."

She winced and wriggled to avoid pins, then sighed. "Thanks a million.
Computer design may be my forte, but it just doesn't take the place of field
testing. Sometimes," she grimaced at her feet, "it's a little rough on body and
soul."

Kit stooped and eased off her shoes, earning a deep sigh. Connie's feet, clad
in tabi socks, were visibly swollen even through the cotton. He rubbed gently.
She collapsed bonelessly against the backrest.

"Oh, God ...I love you, Kit Carson."

Kit chuckled. "That's what all the ladies say. Had dinner yet?"

She peeled one eyelid. "No, but I don't have time. Still have a special order
for the London run to finish designing and after that I have a new batch of
sketches from Rome and some samples that you just wouldn't believe, how
gorgeous
they are ...."

Kit grinned. "I'll take a rain check, then. Don't forget to order pizza or
something."

"Scout's honor." Connie melted another few inches down the bench while Kit
finished her feet, then sighed and stood up. She wriggled cotton-clad toes
against the concrete. "Blessings on your soul, Kit. I may be able to limp back,
now."

"Mind if I ask a stupid question?"

"Shoot."

"How come you tortured yourself into walking halfway down the Commons in
those things?"

Connie grinned. "I paced it out beforehand,-to the exact distance of the
harlots' processions through Yoshiwara. If I can go the distance in those
infernal shoes, anyone can."

Connie Logan wasn't exactly sickly, but she was fragile. Kit scratched the
side of his jaw. "Well, I guess you have a point. Still seems a helluva way to
design costumes."

Connie laughed. "This, from the man who pioneered masochism into a new art
form. Just why did you become a time scout?"

"I cannot tell a lie." He leaned closer and whispered, "Because it's fun."

"There you have it. 1 get to play dress-up, every day." She stooped for the
hideous shoes, then gave him a quick hug full of pins. "Thanks, hon. Gotta go.
Oh ...I saw that kid the other day,. with Skeeter Jackson."

Kit groaned.

Connie's brows twitched down. "Good grief, Kit, she really got to you, didn't
she? You ought to say something to her. She worships you, and Skeeter's going to
get her killed. You wouldn't believe what he had her wearing."

"Great. Since when did I get promoted to greenhorn daddy?"

Connie flashed him a grin. "You don't fool me, Kenneth Carson. You care. It's
why we like you. Gotta run."

Kit was still grumbling under his breath long after Connie had vanished back
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toward her outfitters' shop. "Sometimes," he groused, "this Mr. Nice-Guy rep is
more trouble than it's worth." He sighed. "Well, hell." He really couldn't
countenance allowing Skeeter Jackson to pass himself off as an instructor of
time scouts.

Normally residents didn't interfere in other residents' business dealings.

But there was a difference between fleecing obnoxious tourists out of a few
dollars and perpetrating negligent homicide. Skeeter, never having been a
scout-having rarely even been down time, probably didn't realize just how deadly
his current scam was. Kit swore under his breath. He probably wouldn't earn
any

thanks, but he had to try.

Kit dropped by the Neo Edo just long enough to put away his cue case and be
sure Jimmy had the business well in hand, then started asking around for
Skeeter. Typically, nobody recalled seeing him. Kit knew some of his favorite
haunts, but the rascal wasn't in any of them. Skeeter generally avoided
Castletown, since even he didn't care to risk fleecing the wrong person and end
up someplace really nasty, minus several fingers. Kit checked all of Skeeter's
favorite watering holes in Frontier Town, then hit the pubs in Victoria Station.
Nothing. Skeeter Jackson was making himself mighty scarce.

"Well, he's got to be someplace."

With no gates currently open, Shangri-la Station was closed up tight. The
only exits were hermetically sealed airlocks leading-if the main chronometers
and Kit's own equipment were correct into the heart of the Tibetan Himalayas,
circa late April of 1910. The only reason those airlocks would ever be opened
would be to escape a catastrophic station fire. And since halon systems had been
built into every cranny of La-La Land...

Skeeter hadn't left the station, not unless he'd fallen through an unstable
gate somewhere.

"We should be so lucky Kit muttered "Well, genius, now what?" He planted
hands on hips and surveyed the breadth of Victoria Station, which wound from
one
side of Commons to the other in a maze of pseudo-cobbled streets, wrought-iron
"street lamps," park-like waiting areas, picturesque shop fronts, and the
inevitable cobwebbing of catwalks and ramps which led up to the Britannia Gate
near the ceiling.

A tourist in a garish bar-girl costume left the Prince Albert Pub and fumbled
in a small purse that would have been more appropriate for an American
frontier
matron. Slim white shoulders rose above a shocking neckline. Kit couldn't see
her face. A drooping bunch of black feathers from a hat that should have been
paired with a tea gown hid her features. The hemline of her dress was cut
rakishly high enough to reveal shoes that were completely out of period.

"Huh. She went to a lousy outfitter."

The tourist closed her purse, then turned on an emphatic stilt heel. Kit
groaned. It figured.

Margo ...

"Well, Connie did warn me." He squared metaphorical shoulders and moved to
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intercept her, stepping out from behind a "street lamp" into her path. "Hi."

Margo glanced up, badly startled, and teetered on high heels. Kit let her
regain her balance.

"Oh. It's you." Belatedly, she said, "Hi." Then her chin came up. "I found a
teacher."

"Yes, I know. That's why I want to talk to you."

Margo's eyes widened. "You do?" Almost instantly, suspicion flared. "Why?"

Kit sighed. "Look, can we just declare a truce for about fifteen minutes?"

She eyed him narrowly, then shrugged. "Sure." She tossed her head slightly to
bounce feathers out of her eyes.

Kit started to say, "That hat's on backwards," then bit his tongue. He didn't
want to antagonize her. He wanted to save her life. So he suggested, "Let's go
over to the library. It's quiet. We shouldn't be interrupted."

Margo eyed him curiously. "Why are you taking the trouble? I thought you
hated me."

"Hated you? I don't hate anybody, Margo. Time scouts can't afford the luxury
of hate."

Or love ...

Margo's eyes had gone curiously wide and vulnerable. "Oh. Well, I'm glad."

Kit recalled what Connie had said-"she worships you" and sighed. He wasn't
cut out to be anybody's personal hero.

"Come on, Margo. The sooner I get this said, the sooner you can tell me where
to jump off, then we can both call it quits." He eyed her unhappily. "And
contrary to what you clearly believe, I don't enjoy hurting people's feelings."

For once, she didn't come back with a sharp remark. She just followed him
wordlessly toward the library.

Margo knew time terminals had libraries. Tourists, guides, and time scouts
all used them, to one degree or another. Her original legwork had revealed that
time terminal libraries were among the most sophisticated research facilities in
the world. But Skeeter Jackson hadn't suggested they go there and she hadn't
given it much thought. Margo had never been fond of books. She preferred
direct,
dramatic action and firsthand experience. Poring through dusty, musty pages
nobody had cracked open in fifty years only made her crazy. Besides, all those
experts disagreed anyway, and a time scout's job was to go places and find out
what the truth was.

Still ...

La-La Land's library overawed.

Margo repressed a delicate shudder and didn't even try to calculate the
number of books contained in this ...the word "room" seemed inadequate. And
computer terminals, too, with recognizable CD-ROM and video drives, all
voice-activated. Judging from the snippets of soft-voiced commands she heard
from a dozen busy users, they were programmed for multiple-language
recognition.

The computers drew Margo's attention more thoroughly than any of the books.

Mr. Carson-she had trouble thinking of him as "Kit"-spoke briefly with a
slim, dark-skinned man in his mid-thirties, then steered her toward the back.
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Several private cubicles had been built into the back wall, complete with
computer and sound-board hookups.

"What are these for?"

"Language labs," Carson said quietly. "I take it you haven't been here yet?"

Margo detected no particular edge to his voice, but the question irritated
her. "No. Skeeter has me busy doing important things." Like earning a living to
pay for the equipment I'm going to need.

"Uh-huh. This one's empty." He pushed open a door and held it for her.

Margo fluffed inside and took the only chair. Her nemesis closed the door
with a quiet click of the latch.

"Now. About this teacher of yours..."

"I suppose you're going to tell me how he's charging more than I can afford
and what a fool I am and how I'll starve before I get my first big contract with
Time Tours or some other outfit. Well guess again. He's not charging me
anything
but an advance on expenses and most of what I need I'm earning with the job he
helped me find. He wants a partner."

Kit Carson just looked at her. He leaned against the door, crossed his ankles
comfortably, and looked at her like she was the most recalcitrant, lame-brained
child he'd ever encountered. It made her mad.

"Don't smirk at me, you egotistical-!"

"Margo," he formed a classic "T' shape with his hands, "time out, remember?
No insults, no temper tantrums. And I'm not smirking."

"Huh. Could'a fooled me." But she subsided. He was trying to be nice for a
change; the least she could do was listen. "Okay, go on."

"Skeeter Jackson has told you he's a time scout, looking for a partner. True
or false?"

"True." She bit one fingernail, then folded her arms and tried not to fidget.
"What of it?"

"He's not a time scout. Never has been, never will be. Frankly, he's neither
crazy nor stupid and he knows his limits."

Oh, no...

"Are you calling Mr. Jackson a liar?" she asked quietly.

His smile held a certain strained quality. "Yes. And before you say anything,
I'd like to point out that liar's not the worst thing he's been called.
Backstabbing cheat comes a little closer."

"How dare you-"

"Shut up and listen!"

The indolent pose had vanished Margo shut up. She'd never heard such cold
authority in anyone's voice. He wasn't angry just relentless. And Margo was
scared.

After Billy Pandropolous ...

"Skeeter Jackson is a con artist. A two-bit operator who makes his living
fleecing tourists. If there's a scam on the books, he's used it. Currency
exchange scams, luggage theft, pick pocketing, black-marketeering, you name
it."

Margo didn't want to hear any more. Every word he clipped off reduced her
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closer to the status of gullible fool-again.

"Skeeter doesn't touch 'eighty-sixers, which is the only reason Station
Security tolerates him. He's probably wanted in half the sovereign nations in
the world on various charges. Nothing violent, nothing dangerous ...until now."

"What do you mean?" Even Margo realized how petulant she sounded.

"If I thought all you'd lose was the shirt off your pretty back, I'd let you
have all the rope you want to hang yourself. But if you keep "studying' with
Skeeter Jackson, then walk through an unexplored gate thinking you're a time
scout, you won't come back."

"Well, you didn't leave -me much choice, did you? I did come to you first, if
you'll recall.”

He nodded. "Yep. And I gave you a fair assessment of your chances. I just
thought you deserved to know how deadly this little game of yours is. Walking in
with eyes wide open is a little different from being conned. Like I said before,

I don't want your death on my conscience.

"Thanks for caring!" Margo snapped. "I can do without your advice, if that's
all you've got to say!"

He sighed and didn't offer to move.

"Well? Are you leaving or what?"

"Just what is he teaching you?"

Margo crossed her arms again. "None of your business. If you won't teach me,
why should I bother answering questions you'll just charge me money to
answer?"

His eyes narrowed. "Don't be insulting. Who picked out that ensemble you're
wearing?"

She just glared at him. Clearly, she'd made some mistakes-and vowed she'd die
a torturous death before she admitted it.

"Okay," he muttered, "the kid gloves come off. Let's say Skeeter sends you
-through the “safest' tourist gate there is, just for practice. If you walk
through the Britannia Gate wearing that getup, the first thing that's going to
happen is some well-bred lady on the other side will either scream or faint.
Whores don't generally stroll through Battersea Park."

Margo paled, then flushed bright red. "I'm not a whore! And I'm not wearing
this dress in London, you'll notice! I'm wearing it for a bunch of drunken
tourists in Victoria Station! Besides, what's wrong with it? Skeeter showed me
photos."

"Margo, you look like a two-bit trollop in that thing. Skeeter likes skin and
he doesn't have the faintest idea what decently bred Victorian women wore. If he
had a photo, it was of a Denver saloon trollop. Denver cathouses are among the
few down-time attractions Skeeter Jackson has visited."

Margo wanted to hide. At least she'd had the sense to tell Skeeter no the
couple of times he'd suggested ...

"Margo, you've just illustrated my point for me: you don't know what you're
doing and neither does Skeeter. If you'd tried walking through the Britannia
Gate in that dress, here's what would've happened: After some poor, shocked

matron had a fit of vapors, her outraged gentleman companion would have
called
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for a constable. You'd either have ended up in the Old Bailey for peddling your
wares in the wrong part of town or landed in an asylum. Street walkers who went
mad from syphilis weren't handled particularly gently.

Margo didn't want to hear any more. Rose-colored balloons of hope broke with
every word, but Kit Carson showed no inclination to stop. "Let's even suppose
you didn't get nailed by the law. That by some miracle you actually found the
slums where that getup might look more appropriate. Do you even know what
they
were called Never mind where they were? If you stumbled into them by sheer
chance, you'd still be in trouble. Because some whore would carve you up for
encroaching on her territory or some tough would decide to make you his meal
ticket-after trying out the wares for himself first. Unless, of course, you were
really lucky and the Ripper decided you were a likely looking target."

Margo went cold all over. Jack the Ripper? She couldn't help glancing at her
dress, any more than she could hide an involuntary shudder. Carson, to give him
his due, didn't crack a smile. He just nailed home the point like a vampire
hunter pounding in the stake.

"The Ripper liked his victims helpless. Most psychopaths do. Step through the
Britannia Gate without training or a guide; and you'll end up looking more
helpless than any other walker on the street. Believe me, it won't be long
before Red Jack starts having a bloody good time gutting you like a market
fish."

"STOP!" Margo had covered her ears.

He stopped.

Margo was breathing as hard as she did after a sparring session in the dojo.
Kit Carson, curse him, might have been sipping tea at a garden social for all
the emotion he betrayed. I won't give up! I can't! Margo literally had nowhere
else to go. And she was running out of time. Her six months were nearly one
sixth gone already.

"I can take care of myself," she said stubbornly. "Skeeter's all I've got
left. Any teacher's better than none and you won't help me."

He straightened up from the door. -That's right, kid. I won't. And if I let
you stick with Skeeter, he'll get you killed. Not even he realizes what he's
setting you up for. Believe me, when I catch up to that young fool, I'll roast
his ears good."

"What?" She came to her feet, shaking to her pinched toes as panic set in.

She was out of money, out of hope, out of everything. If Kit forced Skeeter to
kick her out ..."You can't! If you bully him off the job ...You just can't!"

Blue eyes glinted like hard sapphires. "Oh, yes I can."

"Dammit!"

"Don't you have any brains in that decorative little head of yours?" He took
a step forward, evidently intent on opening her skull to look.

She held her ground. "I will not give up! And you don't have any right to
interfere! It's my life, not yours. I'll risk it as I please, Mr. Hot-Shot
Retiree!"

He flushed. "Look, you stubborn little-"

"Stubborn?" Margo laughed shrilly. Then, before she could quite believe she'd
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said it, Margo heard herself say, "Well, if I'm stubborn, I come by it honestly!
With you for a grandfather, what else could you..."

Kit Carson halted mid-stride. His face collapsed into a tangle of weathered
lines, aging him ten years in an instant. Despite the tan, he had blanched the
color of dirty snow.

A knot of panic condensed in Margo's belly, the germ of a glacier. Shit
...oh, shit, me and my big mouth ...

For at least ten thudding heartbeats, he just stood there, looking like a
stray word might knock him to the ground. Piercing blue eyes had lost their
focus. Margo groped uncertainly for the chair and shoved it aside, anxious to
put room between herself and the forceful man who would be coming out of
shock
any second.

Empty blue eyes focused slowly on her face. His brows came together. He
studied her for another thudding stretch of heartbeats. Margo didn't know what
to say or do to fix this. When he drew a halting sip of air, she braced for the
worst, but he didn't say anything. He seemed incapable of speech. After a
moment, he shut his eyes. Then, without a single word spoken, he turned and
opened the door. He left her standing behind the chair, feeling like she wanted
to die and get the hurting over with, rather than face what she'd just done.

Kit didn't hear or see much of anything. He navigated the library on
autopilot and found Brian Hendrickson behind the main reference desk. He
located
the desk by bumping into it.

"Good afternoon, Kit. What can I- Dear God, what's wrong?"

The librarian's face swam into focus. Kit gripped the edge of the reference
desk until his knuckles hurt. "Am I awake?"

"Are you what?"

"Am I awake?"

Brian blinked. "Uh -- yes?"

Kit swore. His belly did another drop into oblivion. He wished for the
tiniest of moments he could follow it. "I was afraid of that." He left
Hendrickson gaping after him and literally ran into Margo halfway back to the
cubicle. She staggered, blinking tears, then made to cut around him.

"Oh, no you don't!" He sidestepped quickly, blocking her path. "Back where
you came from!" He pointed imperiously.

Her face was blotched and red. "Leave me alone!"

She tried to bolt. He cut her off neatly and resisted the urge to seize her
wrists. The last thing he wanted her to do was scream. But when she shoved him
hard enough to stagger him off balance, he reacted before his brain could catch
up-which wasn't very difficult in his current state of mind. Kit snatched her
off balance, swearing under his breath, and forcibly pulled her toward the back
of the library.

Predictably, she resisted.

Kit swung her around hard enough to jounce her teeth together. "Do you really
want me to turn you over Grandpa's knee, little girl?"

Margo worked her mouth like a drowning fish. "You, you wouldn't-" She halted
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mid-protest. "You would."

For a moment, they stalemated in the center of La-La Land's library. Then she
wrenched free of his grip, with an against-the-thumb movement that spoke of
some
martial arts training, but she didn't try to leave. She stood glaring at him,
chest heaving against the plunging neckline of her dress in a fashion that made
him want to throw a flour sack over her torso. Then she broke and fled toward
the language lab. Kit drew a deep, shaky breath.

Dear God . .

He needed time to absorb this, time to figure out when and how ...

Sarah, why didn't you ever tell me?

The hurt in his chest made his whole soul ache.

Kit lifted a shaking hand to his eyes. Gotta think. Sarah and I broke up in
...If she was pregnant then, and had a child before ...Sarah's child would've
had to be about seventeen when Margo was..."Dear God. She could be."

Teenage pregnancies had very nearly become the rule, rather than the
exception, during the years Margo's mother would have been a teenager. Margo
had
reminded Kit all along of someone. Now he knew. She didn't look much like
Sarah,
but that temper, not to mention the pride ...even the determination to get what
she wanted and everything be damned that stood in her way. Margo was Sarah
van
Wyyck all over again.

He didn't know whether to laugh or cry or swear aloud.

Meanwhile, his granddaughter had to be faced.

"Christ, and she's still set on being a time scout."

His viscera did another swan dive into a bottomless chasm. 1 can't let her do
this .... Hard on the heels of that thought came another. And just how do you
propose to stop her?

The whole library wavered in his vision for a moment as he superimposed
Margo's face over some of the sights that still gave him nightmares. She doesn't
understand... thinks it's high adventure and she'll live forever ...and I can't
even insist on partnering her, can't even go along and watch her back ....

If Kit stepped through another unknown gate, odds were extremely high the
attempt would kill him.

"What am I going to do? She wants this..." And was it any wonder? What must
the kid have grown up thinking and dreaming every time she heard about her
famous granddaddy?

"Dammit, Kit, pull it together: ..."

Walking back into the language lab was possibly the hardest thing Kit had
ever done.

Margo had pulled the chair into the far corner; but she wasn't sitting in it.
She'd taken up a stance behind it, gripping the back as though he were a savage
lion in need of taming. He recalled some of the ugly things he'd said to her and
swallowed. Damn ...Kit closed the door softly and faced her. Tear streaks ran
down her face in jagged paths. But her chin was still up, still defiant, despite
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visible fear in her eyes.

"I'm not an ogre," Kit muttered. '""You can put down the chair."

Very slowly, Margo let go her death grip. The front legs settled with a quiet
thump. She swallowed a couple of times. "I didn't mean-I mean, I didn't plan

"It's said," Kit interrupted brusquely. "And yes, you do come by it
honestly."

For some reason, that brought a fresh flood of tears. Kit felt as though he'd
just hit her and couldn't for the life of him figure out how to repair the
damage. The sense of helplessness which paralyzed him reminded Kit
unpleasantly
of the times Sarah had dissolved into tears.

"I-Skeeter, he-and you-" Margo's voice control was gone.

Kit finally thought to hunt for a handkerchief and found a rumpled one in a
back pocket. "Here."

She all but snatched it out of his hand, then turned her back and struggled
visibly to regain the shreds of her dignity. Kit waited quietly, aware that a
woman's pride was a far more serious matter than a man's and men had been
known
to do murder when theirs was injured. She hiccoughed a few times and blotted
her
face, then blew her nose.

"Sorry," she muttered. "I ruined Skeeter's hanky, too."

Kit winced. He decided he did not want to know how Skeeter Jackson had
comforted his granddaughter. If he'd hurt her ...I'll toss him through the next
unstable gate that opens. She finally faced him, a watery-eyed waif in a
bedraggled strumpet's gown. No wonder she paid somebody to change the name
on
her ID card to "Smith." Didn't want anyone to know who she really was,
desperate
to do this on her own merits ...

Kit knew only too well how that felt. He cleared his throat, more to gain
time than anything. "You're dead set on this time-scouting business."

She swallowed. Her eyes, red and angry as bee stings, still brimmed with
unshed tears. "I've wanted it all my life."

Once again he cleared his throat. "Things as they are, I can't say I blame
you ...." Then he eyed her critically, studying her for the first time as a
potential scout. He shook his head over the visible cleavage. "Best thing to do
would be disguise you as a boy, but you're not really built for it."

Her eyes widened. '"You mean-" Then, hastily, "It's not real. I mean, they're
real, but I'm wearing stays. A corset. Skeeter bought them for me at an
outfitter's. They really make me look ...well, more voluptuous." Kit, thoroughly
familiar with the bio-mechanical effect of a woman's corset stays, flushed. I'm
talking to my granddaughter about the size of her breasts ....

Margo was still talking as fast as possible. "I could wear baggy shirts, you
know, to hide things, and my hips aren't really that wide, it's just I have a
narrow waist ....
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Kit shook his head. The kid really did want this. God help us both ....

Her face fell. He realized she must have misinterpreted that head shake. Kit
sighed. "All right, Margo. I'll do it. But under conditions--

Really?" Her voice squealed into the soprano register. Her bedraggled face
lit up like Christmas.

"Under conditions!" Kit repeated sharply. She gulped and heard him out.
"First, I decide when--or if -- you're ready Second, you agree to do everything
I tell you, exactly as I tell you. Understand? And you don't do anything I don't
specifically tell you to do. If, after we're into training, I decide you don't
have what it takes, you agree to switch to something else. Time guiding, maybe.

There's a world of difference between the two professions. Guiding's fun.
Sometimes dangerous, but mostly not. Scouting's deadly. If you thought
convincing me to train you was hard, you don't even know the meaning yet. By
the
time I've put you through training, you will. Any time you want to quit,
holler."

"I won't quit."

Kit managed a wan smile. "I expected you'd say that: But I mean it. Remember
the bourbon. Knowing when to quit can be just as important as fighting for what
you want."

A flush of pink crept into her cheeks. She rubbed her nose with the back of
one hand and sniffed hugely. "Okay."

"Any questions?"

She shook her head.

"Okay " He had about a million of his own-but now wasn't the right time to
broach them. He took a deep breath and struggled against the cold in the pit of
his belly. "Let's get started."

CHAPTER SIX

A rattle of glassware punctuated the low buzz of voices like frogsong through
the hum of mosquitoes. Familiar and comforting, the sounds rose in a
welcoming
chorus from the Down Time's open doorway Kit ushered Margo in first, aware
that
speculative glances were levied in their direction. Several glances lingered,
some on Margo, some on the scouting equipment he conspicuously carried in the
trademark leather satchel he'd been the first to construct. Dirt-stained and
battered, it nevertheless remained sturdy and functional. At one time, Kit
wouldn't have felt fully dressed without it.

Behind the bar, a young woman with a long-boned face the British royals
would've been proud to claim wiped up a spill and nodded. "Evenin', luv."

"Hello, Molly. Any seats left?"

In answer, she jerked her head toward a small table at the side of the room,
missing all but two of its chairs. The Down Time was jam-packed, of course. Too
much to ask for a quiet night, tonight of all nights. Kit recognized nearly
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everyone. Laughter punctuated a dozen conversations. "Thanks, Molly. How
about a
couple of ice waters?"

Mollys long, clear-eyed gaze followed Margo as she made her way toward the
indicated table, but the barmaid withheld comment, as she generally did. She
filled a couple of glasses with ice cubes and water and handed them over.
"Anythin' else?"

Kit shook his head. "No, not just now. Maybe later."

"Luv..."

Kit paused mid-step, causing the ice cubes to clink faintly. The chill of
condensate sank into his hands, echoing the coldness which still gripped the
rest of him. "Yeah?"

Molly's brow had furrowed the tiniest bit, betraying intense worry. "Keep 'em
open, Kit. She's a sharper, she is."

Kit glanced over to the table. Margo had taken up residence in the outer
chair, which would leave Kit with his back against the wall. Margo's cheeks were
visibly flushed despite the low-light conditions which prevailed this time of
night in the Down Time. She was all but quivering with excitement.

"I suspect she's had reason," Kit said quietly. "I'm just trying to keep her
alive."

Molly nodded. "'at's awright, but keep 'em open, luv. Tike care she don't
steal yer bees an' 'oney while yer's back's turned."

Her concern that he might lose money to Margo surprised Kit and touched him.
"I'll do that."

She nodded briskly and turned to cater to another customer's needs. Kit eased
his way between tables, greeting friends as he went and parrying curious
questions with a smile and offhand jokes. Margo watched the ritual with wide
eyes. He finally set the water glasses down and took the other chair. Margo
sipped-then shot him a startled glance.

"Water? I'm not a baby!"

"You're drinking what I am. Pay attention."

Kit didn't think he'd ever seen a more skillful disgruntled female
flounce--stationary, no less, in a straight-backed bar chair-but she didn't
argue. "I'm listening."

Given the rapt attention on her face, she was, too. "All right, Margo. Phase
One: Equipment Lecture."

Kit rummaged in the satchel for his personal log and ATLS. Margo would need
her own set. Kit made a quick note on his mental to-do list, then set both items
out for inspection. "These two pieces of hardware are your lifeline."

Margo peered at them without offering to touch. "What are they? I read that
scouts used microcomputers and some gizmo to determine absolute time and
Skee--
mean," she flushed, "I was saving money from my job to buy whatever I'd need.
Is
that what these are?"

"Yes." Kit picked up the personal log. A compact unit, smaller than an
average letter-sized sheet of paper, it weighed more than it looked. "This is a
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time scout's personal log." He opened the case, pressed a latch, and lifted the
tiny screen, revealing a keypad and the mesh grid of a microphone. "The casing
is waterproof, shockproof, just about everything we can protect it from, except
maybe immersion in strong acid or molten metal or molten rock. It can be used
in

either voice or key mode. Scanners and digitizing micro-cameras can be attached
The personal log operates on a solar-powered system backed up with batteries
that last about twenty-four hours between charges. It writes automatically to a
micro-layer space-grown crystal matrix for storage, so there's no chance of
losing data even if you do experience catastrophic power failure. They're
expensive, but you don't set foot through a gate without one."

"So, they're like a trip diary, for recording notes and stuff?"

Kit shook his head. "Much more important and much more detailed. This," he
tapped his log, "is quite literally what keeps me from killing myself."

A tiny vertical line appeared between Margo's brows. The uncertainty in her
eyes mirrored a chain of thought that was almost comical.

"No," Kit smiled, "I'm not suicidal. Although a large percentage of the
population would argue any time scout is. How much reading have you done? Do
you
know what Shadowing is?"

Margo hesitated, clearly caught between answers.

"Don't be embarrassed to say no."

"Well, no. I mean, I know there's something weird about the gates and time
scouts have to retire early because you can't ever be in the same time twice,
but I never read the word “shadowing' or heard it used."

As though to underscore her admission, a shadow falling across the table
interrupted them. Kit glanced up-and held back a groan. Malcolm Moore had
pulled
up a chair. "Mind if I join you? This looks interesting." He glanced from the
scouting equipment to Kit to Margo and back to Kit, then grinned expectantly.

Kit considered telling him to buzz off, then thought better. Malcolm's
assistance might actually be useful. He'd scouted a couple of times and had
given it up for guiding.

"Sure. Park it."

Malcolm turned the chair around and sat down. "Hello, Margo. You look, um

"

"Ridiculous," Kit said dryly.

Margo flushed. "I didn't have time to change." She snatched the hat into her
lap and ruffled her short hair. Kit winced at the movement of cleavage -- and at
Malcolm's interested attention.

"Malcolm," he said under his breath, "as you are a friend, don't do that
again."

Malcolm's brows soared. "Good Lord, Kit, what's eating you? Can't a man even
pay a lady the compliment of noticing?"

"NO."

Margo just put her hands over her face.

"She's, uh ..." Oh, hell.... "She's my grandkid."
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Malcolm rocked back on his chair and stared. "Margo's your granddaughter?"

Conversation cut short throughout the bar. Kit felt the flush start in his
neck and work its way up into his hairline. Margo risked a peek, then groaned
and hid her face again.

"Well, I'll be... suckered." Malcolm Moore was grinning like the proverbial
village idiot "Miss Margo, you can't imagine what a wonderful surprise this is."

The buzz of conversation picked up again, livelier than ever.

"I, uh," Margo floundered for words. She shot a stricken glance at Kit, then
settled for a faint, "Thanks."

Kit glowered at Malcolm. "What I'm trying to do, here, is keep her alive. She
wants to scout."

Malcolm's grin widened, which Kit would've bet was physically impossible.
"Really? What was it you said the other day

"Never mind what I said the other day. I'm training her. Maybe. If-" he
turned a severe glare on Margo "-she listens and learns."

"I'm listening ! So show me, already"

"Good." Kit drew a breath and downed half his water in one gulp, wishing it
were something stronger. "Malcolm, here, has scouted a couple of times."

Malcolm nodded "Exactly twice. Then I switched to guiding."

Margo rested her chin on her hands. "Why?"

Malcolm chuckled. "Because I wanted to live to see thirty."

"Why does everyone keep saying scouting's so dangerous?"

Malcolm lanced over. Kit just shrugged, leaving

Malcolm on lanced own-and Kit was sure any answer the guide provided would
be
more than effective.

"Well," Malcolm said quietly, "because it is. My first time out, I beat the
witch finders to the gate by about four minutes. One of them actually got
through on sheer momentum and had to be tossed back through just as the gate
was
closing. If the gate hadn't opened up, I'd have ...Well, never mind. The second
time, I missed

Shadowing myself by about half an hour. Promised myself I'd never set foot
through an unknown gate again."

Then he chuckled and rubbed the back of his neck. "Well, I did risk it just
once more, when we rescued the folks who fell through that unstable gate in the
floor, but I didn't stop to think, then, I just jumped. I was lucky. Someone,
thank God, had their log and ATLS with them, so at least I have a record of
which gates we stumbled through trying to get home again."

"Okay, so it's dangerous. What's this Shadowing stuff all about, exactly?"

Kit tapped the personal log absently with one fingernail. "It means you can't
cross your own shadow. Not and survive. If you step through a gate into, say,
Rome on A.D. 100, March twenty-fourth, 2:00 P.m. sun time, you log into this
machine exactly when and where you are. How you determine when and where
you
are, I'll explain in a minute. The point is, you note down exactly when you
arrived, where you arrived, how long you stayed, and when you left. You keep
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track of when and where you've been. Okay, let's say somebody else pushes a gate
into Meso-America, A.D. 100, March twenty-third. If you step through that gate,
and stay past March twenty-fourth 2:00 P.m. Italian time, one of you disappears.
The current you. The Roman you is alive in the past, but the real-time you just
died. You cannot cross your own shadow. Paradox doesn't happen, because you
vanish completely, forever."

Margo shrugged. "Sounds easy enough to avoid. You just don't try to watch
Julius Caesar murdered twice."

Malcolm said, "You couldn't do that, anyway. The two ends of the time strings
that form gates are connected. They move at the same pace. If a week goes by
here, a week goes by there. Once you miss an opportunity to see something, it's
gone forever, unless another time string opens up to the same point in time.

Of course, if you tried to go back, you'd cross your shadow and end up not
seeing it-or anything else ever, ever again.

"The point is," Kit nodded, "the more down-time trips you make, the greater
the odds that when you step through a gate into some unknown time, you'll
already exist somewhere and somewhen else. Eventually the odds catch up and
you
die."

Margo chewed her lower lip in a thoughtful fashion. "So ...you take this
gamble every time you walk through an open gate, because you never know
when-to
what time-it leads? Why bother to keep records at all, if you could just vanish
anyway? Seems like a lot of fuss, when you could blip out before you knew what
hit you, no matter what you put in this thing. I mean, you don't know when
you're going, so what does it matter that you know when you've been?"

Kit told himself that Margo was very young. "A couple of reasons. First, it's
your job, as scout, to keep meticulous records. Scholars and tour companies will
want to review any data you bring back. Second, if you don't keep records, you
could accidentally kill yourself just trying to take a vacation or by, trying to
visit another station, or even the wrong gate in the same station."

"Huh?" She leveled an incredulous stare in Kit's direction. Clearly, she
hadn't done enough research. Margo damned small-town libraries, high schools
controlled by school boards opposed to things like "Evillution" and a father
who'd drunk every penny she might have saved toward a computer to hook into
the
big information nets.

Malcolm nodded. "He's right. Even guides have to be careful about that. Every
station is built at least as far back as 1910, to get around the problem of
people stepping into a time after they were born. That's why up-time lobbies
have warning signs. Surely you saw the one on the other side of our Primary? "IF
YOU WERE BORN ON OR BEFORE APRIL 28, 1910, DO NOT STEP THROUGH
THIS GATE. YOU
WILL DIE IF YOU ATTEMPT TO ENTER THE TIME TERMINAL.' The date on that
sign
changes every day, to match Shangri-las relative temporal location. They had to
beef up security about ten years ago when a few desperate senior citizens
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committed suicide by stepping through, rather than face starvation or terminal
cancer."

"Well, I understand that danger," Margo sniffed, "and I remember seeing TV
shows about those poor old couple who killed themselves. But what's this stuff
about if you visit some other terminal or the wrong gate?"

"We're not just trying to scare you off," Kit said quietly. "The temporal
position of any station, in its relation to absolute time, is different from any
other station's temporal position. Terminals 17 and 56 are absolutely deadly to
anyone on Shangri-la. If I tried to visit TT-56, I'd accidentally emerge into
last week, when I was very much present at Shangri-la Station, which is
currently..."

He checked the chronometer built into his personal log. "Which is currently
April 28,1910, 22:01:17, locale. Tibetan-time zone. Time guides have to be
careful, too."

Malcolm nodded. "It's why we guides tend to specialize in tours through Just
a handful of gates leading out of one terminal. I could go to one of the other
terminals and look for a scouting job, but I'd have to do careful homework first
to be sure which terminals and which tours were safe for me. The Denver and
London gates here in La-La Land can be just as deadly. The Denver gate is
currently opening into 1885, the London gate into 1888. If I try to take a
tourist to Denver during the same week I'd already taken someone else to
London
three years previously..." He shrugged. "I'd accidentally kill myself. So we
keep damned good records of where and when we've been. That little credit card
you were issued when you bought your Primary Gate ticket? The one they
encoded
for you before you came down time? When tourists use the gates, their
Timecards
are encoded-in both directions-going down time and coming back-so they have a
record of when they've been. If the computer catches an overlap, it sounds an
alarm."

Margo's eyes were beginning to take on a glazed look.

"Careful as the precautions are," Kit added grimly, "there are still
accidents, even with the tourists. Time scouts have to be paranoid about it For
instance, I could only visit TT-17 if I went up time and stayed for at least a
year. TT-17's always twelve months and six hours behind this one, same
geographical zone, about a thousand miles north of here. If I went through
TT-17's Primary without letting it "catch up" and pass by my last exit from
TT-86, I'd never live to see the other side."

Malcolm said, "There have even been organized-crime murders committed that
way, particularly yakuza killings. They select a victim, get them to take out a
huge insurance policy naming a gang member as beneficiary, treat them to an
Edo
Castletown tour out of Shangri-la on a false ID, then some other gang member
takes them to Terminal 56 on their own ID, so they shadow themselves in front
of
witnesses. Instant profit."
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Margo shivered. "Okay. I think I get it."

"Now that you've been here, you'll have the same problem. The longer you
stay, the greater the chance of overlap. The more gates you step through, the
more complicated the whole mess becomes. That's why the log is essential."

Margo rested her elbows on the table. "Okay, point taken. We have to be
careful. But I still say you can get run over by a bus, not paying attention.
What's the other thing for?"

Kit sat back in his chair. Was she being flippant to hide fear? Or was she
just that silly? Or that stubborn? He wondered how often she'd gotten what she
wanted just by smiling that enchanting smile or by coming back with a wisecrack
that set people to chuckling. Just what sort of life had Margo known before
hunting him up? Given her prickly defenses and that over-sharp tongue; Kit
wasn't too sure he wanted an answer.

"It's an ATLS. Absolute Time Locator System. That “gizmo' you mentioned
reading about. It works on a combination of geo-magnetic sensors and
star-charting systems. The ATLS places you more or less exactly in time and
geographic location, relative to absolute Greenwich time."

"More or less?" Margo echoed. "Isn't it precise?"

"Scouts always fudge by at least twenty-four hours in both directions when
using the ATLS, just to be sure. Most of us build an even larger safety margin
in, because as good as the ATLS is, it isn't absolutely precise. It can't be.

Our lives are riding on how closely we cut it. Without it-and the personal

log-we couldn't function at all. Even time touring would be impossible, because
the tour companies need scouts to push new tour routes. The ATLSs casing gives
it the same kind of protection your personal log has."

Margo was frowning at the ATLS. "If it's so dangerous to step through, why
not just put the ATLS on a long pole and shove that through, then let it do its
thing?

That way nobody'd ever have to risk going “poof'."

Kit shook his head. "It isn't that simple. For one, you have only a
fifty-fifty chance of a gate opening at night. If it opens during the day, you
can't take a star fix, so the long pole idea would be useless. Or it might be a
cloudy night no stars. We could roboticize the whole thing, I suppose, and send
it through to take the proper magnetic and star-fix readings, but it would cost
a ton of money for each robot and there are thousands of unexplored gates with
new ones opening all the time. Anything could still go wrong and recovering the
robot might prove impossible. Frankly, human scouts are cheaper, more
reliable,
and have the advantage of being able to gather detailed social data no robot
could. That's important particularly when scholarly research or potential time
touring is involved.

"We," he tapped his breast bone, "are expendable. We're independent
businessmen, on nobody's payroll. No insurance company in the world will
touch
us, not even Lloyd's of London. That's another downside to scouting. No health
coverage, no life insurance, no disability policies. You sign on for this job,
you take your chances. There is a guild, if you care to pay the dues, but the
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treasury's almost always empty. Time scouts tend to suffer catastrophic
illnesses and injuries with depressing frequency. I hope," he added grimly,
"that you have a high pain threshold and don't faint at the sight of blood-yours
or anyone else's."

Margo didn't answer. But her chin came up a stubborn notch, despite sudden
pallor beneath already fair skin.

Kit sat back. "Huh. I'll give you credit for guts, girl. All right, let me
show you how these operate."

He and Malcolm took her step by step through the operation of both machines,
although they couldn't shoot a star-fix from inside La-La Land The personal log
she caught onto fairly quickly. The ATLS' geo-magnetic sensors gave her trouble.

"No, you're plotting that reading backwards, Margo. You've just put yourself
half a continent off target, which means you've Just calculated the time zone
completely wrong, as well. Run it again."

"I hate math!" Margo snapped "How was I supposed to know I'd need all this
crap?"

Malcolm visibly suppressed a wince. Very gently, Kit took the ATLS from her.
"All right. We'll begin by having you hone up on basic skills. I'll schedule
study times for you in the library. And not just for