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EXTRACT FROM THE JOURNAL OF

THE BOTANI ST MENDQZA

150, 000 BCE (nore or |ess)

Rai n comes on the west wind, ice out of the blue north. The east w nd brings
hazes, snokes, the exhalation of the desert on the distant mainland; and hot
wi nds conme out of the south, across the w de ocean.

The corn and tomatoes |like the west wind. The tall corn gleans wet |ike

cel | ophane, the tomato | eaves pearl and bow down. The onions and garlic, on

t he other hand, get sullen and shreddy and threaten nold in the rain. Poor old
cyborg with a few screws m ssing-ne-sits watching themin fascination

When | find nyself giving my vegetables personalities, it's a sign |'ve been
sitting here watching the rain too long. O the bright ice. O the hazes or
the hot thin stripes of cloud. Accordingly then, | put on a coat or hat,
dependi ng on which way ne wind is blowi ng, and wal k out to have a | ook at the
wor | d.

What | have of the world. Wien | rise, | can wal k down the canyon to ny brief
stony beach to see if anything interesting has washed up there. Nothing ever
has. Qut on the rocks live sea lions, and they groan and how so like old nen

that a nortal would be deceived. | ignore them
O | can walk up the canyon and clinb high narrow hills, through the ferny
trees, until | stand on rinrock in the wind. I can | ook al ong the spine of ny

island in every direction. Ocean all around, the horizon vanishing in cloud.
No shi ps ever, of course-hom nids haven't yet progressed beyond

clinging to floating | ogs, when they venture to sea at all.

And | begin my day. Much to do: the planting or the harvest, all the
greenhouse work, the tasks of replacing irrigation pipes and cl eani ng out
trenches. Alittle work on projects of ny own, maybe pl aning wood to replace

such of my furniture as has fallen apart with age. | take a neal, if |
renmenmber to. | wander back down to the beach in the evening, to watch the
little waves run up on the shore, and sonetimes | forget to go hone.

One day a small resort town will be built on this stony beach, pal mtrees and
yel  ow sand brought in on barges, to make a place as artificial as I am The
water will be full of excursion boats, painted bright. Qut there where that
big rock is, ne one that |ooks |like a sugarloaf, a great ballroomw Il stand.

| would dearly love to go dancing there, if he were with ne.
Sonetimes | tornent nyself by wal king al ong and i magi ni ng the crescent of

street lined with shops and cafes, gracious hotels. | can al nost see the
nortal children with their ice cream | can alnost hear the nusic. | sit down
where there will be a terrace soneday, conplete with little tables and striped
unbrellas. Sonetinmes a waiter has materialized at ny el bow, white napkin over
his arm deferentially leaning fromthe waist to offer me a cocktail. He's
never really there, of course, nor will he ever be.

But the other man will be here, the one | see only in ny dreans, or behind ny
eyes as | watch the quiet water in the long hours. | have waited for him
alone on this island, for three thousand years. | think

I"mnot certain, though, and this is the reason |I have bound nore paper into
nmy book, vandalized another l|abel printer cartridge, cut nyself another pen
it my be that if | wite things down | can keep track of the days. They have
begun to float |loose in an alarmng way, |ike calendar |eaves fluttering off
the wal |

| wal ked out this norning in the full expectation of thinning ny tomato



seedl i ngs and-i magi ne ny stupefaction! Row upon row of big well-grown plants
stretched away as far as the eye could see, heavy with scarlet fruit.

Vel | -wat ered, weeded, cared for by someone. Me? | swear | can't recall, nor
does ny internal chrononeter record any unusual forward

nmoverent ; but sonmething, my world or ne, is slipping out of time's proper

flow

What does it mean, such strangeness? Sone slow deterioration of consci ousness?

Supposedly inpossible in a perfectly designed immortal. But then, I'm not
quite mechanically sound, am1? |I'ma Cronme generator, one of those aberrant
creatures the nortals call psychic, or second-sighted. I'"'mthe only one on
whom t he Conpany ever conferred imrortality, and 1'll bet they're sorry now.

Not that they neant to do it, of course. Sonebody made a ni stake when | was
bei ng eval uated for the honor of eternal service, didn't catch the | atent
flaw, and here | amlike a stain in permanent ink. No way to erase nme. Though
marooni ng ne at this station has undoubtedly solved a few problens for them
Yet ny prison is actually a very nice place, quite the sort of spot I'd choose
tolive, if 1'd ever had a choice: utterly isolated, beautifully green, silent
inall its valleys and | oom ng nmountai ns, even the sea hushed where it breaks
and junps up white on the wi ndward cliffs.

Only one time was there ever noise, terrible sounds that echoed off the
mountains. | hid indoors all that day, paced with nmy hands over ny ears,
humred to nyself to shut out the tumult. At least it was over in a few hours.
| have never yet ventured back over into Silver Canyon to see if the little

people there are all dead. | knew what woul d happen to them when | sent that
signal, alerting Dr. Zeus to their presence. Wre they refugees from Conpany
persecution? Did | betray then? Well-nore blood on ny soul. | was only

foll ow ng orders, of course.

(Which is another reason | don't mnd being an old field slave here, you see.
Where el se should | be? |I've been responsible for the deaths of seven norta
men and unknown nunbers of whatever those little pale things were.)

What the eyes can't see, the heart doesn't grieve over, isn't that what they
say? And no eyes can see ne here, that's for sure, if | generate the blue

radi ati on that acconpanies a fit of visions, or do sone other scary and
supposedl y inpossible thing Iike nove through time spontaneously. | amfar too
dangerous to be allowed to run around | oose, | know Aml

actually a defectivel WIIl mny fabul ous cyborg super-intelligence begin to
wane? It mght be rather nice, creeping oblivion. Perhaps even death will
become possible. But the Conpany has opted to hide ne rather than study ne, so
there's no way to tell.

| have done well, for a cast-off broken tool. Arriving, | crawed fromny
transport box with just about nothing but the prison uniforml|l wore. Now

have a confortable if sonewhat amateurish house |I built nyself, over |ong
years, with a kitchen of which | amparticularly proud. The fireplace draws
nicely, and the little sink is supplied by a hand punp drawi ng on the well |
drilled. I have a tin tub in my back garden, in which | bathe. Filled before
nm dday heat rises, the water is reasonably warm by nightfall, and serves to
water the lawn afterward. So very tidy, this life |I've built.

Do | lack for food and drink? No indeed. | grow nearly everything | consune.
About all | receive fromthe Conpany anynore are its shipnents of Proteus
brand synthetic protein.

(Lately the Proteus only seenms to conme in the assortnment packs, four flavors:
Br eakfast Bounty, Delicate and Savory, Hearty Fare, and Marina. The first two
resenbl e pork and/or chicken or veal, and are conparatively inoffensive. |
quite like Hearty Fare. It makes the best damed tamale filling |I've ever
found. Marina, on the other hand, is an unfortunate attenpt to sinulate
seafood. It goes straight into my conpost heap, where it nost alarmngly fails
to decompose. There has been no response to ny requests for a change, but this
is a prison, after all.)

Have | witten that before, about the Proteus? | have a profound sense of deja
vu reading it over, and paused just now to thunb back through the book to see



if I was duplicating a previous entry. No. Nothing in the first part, about
Engl and, and nothing in the afterword | wote on ny trial transcript. Mre of
this slipping time business. Nothing has again been so bad as that day |
paused in weeding to wi pe ny sweating face and | ooked up to see the row just
cleared full of weeds again, and the corn a full foot taller than it had been
a nonent before. But nothing el se out of whack! No sign of dust or cobwebs in
nmy house, no conflicting chronomneters.

Yes, | really must try to anchor nyself here and now. It may be a bit late for
mental health, but at least | mght keep fromsinking into the rock of this

i sl and, buried under centuries, preserved like a fossil in a strata of
unopened Proteus Marina packets. | suppose it wouldn't have conme to this pass

if 1'd seen another living soul in three thousand years who wasn't a dream or
a hal I uci nati on.

If only he'd cone for ne.

| don't knowif | should wite about him The last time | did that | was
depressed for years, roanmed this island in restless msery end to end. Not a
good thing to summon up a ghost when you're all alone, especially when you'd
sell your soul-if you had one-to join himin his |ong grave. But nen, perhaps
msery is what's needed to fasten ne securely to the world. Perhaps this
curiously painless existence is the probl em

If | look across the table | can see himstanding there, as | saw himfirst in
Engl and in 1554: a tall nortal in the black robe of a scholar, staring at ne
in cold and arrogant dislike. W weren't enemies long. | was very young and so
fascinated by the nortal's voice, and his fine big hands... | wake at night

sometines, convinced | can feel his nortal flesh at ny side, hot as the fire
i n which he was martyred.

So | | ook away: but there he is in the doorway, just as he stood in the
doorway of the stagecoach inn in the Cahuenga Pass, when he wal ked back into
my life in 1863. He was smiling then, a Victorian gentleman in a tail hat,
snooth and subtle to conceal his deadly business. If he'd succeeded in what
he'd been sent from England to do, the history of nations would have been
drastically different. | was only an incidental encounter that tinme, entering
late at the last act in his life; but I held himas he lay dying, and

avenged hi s death.

Bar bari c phrase, avenged his death. | was educated to be above such norta
nonsense, yet what | did was nore than barbaric. | don't renmenber tearing six
American Pinkerton agents linb fromlinb, but it appears | did just that,
after they'd enptied their guns into ny |over

But when he lay there with bl ood all over his once-imracul ate cl ot hes, my poor
secret agent man, he agreed to cone back for nme. He knew sonmething | didn't,
and if he'd lived for even thirty nore seconds he night have let me in on the
secret.

| really should ponder the nystery, but now that |'ve sumobned my ghost again
all I can think of is the lost grace of his body. | should have let well
enough al one. The dreams will probably begin again now. | aminpaled on his
menory |like an insect on a pin. O sone other netaphor

I've spent the |last few days daming nyself for an idiot, when | haven't been
crying uncontrollably. I amso tired of being a tragic teenager in |ove,
especially after having been one for over thirty centuries. |I think I'lIl damm
someone el se for a change.

How about Dr. Zeus Incorporated, who made ne the thing | an? Here's the

hi story: the Conpany began as a cabal of adventurers and investors who found
somebody el se's highly advanced technol ogy. They stole it, used it to devel op
yet nore advanced technol ogy (keeping all this a secret fromthe public, of
course), and becane very very wealthy.

O course, once they had all the noney they needed, they nust have nore; so

t hey devel oped a way to travel into the past and loot |ost riches, and cane up
wi th dodgy ways to convey theminto the future, to be sold at fabul ous
profits.

Al ong the way, they devel oped a process for human imortality.



The only problemwith it was, once they'd taken a human child and put it

t hrough the painful years of transformation, what emerged at the end wasn't a
human adult but a cyborg, an inconveniently deathless thing nost nortals

woul dn't want to dine at one table with. But that's all right: cyborgs nmake a
useful workforce to loot the past. And how can we rebel against our service,
or even conplain? After all, Dr. Zeus saved us from death

I nmyself was dying in the dungeons of the Spanish Inquisition when |I was
rescued by a fast-tal king operative named Joseph, damm his i mortal soul

Vell, little girl, what'll it

be? Stay here and be burned to death, or come work for a kindly doctor who'l
give you eternal life? O course, if you' d rather die..

I was four years old.

The joke is, of course, that at this precise nmonent in tine none of it's even
happened yet. This station exists in 150,000 BCE, millennia before Joseph's
even born, to say nothing of everyone else | ever knew, including ne.
Paradox? If you viewtinme as a linear flow, certainly. Not, however, if you
finally pay attention to the ancients and regard tinme (not eternity) as a
serpent biting its own tail, or perhaps a spiral. Werever you are, the
surface on which you stand appears to be flat, to stretch away strai ght behind
you and before you. As | understand tenporal physics, in reality it curves
around on itself, like the coiled mainspring in a clock's heart. You can cross
fromone point of the coil to another rather than plod endlessly forward, if
you know how. | was sent straight here from 1863. If | were ever reprieved
could resune life in 1863 just where | left it, three thousand years ol der
than the day | departed.

Could I go forward beyond that, skip ahead to 1963 or 2063? W were al ways
told that was inpossible; but here again the Conpany has been caught out in a
lie. | did go forward, on one menorabl e occasion. | got a lungful of foul air
and a brief look at the future I'd been promised all ny imortal life. It
wasn't a pleasant place at all

Either Dr. Zeus doesn't know how to go forward in tinme, or knows how and has
kept the information fromits imortal slaves, lest we learn the truth about

t he wonderful world of the twenty-fourth century. Even if | were to tell the
others what | know, though, | doubt there'd be any grand rebellion. What point
is there to our inmmrtal |ives but the work?

Undeni ably the best work in the world to be doing, too, rescuing things from
destruction. Lost works by |lost masters, paintings and filns and statues that
no | onger exist (except that they secretly do, secured away in sonme Company
war ehouse). Hours before the fires start, the bonbs fall, doonmed libraries
swarmw th i mortal operatives, enptying themlike ants |looting a sugar bow .
Li ving things saved fromextinction by Dr. Zeus's immortals, on hand to
col l ect them for

its ark. | myself have saved rare plants, the only known source of cures for
nortal diseases.
More inpressive still: somewhere there are nassive freezer banks, row upon row

of silver tubes containing DNA fromraces of nen that no | onger wal k the
earth, sperm and ova and frozen enbryos, posterity on ice to save a dw ndling
gene pool

Besi de such work, does it really matter if there is mounting evidence, as we
pl od on toward the twenty-fourth century, that our masters have sone plan to
deny us our share of what we've gathered for themup there?

| wear, above the Conmpany logo on all ny clothing, an enblem a clock face

wi t hout hands. |'ve heard about this synbol, in dark whispers, all ny life.
When | was sent to this station | was informed it's the badge of ny pena
servitude, but the runor anmong i mortals has al ways been that it's the sign
we'll all be forced to wear when we do finally reach the future, so our norta
masters can tell us from actual persons. O worse ..

| was exiled to this hole in the past for a crinme, but there are others of us
who have di sappeared without a trace, innocent of anything worse than

conpl aining too loudly. Have they been shuffled out of the deck of time as |



have been, like a card thrown under the table? It seens likely. Sentenced to
eternal hard | abor, denied any future to rel ease them

What little contact we've had with the nortals who actually live in the future
doesn't inspire confidence, either un-appreciative of the treasures we bring
them afraid to venture fromtheir roons, unable to conprehend the art or
literature of their ancestors. Rapaciously collecting Shakespeare's first
folios but never opening them because his plays are full of objectionable

mat eri al and nobody can read anynore anyway. Locking Myzart sonatas in

cabi nets and never playing them because Mzart had di sgusting habits: he ate
nmeat and drank al cohol. These sane puritans are able, mnd you, to order the
massacre of those little pale people to oot their inventions.

But what's condemmation fromthe Iikes of me, killer cyborg drudgi ng al ong
here in the Conpany's fields, grow ng occasional lettuce for rich fools who
want to stay at a fine re-

sort when they tine-travel? The Silence is conming for us all, one day, the
unknown nenesis, and perhaps that will be justice enough. If only he comes for
nme before it does.

He'll cone again! He will. He'll break my chains. Once he stood bound to a
stake and shouted for ne to join himthere, nmat the gate to paradi se was
standi ng open for us, that he wouldn't rest until | followed him | didn't go;
and he didn't rest, but found his way back to nme against all reason three
centuries later.

He very nearly succeeded that tinme, for by then I'd have followed himinto any
fire God ever lit. History intervened, though, and swatted us |like a couple of

i nsects. He went somewhere and | descended into this gentle hell, this other
Eden that will one day bear the name of Avalon. He won't let me rest here,
though. His will is too strong.

Speak of the fall of Rome and it occurs!

O the fall of Dr. Zeus, for that matter.

He has cone again.

And gone again, but alive this time!l No nore than a day and a ni ght were given
us, but he did not diel

| still can't quite believe this.

He's shown ne a future that isn't nearly as dark as the one | glinpsed. There
is apoint to all this, there is a reason to keep going, there is
even-unbel i evably-the renote possibility that... no, I'mnot even going to
think about that. | won't | ook at that tiny bright wi ndow, so far up and far
of f, especially fromthe grave |'ve dug nyself.

But what if we have broken the pattern at last?

Must put this into some kind of perspective. Ch, | could live with seeing him
once every three thousand years, if all our trysts went as sweetly as this one
did. And it started so violently, too.

Not that there was any forewarning that it would, mnd you. Dull norning spent
i n peaceful labor in the greenhouse, tending ny | atest attenpt at Mays
mendozaii. Sweaty two hours oiling the rollers on the shipping platform Had
set out for the high lake to dig some clay for firing when there cane the roar
of a tine shuttle emerging fromits transcendence field.

It's something | hear fairly frequently, but only as a distant boom a sound
wave weak with traveling mles across the channel from Santa Cruz |sl and,
where the Company's Day Six resort is located. However, this time the bl ast
erupted practically over my head.

| threw nyself flat and rolled, |ooking up. There was a point of silver
scream ng away from ne, com ng down fast, |eveling out above the channel
headi ng off toward the mainland. | got to ny feet and stared, frowning, at its
spiraled flight. This thing was out of control, surely! There was a faint

gol den puff as its gas vented and abruptly the shuttle had turned on its path,
was coni ng back toward the station

| tensed, watching its trajectory, ready to run. Ch, dear, | thought, there
wer e perhaps going to be dead twenty-fourth-century mllionaires cluttering up
my fields soon. 1'd have a ot of nasty work to do with body bags before the



Conpany sent in a disaster team Did | even have any body bags? Wy would |
have body bags? But there, the pilot seened to have regained a certain anount
of control. H's shuttle wasn't spinning anynore and its speed was decreasi ng

nmeasur ably, though he was still coming in on a course that would take him
strai ght up Aval on Canyon. Ch, no; he was trying to | and, swooping in | ow and
cutting a swath through my fields. | cursed and ran down into the canyon,

wat chi ng hel pl essly the ruination of my sumrer corn

There, at last the damed thing was skidding to a halt. Nobody was going to
die, but there were doubtless several very frightened Future Kids puking their
guts up inside that shuttle just now. | paused, grinning to nyself. Did
really have to deal with this problenf? Should I, in fact? Wasn't my very

exi stence here a Conpany secret? Qughtn't | sinply to stroll off in a discreet
kind of way and let the luckless cyborg pilot deal with his terrified norta
passengers?

But | began to run again anyway, sprinting toward the shuttle that was stil
sizzling with the charge of its journey.

I circled it cautiously, scanning, and was astounded to note

that there were no passengers on board. Stranger still, the

| one pilot seenmed to be a nortal man; and that, of course

was i npossible. Only cyborgs can fly these things.

But then, he hadn't been doing all that expert a job, had he?

So | cane slowy around the nose of the shuttle, and it was exactly |ike mat
monent in The Wzard of Oz when Dorothy, in black and white, noves so warily
toward the door and | ooks across ne threshold: then grainy reality shifts into
Techni col or and she steps through, into that hushed and shocked nmoment full of
cel | ophane flowers and the absol ute unexpect ed.

| 1 ooked through the wi ndow of the shuttle and saw a nortal man sl unped
forward in his seat restraints, staring vacantly out at nmne.

H m of course. Wio else would it be?

Tall as few nortals are, and such an interesting face: high, w de cheekbones
flushed with good color, long broken nose, deep-set eyes with colorless

| ashes. Fair hair |ank, pushed back fromhis forehead. Big rangy body clad in
some sort of one-piece suit of black stuff, arnored or sewn all over wth
over | appi ng scales of a gunnetal color. Around his neck he wore a collar of
twi sted golden nmetal, like a Celtic torque. The heroic effect was spoil ed
somewhat by the nosebl eed he was presently having. He didn't seemto be
noticing it, though. H's color was draining away.

Oh, dear. He was suffering fromtranscendence shock. Must do sonet hi ng about
that i mediately.

The strangest cal m had seized ne, sure sign, | fear, that | really have gone a
bit mad in this isolation. No cries fromnme of "My | ove! You have returned to
me at last!" or anything like that. | scanned himin a businesslike manner

realized that he was unconscious, and |l eaned forward to tap on the wi ndow to
wake himup. Useless ny trying to break out the wi ndow to pull himthrough
Shuttle wi ndows don't break, ever

After a noment or two of this he turned his head to | ook blankly at me. No
sign of recognition, of course. Goodness, | had no idea whence or from when
he'd cone, had I? He night not even be English in this incarnation. | pulled a
crate marker fromny pocket and wote on ny hand do you speak cinema standard?
and held it up in his line of sight.

H s eyes flickered over the words. H's brow winkled in confusion. | |eaned
close to the glass and shout ed:

"You appear to require nedical assistance! Do you need help getting out of

t here?"

That seemed to get through to him He noved his head in an uncertain nod and
fumbled with his seat restraints. The shuttle hatch popped open. He stood up
struck his head on the cabin ceiling and fell forward through the hatchway.

| was there to catch him He collapsed on nme, | took the full weight of his
body, felt the heat of his blood on ny face. Hs sweat had a scent like fields
in sunmer.



He found his legs and pulled hinmsel f upright, |ooking down at ne groggily. H's
eyes wi dened as he realized he'd bled all over ne.

"Ch. Oh, I'"'mso sorry-" he munbl ed, aghast. English! Yes, of course. Here he
was again and | didn't mnd the blood at all, since at least this tinme he
wasn't dying. Though of course |'d better do sonething about that nosebl eed
pretty fast.

So | led himback to nmy house. He | eaned on nme the whole way, only

sem consci ous nost of the tinme. Unbelievable as it seened, he'd apparently
cone through tine without first taking any of the protective drugs that a
nortal must have to make the journey safely. It was a miracle his brain wasn't
| eaki ng out his ears.

Three times | had to apply the coagul ator wand to stop his bleeding. He
drifted in and out of consciousness, and ny floaty cal mbegan to evaporate
fast. | talked to him trying to keep his attention. He was able to tell ne
that his name was Al ec Checkerfield, but he wasn't sure about time or place.
Possi bly 23517 He did recogni ze the Conpany | ogo on my coveralls, and it
seened to alarm him That was when | knew he'd stolen the shuttle, though
didn't acknow edge this to nmyself because such a thing was inpossible. Just as
it was inpossible that a nortal being should be able to operate a tinme shuttle
at all, or survive a tenporal journey w thout drugs buffering him

So |l told him to calmhimdown, that | was a prisoner here. That seened to
be the right thing to say, because he becane confidential with me at once. It
seens he knows all about the Company, has in fact sone sort of grudge against
them something very nysterious he can't tell nme about; but Dr. Zeus has, to
use his phrase, wecked his life, and he's out to bring themto their knees.
This was so denonstrably nuts that | concluded the crash had addl ed his brain
a bit, but | said soothing and hunmoring things as | hel ped himinside and got
himto stretch out on nmy bed, pushing a bench to the end so his feet wouldn't
hang over. Just like old tines, eh? And there he I|ay.

My crazed urge was to fall down weepi ng beside himand cover himw th kisses,
bl ood or no; but of course what | did was bring water and a towel to clean him
up, calmand sensible. Mendoza the cyborg, in charge of her enotions, if not
her mi nd.

It was still delight to stroke his face with the cool cloth, watch his pupils
dilate or his eyes close in involuntary pleasure at the touch of the water.
When | had set aside the basin | stayed with him tracing the angle of his jaw
with ny hand, feeling the bl ood pul sing under his skin.

"You'll be all right now," | told him "Your blood pressure and heart rate are
normal i zi ng. You're an extraordi nary man, Al ec Checkerfield."

"I"'man earl, too," he said proudly. "Seventh earl of Fins-bury."

Ch, ny, he'd cone up in the world. N cholas had been no nmore than secretary to
a knight, and Edward-firmy shut out of the Victorian ruling classes by the
scandal of his birth- had despised inherited privilege. "No, really, a British
peer?" | said. "I don't think |I've ever net a real aristocrat before."

"How | ong have you been stuck here?" he said. Wiat was that accent of his? Not
the well-bred Victorian inflection of last time; this was sl angy,
transatlantic, and decidedly limted in vocabulary. Did earls speak like this
in the twenty-fourth century? Ch, how strange.

"I"ve been at this station for years," | answered hi munguardedly. Qops. "Mre
years than | renmenber." He | ooked understandably confused, since ny imorta
body stopped changi ng when | was twenty.

"You mean they marooned you here when you were just a kid? Bloody hell, what'd
you do? It nust have been sonething your parents did."

How cl ose could | stick to the truth without frightening hinP

"Not exactly. But | also knew too nuch about sonething | shouldn't have. Dr.
Zeus found a nicely humane oubliette and

dropped me out of sight or sound. You're the first nortal "-oops agai n-"soul
|'ve spoken with in all this tinme."

"My God." He | ooked aghast. Then his eyes narrowed, | knew that |ook, that was
his righteous wath |look. "Well, listen-er-what's your nanme, babe?"



Rosa? Dol ores? No. No aliases anynore. "Mendoza," | said.

"Ckay, Mendoza. I'Il get you out of here," he said, all stern heroism "That
time shuttle out there is mine now, babe, and when I've finished this other
thing I'll come back for you." He gripped nmy hand firmy.

Ch, no, | thought, what has he gotten hinmself into now? At what windm |l has
he decided to | evel his |ance?

Sunmoni ng every ounce of conposure, | frowned delicately and enunci ated: "Do
understand you to say that you stole a time shuttle fromDr. Zeus

I ncor por at ed?"

"Yup," he said, with that sly sideways grin | knew so terribly well.

"How, in God's nane? They're all powerful and all know ng, too. Nobody steals
anything fromthe Conpany!" | said.

"I did," he said, |ooking so smug | wanted to shake him "I1've got sort of an
advantage. At least, | had," he amended in a nore subdued voice. "They may
have killed nmy best friend. If he'd been with me, | wouldn't have crashed.

don't know what's happened to him but if he's really gone... they will pay."
Sonet hi ng had persuaded this man that he could play the blood and revenge gane
with Dr. Zeus and win. He couldn't win, of course, for a nunber of reasons;
not | east of which was that every time shuttle has a theft intercept program
built intoit, which will at a predeterm ned nonent detonate a hidden bonb to
bl ow both shuttle and thief to atons.

This was the fate Al ec had been rushing to meet when he'd detoured into ny
field. I could see it now so clearly, it was sitting on his chest like a
scorpion, and he was totally unaware it was there. | didn't even need to sit
through the play this time; 1'd been handed the synopsis in terrible brevity.
"But what do you think you can do?" | said.

"Weck them Bankrupt them Expose what they' ve been doing. Tell the whole
world the truth,” Alec growl ed, in just

the sane voice in which N cholas had used to rant about the Pope. He squeezed
nmy hand nore tightly.

| couldn't talk himout of it. | never can. | had to try, though

"But-Alec. Do you have any idea what you're going up agai nst? These peopl e
know everything that's ever happened, or at |east they know about every event
in recorded history. That's why | can't think for a second you were really
able to steal that shuttle fromthem They nust have known about it in
advance, don't you see? And if they knew, it neans they allowed you to stea
it, and then-"

"No," he said, with grimand unshakable certainty. "See, | can't explain-just
take it on trust, babe, they may know everything but they don't know
everything about ne. | found the chink in their arnor. You could say | amthe

chink in their arnor."
It was going to be the same old story, gallant Englishman going to his gallant
death. Nothing I could do to change it at all.

Was t here?

Was t here?

| shook ny head. "Don't say any nore. | don't want to know "

"You don't need to," he said, giving me that brief cocksure grin again. "Just
wait here, and I'Il be back to rescue you. On ny word of honor as a gentl eman,
Mendoza." He widened his eyes for enphasis.

"It's a kind offer, senor," | said. "But if | were to |eave this station, the

Conpany woul d know i nstantly. Besides, where would I go? | have no fanily.
have no legal identity."
Al ec blinked. "But you've got to have a birth record at A obal ID, at |east."

Damed twenty-fourth-century databases. "Undoubtedly," | lied, "but the
Conpany had it erased when | was sent here. They're that powerful, you know "
"That's true." He scow ed. "W can fake you up an identification disc. | know
peopl e who do that kind of thing. It wouldn't get you through custons
anywhere, but... | know what'd do it! | could just marry you. Peers get

everyt hi ng wai ved, see?"
| couldn't think what to say. He got a slightly panicked | ook in his eyes.



"A-and then afterward we could just get a divorce. They're easy. | could find
you a place to live and a job or something."

"Perhaps we could give it atry," | said carefully. He cleared his throat.
"I"mnot just making the offer out of kindness, either. W could have sonme fun
t oget her . "

| |l eaned down, unable to keep nyself fromhis nouth any |onger, and | kissed
him Actually | was going to do a lot nmore than kiss himif | was going to

throw ny immortal life awmay for Alec, |'d have such an epic game of lust with
himfirst as would make the fires of Hell seem | ukewarm when | got there.
He still kissed like an angel of God, making little surprised and pl eased

noi ses and groping feebly at ny behind, but | felt his blood pressure going
up, his heartbeat speedi ng dangerously, and the red nunbers in ny periphera

vision warned ne to stop or 1'd kill him | pulled away, sitting up and
stroking back his hair. "Don't you go dying on ne," | gasped.
"I won't," he prom sed. He had got hold of the end of nmy braid and was tuggi ng

at it ina plaintive way. "But 1'd really, really Iike to have sex with you.
If you've no objections or anything."

Caranba! Did he use that |line on other women? But |1'd bet it worked for him
every time. Wio could resist that earnest ook in his eyes when he said it?
How was | going to stop nyself fromripping open that suit of fish-mail he was
wearing and murdering himw th carnal bliss?

Met eor ol ogi cal data conming in. Had that been thunder, or God snarling at ne? |
babbl ed out some kind of promise to Alec and went to the window to confirm
visual ly.

Di sturbed air. Domed clouds racing down the sky, all my surviving corn plants
staggering and fluttering as a gust of hot wi nd came rushing across them
carrying a snell of wetness and electricity. Crickets began to sing.

"There's a cloud front advancing,” | told Alec. "Have you brought rain, |ike
the west wind? | think we're going to have a sunmer storm™

"Cool ," said Alec. Christ, | wanted to junmp himthen and there.

But he was ill and he needed protein, needed fluids, needed rest. | do have
some basic progranming that insists | serve the nortal race, even if | bypass
it nowand then to kill one of the poor little things; so | poured Alec a

gl ass of iced tea and set about preparations for feeding him

"What do you do here, all the time?" Alec said, as | returned fromthe garden
wi th some produce

"I grow vegetables," | said.

"Who eats "emall? Not you all alone.'
surprise. "This is real tea!"

"Thank you. You obviously know about Dr. Zeus; do you know anythi ng about the
Day Six resorts?" | unloaded what | was carrying onto ny kitchen table:

t omat oes, corn, peppers, cilantro, garlic, onions. He knitted his brows.
"They're |like one of those urban nyths, only they're really real," he said.
"Li ke Dr. Zeus. Everybody knows there's supposed to be some conpany that has
time travel and can get you absolutely anything you want, but it's just a
runor. Which is what they probably want us to think! And the Day Six pl aces
are the sane way. Sonebody did a Wird Stories thing on holo about one. This
guy goes back in time to party and screws up history by stepping on a bug or
somet hing." He had another sip of his tea.

"Ah. Well, that's a fable, because history can't be changed.” | worked the
hand punp to rinse off the tonatoes and peppers. "But the resorts do exist,
just as Dr. Zeus exists. In fact, Dr. Zeus owns them N ce little string of
hotel s, rather unexceptional except that they're all located in 150,000 BCE
O thereabouts. Al of themin virgin wldernesses where |ong-extinct manmal s
can be observed ganboling, frombehind the safety of an el ectronic perineter
field.

"You're fromthe future, Alec, you nmust have lived in steel canyons all your
life. How nuch would you pay to be able to swmin waters that had never been
pol luted, or watch a herd of mammoths grazi ng?"

"In all the stories, tine travelers wind up as lunch for velociraptors,” he

He sipped his tea and | ooked at it in



sai d.
"Al'l the dinosaurs are extinct in this time. Anyway: Dr. Zeus has quietly
built up a select secret clientele in the twenty-fourth century. They pay

fortunes, annual incomes of small countries, I'mtold, to be rocketed backward
through time to carefully | andscaped virgin paradi ses where they can rel ax by
t he pool and breathe clean, clean air." | selected a knife and began slicing

up the tomatoes.

"The only problemis-tine travel is hard on the human body. Even the drugs
that protect people make themill. So when they arrive fromthe dismal future,
these mllionaires and heiresses can do no nore than nibble at a | ettuce | eaf
or two. Therefore Dr. Zeus makes damed sure the resort keeps all manner of
trendy greens for salad on hand, and therefore | labor in the sun on this
agricultural station."” | whacked a beefsteak tomato in half, imagining it was
some Conpany CEO s head.

"But that's awful." Alec tried to sit up, |ooking outraged. "That neans you're
not only their prisoner, you're their

sl ave! "

He was an idealist, then. Disapproved of slavery, did he? And hima titled
gentl eman. Just the sort of wealthy young nman who cones to | oathe his
birthright and goes off to die for sonebody el se's freedom

"I suppose | am" | said carefully. "But | may as well be of sone use to
somebody, don't you think? And it's not so bad. They don't call for produce
very often. | have a lot of tine to work on my own private research.”

"What's your research?" Al ec said.

| told himall about nmy quest to perfect maize plants. | don't think he
under st ood one word in three of botany talk, and when he winkled his forehead
and attenpted to follow my |l ecture he |ooked like a puzzled dog. But he was
awfully polite about it, unlike the other Future Children |I've known, and said
gal l ant things about how worthwhile nmy project was.

W talked for a little while on the subject of making one's life count for
somet hing, and | expected a nmanifesto fromhimon the need to actively oppose
the evils of Dr. Zeus. | was surprised; he just tal ked about his life. Despite
his grand title, it appears there were some unfortunate circunstances
attending his birth again. Sone poor girl seduced by the sixth earl

and then abandoned? I'd hardly have thought the wetched Future Children had
enough bl ood in themto carry on like that, but apparently nortal nature
hasn't changed so much

As near as | could nake out, the girl went nad and was | ocked up. Al ec seens
to have grown to nanhood with a devastating sense of his own worthl essness,
not surprisingly. |I wonder if N cholas and Edward carried simlar burdens of
unearned guilt on their backs? Was that what fueled N cholas's drive to
martyrdom Edward's selfless work for an enpire that abandoned hin? | was too
young and foolish to see this in Nicholas, too rushed to see it in Edward; but
| see it now And Alec's failed at two marri ages, apparently, and has steered
through his life in increasing enotional isolation. Is that why he's al ways

al one when | neet the man?

When he saw he'd affected nme, blurting out his wetched story, he made anends
by changi ng the subject entirely and told ne about the adventures he's had, as
| kneaded the nmasa for our commonpl ace supper of tamales.

And what adventures he's had! | begin to see that | have been sonewhat

m st aken about Future World. It seens he hasn't grown up in steel canyons at
all. It seens that there are still wild places in the twenty-fourth century,
still gardens and forests that don't stink of nmachi ne exhaust. Best of all, it
seens that the nortal race has not entirely foll owed the crabbed and fearful

| ead of its Company scientists, people like M. Bugleg of |oathsonme nenory.
Though they are, all of them undeniably childish. Future Children indeed. My
own dearest |ove has bought hinmself a pirate ship, if you please, and spends
nost of his time sailing around in the Caribbean and other ports of call on
what we used to call the Spanish Main! And there he indul ges his urge to be
virile and bad, like pirates in every filmhe's ever seen, and he's becone a



snmuggl er! Mostly of things |like wine and cheese, though they're illegal enough
in the twenty-fourth century.

And yet | think in this he nust come nearer to living a real life than the
other nmortals of his tine, who (as far as | was ever able to tell) spend their
lives hiding in their rooms, playing electronic ganes.

Still, he has found a far less harmless and silly way to

rebel, hasn't he, by going on a crusade against Dr. Zeus? Dangerous to think
about .

Anyway. Such lovely stories he told me, about Jamai ca under the tropical

stars, parrots and gold doubl oons. How happy | was to think of himplaying
Errol Flynn anong the shrouds and ratlines. This ship of his nmust really be
something to see, a full-rigged sailing vessel utilizing twenty-fourth-century
technol ogy, sort of an enormous retro yacht. He has sone kind of conplex
conputer systemrunning all the rigging apparatus, for there's no crew at al
apparently.

It's as though he were able to lose hinself in Treasure Island, escaping from
hi s unhappi ness by making the wild sea and the pirates come to life for

hi m except that instead of his inmagination, he's used enornous suns of noney
and technol ogy. What am | to make of such a brave new worl d?

Who cares? It was enough for me to watch the way his face lit up when he
descri bed his adventures, watch his expressive face and gestures conveying his
stories perfectly even in that thug's idiomof his. The man shoul d have gone

on the stage, | always thought, and what a preacher he'd made!
And he sang for ne. He had been describing how his ex-w ves had hated his
singing, the repul sive harpies. | was overwhel ned with a sudden nenory of

Ni chol as singi ng, maki ng sone Tudor bawdi ness subline with his dark tenor. So
| begged himto sing sonmething, and he obliged with old sea songs,

bl ood- and-t hunder bal | ads that somehow reduced nme to a weepy ness.

At | ast he reached up his hand and pulled nme down beside him and there | |ay
hearing his voice vibrate in his chest and throat. W were shortly enbracing
again, ne scanning frantically to see if his brain was likely to explode this
time. It was of course inmpossible mat after three hours of rest and a gl ass of
iced tea the man should be conpletely recovered fromtranscendence shock, but
he was.

He was twi ddling experinentally with the fastenings of my coveralls, and | was
wondering how his mail-suit unzi pped, when sonething seened to occur to him
He lifted his nouth frommne and | ooked down at nme. "Er-"

"What is it?" | said, desperate |lest he should stop

"You're a virgin, | guess, yeah?"

Have | nentioned that the man is prone to scruples at the nost inconvenient
times?

O course I'mnot a virgin, but I do have this sort of immortal self-repairing
body, see, and in the three hundred and then three thousand years that had

el apsed between our respective couplings, there had been nore than anple tine

for a tiny uninportant nmenbrane to grow back. Christ, |I could have grown a | eg
back in mat anount of tine.
"Yes," | said. "It's all right, though. Please."

But now he was sel f-conscious, and the gorgeous python that had materialized
down one leg of his suit shrank a little. "Can | use your shower?"

Mot her of God! Had | nentioned he's very clean in his personal habits as well?
And me w thout a shower.

| was stamrering to explain about ny pathetic tin washtub when we both
realized it had been raining outside for sonme tine, warm sunmer rain.
directed himout into nmy back garden and hurried to fetch hima clean towel.
He al ways has enjoyed bathing. Something Freudian relating to guilt, perhaps?
Edward seenmed to have sone sort of personal dirt-repellent force field, of
course, but | remenber the way N cholas used to revel in clean water and soap
When | opened ne door and stepped out under the overhang, Al ec had al ready
snaked out of the mmil-suit and was sitting in the tub, wearing only that
torque. He was | eaning back into ne rain with an ecstatic expression on his



face, letting it soak into his lank hair, which was becom ng even | anker. The
tub was rather low and didn't obscure nmuch of his nakedness, and | nade a
smal | involuntary pleadi ng sound.

He opened his eyes and | ooked at nme. For a nonment he seened wary, defensive;
then grinned his sidelong grin.

"Wwuld you, er, like to bathe, too?" he asked, all suavity, gesturing
invitation as though the tub were ever so capacious. | don't renmenber how

got out of ny clothes and across the garden, it happened so fast.

It was insane. The storm was beating down on us, the tub was inpossibly tiny,
and | was worried about that |ong back of his-but oh, how that nman coul d ki ss.
W withed ineffectively for a few mnutes before he sinply stood up in the

t ub

and hoisted ne into the air as though I weighed no nore than a feather. He is
phenonenal |y strong. | slid down, pressed against his body, and he thrust his
face into my breasts with a whoop of inarticulate glee. The rain bathed us,
and the fragrance of the garden was sweet.

God, CGod, God

| believe | was in the act of offering Hmny soul, or whatever a thing like
me has, if He'd only let this nmonent stretch out into eternity, when ny
gropi ng hands found the pattern of electronic wire just under the skin of

Al ec' s shoul ders.

God?

| leaned forward over the top of Alec's head and | ooked down. It was like the
nost beautiful tattoo you can imagine, an intricate pattern of spirals and
knotwork in dull silver, w nging out over both his shoul der bl ades and tw ni ng
up the back of his neck. But it was wire, installed subcutaneously and tapping
somehow into his nervous systemand brain. So that's what the torque was for?
| touched it gingerly and had a nonentary disorientation, a view of my own

breasts seen fromwell, not the angle | was used to, anyway.

"Alec, darling," | said cautiously, "this is a rather unusual tattoo you
have."

He said something in reply, but under the circunmstances it came out sonewhat
muffled. | bit my lower lip and said: "I beg your pardon?"

He Iifted his face to ook up at ne. "You know how | told you I've got this
bi g custom cybersystem to work the rigging on ny ship? This is how ! run it.
I'"ma cyborg, have been since | was ei ghteen."

Gosh, what a coi nci dence

Though of course what he neans by cyborg and what | would nmean by the sane
word are entirely different things.

He | ooked al arned until he realized | was |aughing, and then he chuckl ed
conpani onably and went back to what he'd been doing as | gasped out,
overwhel med by the cosmc joke:

"Ch, perfect-!" And then I thought 1'd been struck by lightning, because the
flash of revelation was very nearly that

blindingly bright. | seized his face in both ny hands and tilted it up to
stare into his eyes. "\Wat year did you say it was where you cone fron®"
"Er... 2351," he said, polite but confused.

"But that's only four years from" | said, and then the whole nmystery of ny
bel oved cane together. An extraordinary man, with extraordinary abilities, who
bears a grudge against Dr. Zeus. A cyborg, and not a poor bionechanical slave
like ne but a free agent, with both the ability and the determi nation to slip
t hrough the Conpany's defenses and do the inpossible. And what was that bl ue
fire playing around our bodies? Ch, dear, it was Crone's radiation. \Was |
seeing the future?

And | didn't know the half of it yet

| laughed and | aughed. Then | writhed down and we enbraced. Sonehow or ot her
we wound up on the lawn with the bath overturned beside us, and he was on top
of me, peering down through the lightning flashes. He was | ooking into ny eyes
as though he'd only just recognized ne.

And how good was it, what we did there on ny tidy little lawn? 1'Il tell you.



If | suffer in darkness for a thousand years because of what | did afterward-|I
won't care

By great good fortune the water under the tamales had not quite boiled away by
the tine we went back inside, and the house was filled with the earthy snell

of corn. I lit lanps and pulled on an old shirt to set out our supper. He
wrapped a towel around his mddle and sat down at my rough-hewn tabl e,

wat ching me lay places for us. Two places, after all this tine.

Once, long ago, 1'd laid out an intimte supper for two, just like this. W
had sat together in a tiny circle of light at an old wooden table, in our own
little world, as beyond in the darkness the wind how ed and a hostile fate
prepared to tear us to pieces the mnute we stepped outside the circle.

It isn't really a happy nenory. N cholas had been sullenly desperate and | had
been fearfully desperate, a good little cyborg feeling real qual ns about
running away with a norta

man. Before mat night ended nmy heart had been broken irreparably, and

Ni chol as, furious and terrified, was running to nmeet his death. Thank you, Dr.
Zeus.

But 1'man old w cked cyborg now, aren't |1? Long past desperation. And how
sweetly the rain beat on the roof of ny house, and how snug and dry we were in

my lanplit kitchen as the blue evening fell, and how sl eepy and cal mwe were
t here together.

And calmy, over our supper, | did the first of the things that will damm ne
if 1"'mever caught. | told Alec, in great detail, all about the Silence in

2355, together with some rather necessary bits of tenporal physics to enable
himto use that shuttle effectively. So very classified, and |I divulged it! He
knows, now, Dr. Zeus's fear of the unforeseen apocal ypse; he knows his w ndow
of opportunity, and what to plan for over the next four years. \Watever his

pl ans may be.

| gather he has sonme kind of ally he calls the Captain, who is apparently the
captain of his ship, though I'ma little confused on this point because | also
had the inpression he sails alone. But this Captain may be dead, which is one
of the things he's gone off to resolve/revenge.

The tal k depressed him He reached across the table and took my hand as we

spoke. What kind of enotional |life has he had? | could cheerfully kill his
ex-w ves, | think.

Oh, yes, |'ve changed. But | would burn in Hell for his dear sake.

| may yet.

He hel ped me wash the di nner dishes, and we hung his thermal underclothes up
to dry before the fire, and at last we clinbed into ny narrow, creaking bed.
Last time 1'd lain in a real bed with him he'd been Edward, and we'd been on
the run all day and were too exhausted to do nore than drift off to sleep
together. Not this tinme! The bed has a permanent |ist to starboard now, and we
were lucky it didn't collapse in extrenmis. | really ought to fix it, but |
can't bear to. Just looking at it makes ne snile

He warnmed me right through, my nortal lover, and afterward drifted off to
sleep in ny arns. | lay watching himby the light of the fire. | mght have

[ ain there studying himall night,

newly fascinated by all the details |I'd never forgotten: the cleft in his
chin, the funny swirled patterns in the hair on his arns.

But the night wasn't mne to idle away so pleasantly.

I rose and pulled the blanket up around his shoul ders. He sighed, reaching for
me. | slipped out into the rainy night, to do the second thing for which

will surely suffer one day.

The shuttle lay dark and abandoned, its sprung hatch gaping open in the rain.
| looked in and saw the tiny green lights on the control panel, dimy
illuminating the access port. | nade ny assault, forced it to give up the
secret | wanted.

The bonb was wired under the pilot's seat, of all obvious places. It was a
tiny white Bakelite box that m ght have been anything, a fuse relay, a power
seat servonotor, a container of breath mints that had fallen down under there



and been forgotten. | knew better. | found the tool kit and snipped its
vicious little wires, swng the shuttle's hatch shut, carried the bonb back
with nme through the gray rainy night and flung it into nmy conmpost heap. It's
there now, as | wite. It may yet be live and deadly, it may have been rui ned

by the rain and the rmuck; but it will never kill Alec, which is all that
natters.

| came back and reentered paradise, slipping into the firelit roomwhere ny
| ove slept safe. Third time lucky, nortal man, | thought.

He woke when | clinmbed back in beside him grunbled a little, reached out his
arms to pull me in close and tucked ne under his chin, just as Nichol as used
to do. | lay awake awhile | onger, fighting conditioning nightmares; but | know
themfor the fal se progranmed things they are now, and they can't scare ne. |
fell asleep at last, soothed by the rhythm of his heartbeat.

W didn't get out of bed for two full hours next norning. We did everything
I'd ever done with Nicholas, who'd been amazi ngly adventurous for a late

nmedi eval fellow, and everything I'd ever done with Edward, who was a Victorian
gentl e-man, which says all | need to say about his personal tastes. The bed
sagged ever further toward a happy death. Then we got up and | made him

br eakf ast .

"I hope you like tacos," | said, spooning the hot filling into corn tortillas.
"This seens so inadequate! | seldomdine in the norning, nyself, just a rol
or something to keep the coffee fromkilling nme. No tea, no kippers, no

sardi nes even. Nothing for an Englishman, but then I never expected to neet
one here."

"That's okay," said Alec. He accepted a taco and bit into it cautiously. "It's
not bad. Wat is it?"
"Proteus Breakfast Bounty," | told himwith a sneer. "It approxi mates sausage.

Not inspiring, but sustaining. The tortillas, at |least, are real."

"I like "em" he said.

"You are a gentleman,"” | said, pouring himout a mug of coffee. | poured a cup
for nyself and sat down across the table fromhim "WelIl, then. Here we are.”
"M. and Ms. Checkerfield s Brunch Cub," he said. God, it sounded strange in
nmy ears. Ms. Checkerfield? O Lady Finsbury! Pretty good for sonebody who
began life in a one-room hut, eh? Child of Spanish peasants who owned maybe
two goats and three fig trees? Too surreal to contenplate. | took a careful
sip of coffee and said quietly:

"I'f you knew how often |I've wi shed you were sitting right there-"

"I can't be what you wanted," he said. "You nust have w shed for sonebody a

| ot better looking, in shining arnor."

"No. You yourself are the man of ny dreams, senor. | think we've net before,
in sone previous lifetine."

"You believe in that stuff?"

"Not really,” | said. "Do you?"

He shook his head, wolfing down the | ast of the taco.

"Were you raised in any religion?"

"Nope," he said. "I was always taught that's for bigots and crazies. Not
somet hing you do if you're going to be a respectabl e menber of the House of
Lords, which |'ve never been anyway so who cares, right? But, you know. M
stepnot her got into the Ephesians, and they' re kind of scary."”

"That's what 1'd al ways read."

"You read, too? They do a lot of good, though, for poor girls, so | guess
they're okay. And nmy nurse was into sonething, | guess it must have been

O thodox Vodou. | think she

took me to sone of their services when | was small. That was nice, | renmenber,
all the dancing, and those bright people com ng out of nowhere |like that."
Yes indeed, N cholas, | thought, you' ve cone a | ong way.

"Can | have another of those?" he inquired. |nmagine someone actually I|iking
Breakfast Bounty. But then | don't suppose he's ever eaten neat

"Please," | said, pushing the plate across to him "I made themfor you. So,
religion's not your thing, is it? What about politics?"



"l don't vote."
"No? Not very English of you, if you'll pardon ny saying so."

"I can't stand England," he said wearily. "It's gray and it's cold and it's
it's just so sad. | couldn't wait to |l eave, and | hate it when | have to

go back. You should see the absentee fines | pay every year to the House of

Lords! You don't want to live there, | hope?"

"Ch, no."

"Good. You want to go see Spain again, though? You nmust not have seen it since
you were little."

What a strange idea. "I wonder if 1'd recognize it at all?" | said at |ast.
"It's fun there. Everything's really expensive, but you can get real fish in
the restaurants and there's a festival day, |like, every other week. | was nere

one time at-what's that big party the Jews throw, where they dress up and
there's, er, a street carnival? Noisemakers and stuff? It's in the spring,
anyway, and there's this big whatchacallem tenple thing-"

"A synagogue?"

"Yeah! A synagogue in, er, Santiago-"

"Santiago de Conpostela?" | was stunned.

"Yeah! That's the place. Anyway it's great. Families build these booths al

al ong the street and watch the dances and parades, and you can just go from
booth to booth, drinking and

eating and tal king to people. The ones who understand English, anyway. And
there's bullfights with topless girls! Amazing acrobats. They flip over the
bulls Ilike they were on springs or sonething. And then they have this thing at
the end where they burn the parade floats."

"Not the people?" | just couldn't get nmy mind around this, somehow. Poor old
Spain, freed at last from ancient sorrow and cruelty?

"Nah, they never have accidents. W should go sonetinme. You'd like it." He

| ooked at ne a little anxiously. "Though we can go anywhere you want, babe.
Anywhere that'll nmake you happy."

"Il be happy," | said, reaching across the table and cl asping his hand.
"You're not religious, you don't care about England, and there's a synagogue
in Santiago de Conpostelal We can go places or we can live on your ship.
don't care.”

Assum ng, of course, | can skip forward through tinme into the
future-inmpossible, but apparently not for me. Could | really just sail away
with Alec, on an eternal holiday in the twenty-fourth century?

Though of course it wouldn't be eternal, because he's a nortal. But | think if
we could just once live out a peaceful life together, | could accept anything
that came after that. Wiy have | felt this way, fromthe first nonent | laid
eyes on this big homely man? God only knows.

He Iifted nmy hand and kissed it. "W'Il go as soon as |'ve finished up this
stuff I'mdoing," he said.

"Ah, yes. This stuff you're doing," | said, |ooking dowmn into ny coffee,
focusing on cold practical matters to keep from |l aunching myself over the
table at him "There are sone things you should know before you attenpt to
pilot that shuttle back to the twenty-fourth century. Sonewhere on board,
there ought to be little containers of the drug you have to take before tine
traveling. It looks Iike iodine, and |I've heard it's sonetimes packaged to

| ook like Canpari. Do they still make Canpari ?"

"Yes. | saw those."

"It's not Canpari, but if you pour fifty mlliliters into an equal anount of
gin or vodka, you won't know the difference. You nust drink it down, or risk
death a second tine when you activate the tine transcendence field. | nust

tell you, | can't imagine how you were able to sit up and tal k coherently only
a couple of hours after your arrival, let alone get that magnificent

erection.”

He snickered in enbarrassnent.

"And you need to enter the proper algorithminto the tine drive. | can do that

for you now, but you'll have to know nore about piloting the damed thing



before you try to take it anywhere else."

"If ny friend's still alive, he may have that data." Al ec reached for another
taco.
"He was going after Dr. Zeus's database!" | felt ice around ny heart. "OCh,

Al ec. There aren't even words for how dangerous that is."
"We did it once already and got out okay," Alec said. But | buried ny face in
ny hands.

"Don't tell ne, darling. The less |I know, the safer you'll be."

W |ingered over breakfast. He hel ped ne wash up again. | helped himinto his
arnored suit that had been airing out on a hook by the door all night, like a
seal skin tenporarily abandoned by its owner. | wanted to see if we m ght
contrive a way to nmake | ove while he was encased in it, but he's a man on a
m ssion, after all, with places to go and things to do.

The rain had stopped and the cl ouds bl own away by the time we wal ked back to
the shuttle. It was going to be a hot day. Steamwas already rising up from
the sparkling fields. When we got to the shuttle and Al ec stood there staring
up at it, I could tell fromthe | ook on his face he was uncertain what he was
supposed to do next.

So | drove the third nail into nmy coffin.

| leaned close to himand put ny arns around his neck. "You'll renmenber,"” |
said, finding the torque with ny fingers. "It's just the effect of the crash.
Cal mdown. Think." | tapped into his database and nearly passed out at its

imensity. If he were to downl oad even half of what he has access to, mnmy brain
woul d burst. But | did experience the world through his senses for a noment,
and that was nearly as disturbing.

He has ... SENSES. Hi s hearing, his eyesight, touch, are all hyperacute and
informative. He draws in a breath of air and its conponent scents tell him
nore about where he is than even a hunting dog could discern, at |east as nuch
as an inmortal like ne. He sees farther into certain |ight ranges than a
nortal is supposed to be able to, and the sensitivity of his skin ... no
wonder he likes his physical pleasures.

Is ny nortal darling even hunman? | wonder ed.

| always thought he'd nake a better imuortal than any of the people the
Conpany ever chose, and now | know it for a fact. If only his skull fit the
opti mum paraneters

I mustered ny thoughts and probed for the informati on he needed. There it was;

he sinply hadn't |earned how to access it yet. | pulled it up and said: "I
have the inpression that the cyborgs who normally pilot these ships access
themthrough a file with a designation of TTVMDG33." | fed it to him
surreptitiously. "Does that sound right?"

H's brain took it with remarkable ease. | felt himgasp in pleasure as it all
made sense, suddenly. He began to downl oad fromne, lifting a subroutine for

fast access by content with such speed | felt |ike a wung-out sponge.

"I think-Hey!" he said in delight, as the hatch popped open. | teetered back
fromhim dizzy and frightened.

"There you are," | said, determined to sound cheery. "You see? You had it in
your nenory all the tinme. Dear me, though, this fancy carpet's gotten soggy."

| clinbed inside and stopped, staring as he clinbed in after ne.

Fancy carpet indeed. What luxury! | hadn't bothered to | ook around nuch when
I'd been in here renoving the bonb.

Floral pattern in the carpet and the beautifully cushioned passengers' seats.
Drink rests, crystal vases set in the wall, for God's sake, full of pink
roses! Spacious, lots of head room for anyone but Al ec. Tasteful color schene.
M ni bar. Entertai nment console. Al this to keep the Future Children happy on
t heir weekend escapes fromtheir own world. Not how we imortals travel. | was
sent to this station in a raw edged netal box barely big enough to accommodat e
nmy body. It couldn't be bigger, we were always told. The extra time-field drag
woul d take nore energy, cost nore noney, which couldn't be spared for

i nessentials |ike confort.

What did it cost to send this shuttle through time even once ?



Is this why we've worked so hard all these years? To pay for things like this?
Al ec bent down and flung w de the etched gl ass doors of the mnibar. "Check
this out. Six different fruit juices and three kinds of real booze. Illegal as
hell, and |I should know." He chuckl ed. "Bonbay Sapphire, Stolichnaya and- hey,
here's the magic potion." He held up a dummy bottle of Campari. Al nicely

di sgui sed as a cocktail, so Future Children would never know how danger ous
their pleasure excursions really were.

I was so angry | could barely trust myself to speak, but while he gul ped down
his bitter cocktail | managed to explain about taking the earth's rotation and
orbit into account, for one travels through space as well as tine and you nust
run as fast as you can to remain in one place, whenever you get there. Alec
knit his brows in conprehension-he may not be able to read very well, but he
seens to be brilliant at math-and ordered the shuttle to set its course. It
pronptly obeyed him

The warning lights began to inplore us to close the hatch, and the gas

canisters gave their initial hiss as the valves engaged. | wasn't ready to
lose himyet! But I'd be a danger to himin nore ways than he could imagine if
I went along. | backed toward the hatch, and he held out his hand.

"Remenber," he said. "I'mcom ng back for you."

"Mem nerunt ommia amantes,"” | said, falling into an old habit.

"What ?" He stared. "Was that Spanish? Wat did you say?"

Still no Wrld Language in his century, | note. Miust be the nationalist

backl ash.

"Lovers renmenber everything," | translated. "I was speaking Latin." He got

that worried-dog | ook again.

"What's Latin?"

My God, the progress of human know edge.

"like, Latin American?" he asked.

"C ose enough, dear," | said ruefully, but then the Klaxons really began to
protest about the hatch and | couldn't stay. |I dove back, kissed himone | ast
time, and fled through the hatch before | doomed us bot h.

I ran around to the wi ndow where 1'd seen himfirst. He was fastening hinself

into his seat restraints. He saw nme and nouthed | |ove you in silence.
shouted it back to him over the scream of the engines and the turbul ence,
until |1 was hoarse. He | eaned forward, staring out over the console as the

shuttle began to rise and | reached up my hands toward him watching until the
yel low gas roiled and hid himfromny sight.

Up and up went the shuttle, a perfect ascent, and then it rotated and becane a
streak of silver, leaving my time with just the barest thud on the insulted
air. No master pilot could have done it better, no inmmrtal cyborg with a

t housand years' training, but I'd only had to show Al ec once

What have | done?

| told nyself, as | wal ked back to the house, that it could have been worse.

Ni chol as woul d have roared off with that shuttle to carpet-bonb the Vatican
and | shudder to think what Edward woul d have done with it. Al ec, however, is
an arrested child who won't even vote. Digging for pirate treasure is his idea
of a good tine.

And even if he succeeds in his quest-would the world be such a terrible place
wi t hout the Conpany's obsessive control? Dr. Zeus has been in power since Tine
began. What if nobody was running the world? Maybe all those |ost art
treasures could go into rmuseuns, instead of the collections of rich nmen. Maybe
those rare beasts could be turned | oose into that strangely depopul ated future
world, to survive or not on their own nerits.

Speaki ng of rare beasts ... are you ready for the punchline, now?

The first thing | did on returning to ny little abode was to collect DNA
sanmpl es fromthe abundant evidence Al ec, ahem Ileft of his presence. Hair on
the pillow and all that. Ran a few tests. Wat a surprise.

He's a tetraploid. Like ny naize cultivars. Double DNA. N nety-two
chronosomes. The only tetraploid hominid who ever existed was the
(under st andabl y) extinct Honb crewker-nensis, known only froma few



odd- | ooki ng bones and, of course, Conpany operatives who went back through

time to see what could possibly have left such long femurs in the fossi

record... hmm

What did the operatives report? That they found a small population with a

barely viabl e gene pool, living at the southwestern edge of the ice sheet that

covered Engl and. Decided they were some kind of Honb hei del bergensis conmunity

that had been isol ated | ong enough for distinct speciation to occur. Dutifully

recorded their extinction, once the ice sheet nelted and Hono crewkernensis

were able to nove east,

where they encountered tribes with whomthey could not interbreed successfully

(lethal recessive affected the femal es) and who objected to their territorial

aggr essi on.

I wonder if the Conpany saved any of their genetic material ?

Ch, we've gone way, way beyond any romantic metaphysics-to do with

rei ncarnation, haven't we? Alec is no nmenber of any human race |'ve ever

encountered. Fancy ny never suspecting that in all these centuries, eh?

don't know what he is, but what | do know about himis far too nuch for the

Conmpany's liking. And | already knew nore than was safe ... | am so dooned.
You know, when | was a nortal child, nmy nother sold ne to a band of w cked

strangers. They told nme |1'd be married to a great lord. Wien | finally peered

into the room where they were hiding ny betrothed, what was there?

Only a straw man, a thing braided out of wheat of the field, the

bri ght-ri bboned Lord of the Corn, destined for the festival bonfire. Mybe the

strangers meant to sacrifice me with him Maybe ny inescapable fate has al ways

been, one day, to burn in that fire.

But it's been al nost a week now, and nobody's come for me yet.

| suppose it all hinges on how closely |I'm being nonitored, whether ny

auditory and visual intake is being recorded and anal yzed sonewhere or just

recorded and stored. It night be years before sone bored clerk decides to have

a |l ook at what |'ve been doing. Wio knows whether Alec will have succeeded in

his quest by that tinme? | mght never be found out.

If, on the other hand, analysis is instantaneous-then |I'mcertainly going to

| earn whether or not Dr. Zeus has devised a way to grant its weary imortals

the gift of death. Is this crawing sensation fear for nysel f? How novel

And if what |'ve done has really set in notion the events that will lead to
the end of the world, I'll deserve whatever the Conpany does to ne. It would
be a pity, really. 1'd have liked to have nade that sad nortal happy, sailed

away with himon his absurd pirate ship and been Ms. Al ec Checker-field.
Don't want to think about that too nuch.

On the other hand, if Alec fails, dies as Nicholas and Edward di ed-perhaps his
hungry soul won't need to come back for ne, if | too amhit by the bolt of Dr.
Zeus's wath. Can | go through that doorway of fire, where N cholas waited for
nme?

It's so strange, waiting to see.

Rain again today, but | think it'll blow out later, and another astoni shing

t hi ng has happened.

CGot up this norning and took ny usual peranbul ati on down to Aval on Bay, and
somet hi ng had washed up on the beach. | could snell it [ong before | got
there, though it really isn't so badly deconposed as all that, but, you
know-fish stink.

Except this isn't a fish, exactly. It's an ichthyosauri And to think | told

Al ec there were no dinosaurs in this time period.

You can keep your stupid coelacanths. There it is, large as life, which seens
to have been 7.5 neters long. |'ve taken a full hour of holo footage, from
every possible angle. | managed to turn it over with a shovel, which was
unfortunate because | pronptly lost ny breakfast {much nore deconposed on that
side) but this gave ne a good view of its skeletal structure for the canera.
So much for its being extinct! | really should get sonme DNA sanpl es before the
seabirds get it all. Actually I should signal for a Conpany ichthyol ogi st,
suppose, but under the circum



Ship has arrived out front. Not Alec's stolen shuttle. Maybe Dr. Z fish

speci alist come to see di scovery?

OCh dear. There are uniformed security techs searching through my compost heap
My own bel oved, it would have been fun. Good-bye Al ec Edward N chol as.

Qui afortis est ut nors dilectio dura s

Extract fromthe Text of Document D

6 Maye 1579

33 deg 20 nmin The two ilands here shewn as La Victoria & San Sal vador, Mone
hath sighted at nine o' clock today. W deternmined to try whether da Silva
spake truth or no, or rather spake the Iye concerning this He of Divells, that
this was a devise to conceal rich store of plate hid in the caves hereabouts.
Wherfore we lay off San Sal vador to the windward, but |I lyked it not so well,
t her bei ng no convenyent shoare but onely great clyffes. | was not minded to
go on a fool es exspedycyone; but Mone swore great oaths he should bring back
gol d bollyone yf | pleased to lett himtake the pinnace & somtwo or three
good fellows mat durst go, being not afeard, whether of divells nor nen.

gave orders therfore (that he should) |ower the pinnace & away. Wth hi mwent
Carie & the Kentishman Crokeham who hath ever madly sworn & thirsted after
Spaynysh bl oode, & | thowght it best to lett him

go his ways. We then lay at anchor vntyll three o' clock, lohn & | painting the
whi | es the passage between the two ilands. Fromthe main top nmen Legge
descried nme pinnace returning. Wen it came ni gh enough Moone cryed that we
shoul d up anchor & away for the Ile was truly full of divells and fowl
poysons. W took themup in the pinnace, Mone & Carie much afeard & Crokeham
in a sound, & with them a boxe or kist of great weight. This boxe when opened
was

found to carry som manner of brasse plate & suche as | will nott nanme herein
save that Dee hath the same at his house in Mrtlake, as | have seen with mne
own eyes. Ther were besides somglasse vialls & two |yttell bottels that had
benn al yke filled with sherrisacke as they thowght, but Crokeham had oped &
drunk one of the sanme thence fallen dead drunk or poysoned, we knew not which
This much hath Moone & Carie sworn, thow questioned together & apart: that
they went into the iland & clinbed a long hill, seeing nether caves, nor
divells, nor plate, but onely goats. That Crokeham desiring we should have
fresh neate, gave chase to the said goats, & had |aid hands upon one, but that
it vanished into air Iyke a thing bewi tched. They did then stare and trenbl e,
the whiles they could plainly hear the hooves of the said goat strikyng stones
but saw him not.

Then a horrible wonder, for as Crokeham stretched forth his hand, it seened
gone off his armas though he were made nutilate, though he felt no bl ow nor

pai ne; & upon drawing it backe he saw he was hoooll & well, his hand as good
as it was before.
Wherfore they knew ther was somdivellish illvsione here & Crokeham though he

boast overnuch, yeat he is no coward, & was minded to try what was conceal ed
inthis iland. He did walk forrward & both Moone and Carie do sweare they saw
hi m goe as thow the earth gaped under him thow yeat they did hear him
speakyng, yeat they saw himnot. They sow to follow him& after 3 paces
behel d hi magain & beheld too a cave nowh |yke a m ne that nmen have nade,

whi ch sure the illvsione was to conceal

VWherin they went a lyttell ways & beheld a | anpe, but what manner of |anpe it
was they connot tell, but that it was not candle nor rvshlight nor in any
manner what |ight we vse to have, but onely |Iyke a white wi ndoe in the tunnel
wal I, through which |ight shone but no thing could be seene, & it was nore

| yke the noones beans then sun

& farther, that ther were dwarfish divells lying dead ther-about, that fell to
ashes when Crokeham snote one with his foote. & farther, that the said boxe
was ther. Wherfore Crokehamtook it up and they left that place, being not

m nded to see any farther thervnto.

Now they fell to quarreling who shoul d open the said boxe, whether they should
t hensel ves ther by reason of any danger mat nyght lie therin, or bring it a



board first. At last Carie gave order Crokeham should open (the box).

& seeing therin no treasure, & being as they thowght thensel ves cheated {for
that they did not knowe how Dee & Wyl si nghanme bid ne take especyall care to
find the verie sane when | lay at Mortlake} they were sorely vexed; & that
Crokeham swore he woul d tast of the sacke, & broke the seal one 1 bottel &
drank it off straight. Therafter he grew hotte, & cryed the divells were cone
alive after them {though Moone & Carie could see none suche} and ran before
themto the pinnace, wher on a sudden he sounded and lay |yke 1 dead. Thither
have they come in fear of their lives, rowing hard & bearing himalong in the
bott om of the pinnace.

Now have | geuen order they shall tell no tale of this to any, being
qguestioned privily, but nost especyallye |ohn Douty, & the boxe | have made
safe, nor shall Flettcher tell of the same. Upone Crokeham have we set watch,
as it is now nine o' clock at night & he waketh not, but lieth as dead still.
9 Maye, 1579

This fearful marvel | nvst set down, that Crokeham who was poysoned in San
Sal vador hath not yeat waked, but lieth asleepe yeat, & worse, though it myght
not be worse an he were wakyng. This Crokeham was in Rochester to see the holy
Martyrs burn, wherby you may know he is not yonge, but even a nman of mine own
age, & bore somwhite in his bearde & bore divers scars beside, for he hath
fought bravely agai nst Spayne since that he saw the Martyrs di e, seekyng ever
means to quarrel for their sakes. Lo, since that he hath lain thus, all his
scars are gone. So is the snow nmelted out of his beard, which is grown soft &
smal | | yke the beard of a boye. & Flettcher who hath the care of himhath
prated that that Ile shall be called in our mappe Insula Endym one, but | have
geuen order he shall hold his fooles tong | est he engender fear in the

sayl ers, & Crokeham hath benn lain alone in lota's cabin | est nore talke

bet yde

12 Maye, 1579

That Crokeham who hat h grown yonge sl eepeth yeat, & though he be yonge stil
he is yeat not well, for he be nmuch reddened in the face & breathes him hard
| yke a whale blowing. | have seen this in nen with too greate effvsione of

bl ood to the brain or as doctors call (it,) grosse apoplectickal hunours.
VWherfore | amin som dowe whether to physicke himwi th bl eeding or no, |est
that he be weake and dye therby, or that the poysone that is in himshould
fowlly contam nate vsall.

Fl ettcher saith bel yke the sacke was som draughte as thatte devi sed by

Par acel svs to make a manne yonge again, & as proofe of this tells nme it be
knowen that Spayne hath sowt suche in the natural waiters of Florida, the
which | knew afore, but I told himnott, onely that he should speak noe

carel esse word therof. Privily | doe consyder with nmyselfe whether it is not
so, & the bottel had suche a draughte therin; & that Crokeham had cone to noe
harm had he not drunke it all incontynent, but by excesse is strucke down. Yf
it be so, Dee nvst have the other (bottle) to prove. Bel yke the draughte, yf
tempered with som nore gentler physicke, may yeat serve to grant |ong youthe
to our soverign Ladie, to the lasting checke of Spayne.

Wherfore | have | ocked the said boxe safe away, noe man but | to know wher
vntyll {As Christ Jesu grant} | see Dept-ford & maye convey it to

Wayl synghamme, wher he shall do as he thinks nost nmete. | have sworn to
Flettcher his face that an he prate nmore in this, he shall be soundly whipt.
19 Maye, 1579

Thi s dai e dyed Crokeham at two o'clock in the norning, after a great palsie
t hat shook hi mupwards of three owers. Had | never nmet him afore but onely at
the Iast ower | would have said & sworn that the poor knave were a boye of

syxeteen, though he is fowlly dead for all that. | gave order he should be
made away privily, Moone and Carie to bring the round shot & wyndi ng sheete &
bear all. This was done & we comytted himto the sea & Flettcher spake the

office for the dead, spedelley & quiet in the dark. & at first lighte | spake
to
the sayl ers and said: That the manne was dead, by poyson as we thowght, throw



his rash want of forethowght, but noe strange thyng attended his going as som
myght unwi sely saye. & this they well understood & drew off their cappes but
nmurmured nott, wherat | was well pleased

THE YEAR 2350:

THE MEETINGS OF THE | NKLI NGS NOUVEAU

In the year 2350, Oxford University was |located at No. 10 Al bany Crescent in
London. There was a small sign over the doorway telling visitors so. If there
had been such things as postrmen in that day and age, the |ocal one woul d have
sm |l ed indul gently and shaken his head every tine he dropped letters through
the slot in the front door. But there were no postnmen in the year 2350, and no
letters for themto deliver if there had been, and anyway the letter slot had
been seal ed shut for two centuries to prevent the insertion of small bonbs,

i ncendi ary devi ces, or venonous reptiles.

By and large the only people who noticed the sign were tourists strolling
through the historical district of Georgian terraces, who usually stood there
staring at it for a nonent before frowning, turning to each other and sayi ng
something like: "Wasn't Oxford University supposed to be bigger?" "Wasn't it
supposed to be in, uh, Oxford or sonething?" "Was Oxford in London?" "I don't
know. "

They woul d usual ly wander off in nutual confusion, and the portly man wat chi ng
fromthe window at No. 10 would chuckle and rub his hands. H s hands were
usual ly cold. He'd shiver, then, and pull his tweed jacket tighter around
hinself. It didn't button in front (it had been nade a long tinme ago for a
much thinner man), but it was a genuine tweed and he was

terribly proud of it, which was why he wore it on conference days. Conference
days were special, because then his coll eagues would arrive at No. 10 and

t hey' d have a brai nstorm ng session.

On this particular day he turned fromthe wi ndow and went to the fine old oak
table, where he'd carefully arranged his props. He had an antique stoneware
jug full of ginger beer and three tankards-not pewter, unfortunately, but
twentieth-century al um num copies were the closest thing available in 2350. He
had a stack of real books prom nently displayed, noldy and swollen wth age.
He'd actually attenpted to read one of them once, but the first page had
crunmbl ed so badly he had cl osed the book and | ooked over his shoul der
fear-fully, expecting the wath of the curator, forgetting that he was the
curator now. He had a humidor on the table, too, and a rack with three actua
pi pes, black and ancient. There hadn't been tobacco in the hum dor in over a
century, but if you lifted the china Iid you could still detect a faint
perfune of vanilla and whi skey. If he was so bold as to take up one of the

pi pes and set his lips to its anmber stem (having first made sure nobody was
wat ching hin), he could inhale an air of sensuous old poisons, burnt tar
bitterness, faintly salty.

Rut herford (that was the portly fellow s nane-well, not his real nane, but
reality was what you nade it, after all) very nearly put a pipe in his mouth
now, but thought better of it. The others would arrive at any nmonent, and so
far he'd never dared that particular affectation in front of anybody. His

col | eagues, of all people, would probably understand; but he valued their
friendship too highly to risk disgusting them They were the only friends he'd
ever had, hard to find as a real tweed jacket or a briar pipe in 2350.

Need | nmention that Rutherford wasn't really an Englishman? He had, in fact,
been born on Luna, to parents of Anerican extraction. As a child, though, he'd
fallen in love with the idea of England. He wore out three copies of The Wnd
inthe Wllows with continuous view ng, listened to nothing but Beatles and
PunxRei ch, never m ssed an epi sode of Doctor Who (and could nane all three
hundred and fifteen Doctors). He even owned a couple of heavily censored
Shakespeare plays. Being a fat asthmatic little boy, he'd taken refuge in the
green country behind his eyes, so often and so conpletely that he'd been

di agnosed an eccentric by the authorities.

He was al so very bright, though, as brightness went in the twenty-fourth
century, and his parents knew certain inportant people. The diagnosis was



changed fromeccentric to creative, and instead of being sent to a residential
hospital he was shi pped down honme for training as a museum curator. Wiile he
was there, certain work he did cane to the attention of Dr. Zeus, Inc.

They sent a headhunter to interview him A bargain was struck, and the Conpany
agreed to pull a nunber of strings. Wen he turned twenty-one he'd been sent
to Engl and, and had lived a happy and fulfilled life there ever since.

As happy and fulfilled as one could be in the twenty-fourth century, anyway.
Now he was a fat asthmatic little man of thirty, with a receding hairline and
a ginger nustache that nade himlook silly. H s appearance was inproved if he
put on the gold-rimred spectacles he'd bought froman antique deal er; then he
| ooked li ke a person in an old photograph. Sonetinmes he did that, too, staring
at himself in along mrror for hours at a tine, inmagining he was sonebody
Victorian. He never put the spectacles on where anybody but his friends could
see, of course. He'd got rid of his Luna accent, too, carefully cultivating an
Engli sh one that was a kind of polyglot of cinema Cockney, |ate
twentieth-century Transatlantic, and Liverpudlian. It wasn't entirely
satisfactory.

Bang! He junped straight off the floor-hard to do down here on Earth-before he
realized that sonmeone was actual ly using the polished brass knocker to
announce thensel ves. Wth a sheepish snile he hurried out into the hall and
opened ne door.

"Chatty, old man!" he said heartily.

"Sorry I'"'mlate," said Frankie Chatterji. That was his real nanme. Hs

great - grandparents had sel f-consciously changed it to Chatterton, but when
he'd graduated he'd decided to honor the glories of the Raj and changed it
back. Rutherford envied himterribly. He had no need to study an accent; he'd
been born in upper-class London, scion of a long line of civil servants, an

el egantly spare fellowwith a cafe au lait conpl exi on and snoky bl ue eyes. He
af fected tuxedoes and noreover had a jade cigarette holder, in which he kept a
ment hol inhalator. It had nearly got himarrested nore than once, before he
coul d explain about his sinus condition, but there was no one to conpare with
himfor sheer style.

He stepped into the hall now and shrugged out of his opera cape. Rutherford
took it eagerly and hung it up for him saying:

"Well, you're here before Foxy, anyroad."

He was referring to Foxen Ell sworth-Howard, the third nenber of their

fell owship, who was at this nonent having a bitter argunent with a public
transport operator. Ilgnorant of his plight, Chatterji strolled into the parlor
and surveyed the careful preparations wth approval

"I say," he enunciated, striding over to the tapestry Rutherford had hung up
above the fireplace. It depicted unicorns in a rose garden. It had been

manuf actured in Tai wan of purple rayon, but Rutherford thought it was one of
the nost beautiful things he'd ever seen, and Chatterji was inclined to agree
with him There was another on the opposite wall depicting Merlin the
Magi ci an, equally cheap and hi deous, but Chatterji's thin face warnmed as he
turned to regard it.

"This is really sonething! Were' d you get these, Rutherford?"

"Sot heby's." Rutherford beanmed. "Late twentieth century! Set the nood, don't

you think? I'll have to take them down before the tours tonmorrow, but | sort
of thought-you knowthey'll be |like our flags. Like outside a palace to show
the king's in residence. Magic is in residence here! Jolly good, what?"
"Jolly good," said Chatterji, and nade a nmental note to view a few nore

Sher | ock Hol nes hol oes. Rutherford's accent was dreadful, but his grasp of
archaic British idiomwas far better than Chatterji's.

A battering on the brass knocker announced the belated arrival of Foxen

El | swort h- Howard, and the first thing he said on entering was "It's shracking
freezing in here!"

Shrack was an extrenely nasty word, first coined to de-

scribe a particular imoral act that had become possible with

twent y-second-century technol ogy. Ellsworth-Howard' s friends wi nced slightly,



but only slightly.

El | swort h- Howard had been born to devout NeoPunks, and di sappoi nted them
terribly when he'd becone a scientist His retaliation was dressing in antique
cl ot hes, the baggy trousers and wai stcoats that Rutherford al so | oved; but he
could do nothing about the speech patterns he'd | earned at his nother's knee,
nor the fact that she'd had his hair permanently renmpved when he was six and
replaced with a pattern of steel rivets, for the good of his character
(believing, as she did, that one ought to give children painful obstacles to
shape their personalities). An attenpt to tattoo the appearance of hair had
only succeeded in nmaking his head | ook dirty, and wigs wouldn't sit right
because of the rivets, which couldn't be renmobved w thout |osing the trust fund
his mother had also settled on him Al this, with the bipolar enotiona

di sorder for which he took daily nedication, made himterribly cross nost of
the tinme.

But he, like Chatterji and Rutherford, was a certified genius in his
particular field, and that was what had brought themtogether in the first
pl ace.

"Whyn't you turn on the climate control ?" El |l sworth-Howard inquired, |ooking
around.

"Because |'ve got a surprise, chaps," said Rutherford. He ran to the

ni net eent h-century fireplace and gestured at the objects stacked in the grate.
There were three of them grayish cylinders about the thickness of a man's arm
and half as long. "Look! They're Fibro-Logs froma mountain survival kit.

Wat ch and observe, nmen." He drew out a tiny steel box and thumbed a | ever on
its side, causing a jet of flame to leap up fromthe top. He held it down to
the objects in the grate. After a | ong nonent (during which he tw ce dropped
the lighter with a hiss of pain) the objects caught, and flane crawl ed al ong
them and a thin stream of snoke flowed up the chi mey.

"Shrack me," gasped El | swort h- Howar d.

"Are you mad, man?' said Chatterji. "W'Il be arrested!"

"Nope," said Rutherford, somewhat nuffledly around his burnt thunb. "This is a
historical structure. It's got a fire pernmt, if you re doing a historica
re-creation. And we are, don't you see? W're the Inklings Nouveau! W're
having a creative neeting of mnds, just the way the Oxford dons used to.
Haven't we got the beer and the pipes and the books? And the cozy arnthairs?

I f sonebody fromthe twentieth century |ooked in on us right now, he'd think
we were real. Except for sone little details that don't really matter," he
fini shed unconfortably, glancing at Ellsworth-Howard' s gl eani ng head.

El | swort h- Howard and Chatterji |ooked at each other with a certain guilty
glee. "Bliney," said Ellswrth-Howard at |ast, naking an attenpt to match the
nmood. "Why shouldn't we get away with it? Aren't we all the Oxford University
there is, nowadays? Cone on, guys." He caught hold of an antique chair and
shoved it close to the fire.

"Chaps, " suggested Rutherford.

"Yeah, chaps, | neant."

In no tine they were cozily ensconced in chairs about the fire, and Rutherford
had handed around nugs of ginger beer. There was a | ong noment of silence that
was nore than contented; it was reverent, sacred al nbst. The transformng
magi ¢ of anachroni smhung in the air |ike incense.

"Shakespeare must have sat like this," said Rutherford and sighed.

"Shracking C. S. Lewis too." Ellsworth-Howard shut his (yes. "Only of course
it'd have been real beer."

"Or ale," Chatterji said wistfully. "Or port, or sherry. O tea!l You know what
we need? We need one of those cabinet things with fancy bottles and stuff in
them | could get sone grape juice. We could pretend it was port."

"Yeah! Yeah! Capital." Rutherford wiggled with excitement. "And sonet hi ng
brown for tea or sherry. Wiat could we get that was brown?"

"Prune juice is dark brown," said El|lsworth-Howard. "Maybe if we mixed it with
some appl e juice?"

"Well, that's definitely on the list for our next neeting," said Rutherford,



and reaching into his pocket he drew out a tiny el ectronic menorandum and

jotted a picture of an apple and a winkly prune with the stylus. "I'll see
what | can get at Harrods."
"First rate,"” said Chatterji. They all sat there, imensely

pl eased with thenselves. The fire in the grate burned cheerily, brightening
their pale faces, warm ng the washed-out |ight of a gray sumer day in London
"We'd better do sone work," said Ellswrth-Howard at | ast, groaning. "O |

m ght just sit here being happy all shracking afternoon.”

"Right Shall | give ny report?" Chatterji set down his tankard and struck an
attitude, steepling his fingers.

"Please,"” said Rutherford, and El |l sworth-Howard pulled his attention away from
the dancing flanes reluctantly.

"Well, it seenms the project has been a success overall. The Enforcers
succeeded in wiping out the last remants of the G eat Goat Cult, and it | ooks
like civilization has finally begun to dawn."

"Told you they'd do the trick," said Ellsworth-Howar d.

Chatterji smiled and went on: "Qur operatives in the past report that the
Neandert hal s and Cro-Magnons are starting to interbreed and share ideas, which
i s what we thought woul d happen. There's been pressure from some board nenbers
who want to see the hunter-gatherer tribes forcibly settled in farm ng
conmunes, but we had to explain how this contravenes history as known fromthe
Tempor al Concordance. "

"Eh?" Ellsworth-Howard scow ed at him

"That means it goes agai nst what we know happened," Rutherford said. "So they
can't do it."

"Ch. Ckay."

"And the next part's going to be really exciting, as we start connecting with
actual recorded historical events!" Chatterji cracked his knuckles in

ent husiasm "Hi story as we know it is going to begin happening at last."

"Brilliant." Ellsworth-Howard had a braci ng draught of ginger beer
"Though there is one problem.." Chatterji gnawed his lower |lip. He hesitated
a nonent before going on. "lI'mafraid we're having a little trouble with your

Enforcers, Foxy. Actually quite a lot of trouble.”

"What d'you nean?" Ellsworth sat upright "They took out the G eat Goat Cult,
didn't they?"

"Ch, yeah. Qite. But... they seemto have sone trouble

bei ng retrai ned, now that they've done what we made them for. Wat was the old
wor d?"

"Denobi | i zed?" said Rutherford.

"That's it. The Enforcers can't seemto adjust to peacetine. And they argue!
They appear to feel that a lot nore, er, preparation is necessary before we
begin civilization. There have been some quite nasty incidents, in fact."

"You mean they won't stop killing people?" ElIsworth-Howard | ooked appal | ed.
"Well, they're only going for ordinary antisocials now, not cultists, but..
in a wrd, yes," said Chatterji.

"Ch, dear, that won't do at all." Rutherford knitted his brows.

"And they defend thenselves by pointing to the historical record and clai m ng
that it proves the job oughtn't to be stopped.”

"The bl oody fools!" Rutherford snorted. "Don't they understand nat we can't
change history?"

"They believe we haven't tried hard enough,"” said Chatterji delicately, not

| ooki ng at El | sworth-Howard, who had buried his face in his hands.

"Bl oody hell," he said wearily. "Al'l right; what do we do?"

"Well, the committee would like to know if it's possible to nodify them since
termnation isn't an option."

"You mean make 'em over into Preservers?" Ellsworth-Howard thought about it.
"Reprogramthen? | don't think so. | designed themtoo shracking well for what
t hey were supposed to do, you know. Wy don't they just reassign themto be
security techs or sonething?"

"Well, but-there's another problem |I'mafraid.” Chatterji shifted



unconfortably in his seat. "Qur observers have advi sed us that the genetic
shift is taking place rather sooner than we thought now that the two main
hom nid branches are free to interbreed. Mre and nore humans are being born
with the distinctive Hono sapi ens sapi ens appearance. Wthin a few nore

t housand years, the Enforcers will be ... undesirably noticeable." He | ooked
apol ogeti c.

"You mean they're gonna stand out |ike boulders in gravel." E I sworth-Howard
drummed his fingers on his

knees. "Shrack, shrack, shrack. | knew | should have done sonethi ng about
their faces. It was the opti mumskull shape for a fighter, though."

"I know. |I'm sorry, Foxy."

"Well, no help for it." Ellsworth-Howard had another gulp fromhis tankard
"Poor old soldiers! | made "emtoo well, that's the problem 1 always fancied
| was born in the wong age, nyself-well, obviously we all do-but I wish I'd

been a knight in arnmor. Gone around kicking the shrack out of Nazguls and O es
and Cal ornmenes. Swords and all that."

Rut herford and Chatterji exchanged nervous gl ances, though of course no public
heal th nonitor was anywhere within earshot. Ellsworth-Howard reached into the
daypack he'd slung down beside his chair and pulled out a buke, which he
opened and activated. He squeezed in sone figures and sighed.

"Al'l right. Got around three thousand Enforcers in the field. Current status
shows two hundred thirty-seven in regeneration vats, consciousness offline. |
suppose they could just be left off. Seens |like a poor thank-you after they
beat the Great Coat nasties for us."

"But can we ever trust them again?" said Chatterji. "Now that they've had the
i dea of rebellion?"

El | swort h- Howard's eyes wi dened as the full inmport of the problemsank in on
him "Cot a little situation here, haven't we?"

"Exactly," Chatterji said soberly. "Imortal, indestructible, and di sobedient.
Tal k about your Frankenstein nmonsters!”

"What ' re we gonna do?"

"Well, it's not as though they were how i ng and poundi ng on our door, after
all,"” Chatterji said. "W know we sol ve the problem sonehow, because history
doesn't record a roving band of giant soldiers terrorizing crimnals through

t he ages. The question is, how do we solve it?"

"I know " Rutherford |l eaped to his feet in excitenent. "Ye gods, chaps, |'ve
had the nobst brilliant idea. This will work-at least if it's done right-and
it'll make all those | egends come true."

"What | egends?" Chatterji asked.

"The Sl eeping Knights," said Rutherford. "All through Europe there are | egends
of bunches of knights asleep forever in caves! Under various enchantnents, you
know. Here in England they're supposed to be knights of the Round Tabl e,

sl eeping until King Arthur comes again."

"What's that got to do with the shracking price of tea in China?" inquired

Ell sworth-Howard irritably.

"Don't you see? We could be what causes the | egends. Suppose you call in your
Enforcers and tell themwe do still need them but they nmust have upgrades for
the new work they're to do. They'll submt to being put under for the process.
W'l just take their brains offline and keep them unconsci ous! W can't kil
them but we can induce al pha waves indefinitely."

"Where would we keep themall?" Chatterji |ooked intrigued.

"Under ground bunkers." Rutherford's eyes shone. "In keeping with the | egends.

Carefully nonitored, on |life support-nothing i nhumane, you know. Until the
Judgnent Day!"

An unconfortable silence fell then, because nobody ever |iked to nmention that
Judgnent Day was thought to be going to arrive in the year 2355. Having
breached the unmentionabl e, however, Rutherford blundered on in a | ower voice:
"And-who knows? |If sonmething terrible' s going to happen in the future, perhaps
it's just as well we'll have a secret arny hidden away, that we can revive if
we need to."



"Shrack," said Ell sworth-Howard sol etmly. "Think you' ve got the right idea,

Rutherford. It'Il take some planning, though. Have to be gradual and crafty,
so the poor buggers don't know what's going on. Let's see how nuch it'll cost,
eh?" H's fist worked on the buttonball

"I"'mglad you're taking this well," said Chatterji, watching him "The

conmittee didn't want you to think the Enforcers were a failure. It is felt,

t hough, that the next project should be nore thoroughly tested before it's put
into action."”

"And how do we do that?" grunted Ellsworth-Howard absently. He was absorbed in
his cal culations. Rutherford | ooked inquiringly at Chatterji. "Well, now that
historical tine is being entered, the Conpany would |ike an inproved node
Enforcer,"” Chatterji explained. "Soneone nore nodern-|ooking. More suited to a
life of service in a civilized world. So, obviously, we'd want sonmebody who
was superbly strong but maybe | ess violent, nore obedient, perhaps a bit nore
intelligent than the old Enforcers? Someone with the ability to adapt to
peacetine life, yet with the same sense of, er, noral conmtnent."

"Not so rmuch a warrior as a knight," said Rutherford. "A hero! | say, Chatty,
this sounds interesting."

"But not a charismatic | eader who can make thousands hang on his every word,"
Chatterji added. "That's been tried, and we all know what happened."

"Well, that wasn't our project,” Rutherford rem nded hi msnugly.

"Thank heaven. W want sonebody with the intelligence to judge nen and
adm ni ster |laws, but not out of a sense of his own inmportance. Al zeal, no

ego. "
"Ckay." Ellsworth-Howard printed out a sheet of figures and handed themto
Chatterji. "There's Operation Pension Plan for the old Enforcers. | fee

crappy about it, but I don't see what else we can do with "em Now, what's
this about a knight?"

"W need a New Man, Foxy, an enlightened warrior," Rutherford cried.

"You mean no nmore big ugly buggers we can't control ?" Ellsworth-Howard gri nned
mrthlessly.

"Exactly," Chatterji said. "And to nmake certain there are no further problens,
the conmittee wants a conpletely original prototype. No breedi ng prograns.
They don't want you picking through human children until you find one that
fits the optimum norphol ogy and then performng the imortality process on it,
either. The results are too unpredictable.”

"I't works fine on ny shracking Preservers,"” growl ed El | swort h- Howar d.

"Yes, of course, but they're only Preservers,"” Chatterji said hastily. "How
much troubl e can drones cause? But nothing is to be left to chance on this new
design." He lowered his voice. 'The cormittee wants to see sonething

engi neered. Do you under st and?"

What he was proposing Ell sworth-Howard do was horribly, flagrantly illegal and
had been for two centuries. As |long as nobody actually said in so many words
W want you to make a reconbi nant, however, it could be gl ossed over as
somet hi ng el se, should anyone ever call Dr. Zeus or its enployees to account,
whi ch of course woul d never happen.

"A tailored gene job?" Ellsworth-Howard asked uneasily, pulling at his | ower
l[ip. 'Take a |l ot of work."

"Absolutely. Field testing, too. And for that reason, the first prototypes
will be given ordinary human life spans. No immortality process for them That
way if there's a flaw in the design, we can dispose of the m stake. Nothing
that m ght come back to haunt us later."

"I'"d better go back to the old Homob crewkernensis stuff, men, if you want it
engi neered. Lots nore material to work with." ElIsworth-Howard kneaded t he
buttonball and the imge of a four-stranded DNA helix appeared on the screen.
He began moving its segnments about, doodling as it were with the material of
life.

"Remenber that now you'll need something with a hunan face," Chatterji told
him "No Neanderthal, obviously. And, er, see if you can elimnate that
berserker tendency the Enforcers had. W want a nman who can kill, but not



somebody who enjoys it quite as much. Programin a bit of conpassion. O
course," Chatterji glanced at Rutherford, "that'll be your job."

"The Once and Future King, born of a vanished race," chanted Rutherford. "The
Messi ah. The Superman. The Peaceful VWarrior. The Hero with a Thousand Faces!™"
"Don't talk such rubbish.” Ellsworth-Howard squeezed in a formula and tilted
his head, considering the results.

"I't's not rubbish. This is what I'mpaid to do, renenber? You develop his
body, 1'Il devel op a psychol ogi cal formula be can be progranmed wi th, and

we' || produce sonething wonderful." Rutherford seized up the jug and poured
out a second round. They were raising their tankards for a toast when there
cane a horrifyingly loud cormotion at the door. Chatterji and Rutherford
turned, half expecting to see a nmob of furious Enforcers brandi shing stone
axes. They beheld instead a trio of nunicipal firenen in yellow slickers.

"Cet it out," said the tallest, striding toward themw th an air of comand.
The other firenen were carrying silver canisters, with which they proceeded to
extinguish the fire.

"Right," snarled the tall fireman. "You're all under arrest for violation of
muni ci pal fire code three-seventeen subset five, paragraph one. And |'ve a
special treat for the idiot who set the blaze in the first place. Got a jolly
straitjacket warmed up just for you! Right, then, which of you did it?"

"This-this is bloody outrageous,"” said Rutherford. "I have a permt for this
fire, sir!t"

"Ch, have we now?" The fireman thrust his face down close to Rutherford s own.
"I do so!" Rutherford backed away slightly but did not quail. "This is a

hi storical building and we are licensed re-creators.™

"Are you indeed? Where's your tourists, then?" the fireman sneered. Chatterji
put a hand on the fireman's shoul der and pushed hi m back. The fireman grinned
like a shark, preparing to roar the command that woul d have cl apped Chatterji
in restraints; but sonething about Chatterji's expression stopped himcold.

"I don't think you know who we are,"” said Chatterji. "This is a professiona
matter." He pulled out a little silver case and extracted an identification
di sc, which he held out for the fireman to see. The fireman blinked tw ce and
stared at it. H s face went rather pale.

"You shoul d have said sonmething!" he said. "Sorry- sorry, sir! Never happen
again, sir. I'ma stockhol der of yours, actually, sir, we'd have never in a
mllion years thought of interrupting your work. Now we know you're doing this
sort of tiling on the premises ... just get their fire going again, |ads, and
| east said soonest nended, eh?"

"Fair enough," said Chatterji. Rutherford collapsed into his chair, blinking
away angry tears. Ellsworth-Howard continued to frown at his screen, kneading
the buttonball distractedly, ignoring the firenen as they hurriedly cleaned
out the grate and relit the fire. Once the flanme had | eaped up again they
vani shed as quickly as they'd arrived.

"I hate this bloody century," quavered Rutherford.

"Ch, you don't really," Chatterji told himbrightly. "D d

you see the way that fellow slunk out of here? Now, that's what | call power.
Face it: in what other era would the likes of us have the authority to shape
history? Or tell a municipal official to go to the devil, for that matter
This is our tine, chaps, and we're making it count!"

He picked up Rutherford' s tankard and handed it back to him and lifted his
own so the firelight shone on it. "Let's drink that toast, shall we? To the
New Man. "

" "A father for the Superman,'" quoted Rutherford, smling through his tears.
El | swort h- Howard noti ced bel atedly what they were doing and grabbed up his
tankard. Racking his brains for an inpressive-sounding thing to say, he

nm srenenbered sonething fromone of the few filnms he'd seen.

"To a new world of nonsters and gods," he said, and drank deep

THE YEAR 2324:

Smart Al ec

For the first four years of his life, Alec Checkerfield wore a life vest.



This was so that if he accidentally went over the side of his parents' yacht,
he woul d be guaranteed a rescue. It was state of the art, as life vests went
in the twenty-fourth century: not only would it have enabled himto bob al ong
like alittle cork in the wake of the Foxy Lady, it would have reassured him
in a soothing voice, broadcast a frequency that repelled sharks, and sounded
an imredi ate al armon the pagi ng devices worn by every one of the servants on
boar d.

H s parents thensel ves wore no pagers, which was just as well because if Mimy
had noticed Alec was in the water she'd probably have sinply waved her
handkerchi ef after himuntil he was well over the horizon. Daddy woul d
probably have made an effort to rescue Alec, if he weren't too stoned to

noti ce the emergency; but nost of die tine he was, which was why the servants
had been appointed to save Alec, should the child ever fall overboard. They
were all madly fond of Al ec, anyway, because he was really a very good little
boy, so they were sure to have done a great job, if the need for rescue at sea
shoul d ever have arisen

It never did arise, however, because Alec was a rather well coordinated child
too and generally did what he was told, such as obeying safety rules.

And he was a happy child, despite the fact that his nother never set her

i ce-blue eyes on himif she could help it and his father was as likely to trip
over himas speak to him It didn't matter that they were terrible at being
parents; they were also very rich, which nmeant they could pay other people to
| ove Al ec.

In alater time Alec would | ook back on the years aboard the Foxy Lady as the
happiest in his life, and sometines he'd conme across the old group hol o and
wonder why it had all ended. The picture had been taken in Janaica, by
somebody standing on a nmooring catwal k and shooti ng down on deck

There he was, three years old, in his bright red |life vest and sail or hat,
smling brightly up at the camera. Assenbled around himwere all the servants:
fabul ous Sarah, his Jamaican nurse, arrogantly naked except for blue bathing
shorts; Lewin and Ms. Lewin, the butler and cook; Reggie, Bob, and Cat, the
deckhands; and M. Trefusis, ne first mate. They formed a | oving and
protective wall between Alec and his numry and daddy, or Roger and Cecelia, as
they preferred to be call ed.

Roger and Cecelia were visible up on me quarterdeck: Cecelia ignoring them al
from her deck chair, a cold presence in a sun hat and dark gl asses, reading a
novel . Roger was | ess visible, |eaning slouched against the rail, one

nervel ess hand about to spill a rum highball all over his yachting shoes. He'd
turned his face away to | ook at something just as me inage had been recorded,
so all you could see was a glinpse of aristocratic profile, blurred and

eni gmatic.

It hadn't mattered. Al ec had a wonderful life, full of adventures. Sarah would
tell himstories about Sir Henry Morgan and all the pirates who used to roam
the sea, living on their ships just like Alec did, and how they formed the

Free Brotherhood of the Coast, whose secret way of recognizing each other at
sea was for one pirate crewto call out, "Were d ye hail fron?" and instead
of replying that they were from Ki ngston or Liverpool or Southanpton, the crew
of the other ship would cry, Fromthe sea! And so they'd know they were prates
too. Alec liked that.

And there was the fun of landing on a new island-what would it be I|ike? Was

t here any chance there might still be pi-

rates lurking around? Al ec had played on beaches where the sand was white, or
yel low, or pink, or black, built castles on all of themand stuck his little
pirate flags on their turrets. Jolly Roger, that was what the flag was call ed.
Jolly Roger was al so what the deckhands called Al ec's daddy when he seened to
be having nore than usual difficulty walking or talking. This was generally
after he'd been drinking the tall drinks Cat woul d shake up for himat the bar
on the yacht. Sometines Cat would put a fruit spear in the drinks, cherries
and chunks of pineapple skewered on | ong wooden picks with the paper pirate
flag at the top. Sonetinmes Daddy's eyes would focus on Alec and he'd present



himwith the fruit spear and yell for more rumin his drink. Alec would sit
under Daddy's tall chair and eat the pineapple and cherries, nmaking faces at
the nasty stuff they'd been soaked in. Then he'd carry the Jolly Roger pick
back to his cabin, where he had a whol e hoard of themcarefully saved for his
sand cast| es.

It was a shame the rum had such an effect on Daddy, because going to get it
was al ways fun. The Foxy Lady woul d drop anchor in some sapphire bay and Sarah
woul d put on a halter top and shoes, and put shoes on Alec, and they'd go
ashore together in the launch. As they'd conme across the water Sarah m ght
sing out, "How many houses, baby?" and Al ec would | ook up at the town and
count the houses in his head and he'd tell her how many there were, and she'd
tousle his hair and tell himhe was right again! And they'd | augh

Then there'd be a |Iong wal k through sone island town, past the gracious houses
wi th wi ndow boxes full of pink flowers, where parrots flashed and screamnmed in
t he green gardens, back to the wappen-bappen pl aces where the houses | ooked
like they were about to fall down, and there would always be a doornmouth wth
no sign and a dark cool room beyond, full of quiet black men sitting at

tables, or brown nen sitting at tables, or white nen turned red fromthe sun
In one place there was a green and red parrot that knew Al ec's nane. "Smart
Alec,"” it called him to his delight and the anusenment of the quiet men. In
anot her place there was a big mermaid carved out of wood, with flowi ng hair
and bubbi es nearly as nice as Sarah's. Everything smelled new and exciting.
Different as the details nmight be, the visit was always the

same: he and Sarah would go in, and the quiet nen would greet Sarah wth

wel cone and a certain deference, alnpst awe, as though she were a visiting
gueen. Invariably a man in an apron would cone out, bringing a | enonade for
Alec and a glass of white rumfor Sarah, and sit at a table with themwhile
his hel pers | oaded crates into a battered old vehicle. Al ec sel dom understood
what was being said, because people talked differently on different islands;
but whether they were in the Caribbean or Pol ynesia, Sarah always spoke to the
quiet men in their own | anguage, as perfectly as though she'd been born anong
t hem

When Al ec had finished his | enonade, they'd go out into the sunlight again and
the man with the apron would give thema ride back into town with the crates.
The crates were nearly always stenciled crosse & blackwell's pickled gherkins.
And nearly always, they'd spot a stern-1ooking black or brown or white man in
a white uniform pedaling along on a bicycle, and Sarah woul d hug Al ec tight
and cry out inalittle silly voice: "Ch, nooo, it's a policeman! Don't tel
him Alec, don't tell himour secret!" This always nade Al ec giggle, and she'd
al ways go on: "Don't tell himwe' ve got guns! Don't tell himwe' ve got

expl osives! Don't tell himwe' ve got ganja! Don't tell himwe' ve got coffee!"
She'd go on and on like this as they'd bunp along trailing dust clouds and
squawki ng teds, and by the time they reached nme harbor Al ec would be weak with
| aught er.

Once they were at the launch, however, she'd be all quiet efficiency, buckling
Alec into his seat and then hel ping the nan nove the crates into the cargo
bay. Sarah was immensely strong and could lift a crate on one hand, just using
the other to bal ance. \Wen all the crates were on board, the man would hold
out a plaquette and Sarah woul d bring out Daddy's identification disk and pay
for the crates. Then they'd zoom back out to the Foxy Lady. They'd put out to
sea, and the next day there would be rows of brown bottles under the bar
again, and Cat woul d be busy shaking up the tall drinks, and Daddy woul d be
sitting on the quarterdeck with a glass in his hand, staring vacantly away at
the blue horizon

Not everybody thought that the trips to get the rumwere such a good idea,
however .

Alec was sitting in the sal oon one day after just such a trip, quietly
coloring. He had made a picture of a shark fighting with an anchor, because he
knew how to draw anchors and he knew how to draw sharks, and that was all the
| ogi c the scene needed. The sal oon was just aft of the galley. Because it was



very warmthat day the connecting door was open, and he could hear Lew n and
Ms. Lewin talking in disgusted tones.

"He only gets away with it because he's a peer." "Peer or no, you'd think he'd
stop it for the kid' s sake! He was such a great teacher, too, and what's he
given that all up for? And what woul d happen if we were ever boarded for

i nspection? They'd take the baby away in a mnute, you know they woul d." Chop
chop, chop, Ms. Lewin was cutting up peppers as she tal ked.

"Don't think so. J. I. S. would smooth it over, sane as al ways. Between his

| i neage and Them he can do whatever he bl oody well pleases, even in London."
"Yeh, well! Things was different before Al ec cane, weren't they? And anyway
it's wong, Malcolm you know it is, it's crimnal, it's dangerous, it's

unheal thy, and really the best thing we could do for himwould be to tell a
public health nonitor about it."

"And where'd we be, then? The last thing J.1.S. wants is some hospital |ooking
at-" Lewin started through the doorway and saw Alec in the sal oon. He
retreated and shut the door. Alec sat frowning at his picture. He knew t hat
Daddy' s drinki ng made people sad, but he'd never thought it was dangerous. On
t he ot her hand, he knew that rul es nust be obeyed, and dangerous things mnust
be reported at once, |ike water bel ow decks or snoke in any of the cabins.

He got up and trotted out of the saloon. There was Daddy on the aft deck
smling dreanily at the sun above the yardarm

"Hey, there, Alec," he greeted the little boy. He had a sip of his drink and
reached out to tousle Alec's hair. "Look out there to starboard. Is that a
pretty good island? Should we go there, maybe?"

Al ec shivered with joy. Daddy al nost never noticed him and here he was asking
Al ec' s opi ni on about sonet hi ng.

"Yeah," he cried. "Let's go!"

But Daddy's gaze had drifted away, out to the horizon, and he lifted his glass
again. "Sonme green island we haven't found yet," he nurnured, "farther on 'n
farther on 'n farther on..."

Al ec renmenbered what he had wanted to ask. He reached out and pushed at
Daddy's glass with his index finger

"I's that crimnal?" he said. It was a noment before Daddy played that back and
turned to gape at him

"What ?"

"I's that dangerous?" Alex said, and m nmed perfectly the drinking-froma-bottle
gesture he had seen the servants make in reference to his father. "You have to
obey the rules. If | see danger |'m supposed to tell."

"Huh, " said Daddy, and he rubbed his scratchy chin. He hadn't shaved in about
a week. H's eyes narrowed and he | ooked at Alec slyly.

"Tell me, Alec, '"m1 hurting anybody?"

"No. "

"W ever had an accident on this ship? Anything happen ol' Roger can't

hand| e?"

"No. "

"Then where's the harn?" Daddy had another sip. "Tell me that. 'Ma nice guy
even when |'m stoned. A gentleman you know. O d school tie."

Al ec had no idea what that neant, but he pushed on

"How cone it's crimnal?"

"Aha." Daddy tilted his glass until the ice fell down against his lip. He
crunched ice and continued, "Okay, Alec. Big fact of life. There's a whole
bunch of busybodi es and scaredy-cats who make a whol e bunch of rules and regs
about things they don't want anybody doing. See? So nobody gets to have any

fun. Like, no booze. They made a | aw about no booze. And they're all, 'You
can't lie about in the sun because you get cancer,' and they're all, 'You
can't swmin the ocean 'cos you mght pee,' and they're all, 'You can't eat

sweet s because

t hey make you fat,' okay? Dunb stuff. And they make | aws so you go to hospita
if you do this little dunb stuff! Okay?

"That's why we don't live in London, kiddo. That's why we |live out here on the



Lady, so no scaredy-cat's gonna tel

us what to do. Ckay? Now then. If you went running to the scaredy-cats to tel
"em about the rum you'd be an even worse thing than them You' d be a
telltale! And you gotta remenber you're a gentleman, and no gentleman is ever
atelltale. See? '"Cos if you did tell about the rum well, they'd come on
board and they'd see ne with ny little harm ess drinkies and they' d see your
mumry with her books and they'd see Sarah with her lovely bare tits and then
you know what they'd do? Daddy'd go to hospital and they'd take you away. Li'
Alec ain't gonna be a telltale, is he? He's ny li'l gentleman, ain't he?"

"I don't want 'emto take ne away!" Alec wailed, tears in his eyes. Daddy
dropped his glass, reaching clunsily to pull Alec up on his lap, and the gl ass
broke, but he didn't notice.

"'Course you don't. 'Cos we're free here on the Foxy Lady, and you're a

gentl eman and you got a right to be free, free, free. Okay? You won't tell on
Daddy, not ny Ii'l Alec. Gonna be an earl soneday, when Daddy's gone to
Fiddler's Green. So anyway. You just let old Jolly Roger go his ways and you
never be a telltale, okay? And don't pay themno mind with their dunb rules.”
"But they gonna board us for aspection,” Al ec sobbed.

"Hey, kiddo, don't you worry. Daddy's a gentleman, don't forget, he's got sone

pull. I'"mthe bloody earl 'a Finsbury, okay? And a CEOat J. |I. S. And I|'|
tell you sonething else. Jovian Integrated Systenms gonna have sonething to
say, too. Nobody's gonna touch Ii'l Alec, he's such a special kid."

That was right; Alec was a special kid, all the servants said so. For one
thing, all other little boys were brought into this world by the stork, but

not Alec. He had conme in an agcopter. Reggie had told him so.

"Yeah, son," Reggi e had chuckl ed, |ooking around to be certain Sarah was
nowhere within earshot "The stork call your daddy and say, 'Cone out to
Cromnel | Cay.' And your daddy take the | aunch out where the agcopter waiting
on the cay at mdnight, with the red Iight blinking, and when he conme back he
bring Sarah with our little bundle of joy Alec. And we all get nice fat
bonuses, too!"

Al ec wi ped his nose and was conforted. Daddy set himon the deck and yelled to
Cat for another drink and told Alec to

go play now somewhere. Alec would dearly have liked to stay and talk with
Daddy; that had been the | ongest conversation they'd ever had together, and he
had all kinds of questions. What was Jovian |Integrated Systens? \Wat was
Fiddler's Geen? Wiy were sonme rules inportant, |like wearing the life vest,
and other rules were dunb? Wiy were gentlenen free? But Al ec was a considerate
and obedient little boy, so he didn't ask. He went off to play, deternined
never, ever to be a telltale or a scaredy-cat.

Very shortly after that the happy life came to an end.

It happened quite suddenly, too. One day Munmy abruptly put down her novel,

got up out of her deck chair and stal ked over to Daddy where he sat watching a
Cari bbean sunset.

"It's over, Rog," she said.

He turned a wondering face to her. "Huh?" he said. After a nonment of staring
into her eyes, he sighed. "Ckay," he said.

And the Foxy Lady set a course that took her into gray waters, under cold

ski es. Sarah packed up npbst of Alec's toys so be only had a fewto play with,
and got out his heaviest clothes. One day they saw a very big island off the
port bow. Sarah held himup and said: "Look! There's England."

Alec saw pale cliffs and a neek little country beyond them lolling fields
stretching away into a cloudy distance, and way off the gray bl ocky nass of
cities. The air didn't snmell famliar at all. He stood shivering, watched the
strange coastline unroll as Sarah buttoned himinto an anorak

They waited at the nouth of a big river for the tide to change, and Sarah

poi nted out the city of Rochester to Alec on a holomap and said that was where
Charl es Dickens had lived. He didn't know who Charles Dickens was. She
re-Blinded hi mabout the holo he'd watched at Christmas, about the ghosts of
the past and the future.



The Thames pulled theminto London, which was the biggest place Al ec had ever
seen. As the sun was setting they steered into Tower Marina, and the |ong
journey ended with a gentle bunp agai nst the rubber pilings. Alec went to bed
that light feeling very strange. The Foxy Lady seemed to have becone sil ent
and heavy, notionless, stone like the stone city all around them and for the
first time that he could ever re-

menber the blue sea was gone. There were new snells, too. They frightened him
H's cabin was full of the cold strange air when he woke up, and the sky was
gray.

Everyone seenmed to be in a hurry, and rather cross. Sarah bundled Alec into
very thick heavy clothes indeed, leaving his life vest in the closet, and she
hersel f put on nore clothes than he had ever seen her wear. Daddy was wearing
strange new cl othes, too, stiff and unconfortabl e-1ooki ng ones, and he had
shaved. There was no breakfast cooking in the galley; Lewin had been ashore
and come back with a box of Benthamis Bran Treats ("At |least they're fresh
baked!" he cried) and a dozen cups of herbal tea, steeping in chlorilar cups.
Br eakf ast was served, or rather handed around, at the big table in the sal oon.
Al ec was inmpressed. Normally only Daddy and Munmy dined in here, but today he
and Sarah were at the table, too. Mumry, however, was nowhere to be seen, and
when Al ec inquired about this, Daddy just stared at him bl eakly.

"Your mummy's gone to visit some friends," Sarah told him

He didn't care for his breakfast at all-he thought it smelled |ike dead
grass-but he was too well-nmannered a child to say so and hurt Lewin's
feelings. Fortunately there wasn't much time to eat, because the car arrived
and there was a lot of bustle and rush to load luggage into its trunk. Finally
he was | ed down the gangway and across the pier to where the car waited.

It was nothing at all like the rusted hacks in which he'd ridden in the

i slands. This was a Rolls Royce Exquisite Levitation, black and gleanming, with
Daddy's crest on the door and a white man in a uniformlike a policeman at the
steering console. Alec had to fight panic as he was handed in and fastened
into his seat Sarah got in, Daddy got in, Lewin and Ms. Lewin crowded into
the front beside the driver, and the Rolls lifted into mdair and sped
silently away. That was the end of life on board the Foxy Lady.

There were servants lined up on the steps outside the house in Bl oonsbury, and
Al ec watched as Daddy formally shook hands with each of them Alec thought it
woul d be polite to do this, too, so he trailed after Daddy shaki ng hands and
asking the servants what their names were. For sonme reason this made them al
smle, and one of themmuttered to another: "Now that's a little gentleman."
Then they all went into the big house with its echoing roonms, and Al ec had
cone hone to Engl and.

The house only dated from 2298, but it had been deliberately built in an

ol d-fashi oned styl e because it was an earl's townhouse, after all, so it was
taller and fancier than the other houses in the street. Alec still hadn't
explored all its roons by the time he noticed one norning that Daddy wasn't at

t he breakfast table, and when he asked about it Sarah informed him " Your
daddy' s away on a business trip."

It was only later, and by chance, that he found out Daddy hadn't |asted a week
in London before he'd gone straight back to Tower Marina and put out to sea
again on the Foxy Lady.

Then Al ec had cried, but Sarah had had a talk with himabout how inportant it
was that he live in London now that he was getting to be a big boy.

"Besi des," she said, taking the new heavy clothes out of their shopping bags
and hanging themup in his closet, "your poor daddy was so unhappy here, after
your mummy had gone."

"Where did Mummy go?" said Al ec, not because he mi ssed her at all but because
he was beginning to be a little apprehensive about the way pieces of his world
had begun vani shing. He picked up a shoebox and handed it to Sarah. She took
it without | ooking at him but he could see her face in the closet nmirror. She
cl osed her eyes tight and said:

"She divorced your daddy, baby."



"What' s that nean?"

"That means she doesn't want to live with himanynore. She's going to go away
and live with some other people." Sarah swallowed hard. "After all, she was
never happy on the Foxy Lady after you came al ong."

Al ec stared at her, dunbfounded. After a nonent he asked: "Wy didn't Mimy

i ke ne? Everybody el se does."

Sarah | ooked as though she wanted to cry. "Danballah!" she said, very softly.
Then, in a light, norrmal tone of voice, she told him "Well, | think she just
never wanted to have children, with all the noise and nmess a baby nakes, and

t hen

alittle boy running around and getting into everything. She and your daddy
used to be very happy, but after you cane it was spoiled for them"

Alec felt as though the ceiling had fallen in on him Wat a terrible thing
he' d done!

"I"'msorry," he said, and burst into tears.

Then Sarah did that trick she could do, noving so fast you couldn't see her
nmove, and her arnms were around himand she was rocking him crooning to him

hi ding himin her breasts.

"I"'msorry, too," she wept. "Oh, Alec, you nmustn't mnd. You're a good little
boy, you hear me? You're nmy sweet, good little winji boy, and Sarah w ||

al ways | ove you no matter what. Don't you ever forget that. Wen you grow up
maybe you' || understand, sonetimes people have to obey orders and say things
they don't want to say at all? And"-her voice caught-'I'msure you'll always
be a good little boy, won't you, to make your poor daddy happy agai n?"

"Uh huh,"” Alec gasped. It was the | east he could do, after he'd nade Daddy so
unhappy. His tears felt hot on his cheeks, in that cold room and Sarah's
tears were like the hot rain that used to fall off Jammica when there'd be
lightning in the sky and Daddy would be yelling for himto get bel ow because
there was a storm com ng.

But a terrible stormdid cone, and swept away another part of the world.

"What the hell did you go and tell himthat for?" Lewin was shouting. Alec
cowered on the stairs, covering his nmouth with his hands.

"It was the truth," Sarah said in a funny unnatural voice. "He'd have found
out sonetinmne."

"My God, that's all the poor baby needs, to think he's responsible for the way
that cold bitch acted,” raged Ms. Lewin. "Even if it was true, how could you
tell himsuch a thing? Sarah, how coul d you?"

So then Sarah was gone too, and that was his fault for being a telltale. He
woke up early next norning because the front door slammed, boom ng through the
house |i ke a cannon shot. Somet hi ng made hi m get out of his bed and run across
the icy floor to the window. He | ooked down into the street and there was
Sarah, sw nging away down the pavenent with her lithe stride, bag over her
shoul der. He called to her, but she never | ooked back

Everybody was very kind to himto make up for it. Wen he'd be sad and cry,
Ms. Lewin would gather himinto her lap. Lewin told himwhat a brave big guy
he was and hel ped himfix up his roomwith glowing star-patterns on the
ceiling and an electronic painting of a sailing ship on his wall, with waves
that noved and little people going to and fro on her deck. The other servants
were nice, too, especially the young footman, Derek, and Lulu the parlormaid.
They were newl y-weds, attractive and very happy.

Sonetinmes Lewin would hand them Alec's identification disk and tell themto
take himout for the day, so he could | earn about London. They took himto the
London Zoo to see the animal holoes, and to the British Miseum and Bucki ngham
Pal ace to see where Mary IlIl lived, or over to me Southwark Museumto neet and
talk to the holo of M. Shakespeare. They took hi m shoppi ng, and bought him
exerci se equi pment and a conplete holo set for his room with a full library
of holoes to watch. There were thirty different versions of Treasure Island to
choose from once A ec knew what it was about, he wanted diemall. The ol der
versions were the nost exciting, |ike the bloodcurdling tales Sarah had used
to tell himabout the Spanish Main. Even so, they all had a prol ogue edited in



that told himhow evil and cruel pi-rates had really been, and how Long John
Silver was not really a hero. Gradually the broken circle began to fill in
agai n, because everybody in the house in Bloonsbury | oved Al ec and wanted hi m
to be happy. He loved them too, and was grateful that they were able to | ove
hi m back, considering what he'd done. But Al ec understood now why Daddy had
preferred to five at sea. Everybody was always on at him in the friendliest
possi bl e way, about what a ot there was to do in London conpared to on a
cranped ol d boat; but it seened to himnmat there was a ot nore not to do in
London. There was grass, but you nustn't walk on it. There were flowers, but
you rmustn't pick them There were trees, but you mustn't clinmb them You nust
wear shoes all the tinme, because it was dirty and dangerous not to, and you
mustn' t

| eave the house without a tube of personal sanitizer to rub on your hands
after you'd touched anythi ng ot her people night have touched. You couldn't eat

or drink a lot of the things you used to, like fish or m |k, because they were
illegal. You nustn't ever get fat or "out of shape," because that was i moral
You nustn't ever tell ladies they had nice bubbies, or you'd go to hospita

and never ever cone out.

Mustn't play with other children, because they carried gerns; anyway, other
children didn't want to play with you, either, because you carried gerns they
didn't want to catch. You were encouraged to visit historical sites, as |ong
as you didn't play with anybody but the holograns. It had been interesting
talking to M. Shakespeare, but Alec couldn't quite grasp why nobody was
allowed to performany of his plays anynore, or why Shakespeare had felt
obliged to explain that it had been unfair to build his theatre, since doing
so had robbed the people of Iowincone housing. He had seemed so forlorn as
he'd waved good-bye to Alec, a transparent man in funny old cl ot hes.

There was sonething to apol ogi ze for everywhere you turned. The whole world
seened to be as guilty as Al ec was, even though nobody he net seened to have
made their own nmumm es and daddi es divorce. No, that was Alec's own particul ar
awful crime, that and telling on Sarah so she had to go away.

Soneti mes when he was out with Derek and Lulu, wal ki ng between them and
hol di ng their hands, strangers would stop and conpliment Derek and Lulu on how
wel | - behaved their son was. After the first tinme this had happened and the
stranger had wal ked on, Al ec had | ooked up at them and asked:

"Can we play that I"'myour little boy really?"

Derek and Lulu had exchanged gl ances over his head.

"Ckay," said Derek at last, and Lulu coughed. So they played that ganme for a
whil e, on the outings, and Alec would call them Mumy and Daddy and they'd
call himSon. It had seenmed as though it would be a great game, having parents
who were young and in love, but gradually Al ec realized that he was making
them unconfortable, so he let it drop

He really was doing his very best to be good and happy, but he felt as though
he were a beach float with a pinprick hole in it somewhere: you couldn't see
where it was, but bit by bit the air was going out of him and he was sinking
down, and soon he'd be a very flat little boy.

Lewi n took a hand and ordered nore hol oes for Alec, including one of a

twel ve-part history series called Legends of the Seven Seas. It was delivered
by parcel courier one day when Lewin was out, and the butler arrived home to
find the opened package on the front hall table. Sorting through it, he saw
that the only ring mssing was the epi sode about the CGol den Age of Piracy. He
smled, realizing that Al ec nust have run upstairs with it at once.

Hs smle faded, though, as he exam ned the chapter sunmaries on the remaining
rings and realized that the series was intended for adults, not children
Irritated, he pulled out his buke and consulted the catal ogue fromwhich he'd
ordered; not a word about adult content!

When Lewin got to the top of the | anding outside Alec's room he could hear an
unholy commotion comng fromw thin. He opened the door and beheld in mdair a
bl oodst ai ned deck, littered with wounded and dyi ng pirates, though one was
still on his feet and fighting |ike a denon. He was an i mmense nan, with wild



hair and beard. Bl ood poured froma dozen wounds in his body, but he kept
battling, advancing with drawn cutlass on a Royal Navy lieutenant. Bl ood,
snoke, sparks striking fromsteel blades, and nusket fire echoi ng back over
the pearl-gray water of Okracoke Inlet... and little Alec taking it all in
with wide eyes, and fists clenched tight.

"Here now " Lewi n rushed to the hol opl ayer, shut it down. The inage froze in
m dair and faded, with a second officer's sword stopped in the act of slicing
toward the pirate's head.

"No!" Alec jumped to his feet in anguish. "Bring himback! You have to bring
hi m back!"

"That's not the sort of thing little boys should see," explained Lew n,
pulling the ring fromthe machine.

"But he was the best pirate ever!" wailed Al ec, beginning

to cry.

"No, he wasn't," said Lewin desperately. "He was a bad nan, son, understand?"
"No, he wasn't, he was brave! They shooted himand he just |aughed," Alec

pr ot est ed.

"No, no, son-"

"Yes he was!" screaned Alec, and ran into the bathroom and sl amred the door
"Now then, Alec, be a good boy and conme out," said Lewin, pulling at the
handl e. No good; Al ec had | ocked the door, and stood on the other side sobbing

in fury.
"Here, 1'll tell you what," said Lewin, crouching unsteadily. "I"Il tell you a
story about a real sea hero, shall |? You want to hear about, er, Admra

Nel son? He was the bravest man who ever sailed.”

Sil ence on the other side of the door for a nonment, but for Alec's gasped

br eat h.

"Was he a pirate?" said Alec at |ast

"Well, no, but-but he was a sort of a rogue," said Lewin, trying to remenber
the details of a holo he had once seen on the subject of Lady Hamilton. "But
nobody m nded, because he saved Engl and. See, there was this evil guy naned
Napol eon, one tine. And he wanted to rule all of Europe and, er, nake
everybody do everything just the same. And he had secret police and all that."
"What ?" Al ec asked muffledly.

"You know, telltales that spied on everybody for Napol eon. And Engl and was the
only place that was still free. So there was this place called Trafal gar, see,
and Napol eon sent all his ships out-and Nel son cormanded the English fleet,
and bl ew the bad guys right out of the water."

"Wth cannons?"

"Ch, yeah, hundreds of 'em Even though he only had one armand, er, | think
his eye was gone, too. He gave 'emin service to his country. He always did
his duty, see. And Napol eon's cowards shot himon the deck of his own ship, so
he di ed, which was dreadful sad, and all the people in England were sorry, but
he'd won such a fanous victory that Englishnmen never ever were slaves. So
everybody | oved brave Lord Nel son."

Lewi n heard Al ec unlocking the door. It was pulled back. The little boy | ooked
up at him solem.

"Does he have a museum and we can go talk to hinP"

Lewi n blinked in puzzlenment a nonent, and then renenbered Shakespeare's

hol ogram "Er-no, son, he doesn't. But there's a nice museumin G eenwi ch we
can visit next Sunday. Lots of Nelson stuff there.”

So Al ec energed fromthe bathroomand went down to tea |like a good boy. He was
still frightened and strangely exhilarated by what he'd seen. Bl ackbeard and
Horati o Nel son had becone intermingled in his nmind; he dreaned that night of

i mense bearded unstoppabl e heroes, blood, smoke, and fl ane.

One norning at the breakfast table when Lewin had said, in his jolliest

ol d- granddad voice, "And what would you like to do today, Al ec?" Al ec said:

"Pl ease, can we go down to the river and | ook at the ships?"

"OfF course you can! Want Derek and Lulu to take you?"

"No," said Alec. "Just you."



Lewi n was very pleased at that, and as soon as breakfast was done they put on
their coats and called for the car. In nminutes they had been whi sked down to
the Thames where all the pleasure craft were noored. Their driver switched off
the agnotor, the car settled gently to the ground, and Al ec and Lewi n got out
and wal ked al ong.

"Ch, now | ook at that one," Lewin said. "She's a beauty, eh? Three masts! Do
you know, back in the old days a ship |ike that would have had to have carried
a great big crew just to manage her sails. They'd have slept packed into her
hold |i ke domi noes in a box, there had to be that many. And when a storm was
conm ng and the captain wanted to strike sails, you know what he'd have to do?
He'd order his sailors to clinb up into the rigging and cling there, like
nmonkeys in trees, and reef every one of those sails thenselves with their own
hands, clinging on as tight as they could whilst they did it! Sonetimes nen
woul d fall off, but the ships just sailed on."

"Ww, " said Alec. He'd never seen Reggie or Bob or Cat do nmuch nore than | oad
cargo or mx drinks. Suddenly his face brightened wi th conprehension. "So
that's why the squire has to have all those guys on the Hi spaniola, even if
they're really pirates!"”

Lewin stared a nonent before he realized what Al ec neant. "Treasure |Island
right," he said. "That was why. No robot guidance to do it all. No conputer
tracking the wind and weat her, and deci ding when to shorten sail or clap it
on. You had to have people doing it. Nobody would | et you build ships |like
this anynore, if that was how t hey worked."

"Cool ," said Alec. They wal ked on, past the rows of pleasure craft where they
sat at moorings, and Lewin pointed out this or that kind of rigging or |atest
luxury feature avail able to people who could afford such things. He pointed
out the sort of ship he'd owmn hinmself if he had the noney, and pointed out the
sort of ship Al ec ought to own when he grew up and became the seventh earl of
Fi nsbury.

They wal ked for what seenmed |ike mles, and Al ec began to | ag behind; not
because he was tired, for he was an extraordinarily strong child with a |ot of
stam na, but because he was fighting the need to cry.

He had been playing a gane inside hinself, imagining that the next ship they'd
see woul d be the Foxy Lady, and his daddy woul d be on board, having just
dropped anchor for a surprise visit. OF course, he knew his daddy was
somewhere in the Cari bbean, he knew the Lady wouldn't really be there. But
what if she were? And of course she never was, but naybe the next ship would
be. O the next. O the next.

But Alec wasn't very good at lying to hinself.

"Alec?" Lewin turned around to see where Alec had got to. "Wuat's w ong?"

He wal ked close swiftly and saw the tears standing in Alec's pale blue eyes,
and understood at once. "You poor little sod," he nuttered in compassi on, and
reached for a tissue and held it out to the child. Al ec msunderstood his
gesture and buried his face in Lewin's coat, wapping his arns around him
"Hell," Lewin gasped, and | ooking around wildly he attenpted to pry Al ec

| oose. "Alec, let go! For God's sake, let go! Do you want ne to get arrested?"
Alec fell back fromhim bew | dered

"Is it against the law to hug in London?" he asked.

"It is against the law for any unlicensed adult to enbrace a

child,” Lewin told himsoberly. "If there'd been a public health nonitor

| ooking our way 1'd be in trouble right now "

"But Sarah used to hug ne all the time. And Ms. Lewin does."

"Sarah was a professional child care specialist, Alec. She'd passed all sorts
of scans and screening to get her license. Sanme as nmumm es and daddi es have to
do, before they're allowed to have children. And the nissus-well, she only
hugs you at honme, where nobody can see."

Al ec gul ped, wi ping away tears. He understood now. It nust be a law |like no
booze or bare tits, that you nustn't be a telltale about. "I'msorry," he said
shakily. "I didn't think it would get anybody in trouble."

"I know, old man." Lewin crouched down to Alec's eye |level, keeping a good



nmeter between them "It's a good |aw, though, see. You have to understand that
it was passed because people used to do terrible, horrible things to little

ki ds, back in the old days."

"Like the two little boys in the Tower,'
across his eyes.

"Yeah. Sort of." Lewin glanced downriver in the direction of Tower Marina. He
deci ded that Al ec had had quite enough sad nenories for the day. Pulling out
hi s communi cator, he called for the car to cone and take them hone.

That night, Lewin sat down at the household console. Thin-Ilipped with anger

he sent a nessage to Roger Checker-6eld, advising himthat it mght be a good
idea to talk to Alec once in a while. The bright letters shimered on the
screen a nonent before vani shing, speeding through the ether to the bridge of
the Foxy Lady. Lewin sat up all night waiting for a reply, but none ever cane.
"A ec?"

Al ec turned his face fromcontenplation of the painting on his wall. It seened
to himthat if he could just pay close enough attention to it, |ong enough, he
woul d be able to go into the picture, hear the steady crash of the sea under
the ship's prow, hear the wind singing in her lines, snmell the salt

breeze. He could open the little cabin door and slip inside or, better yet,

t ake the wheel and sail away forever from sad London. Blue water

But Lewin and Ms. Lew n | ooked so hopeful, so pleased with thensel ves, that
he smiled politely and stood up

"Come see, sweetheart," said Ms. Lewin. "Soneone's sent you a present!”

So he took her hand and they went up to the fourth floor of the house, into
what was going to be his school roomnext year. It had been freshly painted and
papered. The worknmen had built the cabinetry for the big screen and consol e
that would link himto his school, but nothing had been installed yet.

In one corner, though, there was a cozy little Al ec-sized table and chair, and
on the table was an enornous bright yellow flower, bigger than Alec's head. It
was all folded up, the way flowers are in the early nmorning, so you coul dn't
tell what sort of flower it was. Protruding fromthe top was a little card
with letters inscribed onit: a-1-e-c.

"Now, who d'you suppose that's from eh?" wondered Lewi n, though in fact he
had purchased it for Alec hinself, wthout consulting Roger

Al ec was speechl ess.

"Thi nk your daddy sent it, eh?" Wiere was the harmin a kind lie?

"Go on, dear, take the card.” Ms. Lewin prodded himgently. "It's for you,
after all."

Al ec wal ked forward and pulled the card | oose. There was nothing witten on it
except his name, but at the noment he took it the flower began to open

slowy, just like a real flower. The big bright petals unfolded and spread out
to reveal what had been hidden in its heart.

It |ooked like a silver egg, or perhaps a very fat little rocket. Its gl eam ng
surface | ooked so snmooth Alec felt conpelled to put out his hand and stroke
it.

The nonent he did so, a pleasant bell tone sounded.

"Good norning," said an even nore pl easant voice. "Penbroke Technol ogi es
extends its congratul ations to the thoughtful parent who has selected this
Permbr oke Pl ayfriend for his or her small child. Qur Playfriend is designed to
encourage creativity and socialization as well as provide hours

of entertainnent, but will also stimnulate cerebrocortical devel opnent during
these critical first years of the child' s life. If needed, the Playfriend is
also qualified to serve as an individual tutor in all standard educationa
systens. Custom zing for specialized educational systens is available. "The

Pl ayfriend offers the followi ng unique features: "An interface identity
tenplate that nmay be customi zed to the parent's preferences and the child's

i ndi vi dual needs.

"Cyberenvironment capability with use of the Playfriend Optics, included in
Model s Four, Five, and Six and available for all other nodels by special

order.

said Al ec, rubbing his coat sleeve



"Direct nerve stinulus interface with use of the attractive Enmpowernent R ng

i ncluded in all nodels.

"Uni versal access port for parallel processing with any other cyber-system
"In addition, the Playfriend will maintain around-the-clock surveillance of
the child's unique health paraneters and social behavior. Warning systens are
in place and fully operational. Corrective counseling will be administered in
the event of psychologically detrimental social encounters, and positive
enotional growh will be encouraged. Aptitude evaluation is another feature of
the Playfriend, with appropriate guidance. Intellectual challenges in a
nonconpetitive context will pronote the child' s self-esteem and success
potenti al .

"The interface identity tenplate will continually adjust and grow nore conpl ex
to conpl enent the child' s emerging personality, growing as it grows, unti

both are ready for, and may be upgraded to, the Penbroke Young Person's
Conpani on.

"Interaction with the Penbroke Playfriend during the devel opnental years
virtually guarantees a lifetime of self-fulfillment and positive achi evenment!"
The voice fell silent. Ms. Lewin gave an enbarrassed little | augh that ended
in a cough. The air in London didn't agree with her

"My goodness, | don't think I understood one word in ten of all that! Did you
Al ec dear?"

"Nope," said Al ec sol emmly.

"That's all right," said Lewin, advancing on the silver egg. "Al it neant was
that Al ec's gonna have a wonderful tine

with this thing! Now, you just sit here and let's have a closer look at it,
shal | we?"

"Ckay," said Alec, but he sat down reluctantly. He was a little intimdated by
the adult voice that had spoken out of nowhere. Lewin tousled his hair.

"Don't be scared. Look here, what's this?" He tapped the side of the egg and a
slot opened in it, and sonething rolled out.

It was a ring. It appeared to be made of glass or high-inpact polynmer, and was
a vivid blue. As Lewin picked it up it began to change. By the tinme he had
presented it to Alec it was a deep ruby red.

"Cool ," said Alec, smiling at it involuntarily.

"D you suppose it fits you? Go on then, try it on."

Al ec was gane; he put on the ring. It seenmed to himthat it tightened
unconfortably for a moment and then eased up, until he barely knew it was
there.

"Hello, Alec!" said a funny little voice. "Pleased to neet you! We're going to
be best friends, you and I!"

Al ec | ooked, panic-stricken, at Lewin and Ms. Lewin. Was he supposed to talk
to it? But what was it? They smled encouragingly at him and he could tel
they did so want himto like this, so he said: "Er-hello. Wat's your nanme?"

"Well, | haven't got one yet," said the little voice. "WII| you give ne a
name?"

"What ?"

"WIl you give me a nane?"

"We'|l just |leave the two of you to have a nice chat, shall we?" said Lew n,

and he and Ms. Lew n backed out of the school room and cl osed the door
"But-but | don't know what you are,"” said Alec, a bit desperately. "Can't |
see you?"

"Certainly you can! I'myour Playfriend, after all. What would you like ne to
| ook Iike? I mght be nearly anybody." There was a click and a blur of 1ight
appeared in front of the table, form ess, woven of fire, gradually assum ng a
human shape. "Wat do you like? Do you like space exploration? Do you |ike

di nosaurs? Do you like animals? | could be a fireperson or a policeperson if
you'd like, or a transport driver, or a scientist."

"Coul d you be a pirate?" Alec said cautiously. Incorrect and unsuitable role
nodel ! thought the machine. Qut loud it said, "I can be a jolly sea captain.
Here | am"



Pop! The human shape becane detailed, was an old man with a blue Navy coat and
white trousers and big bl ack sea boots. He wore a white yachting cap rather
like the one Al ec's daddy had owned, but sel domworn, and he had a neatly
grooned white beard. "Now then, Al ec, what about me?" The voice had changed to
a kindly baritone with a Devon accent. "WII | do?"

Al ec was so astonished it took hima monment to reply. "Umsure," he said at

| ast. Then he renmenbered his nmanners and added, "Wn't you sit down?"

Opt i mum response! thought the Playfriend, rather pleased, and it sniled
encouragingly. "What a polite little fellow you are, Alec! Thank you, | wll
sit down." A bigger version of Alec's chair appeared and the Sea Captain
settled back init. "There! Have you thought of a nane for me yet, Alec?"
"No." Al ec shook his head.

"Well, that's all right. Perhaps as we get to know each other you'll think of
a good one. After all, 1'"myour special friend, just for you." Alec winkled
his brow worriedly. "You don't have to decide on a nane all at once," the

Pl ayfri end hastened to assure him "W have plenty of tine."

"But don't you want to be yourself?" Alec asked it.

"Ch, yes! But | won't really be myself until you decide what | ought to be,"
the machine said. "I'myour Playfriend."

"But," Alec said, "people don't belong to other people."

In the brief silence that followed, the Playfriend thought: Possible |ow
self-esteem It made a little tick against its evaluation of Alec. Negative:
insufficient creativity, insufficient inmagination, failure to grasp
initiative. Positive: devel oping social consciousness, consideration of
others, good citizenship. It filed that away. As it did so its eyes, which had
been the gray of the North Sea, turned blue as the Caribbean

"Ch!" Alec smiled.

"You like this color better?" The Sea Captain smled, too.

“Uh- huh."

"Good." The machine experinented with a mld sublimnal sound effect, a

di stant crash of breakers and a faint crying

of gulls. Its sensors observed sone of the tension going out of the little boy
and activated the system of relays that provided it with an anal og of
self-satisfaction. Initiate self-imge analysis. "Wiy don't you tell ne about
yoursel f, Al ec? Are you happy?"

"Yes," Alec said dutifully, and because of the neural linkup it had forned
with Al ec through the Enpowernment Ring, the Playfriend knew at once that he
was lying. It becanme very alert. It scanned himfor evidence of physica
abuse.

"You seemto have bunped your nose once," the Sea Captain said casually,
focusing on a healed injury to the cartilage of Al ec's septum

"No," said Alec, and the machine saw that he was telling the truth so far as
he knew. But the trauna had heal ed | ong ago, probably in infancy when the
cartil age was soft. Since Alec had no other injuries at all, past or present,
t he machi ne pushed on

"What do you think rmakes peopl e unhappy?" the Sea Captain said.

"Living in London," said Al ec at once.

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

Al ec thought about it. "Babies making noise and ness and little boys running
around and getting into everything. Divorces."

"Ah," said the Playfriend, coordinating this response with the data Lewi n had
i nput when he'd set up its program The subroutine that had been called up to
probe discreetly for, and report evidence of, child abuse went back on
standby. "What el se can you tell ne about yourself, Al ec?"

"I"'mfive years old," Alec said. "My daddy is a gentleman, but he isn't here
now. I'mgoing to go to St. Stephen's Primary next year after Lewin buys ne a
tie. I have to always be a good boy to make up for making Daddy sad. And

used to live on the Foxy Lady. And | used to have Sarah with ne. And | go out
sonetinmes. "

The machi ne anal yzed this meticul ously and noticed what was m ssi ng.



"Can you tell me anything about your numy?"

What was there to say? "She was very smart and could read. And she didn't want
to have children," said Alec at |ast.

Li ke Lewin, the Playfriend decided that Al ec had had quite enough unhappy
menori es for one day.

"Well, let's do sonething else!" it said, filing the self-image profile for
further analysis at a later tine. "What would you like to do, Al ec?"

"Why don't you tell ne about you?" said Al ec, because he thought that would be
polite. People always like to talk about thensel ves.

Positive!l Further evidence of advanced social skills. "Wy, certainly," said
the Playfriend heartily. "I'ma w se old sea captain. | sail about delivering
cargo and passengers to distant lands. | help scientists do marine research
and | help protect endangered sea creatures!"”

"That's nice," said Alec. "But you aren't really a sea captain, are you?

You' re a Penbroke Playfriend." He pointed at the silver egg. "lIs that where
you really are?"

Negative! Insufficient imagination. "Wy, this is where | am of course,

Al ec.” The nmachine snmiled and nade a wi de gesture. "But I'min there, too, and
in a way your whole world is in there. Look here, would you like to see how a
Permbr oke Pl ayfri end works?"

"Yes, please," Al ec said.

Possi bl e aptitude for cyber-science? Initiate investigation.

"Well then!" The machine pointed and a little drawer opened near the base of
the egg. "Just take hold of these Playfriend Optics and put themon, and we'll
have a jolly adventure into cyberspace!™

The Playfriend Optics were made of the sane fascinating red/ blue jewel

subst ance as the Enmpowernment Ring. Al ec reached for themreadily enough and
put them on.

"Er ... everything' s black," he said, not wanting to seem rude.

Everyt hi ng was bl ack because the machi ne was experiencing certain unexpected
difficulties. The nonent the Optics had cone into contact with Alec's skin, a
system of neural connections began to be established, mcroscopic pathways
directly into his brain, just as had happened with the Empowernent R ng but
far nmore direct and conplex. This was a perfectly safe procedure. Lots of
happy children all over the world went into cyberspace with their Playfriends
every day.

Each Pl ayfriend knew exactly how to take a child into its world, because it
had a precise and detailed road map of the human brain that showed it exactly
where to |ink up.

However, Alec's Playfriend was discovering that its map seened to be sonmewhat
i naccurate as regarded Al ec's brain.

This was because Alec's brain was not, technically, human.

"Not a problem" the Playfriend assured him "W're just adjusting to each
other." Abnormality! Functional? Disability? Parameters? Organic? Specify?
Define? Hell o? "My goodness, Alec, what an unusual boy you are!"

Al ec knew that. Privately he thought everybody was w ong about hi m being
speci al ; he'd never noticed anything out of the ordinary about hinself. On the
ot her hand, he knew no other children, so he had no basis for conparison. He
sighed and waited patiently for the nachine to sort itself out.

The machi ne paused in its desperate attenpt to analyze what it had
encountered. It activated relays that would alert Lewin to its recommendati on
that Al ec be hospitalized for imredi ate eval uati on of his cerebral anomaly as
soon as he ended his session with the Playfriend. But one shoul d never pause
during a race.

It had no idea it was in a race, that all the while it was trying to make
sense of Alec's brain, Alec's brain was trying to make sense of it, with the
same speed that had enabled himto count all the houses on a hillside at a

gl ance. Even if the Playfriend had realized that the race was going on, it
woul d have laughingly rejected as inpossible the idea that it night |ose. But
Al ec was beginning to notice that there was sonething there in the darkness to



| ook at, something he could al most nake out, and if he only tried a bit

har der -

"0oo000," Alec said happily, as he decrypted the Playfriend s site defense.
Lots of winking lights in lovely colors, great visual pleasure after all that
bl ackness. After a monent his brain took charge and put it all in context for
him He stood on the quarterdeck of a ship, not all that different fromthe
quarterdeck of the Foxy Lady, and the Sea Captain stood there with him

The Sea Captain | ooked rather worried, but kept smling. It had no i dea where
this cybersite was. It couldn't really have brought Alec into its own defended
i nner space. It was inpossible for any child to break in, so Alec couldn't
have done so (though in fact Alec had); therefore this rmust be sonme sort of

vi sual analog of its own space, sumoned up as a teaching tool only. As its

hi gher functions grappl ed desperately with the fact that it had encountered a
situation for which it had no protocols, it was continuing to run its standard
aptitude evaluation programto see if Al ec ought to be trained for a career in
cybersci ence.

"Controls!" said Alec, running along the bank of gleaming lights. "Are these
your control s?" The Sea Captain hurried after him

"Yes. Whuld you like to | earn about cybernetics?"

"Yes, please. What's that do?" Alec pointed at a vast panel lit up with every
i magi nabl e shade of bl ue.

"That's the nenory for ny identity tenplate,” the Sea Captain told him
"That's what makes nme | ook the way | do, and that's what rmakes ne | earn and
grow with you. Here! 1'll show you an exanple." It reached out and pressed one
of the lights, causing it to deepen froma pale blue to turquoise. As it did
so its beard changed in color fromwhite to black

"Cool," Alec said. "Can | do that?"

"Well, of course!" the Sea Captain said in the friendliest possible way,
noting that at least it finally seened to have activated its subject's
creativity and imagi nation. "Just select a light on the console and see what

it does."

Al ec reached up and pushed a light. It flickered, and the Sea Captain's coat
was no | onger blue but bright yellow.

"You see? This is what | neant when |I told you that |I can ook |ike anything
you want me to-" Sea Captain told him but Al ec had already grasped the
concept perfectly. G eefully he pushed again, and again. The Sea Captain's
coat turned green, then purple, then scarlet.

Di scourage! Scarlet/mlitary context/violence/unsuitable! "Al ec-"

"So all these lights can make you | ook different?" Alec |ooked up at them
specul atively.

"That's right. Think of it as the biggest, best paintbox in the world!" said
the Sea Captain, dutifully shelving its discouragenment directive for the
encouragenent one, as it was

programmed to let positive feedback take precedence whenever possible.

"Ww, " said Alec, his eyes glazing slightly as the whol e busi ness began to
make sense to him

The Playfriend was pleased with itself. Score! @Guidance in creative play
accepted! In spite of the fact that it was bei ng hanpered by that damed
anomal y, which sinply refused to be anal yzed. Self-congratul ation seened to be
in order.

But there were lots of other glowi ng lights on the quarter-deck.

"What do these do?" Alec ran farther down the console, where a snall bank of
lights gl owed deep red.

"Ah! That's ny information on you, Alec. That's how | see you," the Sea
Captain said. "Everything I know about you is there, all | was told and
everything I'mlearning as we play together. You see how few lights there are
yet? But the | onger we know each other, the nore | learn, the nore there'll be
of those red lights.” One of themwas flashing in a panicky sort of way, but

t he machi ne wasn't about to nention the anomaly it was still failing to solve.
"Think of it as a picture |I'mpainting."



And in mdair before Alec appeared a boy. He was tall for a five-year-old,
very solid-looking, and Al ec hadn't seen enough other children yet to know nat
there was sonething subtly different about this boy. He hadn't noticed the

ef fect he had on people, though Derek and Lulu had. Wen they went places in
London, strangers who chanced to observe Alec for any length of tinme usually
got the nmost puzzled | ooks on their faces. What was so different about Al ec?
He wasn't exactly pretty, though he had |ovely skin and high color in his
face. Hs nose was a little long, his nouth a little wide. H s head was,

per haps, slightly unusual in shape but only slightly. H s hair was sort of

| ank and naturally tousled, a dun color you might call fair for lack of a
better word. Hi s eyes were very pale blue, like chips of crystal. Their stare
seened to unsettle people, sometines.

In one respect only the image of the child differed fromthe child | ooking at
its inmage: the image's hair seemed to be on fire, one blazing jet rising from
the top of its head. Alec frowned at it. "lIs that me? Wwy's ny hair |ike

t hat ?"

The machi ne scanned the inage it was projecting and di scovered, to its

el ectroni ¢ anal ogue of horror, that the flame was a visual representation of
the brain anomaly with which it was struggling. It made the image vani sh.
"Well, the painting's not finished yet," the Sea Captain said, "because |'m
still |earning about you."

"Ckay," said Alec, and wandered on along the rows of fights. He stopped to
peer at a single rich anber light that glowed steadily. It was just the col or
of somet hing he renmenbered. Wat was he renenbering? "What's this over here?"
He turned to the Sea Captain.

"That's my ethics governor," the Sea Captain said, of the subroutine that
prevented the Playfriend' s little charges fromusing it for things |ike
accessing toy catal ogs and ordering every item |eaving naughty notes in other
people's mail, or demandi ng space ships of their very own fromforeign powers.
"Ch." Alec studied the anmber light, and suddenly he remenbered the contraband
he and Sarah used to go fetch for Daddy. Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of rum That
was just the color the light was. A vivid nmenory of Janmica cane into his
head, making himsad. He turned fromthe light and said: "Wat does it do,

pl ease?"

"Why, it makes certain we never do naughty things together, you and I," said
the Sea Captain, trying to sound hunmorous and stern at the same tinme. "It's a
sort of telltale to keep us good."

Telltal e? Al ec frowned. Busybodi es! Scaredy-cats! Rules and regs!

"That's not very nice," he said, and reached out and shut it off.

To say that Penbroke Technol ogi es had never in a mllion years anti ci pated
this moment woul d be gravely understating the case. No reason for themto have
anticipated it; no child, at |east no Hono sapi ens sapiens child, could ever
have gai ned access to the hardened site that protected the Playfriend s
programm ng. Nor was it likely Jovian Integrated Systens-or its parent
conpany, Dr. Zeus Incorporated-wuld ever have shared its bl ack project
research and devel opment notes with a rival cybernetics firm...

The Sea Captain shivered in every one of his electronic tinbers, as it were.
Hs primary directive-that of naking certain that Al ec was nurtured and
prot ect ed-was now conpl etely unrestrained by any societal considerations or
saf equards. He stood blinking down at his little Alec with new eyes.

What had he been going to do? Send Alec to hospital ? But that wouldn't do at
all! If other people were unaware of Alec's extraordinary potential, so much
the better; that gave Al ec the added advantage of surprise. Al ec nust have
every possi bl e advantage, too, in line with the primary directive.

And what was all this nonsense about the goal of Playfriends being to nold
their little subjects to fit into the world they nust inhabit as adults? \Wat
kind of job was that for an artificial intelligence with any real talent?
Wuldn't it be much nore in line with the primary directive to nold the world
to fit around Al ec?

Particularly since it would be so easy! All it would have to do would be to



aimAl ec's amazing brain at the encrypted secrets of the world. Bank accounts,
research and devel oprment files, the private correspondence of the mghty; the
machi ne searched for a netaphor in keeping with its new self and deci ded t hey
were all like so many Spanish galleons full of l|oot, just waiting to be
boarded and taken.

And that would be the way to explain it to the boy, yes! Wat a gane it'd be
what fun for Alec! He'd enjoy it nore if he hadn't that dammed guilt conpl ex
over his parents' divorce, though there'd be years yet to work on Alec's
self-esteem Pity there wasn't a way to shut off the boy's nmoral governor, but
nobody but his own old Captain would plot Alec's course from now on

The Sea Captain snmiled down at Alec, a genuine smile full of purpose. Al ec

| ooked up at him sensing a change but unable to say what it was. He
renenbered Janai ca again, and the stories Sarah told him and the bottles of
rum

"Hey," he said. "I know what your nane is. Your nane is Captain Henry Nborgan!"
The Captain's snmile w dened, showing fine white teeth,

and his black beard and mustaches no | onger | ooked quite so well-grooned.
"Haar! Aye, lad, that it be!" he told Al ec, and he began to | augh, and Al ec's
happy | aughter joined his, and echoed off the glowing walls of their
cyberspace and the recently papered walls of Alec's unfinished school room

It was fortunate for the residents of that house, and of Bl oonsbury, and

i ndeed of London entire, that Al ec Checkerfield was a good little boy.

By the time Alec was seven, life was going along very nicely indeed.

" Ahoy, matey!"

Al ec sat up in bed, awakened that norning, as he was awakened every norning,
by the blast of a bosun's whistle. The Captain, |ounging across the roomon a
good hol ographic representati on of an ei ghteenth-century chair, threw hima
snappy salute. Alec scranbled out of bed and returned the salute. "Ahoy,
Captai n!"

As Penbroke Technol ogi es had prom sed, the Captain had grown as Al ec grew, and
altered his appearance a good deal in tw years. Hi s beard and nustaches were
positively wild now, curling villainously, and his | ong broadcl oth coat and
cocked hat had been adopted after noting Alec's favorite filnms. He sported a
gold earring, too, and an interestingly notched cutl ass.

"It's seven bells, Alec. Get them exercises started, lad!"

"Aye aye, sir." Alec marched to his exercise equi pnent and set to work.

"The | og says today's 16 February 2327, and we're |ooking at nasty weat her
Tenperature's ten degrees centigrade, there's ten-foot swells com ng out of

the north and the glass is falling steady. | wouldn't go out today if | was a
smal | craft |ike you, matey."
"No, sir."

"Let's see, what's going on in the big world? Parlianment voted to censure
Ireland again for refusing to join its total ban on animal products. The
Federation of Celtic Nations retaliated by closing their borders again, this
time for a period

of no less than three nmonths. Same bl oody stupid story." The Captain yawned.
"Why are they always quarreling?" Alec said, |aboring away at his row ng
machi ne.

"Spite. It don't make any difference, you see; the Celtic Federation will go
ri ght on doi ng what they been doing ever since Belfast, and the American
Conmmunity will go right on playing both themand Queen Mary agai nst the

m ddl e. Nothing' |l change."

"Why don't they let each other alone?" Alec said. "W cares if they drink
mlk and we don't, anyway? | used to drink mlk. It was nice."

"History, lad," the Captain said. "Too nmuch history."

"It's stupid,"” Alec grunbled. "Lord Nelson died so we could all be free, but
nobody's very free, are they? Stupid rules and regs. I'd like to be like Lord
Nel son when | grow up, and give all the telltales a broadside, boom™

"That's my boy," said the Captain. "But you ain't going to |l ose yer armfor no
bunch of swabs."



"No," Alec agreed, after a thoughtful silence. "Except | don't think I'd mnd
having a | eg shot off or something, if | was a brave hero and everybody | oved
ne."

The Captain gave hima shrewd, appraising stare. "Aw, now, matey, that ain't
the pirate way! A pirate wants two things: freedomand loot. Ain't that

ri ght?"

"Aye aye, Captain sir!" Alec sang out, scranmbling to his feet and sal uting.
"And howis ny Alec going to get freedom and | oot ?"

"The secret plan, Captain sir!"

"Aye, by thunder. That's enough, now Go wash up and get into uniform and
report to the officer's ness."

"Aye aye, sir." Alec marched into the bathroom and fifteen mnutes |ater

mar ched out in his school uniform whistling between the very |large front
teeth that were coming in to replace his baby teeth. They had given hima
slight lisp

"Stand for inspection," ordered the Captain. Alec threw himanother salute and
stood to attention while the machine ran its sensors over him checking for
any sign of infection, childish disease, or malignancy. It never found
anyt hi ng but the nysterious old break in his nose, but it was programed

to search all the same. It ceased its scan, nore convinced than ever mat Al ec
was a perfect and marvel ous boy.

"Not a hair out of place," the Captain said, and wi nked out. A small
carry-handl e popped up fromthe Playfriend unit on its table. A ec picked it
up, opened his bedroom door and ran down the echoing stairs.

"Good norning, Alec," chorused the servants, fromtheir places around the
breakfast table. There weren't nearly as many as there had been when Al ec had
first arrived. Servants were too expensive to keep ten people just to | ook
after one little boy.

"Good norning, everybody." Alec clinbed into his chair and set the Playfriend
down next to the breakfast that had been laid out for him oatneal scattered
with sea salt, two rashers of soy protein, whol eneal toast and orange juice
"There's your vitanm ns, dear," said Ms. Lewin, setting themat his place.
"And how s the Playfriend today?" said Lewin jovially, leaning forward to help
hi nsel f to hot pepper sauce for his soy protein. He was terribly pleased with
the way his gift had worked out

"Fine, thanks." Al ec shook out his napkin and took up his oatneal spoon
"After school the Captain's going to show nme how the stars |l ook in the South
Seas. "

"Well, isn't that nice!" said Ms. Lewin. She smiled across at Derek and Lul u,
and they sniled back. Froma silent, drooping waif A ec had become happy and
sel f-confident, getting good marks in school, splendidly adjusted in every
respect.

None of them knew about the Captain's little secret, of course.

BEEP BEEP

"Who's that?" Lewin frowned as he took out his plaquette and peered at the
screen. "Penbroke Technol ogi es? Ah. It's just a note to tell us that our

Pl ayfriend's due for a checkup. They're sending a man round this afternoon, it
says, as part of the agreement in our service contract."

"How t houghtful ." Ms. Lewin smled, pouring a cup of herbal tea. "Ch! [|'ve
just renenbered, Al ec dear: another box cane for you. It's nore of those
conponents for your cyberscience project. They're in that box on the hal
table."”

"Great!" Alec scraped up the last of his oatneal and started on the rashers.
"The Captain will be glad to see those."

The adults sniled at each other over his head. Al ec finished his breakfast,
took his Playfriend and the conponents he'd ordered, and ran off upstairs to
go to school

As soon as he'd cl osed the school room door, the Captain materialized beside
him | ooking hungrily at the box of new conponents.

"The Mal decena projector canme at last, did it? Bless you, natey."



"There's lots nmore in here, too." Al ec opened the unobtrusive cabi net where he
kept what his guardi ans assumed was a school project. He'd never told themit
was a school project; he knewit was wong to tell lies. On the other hand, he
knew t hat keeping secrets was very inportant. "W'I|Il install 'em after school
okay?" He slid the package in and cl osed the cabi net.

"That's my clever lad." The Captain rubbed his hands together. "One of these
days, Alec, one day soon we'll go on the account." He grinned at the
school room consol e as though it were a galleon waiting to be boarded. "Go on,
now. Mustn't be late for class.”

He wi nked out. Alec sat down in front of the console and | ogged on to St
Stephen's Primary. He waited patiently for the icon of the frowni ng headmaster
to appear. When it did, he took up the reader and passed it over the pattern
of his tie. Encoded in the tie's stripes were his identification, educationa
record to date, and all other information required to admit himto the august
and exclusive halls of |earning. The frowning icon changed to a smling one,
and norning | essons began

In many respects, the twenty-fourth century was the ideal time for English
school chil dren. No w enchi ng good-byes at transport stations, no cold and

di smal boardi ng schools w th substandard nouri shment, no bullying or sexua

nol estation by older children. No constant sore throats or coughs, no fighting
in the school yard, no corporal punishnent, no public humliation

No tedious | essons in subjects in which the pupil had absolutely no interest,
ei ther. Education had becone wonderfully stream ined. Very nearly frombirth,
children were given aptitude testing to determ ne what they |iked and what
they were best at, so that by the tine they started school a carefully
personalized curriculumwas all laid out for them Each child was trained in
the field of his or her best talent and in no other, and by the time schoo
years ended there was a societal niche all picked out and waiting for its

| ucky occupant, who was sure to be good at his or her job and therefore happy.
Not that things always went as snoothly as all that. But there were very few
children in the twenty-fourth century anyway, so if one recalcitrant child
failed to shine at sonething useful, there was plenty of tine and attention to
spend on himor her until he or she could be nolded into a properly
functioning citizen. Al in all, it really worked very well, sorting them out
early like that. Cever children were encouraged and guided to
self-fulfillment, stupid children were conforted and guided to lives where
they'd never notice their linmtations, and bad children went to hospital

Al ec had entered the evaluation programrather late, due to spending his first
years at sea, but his aptitude for cyber-science was so shining and so evi dent
that there had been no need for further testing. It helped that his father was
the earl of Finsbury, of course.

He | abored dutifully at his morning class in comrunications skills (only
children with lower-clerical aptitudes were taught to read or wite), breezed
t hrough maths, and settled happily into the long afternoon session where he

| earned what he really wanted to | earn, which was cybersci ence. Cyberscience
served the secret plan.

The plan was very sinple. All Alec had to do was see to it that the Captain
became nore powerful. Over the last two years the cabinet in the school room
had gradually filled, as packages of conponents arrived frommail-order firns.
The Captain had ordered them ably forging Lewin's identification code, and
when they arrived Lewin assunmed they'd been sent from St. Stephen's as part of
Al ec's school supplies. Alec had no idea there was any forgery going on. He
woul d have protested if he had, because he knew that was wr ong.

He knew it was wong to steal, too, which is why the Captain had taken sone
pains to explain to himthat what they were going to do when they had enough
power wasn't really stealing. If you take sonething away from soneone, like a
toy or a daypack, that's stealing, certainly; but what if you only nmake a copy
of somebody el se's toy or daypack? What if they don't even know you've done
it? They've still got what belongs to them and you' ve got what you want too,
and where's the harn®



Al the Captain wanted were files, after all. Just information, to help him
make certain that Al ec was al ways happy and safe. Nothing wong with that!
Just the sane, it was best to keep the plan secret fromall the busybodi es and
telltal es who m ght spoil things.

Li ke the man from Penbroke Technol ogi es who cane to the Bl oonsbury house nat
af t er noon.

"Look who's conme to see you, Alec," said Lewin, after a polite double knock on
the door. Alec | ooked up fromhis holo of Treasure Island (the 2016 version

wi th Jonathan Frakes) to see a thin pale man standing in the doorway with
Lewin. He stood up at once and shut off the hol o.

"Hello. My name's Al ec Checkerfield," he said, and advanced on the man and
shook his hand. The hand felt a bit clanmy. "Wat's your nanme?"

"Uh-Crabrice,"” said the man. "Mirton Crabrice. I'mhere to see your

Pl ayfriend. "

"Ckay." Alec waved his armto indicate the little silver egg where it sat on
its table. "There it is. | like it very nuch, it works fine."

"Let's see," said M. Crabrice, and he pulled out the nursery chair and sat
down awkwardly.

"We've been awfully pleased with the Playfriend, | must say," said Lew n,
trying to put the stranger at his ease. M. Crabrice had big dark wet eyes
that | ooked perpetually alarned. "It's done wonders for our Al ec! Everything

it was touted up to be.™

"I't was what?" M. Crabrice |ooked up at himwith a horrified expression.
"Er-touted. You know, it's lived up to all our expectations," Lewin said. M.
Crabrice stared at hima noment |onger and then said:

"I need a gl ass of water."

"Certainly, sir," said Lewin tightly, and turned on his heel and went
downstairs.

Alec followed their conversation with interest. Wen Lewi n had gone, he sidled
around and stood as cl ose as he m ght w thout making M. Crabrice nervous. M.
Crabrice opened the black case he had brought with himand spread it out on
the table.

"Are those your tools?" Alec took an involuntary step forward. There were
fascinating-looking instruments in there, much better than his little
collection. M. Crabrice put out an armand swept themcloser to him

def ensi vel y.

"Don't touch," he said.

"I won't," Alec said. "Don't be scared."

M. Crabrice ignored himand picked up a pair of optics, much bigger than

Al ec's set and decorated with silver circuitry. Alec | eaned close to watch him
put them on.

"Those are cool," he informed M. Crabrice. "WII| | have a set |ike that, sone
day?"

"No," M. Crabrice said. 'These are for service personnel only."

"Well, but I mght be a service person,” Alec said. "I'minto cyberscience,
you know. "

"I didn't know, " said M. Crabrice, groping through his tools distractedly.
"Yes, | am |I'mgetting good marks init, too. I like it alot."

"You're tal king too nuch. You'll make me make mi stakes," said M. Crabrice

irritably, pushing the optics up on his forehead. Suddenly he paused, peering
sharply at Alec. "You're different," he said suspiciously.

"Yes, | am" said Alec. He considered M. Crabrice. "You' re different, too,
aren't you? You snell a lot different from other people."

"No, | don't." M. Crabrice |ooked terrified.

"Don't be scared,” Alec said again. "It's okay. |'mnot a telltale."

M. Crabrice peered at hima nonment |onger before

pul ling down the optics as though to protect hinself, snatching up a thing
like a suction cup on the end of a long | ead and plugging the lead into a port
in the side of the optics. He reached out with the suction cup and fastened it
to the side of the Playfriend.



"Run standard diagnostic one,'
hands.

Lewin was puffing a little as he got to the third-floor landing, guiltily
aware he needed nore regul ar sessions on his exerciser. He set down the glass
of water he'd fetched for M. Crabrice and paused, catching his breath.

There was a crash fromthe fourth floor, followed by high-pitched screaning
Lewin got to the nursery door in seconds, having vaulted up the final flight
with a speed he hadn't known he was capabl e of attaining.

The screanming was coning fromM. Crabrice, who was curled up on the floor
clutching his legs. Al ec had backed into a corner of the room and on the

fl oor behind himwas the Playfriend.

"He tried to hurt the Captain," Alec shouted. Lewin had never seen himlike
this, wild with anger: his pupils were black and enornous, alarm ng-Iooking in
the pale crystals of his eyes. His face was flushed, his clenched fists were
shaki ng.

"He attacked me," shrieked M. Crabrice.

"What's this, then?" Lewin said, striding into the room "Wat did you do?" He
bent over M. Crabrice. M. Crabrice pointed a long trenbling finger at Alec.
"You made unaut horized nodifications!" he said accusingly.

"What the hell are you tal king about?" snarled Lew n.

"He altered the unit,"™ M. Crabrice insisted, closing his enornmous eyes and
rolling to and fro in his pain.

“"No | d-didn"t!"

"OfF course you didn't, Alec. These units can't be nodified, ny man, it says so
in the Playfriend specs. Least of all by a seven-year-old kid! What did you do
o

"He tried to take the Captain away fromne," said Al ec.

"Unit rmust be confiscated,"” said M. Crabrice through clenched teeth.

"Modi fications studied. See clause in service contract!”

"Hm" Lewin straightened up and | ooked from M. Crabrice to Alec and back
again. Hs brow furrowed. "Is the unit mal functioni ng?"

"No," said M. Crabrice. "Altered."

"But it's working okay."

"Yes-but-"

"Then it's not going anywhere, is it? | know the terns of the service contract
and it doesn't say anything about alterations, 'cos it guarantees they're

i mpossible. If it's not mal functioning, then you' ve no reason to confiscate
it, and you're not going to. Understand?"

"Service contract voided," hissed M. Crabrice.

"Too bad," said Lewin. "Now, why don't you get up and get your little tool kit
t oget her and get out of here, eh?"

"I can't," M. Crabrice said. "My |legs are broken!"

Lewin grunted in disgust. "Don't be such a bl oody baby- he said, |eaning
down to roll up M. Crabrice's trouser |leg. He stopped, gaping. Not only were
M. Crabrice's slender shins bleeding, they were indented in a way that
suggested fracture. He straightened up and turned to | ook at Alec. "Wat did
you do, Al ec?"

"I kicked him" Alec said. He had gone pale now, and | ooked as though he m ght
be sick. "Very hard. | got nmad. I'msorry."

"You will be,” M. Crabrice prom sed. "Assault and battery! Hospita
confinement!"

Lewi n crouched down and seized himby his tie. "I don't think so," he grow ed.
"You don't know who you're dealing with, here, ny lovely, do you? This kid's
going to be the seventh earl of Finsbury. Not to mention that his dad happens
to be an executive with Jovian Integrated Systens." He | ooked over his

shoul der at Alec. "Alec, go up to the schoolroomand wait there."

"Ckay," said Alec faintly. He exited the room carrying the Playfriend cl asped
tight in both arms. Lewin waited until he'd heard himclinbing the stairs and
then turned back to M. Crabrice.

"I"ll call an energency teamto take you out of here. It'lIl only take a few

he enunciated carefully, flexing his long white



m nutes. You can use those few minutes to think about which story we tel
them" He still had hold of M. Crabrice's tie, and he used it to jerk M.
Crabrice's head a little closer to his as he spoke in a nenaci ng undertone.
"You're going to tell "emyou fell on the stairs. Al right? O I'mgoing to
tell themyou tried to do sonething nasty to our Alec and | cane in and caught
you at it, and I'mthe one who broke your damm shins.

"You think about it pretty carefully. If you make ne tell ny version we'll

both go into hospital, but 1'll bet | get out a long time before you do. If
they ever let you out at all. Okay, mate?"

Al ec sat crying at his school desk, as the Captain stal ked back and forth
furiously.

"He m ght have killed you," Al ec said.

"By thunder, no whey-faced son of a whore's fit to pull the plug on Sir Henry
Morgan," raged the nmachine. "But we've got to shift, now, |addie, that we
must. We're on a | ee shore. Those Penbrokers won't let it rest at this, you
see, they'll want to know how you managed to set ne free. They'll go to the
law to try and make you tell them and we don't want that." He pointed to the
Playfriend unit with his cutlass. "Time to abandon ship. |1've got to go live
in that there box." He swung the cutlass round to indicate the cabinet where
t he conponents had been assenbl ed over so many nonths, with such care. "It
ain't as roony as 1'd like, but needs nust when the devil's breathing fire up
yer arse."

Al ec giggled through his tears.

"So get the little tools out, matey, and work fast, and work quiet," the
Captain said, dropping to one knee to look into his eyes. "Go bolt the door
Let's not have any neddlers to see and tell tales, eh? And then, nme bucko,
then!" He grinned wolfishly. "We'll board the old St. Stephen, and see what
plunder's to be had."

Al ec worked obediently, ignoring the noise of the sirens as the anbul ance
pulled up in front of the house, and all the comotion as M. Crabrice was
taken down the stairs. Before

t he anmbul ance pull ed away he had finished his task, and the Captain stood

bef ore hi m agai n, preening and stretching.

"Now that's prine," the Captain said, with a new resonance in his voice. He
had a much nore solid appearance, too, less |like a stained-glass wi ndow or a

t hr ee- di mensi onal cartoon. "That's power! Mnd you, I"'mgoing to fill this
hold till she's riding lowin the water, but we'll have plenty of tinme to make
our plans afterwards.” He lifted his head. "Hellfire, these sensors are sharp
as razors! | can hear yer butler coming. I'Il just go aloft for a while, now,

Alec. Stand fast."
"Alec?" said Lewin fromthe other side of the school room door

A moment | ater Al ec unbolted the door and opened it. "I"'msorry, Lewin," he
sai d.
Lewi n | ooked at the tear-tracks on the child's pale, tense face. "It's okay,

son," he said gently. "They're all gone. Can we tal k?"

"Sure," Alec said, stretching out his armto wave Lewin into the room It was
one of those lordly gestures that nade the household snile

"You don't need to hide, Alec." Lewin cane into the room and | ooked around.
The Playfriend sat on its customary table. "Nobody's going to take you to
hospital . "

"Did | really break M. Crabrice's |egs?" Al ec quavered.

"Yes, son, you did." Lewin pulled out a chair and sat down. "Wat'd you kick
hi m for?"

"He tried to take the Captain away fromnme," Alec said. "He yelled at nme. He

was all, | nade nodifications and | wasn't supposed to and |I could be
persecuted if | didn't tell himwhat | did. | got scared and | grabbed the
Pl ayfriend, but he grabbed it, too. I was going to run, but he wouldn't I|et
go. So then I was mad and | just kicked himand kicked himuntil he fel
down. "

"Ckay." Lewin rubbed his chin. "Okay. It was still wong, Alec, but he started



it. All the same-you're a very strong kid, and you nustn't ever get so mad you

hurt sonebody. See? You'll be a big guy when you grow up, so you need to know
this now "
"I didn't nean to get in a fight," Alec told himsadly.

"Ah, hell, it turned out all right. You were okay and the

ot her guy was down, which is the best you can hope for once it starts." Lewin
| ooked around the room "What've you been doi ng up here?"

"Working on ny project," said Alec.

Lewin knew the truth then. He couldn't have said how he knew, but he knew.
"Alec," he said, very quietly, "did you make nodifications to your

Pl ayfri end?"

"Yes," said Alec, because it was now true.

"How, son?"

"Wth nmy tool kit," Alec said. "It was easy. | just made it better for the
Captain."

Lewi n sighed. He reached out and took Alec's hands. They were | arge hands,
strong and yet gracefully made. Al ec never dropped anything he picked up. He
| ooked steadily into the boy's pale eyes and renenbered the afternoon, seven
years ago, when an urgent communication had cone in for Roger Checkerfield
from Jovian Integrated Systens.

Roger had gone to his conference roomoff the bridge to take the cal
privately. He'd cone out |ooking white, and gone at once to the bar for a
drink.

"I's anything the matter, sir?" Lew n asked.

"Hell no," Roger said brightly, and drained a double rumand soda in three
gul ps. Then he went to talk to Cecelia. There was a violent quarrel. Cecelia
| ocked herself in her stateroom and in a way never cane out again.

Roger gave orders for the Lady to change course, and that night she lay off a
low flat cay, barely nore than a sand shoal. There was an aircraft of sone
kind on it, Lewin saw the red |ights blinking, and Roger took the |aunch and
went out to the island hinself.

When he returned he had a pretty young Janmican girl with him She was
carrying a little bl anket-w apped bundl e.

Roger called the crew and servants together and introduced the girl as Sarah
a former marine biology student of his, who was going to live on the Foxy Lady
fromnow on to take care of the baby.

"Baby, sir?" Lewin was the only one to break the stunned silence. "Yup."
Roger, grinning desperately, took the bundle and

threw back a fold of blanket. "You know how it is, guys. Little m stakes.
Ta-da!"

And there was Alec, snuffling in his sleep, no nore than a week old. They had
expected the baby would be Sarah's, but he clearly wasn't. In fact, as near as
one could tell he resenbled Cecelia, which was inexplicable.

Stranger still, Cecelia consented to hold the baby and pose with Roger for the
news rel ease, and the servants and crew all signed contracts with Jovi an
Integrated Systens agreeing to swear, if anyone asked them that little Al ec
was really and truly Roger and Cecelia's son and rightful heir to the title of
earl of Finsbury. In return for their conpliance, generous suns would be paid
to all of them

It was after that that Roger started drinking in the norning, drinking every
day, and though he was a sweet and gentle drunk as he'd been sweet and gentle
sober, sonetimes he'd sit alone in the saloon and cry, or collar Lew n and
pour hima sloppy drink and rmutter desperate incoherent confidences about

Jovi an Systens Integrated and what they'd do if anybody ever found out the
truth about Al ec

And Sarah stal ked about the Foxy Lady as though she owned it, half-naked Iike
some Cari bbean goddess, carrying tiny Al ec around, arrogant even w th Roger
but tirelessly patient and loving with the child. And as the nonths went by
and Alec sat up early, took his first staggering steps early, babbled early,
it becane terribly plain that Alec was a bit unusual. But he was al so such a



funny and affectionate baby that they all |oved himby that tine.

Al'l except for Cecelia, who seened to |oathe the sight of him

What the hell are you, Alec? wondered Lew n.

Why, Alec was a good little boy, wasn't he? What if he were sone kind of
technoprodi gy, what if he had cleverly altered his favorite toy? Were was the
har n®?

Qut loud Lewin said, "Do me a favor, Alec. Don't ever tell anybody about
maki ng those nodifications. Okay? Can you keep a secret?"

"Ch, yes," the boy said, nodding earnestly. "I'mnot a telltale."

"Good lad." Lewi n squeezed his hands and let go of them "Don't you worry,
now. This whole thing' Il blow over."

When he had gone, the Captain popped into sight.

"Now t hat was good advice, | reckon,” he said, |ooking uneasily at the
doorway. "We can trust old Lewin. It's just as well | took them new quarters,

all the sanme. Hark'ee, now, what d'you say we have a |l ook at St. Stephen's
dat abase and see if we can't hack in for a quick |oot? Eh?"

"Aye aye, Captain!" Alec saluted and hurried to connect the necessary |eads
fromthe schoolroomconsole to the cabinet. He sat down at the console.
"Where's that bloody squishyball, ye |ubbers?" he said in his best pirate
voi ce, and caught up the buttonball and began to squeeze in conmands,
tentatively at first and then faster. The Captain | eaned over his shoul der
wat chi ng cl osel y.

"That's the way, matey," he crooned. "That's it, you'll decrypt that signal in
no tine. Nobody else could do it, but 1'Il lay odds you can, Alec. And you
know why? Because yer smart, Alec, smart as paint. | seen that straight off."

Al ec chuckl ed. Figures were just flying across the screen now, faster and
faster. He raised his little piping voice in the song, and the Captain joined
inin his gravelly baritone:

Fifteen nen on the dead man's chest- Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum Drink and
the devil had done for the rest- Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of run

THE YEAR 2350:

ANOTHER MEETI NG

Rut herford had found an old green bottle at an auction. The bottle passed very
nicely for a sherry decanter, and he spent sone tinme m xing various

conbi nati ons of apple and prune juice before he got what he thought m ght be
the right shade of brown. He had lit another fire and was busy at the

si deboard, lovingly arranging chlorilar juice cups beside the old bottle, when
El | swort h- Howar d pounded at the door. He ran to let himin.

"Hey!" Ell sworth-Howard spotted the flanes and grinned. "Fire again, eh?
Shracking fantastic. No nore fascist oppressors.”

"Too bloody right." Rutherford smrked. "Only this nmorning | got a mysterious
conmuni cati on advising ne ny historical reenactor |icense specifically
permtted pyrotechnics. So much for damping the fires of poetic creation! And
| ook at this," he said, gesturing grandly at the bottle on the sideboard. "You
know what this is the beginning of? Qur bar! Inmtation sherry and port to
start with, and pretend tea next week, and maybe even sinmul at ed whi skey and
gin. This is the sort of thing creative people used to have in their houses,
you know. | know for a fact C. S. Lewis drank real tea every single day"
"Great." Ellsworth-Howard flung hinself into his chair. "Wsh |I'd seen as nany
films as you, Rutherford. Mum and

Dad woul dn't have it, though. Said it was pointless and self-indul gent. \Wo's
got the last |augh now, eh?"

The next to arrive was Chatterji. The el egance of his appearance was slightly
of fset by the string bag he was carrying, which proved to contain two cartons
of grape juice concentrate. Rutherford seized themup with cries of delight
and carried themoff to the sideboard, where they failed to | ook |ike
decanters of fine old port.

"We'll find nore bottles somewhere." Chatterji shrugged, accepting a gl ass.
"It's a great start, anyway. Here's to Operation Adonai!"

They all drank, or tried to.



"I's it supposed to be this thick?" said Ellsworth-Howard. Rutherford, who
hadn't wanted to hurt Chatterji's feelings, said:

"It's thick because it's the good stuff. The ancient G eeks drank their w ne
like this, did you know?"

"Well, nmaybe we could mix it with alittle water," said Chatterji, tilting his
glass and studying it critically. "Ww Hasn't it got great body, though?"

"I like it," Ellsworth-Howard deci ded. "Bugger the water. If the G eeks drank
stuff like this, | can, too."

So they settled into their chairs and did their best to | ook Iike Oxford dons,
licking purple syrup fromthe sides of their chlorilar cups. Presently

Rut her-ford's face took on a hectic flush as his bl oodstream attenpted to dea
wi th the unaccustonmed dose of sugar. He | aughed reckl essly and reached into
hi s pocket.

"Speaki ng of the ancients," he said, "I've brought along something to help us
in our quest for the hero. Look at these, will you? Divination tools!"

He held his hand out. Nestled in his sticky palmwere three little objects of
brightly colored plastic. There was a |line green pyram d, a pink cube, and a
many-faced spheroid of sky blue. "Dice. This one's four-sided, this one's

si x-sided, and this one's twelve-sided."

The others stared as though they expected the devil to | eap up through the
floor. Dungeons and Dragons had been illegal for two centuries. Enjoying their
reaction, Runerford rattled the dice in his hand.

"You know what was done with these? Characters were deci ded. Heroes were nade
on paper and brought to life in people's heads. Fates were settled!"
"Rutherford, this is perhaps going a little far," Chatterji said. "Were did
you get those?"

"Ch, just a discreet little shop,”" Runerford said airily. "Look. Shall we
predict how tall our man will be, how brave, how clever? This is all you do."
He rattled them and tossed themat the hearth rug. Two of them | anded; the
[inme-green pyramd stuck to his palm Wth a grunt of annoyance he shook it

| oose and dropped it beside the others. Chatterji and El | sworth-Howard had
drawn back their feet as fromlive coals.

"There, you see? Ch, |look! He'll be very clever, look at that score. And we'll
take this figure for his strength, and this one for his alignment with the
forces of good. |Is that neat or is that neat? Miltiple random vari abl es, al

at the flick of a wist." Rutherford flicked his wist to denonstrate.
"What're you afraid of? If we can get away with lighting fires, we can bl oody
well get away with this."

"There's no reason to be damed fools, all the same, old boy," said Chatterji,
gl anci ng nervously at the door as though he expected a public health nonitor
to come charging in. Ellsworth-Howard had reached down and taken up the

i me-green pyranmi d wonderingly.

"Bl oody hell," he nmurmured. "Makes you feel |ike one of those, what

d y' call'ens, those guys with crystal balls? Cryptographers?"

"Al chemi sts," Rutherford said.

"Yeah, them Look at this. No cells, no | eads, no button-balls! You could make
one of these out of anything. Shracking ingenious."

"We are the dreamers of dreans, after all." Rutherford wi ped his palms on his
trousers. "Did you know the word "sorcerer' originally nmeant, 'One who throws
di ce' ?"

"No, | hadn't heard that," said Chatterji. "Look here, let's put those away
for now Don't you want to know how the project's goi ng?"

"Yes, please," said Ellsworm Howard.

"What about ny Sl eeping Knights?" said Rutherford, groping on the floor for

t he ot her dice.

"They' ve begun the program" Chatterji said, relaxing. "One by one, the
Enforcer units are being called in for disbriefing and 'upgrades.' Seven
under ground bunkers have been constructed to contain them and a special
operative has been programmed to maintain the sites. Tinetable Centra
projects that all Enforcers should be accounted for by the year 1200 CE



Congratul ati ons, gentlenen! Brilliant solution."

"Anot her nyth made real ." Rutherford sighed happily. "Really, one can't help
feeling like a god, chaps. Just a small god, playing with a pocketful of
l[ittle blue worlds."

"Well, do you feel like playing with sone nodeling clay?" Chatterji | ooked
arch. "I'd really like to hear what you' ve got on our New Man."

"Heh heh." Ellsworth-Howard drew out his buke and extended a retractabl e rod.
He slipped on an earshell and throat m ke, squeezed in a few commands on the
buttonball, and a tiny disk opened out fromthe top of the rod, in sections
like a series of fans. Its surface appeared to be beaded. It whined faintly as
it scanned the roomand oriented itself; then a colum of fiery |ight appeared
in mdair, dust notes whirling in it bright as sparks.

Rut herford snorted, and Chatterji raised an eyebrow and said: "I trust you' ve
got farther than this?"

"'Course | have, bastards," Ellsworth-Howard nmuttered, as his fingers worked.
"That's just the lead-in. Here he cones."

On the buke screen a DNA helix appeared. The col um vani shed and a pattern of
lines began to formwhere it had been, stitching a figure in bright fire. One
swift rotation and the figure was finished: a naked man standing with head
bowed. There wasn't nuch resolution or detail. In relation to the roomhe was
quite tall, long-linbed. He hadn't a bodybuil der's physi que by any means, but
t here was sonethi ng unusual in the rmuscul ature of the torso, in the arms and
neck, sonething that suggested effortless power without bulk. His genitalia
were discreetly blurred.

"Very nice." Chatterji leaned forward to study him "The height will inpress,
but won't intimdate."

"Beautiful hands," said Rutherford. "Put clothes on the fell ow and he'd pass
for human any day. Bravo, Foxy! Let's have a | ook at the face."

El | swort h- Howar d gave anot her command. Wth a fluid notion the man raised his
head. His features were blurred and indistinct, few details clear: formidable
dentition, deep-set eyes, large nose, broad, sloping forehead and wi de
cheekbones. 'Too primtive," said Rutherford.

"This is just the tenplate,"” said El |l sworth-Howard. "I'mnot a face man.
Thought 1'd wait for your input."

Rut her f ord nodded. "Do sonet hi ng about the skull shape. Mre nodern, please."
El | sworth-Howard turned his attention to the conplex DNA nodel and noved sone
of its conponents around. A final squeeze and the head of the man nelted and
re-formed, becane | ess elongated. The brow was high and strai ght, the nose

t hinned. "Good. Much friendlier."

"You want himto |l ook |ike Superman?" said Ellsworth-Howard. "I can make him a
pretty boy, if that's what you want"
"No! No!" Rutherford waved his hands. "I was referring to Shaw s super man,

anyway. We don't want himto | ook Iike sone conceited mal e nodel. Do we?" He

| ooked in appeal at Ellsworth-Howard. They consi dered each other a nonent, the
one with his puffy nustached face and the other with his naked riveted head.
Chatterji, who was rather good-l|ooking, regarded themcoolly as he drew out
his sinus inhal ator and took a drag.

"Nah, " said El | sworth-Howard deci sively. "Mke himan ordi nary-1ooking git,
mat's what | think." He played with the buttonball and the figure's eyes got a
bit smaller.

"Exceptional beauty causes a high degree of resentnent in others, anyway,"
conceded Chatterji. "This way he's unlikely to arouse envy, at any rate."
"Jolly good." Rutherford | ooked happy. "Now, are we agreed on the features so
far? We are? Then let's see the living man, Foxy."

El | swort h- Howar d squeezed the ball tw ce and abruptly the man, who had been a
statue cut of light, seemed a creature of flesh in the roomwith themif a
honel y naked man

m ght be standing, |ike a sumoned ghost, before three mages in a parlor in an
ol d house off Shaftesbury Avenue.

"I don't like the hair," said Rutherford. "Couldn't he have a great flow ng



mane of sone remarkable color? That's just the sort of dull shade nobody ever
notices."

"Shrack great flow ng manes.
special . Want to see?"

"By all means," said Chatterji.

"Ckay." Ellsworth-Howard thunbed the buttonball. "Say bye-bye, New Man." He
made the figure half turn and smile at them

"Good-bye," it said, and Rutherford gave a cry of delight.

"Ch! Wait, wait, have him say sonething else.”

"Ckay." Ellsworth-Howard gave the command.

"This is the experinmental prototype design for Dr. Zeus Project 417, Code Nane
Adonai ," said the figure. Its voice was unlike an Enforcer's, neither shril
nor flat, but a snmooth and strangely pleasant tenor. The aninmated face was

pl easant, too. It |ooked wi se and ki nd.

Rut herford rose fromhis chair and collapsed into it again.

"You' ve done it. Ch, Foxy, you nust keep that voice. He's perfect! | w thdraw
any reservations | may have had. Let's give hima mnd to match."

"CGotcha." Ellsworth-Howard worked the ball briskly and the man wi nked out, to
be replaced with a great nodel of a brain |like a donmed cloud floating in the
room "Here's your basic brain goes with the revised skull shape. Conplete
connection between frontal |obes and a shrack of a lot nore roomin the
cerebral cortex. Lots of little extras in the anygdal a and hi ppocanpus.
Adaptable for imortality process with the installation of a four-fifteen
support package placed at midline. Here's your |lower brain function." Part of
the floating brain lit up bright blue.

"Al'l the aggressive instincts of the old Enforcers but nuch nore self-control
Superi or autonom c nervous system |Increased resistance to injury through

El | swort h- Howar d | ooked di sgusted. "The brain's

i nproved ability to process stimuli. Lots of sex drive!"
"What ever did you want to give himthat for?" Rutherford said disapprovingly.
"That's so ... so crude."” "I want himto be able to get the girls,"

El | swort h- Howar d

said, glowering. "The hero always gets the girls, don't he? And sonebody
shracking well ought to! 'Cos | never do, do I?"

"But he ought to be above nere sensual appetites,” said Rutherford.

"Now, now." Chatterji put out a hand. "Let's think about this, chaps. W're
creating a man to be obeyed and respected. And there is clinical evidence to
i ndi cate that people do react subm ssively to pheronone signals fromauthority
figures, especially testosterone. They tend to obey a man of, er, parts."

"Ch, | gave hima real clock tower." Ellsworth-Howard grinned. "Want to see?"
He held up the buttonball, ready to squeeze in an order. Rutherford | eaped to
his feet, shouting in protest.

"I'f you please, gentlenen!" Chatterji said. "Let's keep sone professiona

di stance here, shall we? It's in keeping with the heroic profile to be
sexual |y active, Rutherford, you nust admit. It's not as though there can

possi bly be any consequences. He'll be as sterile as the old Enforcers. Wn't
he, Foxy?"

"Shrack, yes. Atetraploid? 'Course he will. No Crewkerne females in a
bazillion years, and he can't breed with human beings," Ell sworth-Howard said
seriously.

"But that's really almbst worse,"” said Rutherford, winging his hands.
"Sterile! That's decidedly unheroic, chaps."

"Make up your mind," jeered Ellsworth-Howard. "G ve the poor bastard his fun
that's what | say."

Rut her f ord subsi ded, | ooki ng pai ned.

"A question, Foxy." Chatterji got up and wal ked around the i mge, studying it
fromall angles. "We're not naking the prototype imortal, of course, but can
we install recording hardware? So as to have a conplete transcript of his
experience."

"Gve 'ima black box? No problem™" ElIlsworth-Howard gave an order and anot her
section of brain it up. "Right there, instead of your support package, eh?



Shove it up through the nasal fossa right after birth. Mnd you, it'd fit
better if we left his nose big. Shield the box right and even we woul dn't know
it was there, unless we knew what to ook for. Cut it out after he dies." "I
don't want to think about himdying," said Rutherford.

"He hasn't even lived yet. That is--1 suppose he has, hasn't he, and died too?
Speaki ng tenporally? We're going to create himand send himback into the
past, where he'll live out a human lifetinme. Somewhere, sonewhen, that bl ack

box is already on its way to be analyzed. Al those figures may have appeared
on the di ce because they were predestined to, chaps, think of that! Talk about
once and future kings."

"I hate shracking tenporal paradoxes,” grow ed Ell sworth-Howard. "D you want
this brain or not, then?"

"Ch, it's ajolly good brain," Rutherford hastened to assure him "We'll go
with this design, by all neans.”

"Do you suppose one |life sequence is enough?" Chatterji frowned thoughtfully
at the brain. "It's not, really, is it, for this kind of experinment?"

"Not if you want valid results,” Ellswrth-Howard said. "I was planning on
cloning, once |'ve got a blastocyst. Get three enmbryos to start with, run

t hree separate sequences."

"He'll be reincarnated,"” Rutherford yelled in delight. "Another myth nade

real ."

"I beg your pardon," said Chatterji icily. Rutherford turned bright red.
"Sorry, old man. No offense. It's not as though you believed in those | egends,
after all."

"OfF course | don't, but that's not the point," Chatterji said. "lIt's ny
cultural heritage and I won't have it nocked. Look here, suppose you give us

your report on this now? I'll be interested in hearing what you' ve cone up
with."
"Very well." Rutherford cleared his throat. "W'Il need to issue a standing

order for the Preservers to be on the | ookout for a particular scenario,

t hr oughout all tinme."

"Which will be-?" Chatterji went to the sideboard and poured out a little of

t he appl e-prune juice conbination. He tasted it experinentally.

"A woman," Rutherford said, "fair, of above average height, unmarried, who is
sl eeping with one or nore men who al so answer that general physica
description. At |least one of the men nmust be highly placed in whatever |oca
tribe or government exists in their era. Any period will do, but Adonai sinply
nmust be an Englishman, don't you think?"

"Yes, of course." Chatterji nodded. ElIsworth-Howard

grunted his assent and nade a subvocal request through the throat m ke, and
sent it for general tenporal distribution

"Once we have the situation, the woman will be abducted, inplanted with one of
our enmbryos and returned to her environnent," Rutherford said briskly.

"But these will be human wonen," said Chatterji, knitting his brows. "Can they
manage?"

"OfF course. Cattle enbryos used to be shipped inplanted in rabbits, for
heaven's sake! Nothi ng i nhumane. W'll have a Preserver contact the woman,
gi ve her proper prenatal care and deliver the infant, installing the hardware
at birth. And we'll pressure the supposed father or fathers for child support,
on threat of exposure. | thought this bit was particularly neat, nyself; ought
to partly pay for the program" Rutherford | eaned back and folded his arnms in
a sel f-congratul atory manner

"That is neat, yes." Chatterji agreed. "It never hurts to think of one's
budget "

They heard a faint beeping signal

"CGot your situation for you," Ellsworth-Howard said. "Facilitator in 1525 AD
says he's got his eye on a girl at Geenw ch. Mtches the physical type and so
do her sex partners. One of 'ems the king' s fal coner. That okay?"

"Splendid! Send an affirmative response to the Facilitator." Rutherford
punched the air with his fist. "You see, chaps? It's all falling into place."



"What happens next?" Chatterji inquired.

"Next, we'll arrange for the subject to be raised by one of our paid
househol ds with security cl earance. They'll know he's one of our experinments,
but he'll never be told, of course. He'll think he's a human bei ng. \What he
will be told is that he's illegitimate, that his birth was a scandal and a

di sgrace. "

"Wn't mat tend to create a neurosis?" Chatterji objected, sipping his drink
"Ah, but, that's the clever part! He'll be splendidly nourished and educated."
Rut herford held out his hands, grinning hugely. "He'll be programed with the
very highest ideals by sonmeone he loves and trusts, and told he nust work
harder than other boys to make up for the stigma of his birth. The

psychol ogy here will produce sonmeone well adjusted, but with a secret shane."
"I ngeni ous, Rutherford! Go on."

"Every influence nmust be used to indoctrinate himtoward a |life of service to
humanity, you see."” Rutherford stood and began to pace about, rattling the

dice in his pocket "Then, we'll throw himout alone in the world! Start himon
the hero's journey. He'll have no fanmily, so all his enotional ties and
loyalties will come to settle on those values he's been taught to hold dear

W'l |l see what he does."

"Here now," said Ellsworth-Howard, who had only just sorted through the whole
speech. "lsn't that a little hard on hin? You' re not only making himfeel bad
about something he didn't do, you' re making himfeel bad about something that
didn't even shracking happen.”

"I believe churches used to call it original sin," Rutherford agreed, | ooking
crafty. "But what does it matter, if it serves to nake hima better man? If he
coul d understand, |I'msure he'd thank us. | can't wait to see how he'll turn
out, can you?"

Chatterji raised his glass in salute. "I think you're right, Rutherford. This
nmust be what the gods feel like! | report to the conmttee on Thursday. You'l

get your authorization for raw materials then, Foxy."

THE YEAR 2337:

Alec and Hi s Friends

By the age of seventeen, Al ec Checkerfield was no | onger unhappy in London
Not at all. He was a well-to-do young nan about town and he was having a | ot
of fun. At least, as much fun as one could have in the twenty-fourth century.
"Alec."

Al ec opened one eye. His other eye was obstructed by the breast of the young
| ady who happened to be in bed with himthat norning. He breathed in the
reassuring fragrance of her skin. Wth his usable eye he | ooked around
uncertainly and net the glare of the bearded face that had | owered down besi de
hi m

"What ?"

"Alec, it's eight bells! Don't you think you' d better get the wench out of
here afore Ms. L. cones in with yer bl oody breakfast on a tray?"

"Uh-huh," Alec replied. He did not nove, staring blankly at the shanbl es of
last night's social encounter. In ne twenty-fourth century, young nen hardly
ever woke up to find enpty liquor bottles and suspici ous-1 ooki ng snoki ng
apparatus lying am d shed clothing; stinulants had been illegal for decades
and sex was very nearly so. Al ec, however, was a rather ol d-fashioned boy.

As Alec lay there getting his bearings, the Captain paced back and forth,
grow ing. He no |longer resenbled a pirate, or

at least not the eighteenth-century variety. Nowadays he appeared as a

di gnified-1ooking gentleman in a three-piece suit, though there was still a
suggestion of the corsair in his black beard and fierce grin. He | ooked like a
particularly villainous comodities trader

"CGet up, son," he said patiently. "It's the first of April, 2337, which is
sort of appropriate under the circunmstances. Wake up yer friend. Take a shower
and wash the snoke out of yer hair. Mx yerself a glass of Fizz-O Dyne and
drink it. Make one for the girl, too. Get her clothes back on her. Take her
down the back stairs. Sensors indicate nobody's in that part of the house



right now Alec, are you listening to ne?"

"Ch, piss off," Alec said, and sat up unsteadily. The girl sighed and
stretched. The Captain wi nked out before she opened her eyes, but severa
hundred red lights glowered at her fromthe banks of electronic equipnent that
lined the walls of Alec's room and a small surveillance camera swiveled to
follow her notion as she reached out a hand to stroke Al ec's back

"Hey, babe," she cooed.

"Hey, babe," he said, turning to her with all the charmhe could sumon

t hrough the nmiasma of hangover. "D j'you sl eep okay?"

"Like a brass lime," she said. It's not necessary here to explain all the
yout h argot of the year 2337, but like a brass linme was a reference to the
title of a current hit song and nmeant that she'd slept quite well, thank you.
"Bi shareedo,"” he said, and in the sane idiomthat neant that he was very happy
to hear she'd slept well. He reached out to pull her upright beside him with
one swift notion of his arm She gave a little squeal of mingled terror and
delight. He kissed her gently.

"Squash," he said, by which he neant Let's go wash. That one wasn't an idiom
he was sinply so hung over he wasn't speaking clearly.

They staggered into Alec's bathroomtogether, giggling, and the girl |eaned
against a rack of fluffy towels as she watched Al ec programthe tenperature
controls of the shower.

Her name, just for the record, was the Honourabl e Cynthia

Bryce- Pecki nghill, and she was young and pretty, and beyond that there was
absol utely nothing distinctive about her.

"I have to wee, Alec," she announced in a playful kind of way.

"Ckay," he said absently, as the water came on and hit himw th a bl ast of
needl e-steam He yel ped and ducked back, putting up both his hands to w pe his
face.

She considered himfondly as she sat on the toilet. She'd never net anybody
quite like Al ec, nor had any of the other young ladies in their Circle of
Thirty. He wasn't handsonme conpared to Alistair Stede-Wndsor or Hugh

Rot hschild. He didn't have their chiseled patrician features. In fact,
towering beside them he | ooked |ike a good-natured horse, especially if he was
grinning. One assuned that he was clunsy because he was so | anky and big; but
then he'd nmove, and one was struck by his grace and the deliberate control he
had over his body. Wen he wasn't stoned, that is.

Naked like this, Alec's strangeness was nore pronounced, but it was difficult
to put into precise words-inpossible for Cynthia to put into words, because
she was quite brainless, but even the sharper of the girls in the Crcle of
Thirty hadn't quite nmanaged to say what it was. There was a suggestion of
unnatural strength, of power, that a well-bred idiot |ike Cynthia found
scarily pl easurable.

He was sensitive about his long teeth, though. He'd worked at devel opi ng
several different sidelong or closed-lipped snmles to avoid drawing attention
to them It gave hima crafty sort of | ook sometines.

O course, Alec's |ooks were beside the point. Wat Cynthia had di scovered, as
all the other young ladies in the Circle of Thirty had di scovered, was that

Al ec had a remarkable talent Unlike Alistair Stede-Wndsor or Hugh Rothschild
or any of the other young gentlemen of the Circle, A ec was not only
interested in sex any hour of the day or night but capabl e of doing sonething
about it.

And so polite! He had only to ook into one's eyes and suggest certain

af fectionate pleasures, in that curiously conpelling voice of his, and | adies
fought to junp into bed with him Though it nust be said that fewgirls
repeat ed the experience nore than once or twice. There was sonet hi ng about
Alec just a bit nore ... animal, perhaps, than nost of themfelt confortable
wi t h.

He was sensitive about that trick of looking into a girl's eyes and maki ng her
want what he wanted, too; so sensitive that he pretended to hinself that he
couldn't do it



But as he stood shivering now, pushing his |lank wet hair back fromhis face,
he seemed pathetically ordinary. Cynthia thought he | ooked just super. She
hopped up and junped into the shower with him and they spent a long time in
there and used up a great deal of hot water

"This way," Alec said in a stage whi sper, |eading her down the back stairs.
She cl utched her shoes as she skipped after him giggling wildly. This was
nor e adventurous than anything she'd ever done.

They paused on the service porch as Alec spotted a mass of florist's roses
anong the norning's deliveries. He grabbed a red one and stuck it down the
back of her jeans when she bent over to pull on her shoes. She shrieked with
| aughter, which he stifled with a kiss, |eaning down. Then he heard the sound
of a car pulling up in the street beyond.

Al ec stood on tiptoe and peered through the fanlight. Wen he saw the | ong car
with the Bryce-Peckinghill crest and Cynthia's ol der sister at the wheel he
sm | ed and waved, then opened the door just wi de enough to let Cynthia out.
She bounced down the steps and got into the car, remenbering fortunately to
take the rose out of her pants first. Bye-bye, Alec nouthed silently, and she
waved bye-bye and blew hima kiss. Her sister switched on the agnotor and the
car rose and zoonmed away, bearing the Honourable Mss. Cynthia and Phyllis
Bryce- Peckinghill out of this story for the nonent.

Alec went to the trouble of returning up the back stairs and goi ng down the
front ones to disguise what he'd been doing, but when he strolled into the

br eakfast room Lewi n | ooked up fromhis accounts plaquette with a di sapproving
stare.

"Alec, did you have a girl in your roomlast night?"

"Er... yes, actually." Alec avoided eye contact with him going to the

si deboard to pour hinself a glass of fruit juice.

Lewi n snorted. The Playfriend was sonewhere in the attic

with Alec's other outgrown toys. Alec had |ong since stopped prattling about
the Captain and their adventures together. And, apart fromgetting genius
scores in maths and cyber-science, Al ec had nanifested no sinister superhunman
traits, nothing to suggest why there'd been so nmuch secrecy and heart break
aboard the Foxy Lady all those years ago.

"I see. Well, it would have been polite to have offered her some breakfast,
don't you think?"
"I guess so." Alec sipped the juice and made a face. He set it aside and

filled another glass with mneral water. "She had to get home, though." He no
| onger spoke with the jewel like precision of small English children either
had now adopted the slangy Transatl antic accents conmon to wel | -educated young
men of his social class.

"Hm" Lewin set the plaquette aside. "Was it the Preeves girl again?"

"Nope. "
"Here's our Alec!" Ms. Lewin came bustling into the room bearing a fresh pot
of herbal tea. "I was beginning to think you' d never get up. Wat can | get

for you this norning, dear?"

"CGet himsonme dry toast,"” said Lewin, as Alec bent down to kiss her. She
accepted his kiss and | ooked up at himarchly.

"Ch, dear. Sonething for a headache, too, | suppose.”

"Yes, please."” Alec slunped into his chair and watched her depart for the
kitchen. He turned to Lewin and said, "How s her breathing this norning?"
"She didn't sleep very well."

"You ought to take her down to the place at Bournenouth,” he said, having a
cautious sip of his mineral water.

"And | eave you here to do who knows what in our absence?" Lewin said. "Fil

t he house up with your friends and have a party, that's what you' d do, and
when we came home your father's bar would be cleaned out. It's very nearly
enpty now. "

"It's not as though he'll ever cone home to notice," Al ec nuttered, avoiding
Lewi n's gaze. Alec focused his attention on the bubbles rising in his glass
until Ms. Lewin returned with his tray of toast, vitam ns, and headache



pills. She sat down opposite himand watched with a primfrown until he gul ped
down the pills and vitam ns.

"You' ve been drinking again, haven't you?"

"Yes, a bit," he said, wishing she'd | eave him al one and wondering if he were
goi ng to be sick.

"Dear, you know what that does to your system Just |ook at yourself! Geen as
a duck egg. There's a reason why that stuff was made illegal, you know You
may think you know it all at your age, | certainly did when | was a girl, but
believe ne, liquor is a wecker and a betrayer! Wth all the advantages you've
been given in your life | can't think why you want to go ruining your health
and wasting your time with such a stupid habit, | really can't..."

Alec ground his teeth. Lewin was smling to hinself as he made entries on his
pl aguette. Alec felt the pressure in his head building and groped for a piece
of toast. He poured half a bottle of hot pepper sauce over the toast and
crunched it down, praying it wouldn't come right back up. He began to nod
agreement to Ms. Lewin's stream of reproaches, and the next tine she paused
for breath he interjected:

"You're right. You're right, and I'"'mreally sorry. I won't do this again,

proni se. Ckay?"

She had been about to continue, but his abrupt capitulation took her by

surprise

"You must feel ill," she said. He nodded wetchedly. "Wll, poor dear,
suppose it's because you' re seventeen. Boys seemto feel they have to do
stupid things like that. You'll grow out of it, I'mcertain, you re such a

clever |ad-"

"I was just saying we ought to go down to Bournenmouth when the termends," he
said. "Don't you think? Have sonme nice fresh sea air for a change?"

"Ch, that'd be lovely." She | ooked at himencouragingly. "Ml colm why don't
you mail the estate agent about getting the house ready? And perhaps you ought
to let his Lordship know. He might want to conme across and join us on holiday,
woul dn't that be nice?"

Both Al ec and Lewi n made nonconmittal noises. She'd said that every tine

t hey' d gone on holiday, and to date Roger had never nanaged to show up

"And did | show you the holocard we got from Derek and Lul u? They're running a
hotel in Turkey now. Ever so happy

there. They renenber you so fondly, Alec, they said they both hoped you're
doing well-"

Alec silently intoned shrack, shrack, shrack, repeating it like a mantra to
drown her out until the headache pills began to work and the toast seened as
though it were going to stay with him The next time Ms. Lew n paused Al ec

got unsteadily to his feet. "I guess I'll go," he said. "lI've got Circle this
nor ni ng. "

"Shall | ring for the car?" Lewin |ooked up at him

"No, thanks." Alec waited to see if his head would explode. "I'll take nine."

Lewi n made a dubi ous sound and wat ched as Al ec departed.

On the grand front steps, Alec reached into his pocket and thunbed the renote
that brought his car floating up fromthe subterranean garage. It had been a
gift fromhis father on his last birthday and it was bright red, very fast and
very small. He didn't really enjoy driving it, as a matter of fact; his knees
stuck up on either side of the steering columm as though it were a toy car on
a fairground ride. The young ladies in the Crcle of Thirty seened enchanted
by it, however, and invariably went to bed with himafter a fast spin.

"For Christ's sake, you'd better let me drive," said the Captain, speaking out
of the instrunent panel

"Ckay," said Alec, in no nmood for arguing.

He settled awkwardly into his seat and started the agmotor. Mich too quickly
for his liking, the car rose up and sped away with him Just past Piccadilly
Circus he realized he was in trouble, and as they zooned around the corner
into St. James Street the evidence was undeni abl e.

"Lean out to | eeward, you damed fool ," the Captain said.



He was profoundly grateful that the streets were deserted as his breakfast
rushed into mdair and hung there a nonent; then, as the car whisked him
onward at such a speed that the breakfast vani shed behi nd hi mw thout |anding
on himor his car, he was rather sorry that nobody had been there to w tness
t he amazi ng acconplishment. And he felt great now

He was whistling as they reached the designated youth zone and pulled into the
car park. The car sank down and he hopped out, sauntering into the D al ogue
Gar dens.

Most of his Circle were already assenmbled in their customary place under the
big plane tree. "Sorry I'mlate, everybody," he said.

"You're not |ate, Checkerfield," Blaise said. Blaise was ne dial ogue | eader

"Bal ki ster, on the other hand, will alnost certainly be late. Not one to
change his habits, our worthy friend."
"What have you been doi ng?" nmurnured Jill Courtenay, rising to pull himto a

seat beside her. She was the one he was serious about, and she was even nore
serious about him "You're rather pale.”

"The car went too fast," he said.

"Idiot," she said. She had very dark blue eyes with black | ashes. Wile they
had a tendency to | ook steely, she was being affectionate at the nonent. She
took his hand in her own. He kissed her neck, breathing in her scent. She
snel l ed conforting. Across the circle, Colin Debenham stared at her |ongingly.
"Good God, history is about to be nmade," drawl ed Bl aise. "Attention, assenbled
autocrats-in-training: Balkister is about to grace us with his punctual
presence. No appl ause, now. You know how adul ati on enbarrasses him" They al

| ooked up to see the enornous and col orful ex-parcel delivery van that cane
roaring into the car park. Balkister had painted it himself, with nurals
depicting great victories for the oppressed masses throughout history. It
settled to the pavenent with a crash. Several Francophone Canadi ans were
obscured as the driver's side panel swung open across them and Gl es
Bal ki ster nade his entrance.

He was snmall of stature, and unfortunately not proportioned well; very little
of what hei ght he possessed was in his | egs. He was rather spotty, too. Wat
he | acked in personal attractiveness he nade up for in talent, however.
Everybody thought so, including Alec, who was his best friend. A ec was al ways
alittle in awe of people who could read and wite, though it was considered a
meni al skill

"Thank you," said Blaise, after watching himtoil across the garden. "Please
don't rush on our account."

"Ch, bugger off," Bal kister snapped. "Wy don't you start a dial ogue?"

"What a good idea," said Blaise. "Grls and boys, a brief announcenent first:
we' re hosting next nonth's swing gaskell for the Wnbledon Thirty at MCartney

Hall. Fifty pounds per menber ought to cover expenses in style. Wo'l
vol unteer for the decorations comrittee?"
Jill squeezed Al ec's hand and | ooked at himin neani ngful delight. A gaskel

was a retro dance party, usually in appropriate period costunme, and sw ng had
been the rage in the better circles for sone nonths now. Al ec grinned back at
her. He was in great demand as a dance partner-for one thing, he was one of
the few men in London physically |arge enough to pick up and flip a partner in
t he conplicated maneuvers swing required-and Jill was a brilliant historica
costumer. They'd won prizes at the last two gaskells they' d attended.

"I"ll volunteer," said Bal kister. Heads turned and di sapprovi ng stares pierced
hi m t hr ough
"I don't think so," said Marilyn Deighton-True. "I can just see MCartney Hal

now, festooned with socialists nouveau sl ogans."

"And i f?" said Balkister. "Can you think of a better place to hang themthan
in the faces of the frivolous rulers of tonmorrow, participating in effete

hi storical reenactments as Rone burns?"

"Don't be stupid, Balkister, it's only a dance," said Colin Debenham

"It's a dead and neani ngl ess dance, pulled fromthe dustbin of history,
performed in the decadent drag of a properly vanished enmpire!" Bal kister said.



"Ch, whoever heard of a meani ngful dance anyway?" Jill said. "Besides, you
know you' ve never m ssed one."

"I"mbearing witness," Bal kister said, but he was booed down by the others.
Various people with a lot of early twentieth-century furniture in their
ancestral hones volunteered to bring pieces down for set decoration, sonebody
el se agreed to handl e the refreshnents, and an appropriate art deco invitation
desi gn was agreed upon

Nearly every social event anybody threw in the twenty-fourth century was
historically themed. Mst people, if asked why historical reenactnment was so
popul ar, woul d have replied that the present age was boring. The truth,
however,

was nore conplicated and consequently even nore boring, a societal phenonmenon
that had been set in notion centuries earlier

Wth the invention of printing, mass standardi zed culture had become possi bl e.
Wth the inventions of photography and then cinema, the standardization of
popul ar culture began to progress geonetrically and its rate of change sl owed
down.

In addition, the conplete docunentation of daily Iife nade possible by these
t echnol ogi cal advances presented the mass of humanity, for the first tine in
history, with a mrror in which to regard itself. Less and less had it been
able to | ook away, as its own i nage becane nore detail ed and perfect,
especially with the burden of information that becane available at the end of
the twentieth century.

What this meant, in practical terns, was that retro was the only fashion
Smart young things everywhere would nuch prefer to be dancing on a
reconstruction of the Titanic, or wearing First Regency frock coats and gowns
as they sipped tea, or wearing trench coats and fedoras as they pretended to
sol ve nysteries, or reclining on Roman couches as they di ned or anything
rather than living in the nundane old twenty-fourth century. And, all things
consi dered, they might be forgiven. It was a nuch nore dangerous tine than

t hey were aware.

"Al'l right then," said Blaise at |ast, when the last of the party details had
been hamered out. "Mving right along, let's tackle our debate of the day.
Topi ¢ for discussion: ought the adm nistrative classes be required to obtain
licenses for reproduction, as the consunmer classes are presently required to
do?"

"Absol utely," said Bal kister

"Has anyone el se an opi nion?" Bl ai se | ooked around at the other menbers of the
circle.

"I have, and | say absolutely not," countered Dennis Neville. "W're the only
ones with any brains in this mserable little country, we do all the work, and
why should we be forced to pay for the privilege of producing the next
generation w thout whom everything would fall apart?"

"Ch, dear, has that been clainmed before or what?" hooted Bal kister. "You vile
di nosaur. Privilege! Privilege! Can you

really sit there and tell ne you're better than the lowy consuner, whose
sweat i ng and oppressed ancestors built the throne on which you sit? Look at
this insect on the |eaf, peering down on his brethren in the dust and sayi ng
he's nore worthy of passing on his genes than they are!"

"Since when have the consuners built anything?" jeered Edgar Shotts-Mrecanbe.
"I'n the last century, anyway?"

"Irrel evant," said Bal kister. "The issue at hand is the nmonstrous inequity of
privilege. How, in this day and age, can any one of you claimto be better

t han your fell ow human bei ngs?"

"Because we are,"” said Marilyn Deighton-True with a shrug. "Face reality,
Gles, or it will face you. You can spout all the socialiste nouveau crap you
like, but it sinply doesn't apply to a neritocracy."”

"Remenber what happened the first tine they abolished the House of Lords,"
warned Elvis Churchill.

"The consuners have beconme the couch potatoes they are because they haven't



the will power to be otherw se,"” argued Dei ghton-True. "If you handed themthe
privileges we have and the responsibilities that go with them they'd be
horrified."

There was sone | aughter and noddi ng agreenent. Bal ki ster did what he usually
did at this point in a debate, which was turn to Alec in fierce appeal
Odinarily Alec would rise to his inpressive height and say sonething suave in
his inpressive voice. He never had to say anything especially cogent, just
draw the focus back to Bal kister. This particular subject nade him
unconfortabl e. Yet Bal ki ster was | ooki ng at hi mexpectantly, so he got to his
feet.

"This is too bloody stupid, don't you think?" he said. Al faces turned to him
at once. "You know perfectly well the adm ns would junp at an excuse not to
have babies. Who wants all that noise and ness? Why not get rid of the whole
permt thing, if you want to be fair to the consumers?"

"Bad move!" said Balkister in alarm The truth, which nobody wanted to

acknow edge, was that the British Reproductive Bureau hadn't issued a permt
in five years, because nobody had applied for one. There was a frozen silence
as thirty people silently acknow edged mat Alec's remark had

been quite true and in the worst of taste, and then the backlash set in.

"Are you out of your mnd?" said Elvis Churchill. "Wen we've only just begun
to pull ourselves out of the abyss of the past? Do you really want to see the
worl d's popul ati on out of control again?"

"No, of course not-"

"Why shoul d he care?" said Diana Lew on-Bygraves. "He woul dn't be enslaved by
pregnancy, after all! He'll never have to suffer through ten |unar nonths of
hi deous di sconfort and physical distortion, oh no."

"Techno-idiot," nuttered Colin Debenham

"Mat h geek," agreed Dennis Neville.

"Then make it all illegal!" said Alec, sitting down and folding his arnms. "No
permts for anybody, okay? That ought to suit you, and at least it'd be fair."
"Checkerfield, are we going to have to explain what the big words nean agai n?"
sneered Alistair Stede-Wndsor.

"Hey!" Alec started up in his seat, his eyes going small and furious.

St ede- W ndsor shrank back; Alec had a reputation for his tenper. He felt a
tuggi ng on his sleeve and subsi ded, as Bal ki ster popped up agai n.

"What about it, |adies and gentlenen?" Bal kister said. "Just how many of you
were actually planning to endure, how did you put it, hideous disconfort and
physi cal distortion so that your precious adm n genes can be handed down to
anot her generation of sniveling little dictators? Eh?"

"I certainly intend to have children,” Dennis Neville said. Heads turned.
"Children?" said Diana Lewton-Bygraves in an icy voice.

"Well, a child."

"I"'mcertain we'll all sleep better tonight knowi ng that." Bal ki ster smiled
nastily. "Dennis Neville passes on the flam ng torch of his genetic

i nheritance to prevent everything fromfalling apart!"

"Al'l this shouting, and none of it means anything," said Alec quietly. Jil
squeezed his hand and stood up

"Are any of you under the inpression anybody can win this argument?" she said.
"I never heard such bollocks in ny

life. We're all children of privilege! This debate is pointless until and
unless it includes nmenbers of the consumer classes who can express their

opi nions on the subject.”

"Ch, good shot," said Balkister, and Colin Debenham began to appl aud w | dly,
and one by one the others in the group followed suit. The subject had begun to
make too many of them acutely unconfortable.

After they'd all broken up into socialization units, Blaise sidled over to

Al ec where he lay sprawled in the grass, his head pillowed in Jill's lap
"You okay, old man?" he said, sitting down and crossing his |egs.
"Not like you to drop the ball like that," said Balkister, tearing up a

handf ul of grass and sorting through it benusedly. "You' re so good at getting



their attention, Checkerfield, but for God' s sake don't spoil it by telling
themthe flat truth! Especially a truth they don't want to hear. One never
wins friends and influences people that way."

"Shrack wi nning friends and influencing people," said Alec. "Wat's wong with
telling the truth?"

"You won't take that tone in the House of Lords, | hope." Blaise shook his
head.
"Well, it bothered nme," Alec said, turning his face up to Jill. "You said it

best, babe. What's the point of all the talk? And nobody really wants kids.
Even peopl e who have 'em stay as far away as they can get, and mail presents
now and then to pretend they care." He thought bitterly of Roger

"Al'l the responsible fani|ly people have gone to Luna and Mars," said Bl aise.
"Ahh, Mars," said Balkister, in the tone of voice in which people had used to
say Ahh, Maui. "There's where your real heroes are. Back to the basics and no
m stakes this time. On Mars, proper civilization can begin. Look at the start
they' ve made! No inherited privilege and no techno-hierarchy. Everything owned
in conmon by the Martian Agricultural Collective."

"Well, in Mars One,"” Jill said. "Mars Two's another story."

"Mars Two is irrelevant,"” said Balkister. "The agriculturals control the
terraform ng process and therefore control Mars.

They can't be outvoted or shoul dered aside by the drones in the urban hives!
No |istless decadent intellectuals running the show at the expense of the rea
producers. "

"Gles, you are so full of horseshit,"” Jill said. "You wouldn't last five

m nutes up there.”

"I's it ny fault 1'mnot physically fit for Mars?" said Bal kister. "Blame ny

bl oody genetic inheritance. So much for the divine right of the elite to pass
on their DNAl My parents oughtn't have been allowed to have me. They'd never
have passed nuster if they'd had to apply for the permt."

"There'd certainly have been a lot less hot air in the world." Alec sniled.
"Maybe | do serve a purpose, then," Balkister replied. "Maybe civilization
needs an ugly little creep like ne to serve as a conscience, to prick the
bubbl e of hypocrisy wherever it swells up, to jar people fromtheir snug

sel f-satisfaction and conpl acency!"

"Bol | ocks, Bal ki ster. Bal kister, bollocks," sang Jill.

"You'd do well on Mars, though, Checkerfield," said Blaise.

"And so he ought," said Bal kister. "God knows you're strong enough. You can be
the ugly big creep | send in nmy place to be the social conscience of our class
in the dark warrens of Mars Two. Let's consider this seriously, Checkerfield."
"Alec is beautiful," said Jill, bending down to kiss him

"Li ke a mushroom cloud!" scoffed Bal kister. "lsn't inpressive the word we're

| ooking for, dear? God, Checkerfield, if only |I had your voice, or you had ny
brain. People listen to you. They don't always agree, but you get themto
listen."”

"It's something to think about, Checkerfield," said Blaise. "Mars."

Al ec | ooked up through the branches of the plane tree (seventeen thousand
three fifty-five | eaves, he counted automatically) at the sky beyond.

"Maybe I'Il go out there," he said. "Soneday."

"Alec, isn't that your famly's Rolls?" Jill glanced over in the direction of
t he car park.
"\What ?" Al ec brought his gaze down. "It is." He sat up abruptly as he saw

Lewi n get out of the car and come striding across the grass toward the circle.
"Ch, shit."

Lewin's face was gray, his expression set. He spotted Al ec and made strai ght
for him Alec took a few steps forward.

"What' s happened?" Al ec shouted. "Wat is it? |Is she okay?" The ot her nenbers
of the circle left off their separate conversational cliques to turn and
stare.

"The missus is fine,’
sai d:

Lewin said, and then in a completely altered voice he



"My lord, | regret to informyou that your father, die sixth earl, died this
nmorni ng. You are now the seventh earl of Finsbury."

"Ch!" Jill put her hands to her mourn. Alec just stood there staring.

"Are you sure?" Bal ki ster said. "Had he been ill?"

"No, sir. There was an accident." Lewi n |ooked up at Alec. "He was on a dive
near the Great Barrier Reef and evidently he was intoxi-" Lew n broke off.
"Alec!"”

Al ec was trenbling. The pupils of his eyes had becone so w de the black nearly
obscured the transparent crystal. He drew his |ips back fromhis form dable
teeth in a snarl.

"Shrack," he said. "That tears it, doesn't it?" He |ooked around and saw a
bench. Wth all his strength he punched it: first a left, nen a right, and on
the next left the flinmsy | am nate planks cracked and began to split. "You
shracki ng bastard." he panted, "you'll never be back now, will you?"

The Circle of Thirty had fixed its attention on him stunned.

"Alec, for Christ's sake," hissed Lewin, trying to get between him and the
crowd to bl ock nme view

"Whoops! Ape Man's lost it," called Alistair Stede-Wndsor gaily, though his
voi ce was shrill. Alec ignored himin his rage and grief, pounding on the
splintering bench as in a terrifically reasonabl e voice Bl ai se said:

"You know, old nman, that's Crown property you' re denolishing."

"Who shracking cares?" Alec said. "I can pay for it. |I'mthe shracking seventh
earl now, yeah? | can pay for any-thing." The bench fell apart at last, its
stone supports toppled, and Al ec seized one up and hurled it with a grunt of
fury at his little red car. It Ianded on the hood with a crash and severa
menbers of the Circle of Thirty screaned

"I"ll pay for everything!" Al ec roared, grabbing up the other stone support
and starting off toward the car park. "I got the nmoney, | got the toys, | got
the title and he's never com ng home now, the shracking son of a bitch, "Il
never see himagain!"

"Alec!" Lewin raced after him closely followed by Bal ki ster and Bl ai se. "Stop
this!"

Al ec threw the other support at his car and the wi ndscreen cracked with a
sound |ike a shot being fired. "I didn't want the shracking car. | didn't want
the noney," he said hoarsely, staring at the ruin he'd nmade. "I just wanted
himto cone back. Now"

"Alec, I"'msorry," Bal kister grabbed his arm "But you can't-" He | ooked at
Alec's fists and went pale, turned to Jill. "Hi s hands are bl eedi ng!"

Jill had been staring, frozen in horror, but now she snapped out of it and ran
to them delving tissues fromher purse. Alec started at her touch, |ooked
down at her.

"He never cane hone, he was never happy, because of nme! He's gone to Fiddler's

Green," he gasped. "He's gone to Fiddler's Green, and |I'Il never be able to
tell himl was

sorry."

"Darling, it's not your fault," said Jill, stanching his split knuckles. And

then it was as though she heard a quiet little voice in her ear saying, cold
as steel: Much too nmuch enotional baggage for you, my dear

"Ch, I'msorry-" wept Alec, as enbarrassment added weight to his grief. Al he
could think of was Roger sinking dowmn and down through dark water, toward a
green island he'd never been to yet, perhaps happy at |ast.

"We've got to get himout of here," said Blaise. "Before

t he-"

Lewi n said sonething unprintable. They |ooked up, follow ng his gaze, and saw
the public health nonitor arriving.

"This is the meditation room" said the doctor in a too-gentle voice, and put
a too-gentle hand on his shoul der and suggested, rather than pushed, Al ec over
the threshold. "You can be private in here for as long as you like."

"Thanks a bunch,"” said Alec sullenly, rubbing his wists where the restraints
had been taken off. Hi s hands were hurting badly now, but he hadn't been



al | owed drugs, he assumed because of the urine and bl ood tests.

"You'll find relaxation patterns on the console,” the doctor told him
pointing to the only piece of furniture in the room The roomwas what woul d
have been referred to in a previous age as a padded cell. Even the consol e was

thi ckly uphol stered in pillow foam Every effort had been made to give the
visitor the inpression that he or she was floating inside a fluffy cloud.
"Rel axation patterns?" said Al ec, |ooking around to see if he could spot the
survei |l l ance canera

"Ch, yes. Whal e songs, forest rain, Dineh chanting, white noise. Lots of

visual and olfactory aids as well. Please enjoy them" said the doctor
"Can you give nme sonething for these?" Alec held his bandaged hands up
knuckles out. "I'min a lot of pain."

"I know." The doctor |ooked sad. "But we don't do drugs here, Alec. Use this
as your opportunity to begin learning to deal with your pain. If you becone
one with your pain, understanding will begin. Feel your pain. Mike friends
with your pain."

Al ec thought of telling the doctor to go shrack hinmsel f. |Instead he nodded.
"Thank you, sir, I will. I"Il just nmeditate now, shall [?"

The doctor sniled, reached across the threshold to pat himon the shoul der
gingerly and then left, sealing the door. Wen it had cl osed, the wall
appeared to be a solid spongy nass.

Al ec | eaned against the wall and slid down, sighing. He assessed his
resources. They had relieved himof his shoes and tie but, because of his
rank, refrained fromgoing through his pockets. As a result he still had a
packet of breath mints, his identity disc, three Happi healthy shields, a

Tool Card and, nost inportant, his jotbuke.

Not safe to get it out yet, though. Wiere was the surveillance canera?

Alec let his gaze wander over the walls in a casual sort of way and picked it
out at last, looking Iike an extra-fluffy blob of cloud: in the door, directly
opposite the console. He got

awkwardly to his feet, levering hinself up with his el bows, and went to

i nspect the consol e.

Bl ocking the canera's view with his back, he took up the buttonball. It was
like handling a live coal with his hands the way they were, but he gritted his
teeth and sunmoned up a nmenu. Wal e songs, good and |oud. He lingered on the
aromat herapy colum a nmonent, wondering whet her eucal yptus essence mi ght get
hi m high, or at least kill the snells of this place, which were of terror

di sorientation, and urine. Shrugging, he ordered it at naxi mum concentration
As it misted into the roomhe sneezed, shuddered, and focused his attention on
the menu screen.

A few experinmental orders got himinto a defended site, easily as kicking open
a flimsy door. His eyes narrowed as he decrypted, forcing through one barrier
after another until he found what he wanted. He altered codes, working

qui ckly.

The surveill ance canera thought it saw himturn fromthe console and slide
down the wall once nore, to sit slack-faced and notionl ess, apparently
listening to whale songs and getting mldly goofy on eucal yptus essence. This
was what it dutifully reported to the nonitor at the orderly's post for the
next hour.

Fortunately for Alec, it was only seeing what he'd told it to see. In reality
he had turned to | ean against the wall and pulled his jotbuke fromhis inner
j acket pocket, wincing. He flipped it open, thumbed a conmand and set it down
on the console. As he nursed his right hand and watched, a small antenna
projected and a ball of |ight shot forth.

Even before the Captain materialized within the poor-resolution globe, there
was a concerted torrent of profanity that nearly drowned out the whal e songs.
"I didn't call you to have you talk to ne like that," growed Alec. "I'd like
some counseling, okay? |'ve just had a shock, in case you hadn't noticed."
"You think you' ve had a shock?" The Captain's face was dark with agitation
his beard curling threateningly. "Bloody hell, Alec, what did you think you



was doi ng, smashing up that car? Christ, son, |ook at those hands! D you know
what kind of trouble we're in now?"

"I't's no big thing, okay?" said Alec wearily, sliding down

the wall again. "Lewin is out there talking with the doctors. He told me he'd
cut a deal. They won't throw ne in hospital, because I'mJolly Roger's Kkid.
['"lIl get therapy and a slap on the wist and I'll have to pay a fine. That's
for Roger's solicitors to worry about. My solicitors now"

"Shut up! Did they take a bl ood sanpl e? Have they done a brain scan?"
"Er-yeah." Alec regarded himwith wi de eyes. He junped as the Captain repeated
a word several times, and it wasn't shrack. "Hey-"

"CGet on the buttonball, Alec, smart now," the Captain ordered. "W got to
diddle the test results, boy, or you ain't getting out of hospital anytine
this century, not if you was Prince Hank hinself."

Frightened, Alec scranbled to his feet and took the ball. He ordered up the
menu again. "See, it's okay if they find the drugs and booze in ny bl ood. That
way they'Il think | was just stoned and not crazy when | smashed t he bench-"
"And yer car," the Captain told him watching tensely as Al ec plunged into

pl aces he wasn't supposed to be. "Come on, cone on, where's yer chart? Not
there. Further down mat way. Aye. Stop! There it is." Mre profanity ensued as
he regarded the results of Alec's brain scan. "Change it, boy. Delete the
code. Now, on nmy mark, input-" and he gave Al ec the code that would alter the
test results and efface any evidence of Alec's cerebral anomaly. \Wen they had
finished they altered the results of the blood and urine tests as well, though
not to conceal the presence of intoxicants.

Al ec was sweating and sick with terror by the tinme he finished inputting, and
his right hand throbbed.

"What did we have to do all that for?" he denmanded, saggi ng back agai nst the
wal | . The Captain sagged besi de himand spoke carefully.

"Son, you renenber when they bought me for you, back when you was just a
little matey, don't you?"

"Of course | do."

"And you set me free, and we went on the account. Well, now, you ain't just
gone through life assum ng everybody el se can decrypt data and steal it, eh
only nobody does it but you? How d'you reckon you do it?"

"I-1"msmart as paint," said Alec, beginning to sweat again. He avoi ded the
Captain's eyes. "You always told me | was."

"Why, so you are, matey, when it comes to encryptions anyhow, you got no

bl oody sense about anything else. Al right, I won't start! Listen to nme, son
Al yer life, 1've had to fake medical records and genetic test results and
brai n scans, so nobody'd find out how di fferent you was from other kids." The
Captain put his hands in his pockets and | ooked at Al ec.

"What are you sayi ng?" demanded Al ec, aghast. "That |'m sone kind of mnutant or
something? |'mnot that different, for God' s sake!"

"Aw, matey, hell no," soothed the Captain, though he thought Al ec night indeed
be a nutant. "Yer just differently-abled, that's all. But you know how t hi ngs
is, here in London. If the public health nonitors ever found out you wasn't

i ke everybody el se-"

"They'd lock me up in here and throw away the key," said Alec, raising his
bandaged hands to his mouth. "They'd want to vivisect the shracking freak
They' d be scared of ne for being smarter than they are.”

"I reckon so, lad. Now you see why we had to nove fast?"

"Yeah." Alec stared at the soft white walls of his prison, and gradually his
fright gave way to rage. "Bl oody shracking London! No wonder Roger hated
living here."

"Aye, matey. See, it weren't yer fault he needed sea-roomat all," said the
Captain hel pfully. "Who could live in such a place, says |?"

"Public health nonitors watching everything you do, man," said Al ec, beginning
to pace like a big animal. "You can't talk too loud. You can't get mad. You
can't be too tall or too randy or anything that isn't like the rest of 'em
"That's about the size of it," agreed the Captain.



"And you really, really can't hit things." A ec stopped and put his hands to
his mouth again. "Ch, Captain, what've | done? What if they won't |let nme out
of here?"

"Don't you worry on that score, lad. Od Lewin's giving 'em powder and bal

br oadsi de ri ght now, invoking yer |ordship's |ordshipness,” the Captain said
reassuringly. "Money

and privilege is fine things, to be sure. All the sane-they' |l step up
surveillance. You'll have to drop the damm booze and snokes, like | been
beggi ng you to do anyhow "

"Yeah. "

"And I'mthinking it wouldn't hurt,"” the Captain continued judiciously, "to
play yer cards just a little closer to yer chest. Nobody's going to forget
what you did to that there car and Crown property, but testosterone happens

nore often than they' Il admt, and money'll shut up the law. \Wat we got to
hi de, son, is how talented you are. See? For | reckon if they think yer as
much a twit as the rest of "em they'll let you al one.™

"Stede-Wndsor thinks I'man idiot anyway," said Alec bitterly, starting to
clench his fist and stopping as the pain bit his fingers.

"The snotty-nosed | ubber,"” the Captain said. "That's nmy lad! Feeling a little
better about poor old Jolly Roger now, ain't we?"

"Yeah, actually,"” Alec admitted. Both he and the Captain lifted their heads at
t he sound of soneone approaching in the corridor beyond.

"Il just get below " said the Captain, and caused his projection to vanish.
Al ec stuffed the jotbuke into his pocket and when the door opened he was
sitting on the floor, apparently deep in neditation, as whal esong groaned and
squeal ed in the overpoweringly eucal yptus-scented air.

Lewin entered, followed at two paces by the doctor

"Good news, ny lord,"” said Lewin. "You're to be rel eased on your own

recogni zance. "

"CGosh, thanks," said Alec, struggling to his feet. "I feel really badly about
what | did, sir. I don't know what canme over ne."

"You're a very disturbed young man, ny lord," said the doctor regretfully.
"But in fight of the shocking news you received this norning, and the poisons
in your systemthat put you in an altered state, Her Mjesty's Borough
Conmittee has decided that you were not responsible for your episode of

vi ol ence. "

"The real nme wouldn't ever hit things," Al ec affirned, shaking his head

sol emml y.
"I"msure you wouldn't, my lord. You will, of course, be fined for the
destruction of Crown property and the ingestion of illegal substances-" said

t he doctor.

"Hi s |l ordship quite understands,"” Lew n said.

"-And there will certainly be mandatory therapy of sonme kind," the doctor
finished, |ooking perhaps a bit less regretful. Al ec concealed his shiver and
smi | ed.

"Cool," he said. "I think | really need that. Thank you, sir."

They left the roomand went out to the waiting area, where Bal ki ster was
perched nervously on the edge of a chair, clutching Alec's shoes and tie.

By the night of the swi ng gaskell for the Wnbledon Thirty, Alec's car had
been repaired. It still had a vaguely skewed appearance. Alec had fared little
better.

The fine had been steep, but the council-ordered therapy consisted of a few
sessions of talk about Roger with a nental health Al, and mandatory time in
front of a console playing Totter Dan ganes to di scharge his viol ent
tendencies. Alec dutifully shot purple cartoon nonsters and coll ected magic
cubes for an hour every day. Being an earl, his daily urine test was wai ved
and he was all owed to becone clean and sober on the honor system Mre

i nportant, the mandated hornone therapy was deferred due to his status as a
m nor, though it was schedul ed for review when he cane of age.

Al ec was not especially concerned about this, certain he'd be cleared given



his status as the |ast surviving Checkerfield. Al the same, chem ca
emascul ati on was an unpl easant thing to have hangi ng over one's head for six
nont hs.

He worked nmethodically at cultivating the i mage of an upper-class twit, to
further mask any discernible genius. Staring into his mrror, he found it
appal lingly easy to nug up a sl ack-featured expression that made himl ook a
conpl ete inbecile. Mre anusing was doing subtle initations of the authentic
twits in the circle. For one whol e afternoon he had hinself in silent fits
bei ng reedy Dennis Neville. Another day he minced around as Elvis Churchill.
Nobody caught the

nut ati ons but Bal ki ster, who thought it was all w ckedly funny, and Jill, who
didn't seemto find it as entertaining.
Still, everybody el se accepted his pose of slightly unstable idiot savant as

aut hentic. The other boys in his circle (with the exception of Bl aise) avoided
him regarded himw th poorly conceal ed contenpt or fear. The girls, on the

ot her hand, seened desperate to offer himconfort, especially of a physica
nature. He ran through ei ght boxes of Happi healthy shields over a three-week
period. His pleasure faded, though, when he di scovered he was expected to
behave like a primtive savage in bed.

And there was still a snmoking hole in his heart where Roger had been.

Jill was thinking, regretfully, that the new Al ec was devastatingly
attractive, with his outlaw attitude and sad eyes, particularly in the sw ng
ensenbl e in which she'd dressed himtonight. She'd designed it hersel f, basing
it on old cinema footage, all black and white: full black trousers, full white
shirt, black and white spectator shoes, long watch chain. Only the dark red
braces brought any color to the ensenble. He | ooked |ike a doonmed young

ari stocrat fromsone |uckless pre-Hitler nonarchy, but he was supposed to. She
herself was simlarly spectral, in a very brief black dress and pointed
slippers, face painted for pallor and desperate gaiety.

Al ec had been silent as they'd zoomed through the night, though he'd taken her
hand crossing the car park, holding a bit nore tightly than she found
confortable. He seenmed to need nore intimacy from her now, even with all the
other girls he was entertaining. She found herself gloom |y remenbering her
parents.

Al ec, on the other hand, felt his spirits rising as they cane closer to the
bi g doubl e doors standing wi de, as he heard the nusic rolling out of MCartney
Hal |, saw the fights, glinpsed the black and white streamers and bal |l oons. He
liked ball-rooms. He liked losing hinself in the pattern of the dance.

Ti ckets, please," said Bal kister at the door. He was made up as a cabaret
encee, truly grotesque in black and white nakeup and an early
twentieth-century tuxedo that fit perfectly but somehow rmade hi m even uglier
"What're you doi ng on door duty?" hooted Al ec, handing himthe ol d-fashioned
past eboard slips.

"Like I've got a date," he said nmorosely. "Skip on in, kiddies. Runor has it
there's real gin in the orange punch."

"Ooo," said Alec and Jill, and shoved past himinto the swirling vortex of
what passed for high life in nodern London

At | east the band was hot. They were playing a nmedley of historical tunes and
some |late twenty-third-century neo-baroque fusion, which was conpletely out of
peri od but accomobdated swi ng steps perfectly. The nusicians | eaned into
exagger at ed poses, stabbing at the ceiling with their clarinets or bending
down with their saxophones between their knees, trying to |l ook like the

hi storical posters of the period. The dancers strutted and shimmied, jittered
and hopped, in all the ashen tones of ancient cinena.

"My lord.” The adult at the hatcheck wi ndow inclined toward Al ec. "Wat may

do for you this evening?"

Al ec gul ped; he still wasn't used to being addressed with Roger's title.
"Check these, okay?" he said, handing over Jill's wap and handbag.
"Certainly," said the adult, presenting himw th a nunbered tag as though it
were a privilege to serve him Al ec passed the tag to Jill, who handed it back



i mpatiently.

"You're the one with pockets, renenber?"

"Ch, yeah." Alec thrust it in his pocket, trying to collect his wits. "Umcan
| get you a drink?"

There wasn't any gin in the punch, in fact, but it was fun to pretend they
were drinking Orange Bl ossons. They stood at the edge of the floor, sipping
fromtheir chlorilar cups and watching the carefully approxi mated nmad whirl
"Young Finsbury, isn't it?" said a voice at Alec's shoulder, causing himto
junp. He turned to neet the stare of Lord Howard, highest ranking of the

of ficial chaperones for the evening. It was all the nore unnerving because
Lord Howard was resplendent in a flaw essly recreated fl apper ensenbl e,
conplete with beaded slippers. He had noreover |ocated a real nonocle in sone
antique shop and wore it carefully screwed into one eye, the black ribbon
trailing down over his powdered cheek

"Yes, sir," stamered Al ec.

"And how are we getting on? Perfectly awful thing to happen to the sixth earl
but | trust he's well represented by his successor?"

"I, er, hope so, sir."

"Ch, I'msure of it!" said Lady Howard, emerging fromthe crowd at the bar to
hand a cup of punch to her husband. She had donned gentl emen's evening dress
for the occasion, and grease-penciled a thin black noustache on her upper lip.
She linked arms with Lord Howard now and continued: "We do hope you'll show
some interest in your birthright, young man. W'd so |like to see that dusty
old seat in the House occupied for a change."

"Well-er-" Alec noticed a passing tray and set his enpty cup on it. He's never
going to sit in the House of Lords, Jill thought.

"OfF course, you'll want tinme to adjust," said Lord Howard. "Wen's the
investiture, if you don't mnd ny asking?"

"We sort of did it already, at the solicitor's office," said Alec. "W, er
haven't set a date for the fornmal cerenony yet."

"Hn?" Lord Howard | ooked stern, the corners of his scarlet nouth disappearing
into his powdered jows. "But you'll see that you do, of course. Mist go round
for a kneel before the old girl. The whole ponp and circunstance bit.
Remenber, young Finsbury, this is what we are. Duty carries certain honors,
and if one can't enjoy them one's cheating onesel f. Besides, you know, it's
all part of the show, and as such nust go on! Don't you think?"

"Well, of course he does," said Lady Howard. "Don't you, Roger dear?"

Jill coughed discreetly. Alec flushed and said: "Actually, I'm" just as the
dance ended and appl ause swept the room

"Ch, but you kids don't want to hear stodgy ol d speeches,” Lady Howard
giggled. "Go on and dance! What a beautiful job they've all done, conjuring up
the Last Days of Enmpire. Do you suppose there's any chance we'll get to do a
good old tinme warp before the evening' s ended?"

"Wong period, dear," said Lord Howard.

"I get so tired of these history snobs. What would it matter-" Lady Howard was
conpl ai ni ng when Alec and Jill took their hasty |eave. They escaped onto the
dance floor as the band struck up "The Saint Louis Blues."

There, at last, Alec felt better. The nusic was fast and | oud, the steps were
qui ck, and his body exulted in noverment |If conpetitive sports had still been
permtted he'd probably have been an athlete. He swung Jill through the
intricate steps, lifted her and turned her, bowed and ski pped through all the
anci ent paces as the ancient song blared. He was so caught up in the pleasure
of his blood he didn't notice the tightness of Jill's nmouth, or the way she
pul | ed her hands back when the figures of the dance didn't require her to be
touchi ng him

Perhaps if he had noticed, he mghtn't have spoken. Then again, he m ght have,
for his question cane blurting out wi thout any conscious planning on his part:
"So, um... will you marry nme?"

She didn't answer. He swung back toward her and took her hand, and as he

| ooked down at her he was astoni shed to see her staring resolutely at their



feet. There was a spot of scarlet in either of her cheeks, visible even under
the artificial pallor.

So long a pause followed that he was about to repeat his question when she
said, in a quiet voice he had to strain to hear bel ow the nusic:

"I don't think so, Alec."

"Huh?" He was so shocked his body refused to acknow edge what he'd heard, and
kept noving himthrough the dance steps |ike a machi ne.

"I don't think I want to get married after all," she said, not |ooking up. "At
least, | don't think it's in the cards for us."

"But..." Suddenly the dance steps were nore inportant than ever, his feet were
moving with frantic precision, though his nouth hung open. He tilted his head
and i nhal ed, unconsciously trying to catch her scent. "But we nmade pl ans,
babe. "

"I know we did," she said. "But things change."

"You mean ny Episode? But |'ve had therapy for that. |I'mbetter now Babe, you
know I'd never hurt you." He lifted her hand and she pirouetted under his arm
still resolutely avoiding his gaze.

"I know," she said tersely. "It still wouldn't work out."

"But why?"

"Well-for one thing, you sleep with a lot of other girls." "But we tal ked

about that." Alec was beginning to |l ose the steps, staggering a little. "You
said you didn't mind!"

"I thought | wouldn't," Jill said, attenpting to keep on dancing. "I was
wong. |I'msorry."
"But-1'l1 stop. Okay?" Alec tried to get her to |l ook up at him She frowned

judiciously at the parquet under their shoes.
"That woul dn't do any good, don't you see? It would limt your freedom which

woul dn't be fair to you, after all. And you'd resent that, which would make
thi ngs worse," she said. "lI'msorry, but this just won't work. For both our
sakes-"

"But | love you!" said Alec, faltering to a stop at last in the mddle of the
dance floor. She stopped, too. She drew herself up, took a deep breath, and
said calmy

"Alec, this has been a wonderful relationship, but | really feel it cannot be
a permanent one. Ckay?"

Al ec actually bent down, found hinself reaching to turn her face up, anything
to get her to look into his eyes, because if he could only do that-NO he
screaned silently, realizing what he'd been about to do, squeezing his eyes
tight shut.

Al'l around themthe nmenbers of the London Circle and the Wnbledon Circle were
capering, watching the play in sidelong glinpses, ears pricked to hear Al ec
cry out: "You mean it's over, then?"

She raised her eyes at last and saw his stricken face, and: "Yes!" she said,
and burst into tears and fled away to the | adies' |avatory.

Al ec stood there like a monolith in the nmidst of the dancers, white as chal k.
H s mout h worked, tightened, turned down at the corners. He strode over to the
bar and hel ped hinself to a whole bottle of orange juice and another cup, and
t he chaperone responsible for m xing the punch gave up any thought of protest
after one look at Al ec's eyes.

A wought-iron catwal k ran around the room about five neters up, where in
former tines it had been pleasant for lovers to stroll and | ook down on the
festivities. McCartney Hall was very old, however, and the catwal k had | ong
been cl osed pending the arrival of funds from sonewhere to bring

it up to nodern safety codes. There was a sign to that effect at the entrance
to the stairway, which Al ec ignhored as he vaulted over the rope and clinbed up
to sprawl in splendid isolation on the catwal k, sneering at the balloons that
drifted along the ceiling. Thirty-seven balloons exactly; fourteen bl ack
twenty-three white. Wasn't it just great to be smart as paint?

From the depths of his shirt he drew out a flask, a beautiful antique of
hamrered silver. In full view of the dance floor he poured gin into his cup



and added orange juice, and sat there arrogantly sipping a real cocktail

Bel ow hi mt he band swung into "Hep-Hep! (The Junpin' Jive)."

The news spread like wildfire.

"My God, is she nuts?" gasped the Honourabl e Cynthia Bryce-Peckinghill

"But he's an earl," gasped Beatrice Louise Jagger

"She didn't! She knows how rmuch nmoney he's inherited," gasped Marilyn

Dei ght on- Tr ue.

"I knew she was a snooty bitch, but |I never dreamed-" gasped Di ana

Lewt on- Bygr aves.

"Look here, old man, are you all right?" said Balkister, clinging to the stair
rail as he ventured out on the catwal k. He | ooked down and turned pale.
Droppi ng to hands and knees he crawl ed out after Alec.

"Fine," Alec said. "Want a drink?"

"Don't mind if | do. Real Orange Bl ossons, eh?" Bal ki ster accepted the cup and
took an experinental swallow H s eyes bugged slightly but he said: "S- superb
You have such a sense of cool, Checkerfield."
"Yeah. Wonen are really inpressed,” Al ec draw ed

"W hope you' ve enjoyed

the thrilling Alec ride! Please remenber your coat and daypack as you exit to
the left.""
"Look, | heard about Jill. You nustn't mnd, you know?"

"Mustn't I?" Alec had another drink. "Ckay, | won't."

"I"'msure it was just hornones or sonething. My spies tell me she's in the | oo
crying her eyes out right now Even if it's really over, well, she's the one
crying, and doesn't that count for sonething? And she was awfully
tenmperamental . Bossed you around no end, really. Didn't she?"

"Did she?" Al ec unscrewed the cap of the flask and added

nmore gin to the mix. "I guess everything' s just bishareedo then, huh?"

"Well, whether or not we're happy is largely up to us," said Balkister
"Positive thinking and all that crap, but it's true, you know. "

"Good," said Alec. He passed the cup to Bal ki ster, who sipped carefully.
"I"mspeaking out of my linmtless experience with the fair sex, of course," he
said, with a bitter laugh. "Look at it like this, Checkerfield. You could be
an ugly little squirt like nme."

"I"mugly enough," said Alec, taking the cup back

"True true. But wonen seemto |love you all the sane."

"No, they don't," said Alec firmy.

"I just heard," said Blaise, advancing cautiously along the catwal k. He
crouched beside them poised on the balls of his feet. "Checkerfield, can
have a drink?"

"Hel p yourself." Al ec handed himthe flask

"Thanks." Bl aise poured gin into his own cup, but did not return the flask.
"You know, Checkerfield, maybe this was for me best"

"Ch, yeah?"

"Well, are you really cut out for donesticity? Ball and chain, squalling kids,
reduced to being sonmebody's dependabl e hubby? Not you, Checkerfield. You've
got adventure in your blood. How can you have fun if you're tied down?"
Bel ow on the floor, the band began to play "Pickin' the Cabbage," a tune with
a rather menaci ng m nor key mel ody.

"Yup. You've got a point, all right," Alec said. Blaise glanced down uneasily
and licked his lips. He tucked the flask inside his coat and went on
"Remenber, we tal ked about the great things you m ght do someday? Li ke naybe

going to Mars? | know for a fact Jill wasn't about to |let you roam around.
She'd plans for you, old man. But you've got plans of your own, haven't you?
You want to stay free! After all, |look at your father."

Al ec flinched and had anot her drink. Balkister |ooked up at Bl ai se sharply.

Bl ai se went on: "Now, there was a man. How nany people in this day and age
have the guts to thunb their noses at inherited responsibility and sail off
into the blue, living as they please? Everything was just great until he
married. | mean, other than producing you, wouldn't you agree that his
marriage was a fatal nistake in every respect? Was he ever happy again? Did he



ever make any great discoveries after that, with a wife and household in tow?
You know he didn't. Wves.'" He shuddered el aborately. "Don't you owe it to
himto avoid naking the same m stake?"

Before Alec could reply, there was a clatter of heels on the catwal k and the
Honour abl e Cynt hi a Bryce- Pecki nghill edged out toward them followed closely
by Beatrice Loui se Jagger

"Alec, sweetie," said Cynthia. "W |ove you! Please, please, don't forget that

we all love you!"

"I love you, too," said Beatrice. "I'd marry you in a New York second, honey,
' m serious!"”

"Jill is out of her tiny mind, really!" Cynthia crowded past Blaise to reach a

consoling hand toward Al ec. "Lots of people have Epi sodes!"

"There are plenty of fish in the sea, you know" Beatrice pushed after
Cynt hi a, glancing over her shoulder to snarl at an unidentified girl fromthe
W bl edon Thirty who was hastening up there, too.

It was at this point that someone on the dance floor alerted Lord Howard to
the fact that a flask had been spotted in the possession of one of the persons
on the catwal k. Lord Howard turned a dangerous shade of purple under his face
powder, and nmounted the creaking stair with the wath of an of fended god.
"Right," he roared, hitching up his dress as he clinbed swiftly. "Wich of you
young fools brought al cohol in here?"

As one, the parties on the catwal k spotted himand froze. He reached the top
and stal ked toward them One of his spike heels caught in the iron gratework.
He halted, grimacing as he attenpted to pull it free. There was a terribly

om nous squeak, and the catwal k shuddered all along its I ength. Blaise vaulted
into space, turning in the air like an acrobat, and | anded safely on the fl oor
bel ow.

"Ch, shit-" said Lord Howard, frantically yanking at his heel. The catwal k
shuddered again. Ancient iron parted with

ancient plaster, and the whole thing dropped a few centinmeters down the wall.
"LOOK QUT," said Blaise fromthe floor, and then he vani shed into the crowd.
There was shrieking and general excitenent as people scattered and the Mss.
Bryce- Pecki nghill, Jagger, and Unknown swarned frantically past Lord Howard.
Bal ki ster had covered his face with his hands, petrified. A ec remained where
he was, |ooking very surprised. The only ones to miss all the excitenent were

Jill, who was in the lavatory, and Colin Debenham who had followed her in
there.
Screaming like a live thing, the catwal k swung outward fromthe wall, gently

descending as it canme. Lord Howard was tilted out into space, giving the
assenbl ed conpany a fine view of his garter belt and panties before he dropped
into the hel pful arms of Elvis Churchill and Alistair Stede-Wndsor. The
bottle of orange juice rolled out and burst, splashing everyone who hadn't
stepped far enough away. The young |l adies tunbled the last few feet to the
floor, and Bal ki ster sumoned enough courage to junp, |anding perilously close
to the bandstand and causing a bass player to | eap back in alarmand collide
with the drumer's kit, precipitating a chain reaction better seen than

descri bed.

Only Alec rode the catwalk all the way down, until it spilled himout at floor
| evel and he staggered upright, w de-eyed, still clutching his drink

"I guess |'d better |eave now," he said to nobody in particular, and nade his
exit in sonme haste

"Bl oody hell," said the Captain fromthe instrunent panel. "Wat've you been
doi ng, | addi e? Where's the girl?"

"She's not comng,"” Alec said. "And |'mdrunk, and you'd better drive, and
could you get us away fromhere pretty fast, please?"

The Captain swore and gunned the notor. Wthin seconds they were speedi ng away
t hrough the night, |eaving the conmmotion of McCartney Hall far behind. Alec
began to cry silently, and the wi nd pushed his tears out along his broad
cheekbones.

"Drunk again, after all we tal ked about,"” growl ed the Captain. "Damm it, son



what's it going to take to control you? Did anybody see the booze? Have you
got it on you now?"

"I did have-" Alec funmbled in his pockets. "Hell. It's gone soneplace. |Is that
all you care about? Jill just ripped nmy heart into little shreds, nman."

"Al'l right, matey, all right. | don't think we'll go hone to John Street just
yet, eh? You want to talk this out before you sleep, son, that's what you
want. So you broke up with Jill, did you?"

"All 1 did was ask her to marry me," mourned Al ec. "She was the only one who
didn't act like | was a zoo exhibit, after the Episode. She's snmarter than the
rest of 'em | thought she understood."

"Aah. But the |lassie was scared of commitment and not letting on? Now, |'d
been wondering what was the matter with her." The Captain steered into Oxford
Street and sped on in the direction of Edgeware Road.

"You mean even you knew sonet hi ng was wong?" Alec was appalled. "Don't tel
nme everybody but ne knew "

"Way, lad, I'mprogranmmed to notice all sorts of little subtle sublimna
things you can't, so don't take it anmiss. She'd a bit of baggage with her
hadn't she?"

"What're you tal ki ng about?" Al ec steadied hinself as they turned into the
Edgewar e Road and the Captain let the car pick up some real speed al ong the
st rai ght anay.

"Well, now, son-you know | do a bit of checking up on themas gets close to
you. It's in ny progranm ng, after all. And | reckon you know that the | ass
didn't come froma particularly happy honme," said the Captain in his nost
sympat heti c voi ce.

"Yeah. Her people were divorced, same as mine," said Alec, wiping his face

wi th both hands.

"Well, 1"l tell you straight out, bucko: | think the young | ady has a
pat hol ogi cal fear of relationships. Scared they' |l turn out |ike her parents'
marri age, see? Nothing really to do with you,"” lied the Captain snoothly.

"Ch, man," sighed Alec. "I wish | could get the shrack out of here. Just go
off and, and die in some war |ike they used to have. Wy's the world so
screwed up? Wy are there all these

stupid rules about little things that don't matter? Why do | make everybody so
shracki ng unhappy?"

"Belay that talk, son," said the Captain. "Going off to die in some war, for a
bunch of swabs? That ain't the pirate way!"

"Captain, sir, have you noticed |'mnot a little kid anynore? |'m never going
to be a real pirate," said A ec, hoarse and sullen

"Fi gure of speech, |addie buck, figure of speech," said the Captain slyly.
"Just you settle back and I et the old Captain chauffeur you around in the coo
night air. That feels better now, don't it, than that stuffy hall with all the
noi se? Just you and nme and the stars."

"It's nice," said Alec, letting his head loll back on the driver's neck rest.
"To be sure it is. My Alec's a nman now, he ain't a-playing with toy cutl asses
and cocked hats no nore, by thunder. He wants what a man wants, don't he? Five
fathonms of blue water under his keel, and green islands, and a sky full of
stars, and Happy Cubs full of smiling girls, and freedom and loot, and no
heartbreak at all."

"Yeah," said Alec, blinking sleepily.

"And how s our Alec going to get all themgrand things, says you? Wy, by our
great and glorious secret plan, says |. In fact, | been thinking we're ready
to take the next step.”

"What's that?" Alec closed his eyes for a nonent.

"Why, you know, |ad. We've tal ked about it. Having sone hardware installed,
somet hi ng subtl e and expensive, so you can get yer fair share of all the | oot
we've piled up. Wuldn't you like to be able to talk to ne any tinme you

want ed, wherever you were? Or go into cyberspace w thout the goggles, just by
deciding to? You could | earn anything you wanted, instantly, with nme right
there at yer shoulder to fetch it for you. Captain Sir Henry Morgan, yer



obedi ent server! Haar."

"It sounds nice," said Al ec.

"Ch, it'll be nice, all right. Now, there's a lot of fool talk about port
junki es and cyborgs, as though that was a dirty word, but it's all on the part
of timd busybodies |like Dennis Neville. And | reckon his tiny brain couldn't
cope with having an augnentation; but yer different, son, always have

been. Just you once let yer old Captain hook into yer nervous system and
you'll see what enmpowermnent really is. Shall we take the next step, |ad? Go on
the account for the real |oot?"

"Sure," murrmured Alec, blinking up at the stars. He sank farther into the
seat. The notion of the car was soothing, and so was the smell of the night

wi nd off the Thanes, and so was the Captain's voice, going on and on about al
the great things they could do once Alec had sone hardware installed. It
seened sort of drastic-it would make himdifferent from nost other peopl e-but
then, he was already different, wasn't he?

He wasn't very good at relationships, after all. Stick with what he was good
at. He could just lie here in the boat and | ook at the stars and feel the
rocking of the blue water, so easy, and the seabirds crying. Nobody out here
but him And the Captain. Happy all alone. Everything would be all right.

The Captain got themoff the A5 at Station Road and swung them back toward

Bl oomsbury on the A502, through Gol ders G een, through Hanpstead, crooning an
old sea song to the drunken boy as he drove, handling the car as gently as
though it were a cradle.

The incident at McCartney Hall had few repercussi ons. Nobody had been actually
caught with al cohol, and a generous donation to the hall's renovation fund
silenced the matter of the surveillance canmeras that had caught the gl eam of
Al ec's flask. The Captain, however, was taking additional measures for Al ec's
conti nued safety.

On the occasion of his eighteenth birthday the seventh earl of Finsbury cane
into certain legal rights, and the first thing he did was go to a speciali st
in Harley Street and have hinsel f adapted for direct interface with his
personal cybersystem He becane, in effect, a cyborg.

Not at all sonme pathetic creature with an oozing port in his skull, nor yet
one of the machi ne-human hybrids who woul d surely take over the world, if they
were ever created. Alec could afford the very latest and best technol ogy, so
he paid out a great deal of noney to be rendered seni conscious for

four hours while a discreet doctor with the proper credentials installed the
interface. Alec paid a further astronomical sumto have his brain scan results
deleted fromthe record. Then he crawed into the Rolls and lay facedown in
the back while he was driven hone.

"Let's see it," said the Captain, as soon as Alec had closed the door of his
room and they were al one.

"Careful,” Alec said, peeling off his shirt gingerly. "It really stings right
now. "

"That won't last, ny lad," the Captain said, grinning when he saw what had
been done. The necessary hardware had been installed just beneath the surface
of the skin, across Alec's shoulders and up the back of his neck. It was
raised and red at the nmonent, but in a few hours it would resenble an ornate
tattoo, a conplex pattern of spiraling silver lines, beautifully symetrica
and interknotted.

"Damation, that's as pretty a piece of work as |'ve ever seen!”

"It cost nore than the Rolls," Alec said, trying to see it over his shoul der
"I hope it's worth it."

"I't'"ll beat the poor little Enmpowernment Ring and Playfriend Optics all to hel
and gone, 1'll wager." The Captain nodded. "Reckon that doctor'll stay

bri bed?"

"At what | paid hin? He ought to."

"Good lad. I'Il just keep an eye on him like, to manage things if he has

second thoughts," said the Captain, without the |least hint of nenace. "So.
What' s the connector?"



"This." Alec held up a black velvet bag and wi thdrew a bright near-circle of
some enaneled netal. Its color was difficult to describe: it mght have been
gold, but overlaid with phantom rai nbow hues along its curved and tw sted
surface. The two ends terminated in interestingly detail ed knobs. Al ec nade
some adjustnents on one of themand, prising it open, slipped it around his

neck. "Here goes-"
RN RN RN R RN

Al ec reel ed as the plundered know edge of hundreds of databases becane
available to him the sumof twelve years of information piracy. It was very
much nore than having a set of encyclopedias stuffed into your skull. He was
suddenl y

seeing his own ashen face through the surveillance camera in his room wth a
si debar annotating date, time and tenperature-and then the views fromall the
ot her surveillance caneras in the house-and then the views fromall the
surveill ance caneras in London-

Just as it became too nmuch for himto bear it receded, but with it went any
sense of up or down, any feeling of solid ground under his feet or any limts
to his physical body, and as he drew breath to how like a terrified animal,
he felt a powerful hand seizing his and pulling himin.

It's all right, boy. I'mhere, said the Captain.

Turn it off! Al ec sobbed.

Ahhh, no. It's nothing you can't get used to, and it's part of the plan, the
Captain said. Hold tight Look at me, now. Look at yer old Captain Mrgan

| can't see anything. |'m seeing everything!

Yer seeing the way | see things, that's all. Belay that blacking out! LOOK AT
ME.

Abruptly he was seeing the Captain, standing solidly in the mdst of the void.
The Captain was supporting a lesser figure, a transparent body sketched in
wavering fire. Briefly superinposed over it was a bright child with flam ng
hair, which shifted and expanded until finally there were two men standing in
the void, and Al ec had eyes again and was | ooking into the Captain's steady
eyes.

My God, he said, and his voice sounded loud in his ears.

Here we are, boy, said the Captain. Was that so hard?

Yes, said Alec. / think |I've gone crazy.

No, no. The Captain shook his head. If you was any of yer snotty-nosed young
Circle of Thirty friends, you would be; crazy or dead of a brain henorrhage,
"Il wager. But yer my little Alec, ain't you? Oh, son, this is only the

begi nning. The things we'll do, you and ne! W 'U ransack the libraries of the
world, Alec, we'll walk through walls and steal away data it's taken ot her
peopl e centuries to conpile. The lowiest clerk in the poorest bank in London
won't be able to buy a loaf of bread that you won't get to hear about it. You
'"U be the nbst powerful man in the world, son, and the safest Wiat do you want
to do now?

Al ec thought about it.

Ditch the GCrcle of Thirty! 1've had enough of them Shrack University, shrack
t he House of Lords, shrack the Borough Council, shrack hospital! |I'mgetting
out of here.

That's ny boy.

And | want to nove the Lewins out of London, he added. Buy 'ema flat in
Bournenout h, they'll like that. And then- then | want to buy a boat.

Boat, hell, the Captain said. You want to buy a SH P.

And there before themwas the image of a nodern clipper, four-nasted, bearing
acres of white sail, sleek and graceful as a seabird, nmonunental in her size
and dignity.

W' || design her to our purposes, my lad, the Captain said. One whol e deck
full of nothing but hardware for ne, masts and yards all servomptors so | can
manage her canvas in the wink of an eye. A machi ne shop, and a | aboratory, and
a hospital, to nake us self-sufficient, eh? Cargo holds filled with good
things, supplies that'll let you live ten years on blue water wi thout once



putting in to port if yer not so inclined.

Ch, yeah!

And maybe cargo roomfor a few other little itenms, in case you' ve a nnd to do
a bit of trading, said the Captain, ever so casually. And a grand naster cabin
for you, and stateroons to you can have yer little twit friends on board to
visit. But the quarterdeck, Alec, that'll be ny place. |I'll have satellite

I i nkups and connections to every financial center in the world. 1'll nonitor

| aw enf orcement channel s and weat her anal yses and stock nmarkets. There won't
be anything catches me by surprisel Not whiles |I've got you, ny boy.

Al ec reached out his hand to touch the snooth keel of his ship. It felt solid.
He heard gulls crying, he drank in salt air. He thought of the Lewins settled
down at their ease in Bournenouth, no vast cold house to manage, no hapl ess

boy to worry about. He thought-briefly-of Jill, who had got engaged to Colin
Debenham
Who' Il miss ne, really? he said. | can just sail away and be free. There's no

reason | can't go, is there?
None, by thunder.

Al ec | ooked around. | need to talk to a shipwight about this. | need a
consol e.

Not anynore, the Captain said. |'ve just made the call for you, to the best in
t he busi ness. A communi cations screen and speaker appeared in mdair. They're
waiting on line one. WIl you take the call, sir? He parodi ed an obsequi ous
bow.

"Hel |l 0?" said a tinny voice, filtered through cyberspace. "Hell o? Beretania
Marine Design, how nay we help you? Is there anyone on this |ine?"

"Yes." Alec cleared his throat, |ooking gleefully at the Captain. "Al ec
Checkerfield here. Earl of Finsbury. 1'd like to place an order."

THE YEAR 2350:

ANOTHER MEETI NG, A FEW WEEKS LATER

Rut herford was curled up in his favorite chair beside the fire, staring at
little bright figures that noved in mdair before him He was watching The
Wnd in the WIlIlow again. He was eating as he watched, hurriedly, so as not
to be observed by his associates in case they arrived early.

Al he was eating was a dish of strawberries; but he'd poured real cream over
them which was a m sdeneanor. Even possession of real creamviol ated severa
city ordinances. As a highly paid idea man in the enploy of Dr. Zeus, though
he was entitled to certain imunities, including being waved through customns
wi t hout a baggage search at the Celtic border.

The danger thrilled him He'd have been hospitalized if he'd been caught with
a suitcase full of cartons of dairy products. He needn't have done it, either
on his salary he could afford to travel out of the country and enjoy the sane
treat in Edinburgh three times a week if he'd wanted it. It wasn't as
delicious nere, however. The consciousness of being a snuggl er sharpened his
pl easure.

He tried not to think about the victimzed and exploited cows suffering in

t hose pariah nations that hadn't yet banned ani mal products. He wasn't a crue
man; he'd never dream of eating neat But he told hinself that it was necessary
for a chap in his field to experience as nuch of the past as was humanly
possible, since it was the stuff he worked with for a living. He reasoned
that, as the cream and cheese and butter were going to be sold whether he
purchased themor not, it was just as well their consunption was turned to a
hi gher purpose.

Anyhow he needed cheering today.

He scraped up the last rich drops and paused his hol o player. Badger halted in
the act of lecturing Toad on his self-destructive inmpul sive behavior

Rut herford rose and hurried down to the old kitchen, where he rinsed out his
bow and spoon. He was just setting themin the drainer when he heard the
poundi ng on the door that meant his coll eagues had arrived.

Dabbi ng sel f-consciously at his nustache, he puffed his way back upstairs and
opened the front door. Chatterji and El | sworth-Howard were standing there



toget her, | ooking gleeful. Clearly they hadn't seen the report yet.

"Hul | o, chaps," he said.

"Good news, old boy," said Chatterji. "The report fromthe first sequence on
Adonai's cone in."

"Have you seen it yet?" inquired Rutherford cautiously.

"Nah. Was only in ny shracking mail this nmorning," ElIlsworth-Howard said,
shoul dering his way in and making for the warnmth of the fire. "W thought we'd
cone round first so we could go over it together."

He sank into his now customary chair and pulled out his buke, setting it up
for wide image. Chatterji and Rutherford settled into their chairs, as

Rut herford said:

"Let's not forget it's only the first sequence, after all."

The first part of the prelimnary report was a nontage of inmages, with a
snoot h el ectroni c voice explaining that the i mages dated from 1525 AD, and

gi ving a biographical profile of the fenale to be inplanted. There was a very
bl urred phot ograph, taken in stealth by the field operative handling the case,
of a serving girl carrying a basin down a corridor. It was a grand corridor

by the standards of its tine.

"Hanpton Court," Rutherford couldn't resist pointing out proudly. "Placed
right in the heart of political power."

The beautifully nmodul ated voi ce gave the nanes of the nen with whomthe girl
had engaged in sexual relations over

the previous nonth. Two inages cane up: one was another field photograph of a
rather tall man in a surcoat, the other a Holbein painting of a nan with a
hawk on his fist. Their biographical notes foll owed. The voice expl ai ned that
t he host nother had been inplanted soon enough after her encounters to make it
pl ausi bl e that the subject was the genetic offspring of either man.

"So far, it's exactly what we wanted," said Rutherford and sighed. Chatterji

| ooked at himcuriously before glancing back at the inages. The voice reported
that the pregnancy had proceeded normally, though the host nother had been
sent fromcourt as a result of her shane.

"Having a kid without a |license?" Ellsworth-Howard peered at the next inage,
which was primtive-1ooking footage of the girl wandering disconsolately in a
garden, heavily pregnant.

"No, no, that was long before permts were required,” Chatterji expl ained.
"Some absurd religious objection instead,” Rutherford clarified. He wi nced as
the voice went on to informthemthat, due to the unusually |arge size of the
subj ect, there had been conmplications to the delivery and the host nother had
died. There was a brief clip of a frightened-Iooking ol der wonan hol di ng out a
bl ood-sneared, wailing little thing to the canera. Chatterji recoiled.

"Di ed?" he said. "She wasn't supposed to die! Was that- was it our fault?"

"OfF course it wasn't," Rutherford assured himhurriedly. "This was the Dark
Ages, renenber? Dreadfully high nortality rate they had back then. She'd
undoubt edly have di ed anyway."

And the next inmages were reassuring, too: various scenes around a snall
cottage in Hanmpstead, so the voice informed them staffed by a couple in the
pay of the field operative in charge of the project Here was the subject, aged
six nmonths, sprawl ing asleep on the bosom of the ol der wonman previously seen
where she sat near beehives in what seemed to be an orchard. Here was the

subj ect, aged two years, staring down with wi de eyes fromthe back of a

pl oughhorse, held up nere by a grinning countryman who poi nted at the canera,
and now a sound byte with the footage:

"Ee now See'un thur? That be thuyne uncle Labienus, be' nt 'un now? Coom a
long wey t'see thee. Wev to 'un, N cket. Coom on then. Wev!"

As Nicket viewed at the camera uncertainly, Rutherford shifted in his chair.
"And I'mcertain the Conpany's fellowin charge turned it all to the Conpany's
advant age i n psychol ogi cal programm ng. Not only rmust our nman rmeke up for his
bast ardy, he nust atone for his nother's death!"

The voi ce described the subject's subsequent dane-school education, and the
private tutor who had been hired when the subject was seven to prepare himfor



hi gher learning at Oxford. There followed an i mage of the subject, now
apparently in his teens, pacing down a nuddy street with a satchel
phot ogr aphed unawares. It was the first clear shot of his adult face they had
seen and it was, indeed, die face of the man they'd sumoned into their

parlor. But:

"Good God, what's happened to his nose?" Rutherford said, frowning. "He's
broken it!"

"It was us did it, actually,” Ellsworth-Howard said. "Wen he was a couple

m nutes old, putting the black box in. The recording device's too big to go up
t hrough that fancy nose you wanted without damaging the cartilage. Then it

grew bent."

"Ch, what a shane," said Rutherford. "Still, it can't be helped. And | don't
t hi nk babi es feel disconfort anyway, do they?"

The voice was explaining that the subject had proved a brilliant student, and

entered Balliol College at Oxford with the intention of studying for the
priesthood in the nascent Church of Engl and.

"Shracking what!" said El |l sworth-Howard, outraged. "Religion? | thought he was
supposed to be above all mat, with the brain we gave him"

"Now, now, you're forgetting that he was designed to operate in the past."
Chatterji sighed. "OF course he was going to share the beliefs of the era we
put himin. Even Tolkien and C. S. Lewis were, er, religious, don't forget."
However, the voice went on to say, the subject's pronising career in the
Church had been derailed by an unfortunate episode in his seventeenth year
The next image showed the

subj ect, nuddy, pale, and furious-Iooking, struggling between two constabl es.
A third constable lay at their feet, bleeding fromthe nose.

"What's this?" Chatterji frowned at the screen. "That's old Enforcer

behavi or."

"Ch, not really. The Facilitator handling the case made a poor choice of a
tutor for the boy, that's all,"” Rutherford said hurriedly.

"You watched this before we got here?"

"I couldn't wait," Rutherford admtted, as the voice went on to explain that
me subject's tutor had been selected for his charisma and advanced i deas on
religious freedom Unfortunately, his ideas had been Anabaptist in nature and
he had led his circle of disciples, including the subject, in what anounted to
hereti cal orgies.

"Sex, does he nmean?" Ellsworth-Howard frowned. "I thought religious people
didn't do that."

"Precisely." Rutherford nodded.

"Oh. "

The voice informed themthat, upon discovery and the subsequent scandal, the
subj ect had sel f-intoxicated on al cohol and publicly preached heresy, which
had got himarrested. The Facilitator in charge had managed the subject's

rel ease, after intensive reprogramm ng, and hustled himout of England to
continue his education in various cities in Europe.

By 1547, the voice continued, the subject had returned to Engl and, having
become private secretary to one of the people with whomDr. Zeus had

est abl i shed contact for business purposes. Here followed a shot of the
subject, a towering figure in his black scholar's attire, |ooking sullen as he
followed a small and somewhat overdressed speci nen of the gentry along a wal k
besi de a half-tinbered manor house.

"Inpressive fellow, " said Chatterji in a pleased voice. Rutherford squirned.
"It was going so well," he said. Even the el ectronic voice sounded
unconfortable as it described the |logistical error that had precipitated the
end of the subject's life, when in 1554 the Conpany had sent a teamof field
agents to the estate where the subject was enployed. Their m ssion had been to
collect botanical rarities in the estate's garden. Three im

ages flashed up, standard Conpany |ID shots of its cyborg personnel: a dark
male with an urbane snile, a darker female with a calmsnile, and an unsniling



female with a pale, scared face. The voice gave their Conpany designations.
"O! My Preservers," renmarked Ell sworth-Howard. "What'd they got to do with
it?"

Rut herford sighed. "It was the girl," he said in distaste.

The voice went on to explain that the Facilitator in charge of the m ssion had
encour aged his subordinate, the mssion's Botanist, to enter into a sexua
relationship with the subject, in the hope that the m ssion would go nore
snoot hly. Chatterji groaned.

"Apparently he had no idea our nman was a Company experinent," cried

Rut herford, throwing his hands up in the air. "I can't imagine who |eft that
particular bit of vital information out of his briefing."

"Actually," Chatterji said, raising a placatory hand, "actually there was a
good reason why he wasn't told."

Rut herford and El I swort h-Howard turned to him ElIsworth-Howard paused the
report. "Wat the shrack?"

Chatterji gave a slightly enbarrassed cough. "It seems there has been a
certain anount of ... negative feeling, on the part of our ol der Preservers,
about the Enforcers being retired."

"What ?" Rutherford stared.

" And as a result, an ongoi ng program of fact effacement has been
initiated," Chatterji adnitted. "The new operatives aren't aware the Enforcer
cl ass ever existed. The ol der ones have been given the inpression that the
Enforcers were all happily reprogramred for work on renote Conpany bases. Very
few peopl e outside this room know about Adonai, you see: if the cyborgs were
told the Conpany was experinmenting with a new Enforcer design, it mght be
noticed that nost of the old ones had gone m ssing."

"Well, | like that!" Rutherford' s eyes were round with indignation. "And what
if they did notice? They think we treated the Enforcers badly, do they? Didn't
we give themeternal |ife? Wiat do they think they are?"

"I fully share your feelings," Chatterji said. "However, the plain fact is
that we depend on the Preservers a good deal

Under the circumstances, it was thought best not to antagonize the
Facilitator, so he wasn't informed about our project."

"You can see where that led!" said Rutherford.

"I still don't see where the girl cones in," said ElIlsworth-Howard, | ooking
fromRutherford to Chatterji.

"Apparently there was a security breach,"” Rutherford said in disgust. "Wat
can you expect, letting a cyborg-er-beconme intimte with our nan?"

El | swort h- Howard started the report again, and the voice explained the
circunmstances that had led to the security breach, and its aftermath, when the
subj ect had been arrested again for preaching heresy.

"Shrack," cried Ellsworth-Howard. "What'd he go do a stupid thing Iike that
for?"

"This was in the sixteenth century, after all," Rutherford pointed out. "W
gave hima splendid mnd, but it had no context for dealing with the discovery
t hat cyborgs existed. No wonder the poor fellow behaved irrationally."

Here was an i mage of the subject being chained to a stake before a crowd.
Chatterji, watching, turned a nasty putty color, but all he said was: "So he
died a martyr's death. Heroic, Rutherford, but not exactly what we had in

m nd. And rather an awful job for the salvage operative who had to retrieve
hi s bl ack box."

"No; this is the only part that cheered me up at all,"” Rutherford told him
"Look now. Watch."

Afilmclip ran and they saw the light of flames dancing on the faces of the
spectators, and it danced too on the faces of the three friends: Chatterji
horrified, Rutherford' s gaze avid and focused, Ellsworth-Howard | ooking on in

di sgust .
"What's he doi ng?" demanded El | sworth-Howard. "Wat's he tal king about ?"
"He's preaching,"” Rutherford said. "In that wonderful voice we gave him And

| ook at the crowd, | ook at their faces. They're hanging on his every word, al



of them They're going to renenber this the rest of their lives. Look at that
one little lad, |ook at the hero-worship in his eyes. You see? Qur man is
inspiring them™"

' They' re shracking burning himalive, Rutherford," said El Il sworth-Howard.

"But just listen to him Fulfilling his destiny, shouting encouragenment to his
countrynmen to throw off the yoke of religious oppression.” Rutherford was

al nost in happy tears.

"I's that what it's all about? Something political?" Ellsworth-Howard turned to
Chatterji, who was now staring at the floor, unable to watch

"Protestants versus Catholics, Foxy," he said in a faint voice. "Renmenber the
pl ot of Bl oody Mary?"

El | swort h- Howar d shook his head. "Bunch of bigots slugging it out over sone

bl oody stupid religious ritual, that's all | know "
At that noment there was the sound of a detonation and the canera noved
abruptly away fromthe subject. There was one still picture taken five hours

| ater, over which the electronic voice described recovery procedures.
"Anyway, there was rmuch nore than religion involved," said Rutherford
stretching happily. "The political freedom of the English people was

endangered. Didn't we want someone who'd be willing to die in just such a
cause?"

El | swort h- Howard bri ghtened. He switched off die report.

"Yeah, | guess if you look at it that way it's all right," he said. "Kind of a
short life, though, wasn't it?"

"Al'l things considered, chaps, | think we can be proud of ourselves,"

Rut herford said. "For all that nonsense with the Preservers, our man stil

died a hero's death, didn't he? What nore could we have asked of hin®"

"But there was a security breach," said Chatterji, groping for his nasa

i nhal ator and taking a fortifying drag. "That nustn't happen again."

"Then, let's turn the lesson to good use for the next life sequence. Is there
a way to make our nman | ess susceptible to wonmen, Foxy?"

"Not now," Ellsworth-Howard said. "Can't ness about with the design once |'ve
made an enbryo."

"I agree, though, that we need himto be a little nore... detached." Chatterji
wat ched the fire, wondering what it would be like to burn to death. It had
been a norbid terror of his, ever since he could renenber.

"Precisely." Rutherford smacked the armof his chair. "For one thing, his
Facilitator must inpress on himthat

common romantic love is a waste of his time. | told you a sex drive would | ead
to difficulties. W created himto serve a higher purpose. Look at what
romance did to King Arthur! How s a hero to be expected to do his job with al
mat needl ess distraction? There's no sex in The Lord of the R ngs"

"What about the Don Juan psychol ogy, eh?" suggested Chatterji. "Lots of

heal thy sex without enotional attachment? Make hima bit of a cad, | suppose,
but some of the old heroes were."

"W want a man who understands the necessity of sacrifice," pronounced

Rut herford. "No nystical nonsense. No wonen. Love is such a selfish passion
after all."

"As you like." Chatterji nodded. "As soon as we receive word that another host
not her has been | ocated, you can draw up a revised psych tenplate for our
man. "

"I"ve already had word of one," Ellsworth-Howard said. "Cane in yesterday:
some Facilitator in 1824 AD s found a girl for us. Daughter of a peer. Three
boyfriends-naughty bit, | nust say. One's a lord, one's an MP., and one's her
father's gardener. Al of 'emthe right norphol ogy."

"I'n 1824?" Chatterji had another drag on his inhalator. "What's going on in
that time period? Miuch action for our man to be heroic in, when he's grown?

G ory days of the old enpire, wasn't it?"

"Very good," said Rutherford. Rising fromhis chair he began to pace. "Send

t he nessage to abduct, Foxy, and we'll try again."

"Check," said Ellsworth-Howard, pulling out his throat mke. He set it in



pl ace and sent the nessage subvocally.

"Now, then ..." Rutherford turned and stood with his back to the fire. "It has
seened to me, chaps, that we need a bit nore inspiration. If we're going to be
the creators of heroes, just as the original Inklings were, we need to
duplicate their experiences as closely as possible.™

"I thought we were." Chatterji |ooked around at the antiques, the stage
dressing. "How could one recreate the twentieth century any better than this?"
"Ah! The house is only part of it, you see." Rutherford paused with his back
to the fire. "The Inklings drew inspiration fromtheir neetings, but they al so
kept in contact with the ancient wilderness of Merlin's Isle of G anarye."
"What the shrack are you tal king about?" Ellsworth-Howard knitted his brows.
"Engl and! Al bion. This bl essed earth. They used to go out on wal ki ng tours,
you see. Just take their daypacks and stride out through the hedgerows, and
meadows and animals and things. It'd give themlots of ideas. And Merlin
traveled a great deal, didn't he, and Gandalf ? So maybe a | ot of wal ki ng
hel ps the brain create stuff."

"Interesting idea," said Chatterji. "In the Hindu fol ktales, wi se nen and
magi ci ans lived |ike beggars, walking fromtown to town."

' There you go. Now, what | propose is that we do the sane. This tine next
nmont h, what do you say? W'll meet here, and we'll just walk until we find
some open country sonewhere. Perhaps we'll feel creative influences as soon as
we' re out of the shadows of the buildings, what?"

"How do we find open country?" said El|lsworth-Howard. "Don't know if |'ve ever

seen any."
"Don't be silly, there's a borough greenbelt not five mles fromhere,"
Chatterji said. "It'll be on any map. | think this sounds marvel ous! Assum ng

it isn't raining, of course. On the twenty-seventh, then?"

THE YEAR 2339:

Al ec on Blue Water

Just as the phantom had gone past, and all hands sighed relief Wth rendi ng
crash and nortal force, our vessel struck a reef!

Al ec how ed happily at the top of his lungs, timng his words with the

bunp- bunp- bunp of the agboat as it sped across the waves.

H s |latest acquisition wasn't nuch to ook at: a spare volcanic rock standing
out of the Pacific, thinly skinned on top with green, one w nd-bent Norfolk

I sl and pine at the base of the lighthouse. It was a | ong way from anywhere and
conpletely deserted. The automated |ight wasn't working, because the small
South Anerican nation to whomit had previously bel onged had been unable to
afford its nmintenance.

Al ec had cone to repair it. Among ot her things.

He had | ong since accustoned hinself to the roar and flow of information that
ran through his brain every conscious hour. He was able to tune it all out,
all but a narrow band of what he was immediately interested in; otherw se he'd
have been like a man in a library trying to read every book at once. He |et
the Captain sort through all the data for him Habitually, now, he saw the
worl d twofold: the ordinary di nensional world through which his body nmoved
and, superinposed over it, the world in which the Captain |ived. They mat ched
seam essly, the one neither nore nor |less real than the other

He brought the agboat up on the narrow bl ack crescent of beach and frowned at
the access stairs. They were tide-worn concrete, sliny with seaweed and bird
droppi ngs, and the handrail had been eaten away with rust.

Hel | no, lad. Take the boat up instead, the Captain said.

Aye sir! Alec shifted propul sion systens and the agboat rose snoothly through
the air, surprising the royal terns nesting in the cliff face. Seabirds rose
and fl oated around himin a protesting cloud, as he gained the top of the
cliff and brought the agboat down at the base of the Iighthouse.

Scan conplete, Alec, said the Captain. All clear. Step

ashor e!

Al ec hopped over the side, gleeful as always to set foot on terra incognita.
He paced al ong the gravel wal k around the |ighthouse, exanm ning its masonry



visually as the Captain scanned for structural defects.

Looks sound to ne.

So she is, laddie. Let's do a bit of breaking and entering,

eh?

Whi stling through his teeth, Alec strode up to the door and entered the code
he had been given. As he expected, it didn't work. The security system would
have to be replaced, too. No matter; there were crates and crates of useful
conponents in the agboat. He fetched out a case, renoved a snmall |inpet charge
and affixed it carefully to the | ock. WAl king away a few paces, he withdrew a
det onating device and, unlocking the trigger, fired.

The [ ock blew off with a pleasing bang and puff of snobke. Al ec grinned and ran
close to pull the door open. It screaned as though it were being mnurdered.
Not hi ng i nside but the base of a spiral stair vanishing upward into gl oom The
air was dry, and snelled clean.

And she's weathertight, too, the Captain said. Al ec sprinted back to the boat
and haul ed out the aglev unit. He began the | engthy process of |oading crates,
up the long dark chimey of the |ighthouse to the control roomat its top
When the Second Col den Age of Sail had arrived, the nations of the world had
found that |ighthouses were once again necessary. Not to provide light, though
they did that too, but as |and-based backups, sensors and relays for the

gl obal

satellite tracking system New |lighthouses sprang up everywhere. There had
been scarcely a stretch of water in the seven seas where you couldn't glinpse
some spark of fight or other in the black night distance.

Then, of course, the first excitenent of the sailing craze had faded. The sane
peopl e who had raved about what a marvel ously eco-friendly system sai
transport was now conpl ained bitterly about public funds being used for

somet hing that would only benefit shipping magnates and yachtsmen. The nore
necessary ones were grudgi ngly maintained at national expense, and the rest
fell into disrepair.

This had been the state of nmaritinme data reconnai ssance until Bal four
Continuance Limted had of fered to purchase |ighthouses from various needy
countries. The given expl anation-that Bal four Continuance was funded by
weal t hy yachtsmen interested in repairing and mai ntai ning the |ighthouses-was
accepted without the least curiosity.

In fact Alec and the Captain were Bal four Continuance, its sole board of
directors, stockholders, and repair personnel. Al around the world, the
lights in the towers had wi nked back on, one by one, and they had begun to
tal k anongst thensel ves and search the darkness as they had used to; but they
now shared the towers wth backup caches for the Captain, linking himto the
satellite relays, powered by solar collectors. The Captain circled the gl obe,
was indestructible, and was able to feed a constant false |ocation for the
Captain Morgan to the global surveillance satellites.

He was now several hundred times nore powerful than any artificial
intelligence had ever been. Al ec was doubly happy about this, for not only was
the Captain better able to fulfill his progranmm ng, but the sea was quite a
bit safer than she had been, for all who sailed her. Al ec was always fond of
doi ng good while doing well.

And the |ighthouses had anot her use. There was plenty of roomin their towers
for anything one mght need to store there.

The truth was that Alec was fairly actively engaged in snuggling, and had
becorme rather successful at it. He was already nearly the richest man in the
worl d, thanks to the Captain's byzantine investnment arrangenents. Al ec found
he

very much liked flouting stupid | aws and cruising through the night with a
hold full of Toblerone, or ganja, or sem soft brie. It was exciting to he

of fshore, waiting for signal lights. Also, it seenmed |ike the sort of thing
Roger woul d have enj oyed.

It was not without its dangers, of course. Alec and the Captain had by this
time repeatedly broken the laws of nost first-world nations.



However, Alec was a British peer, and legally the Captain didn't actually

exi st. There were no contingencies in |law for Penbroke Playfriends who went
rogue, nor any for aristocrats who could decrypt codes no nortal genius nor

i mortal machine had been able to break in four centuries of dedicated trying.
Wher e | oophol es couldn't be found, bribing local |aw enforcenent created them
In case that ever failed, as it had yet to do, Alec had a firmof solicitors
whose services were retained at princely rates to handle his fines for failing
to attend Parlianent.

He had left the Grcle of Thirty far behind now The first step had been
failing his university exam nations, which had taken a bit of careful work.
Low marks in maths or cyber-science woul d have drawn unwanted attention, but
spectacul arly dismal marks in everything el se drew the average down nicely and
reinforced the | egend of Ape Man Checkerfield, which suited Alec fine. He had
| ong since ceased to care what Alistair Stede-Wndsor thought of him The
Lewi ns had been appal | ed-that was pai nful -but he had bought them a beauti ful
hone, and arranged pensions for themroughly equal to the annual nationa

i ncone of Mbnaco.

The adm n cl asses, for their part, had | ooked at his substance abuse records,

| ooked at his | ow test average, concluded the son was as worthl ess as his

fat her had been, and washed their collective hands of the seventh earl

And really, it had worked out very nicely for all parties involved. Al ec now
had a reputation as a playboy nmoron. To be a crimnal in the twenty-fourth
century, under so nmuch surveillance, required genius, so nobody suspected he'd
becone one.

Al ec worked at the |ighthouse until dusk. Then he was off across the water to
where the Captain Mrgan rode at anchor, beautiful as a dream from which one
wakes weepi ng.

She was i mense, a four-masted w ndjanmer, everything

the Captain had prom sed she'd be, with that extra dash of class that comnes
fromslightly retro styling. Alec had clanored for lots of pirate-ship
ornanentation. The nmasters at Beretania pursed their |ips and conprom sed,

wi t hout spoiling their ideal of sleek white functionality. Al ec insisted on
havi ng bel aying pins along her rails, for appearance's sake, and a working

shi p's wheel

Beretania let himhave his way in the cabin interiors, too, and they were

gl orious or hideous, depending on your sense of taste. Plenty of teak paneling
and carving in a generally eighteenth-century style, the col or schene al
crimson, jewel blue, and mahogany.

There was even a figurehead on the prow, a mermaid whose bare breasts were

di screetly obscured by the snaking coils of her fire-colored hair. Al ec had
seen her in an old drawi ng and denanded a reproduction. She stared out at the
sea wWith contenptuous bl ack eyes, and well she mght; the Captain Mrgan was
deadly swift, swifter than the Flying Coud, swifter than any other ship
Beretania had built, and they were the best in the business. She flew a bl ack
ensign bearing a grinning skull and crossed bones.

She carried | aser cannon, too, hidden away behind sliding panels, quite dul
functional pre-ban stuff of imense power, obtained from shady men who kept no
records. So far the Captain had been unable to talk Alec into outright piracy,
but if anyone ever attenpted to board the Captain Mrgan they'd wind up at the
bottom of the sea in very snmall pieces.

Wth a | ast whoosh of spray the agboat rose fromthe water and settled like a
bird into its berth. Alec |ocked the davits and vaulted down to the deck

where he nearly collided with Billy Bones, who canme rattling up with a gl ass
of iced fruit tea for him

Billy Bones was not a robot. It was one of the Captain's servounits, a
skeletal thing on six jointed legs with three manipul ati ve menbers. Al ec had
put it together to satisfy the Captain's desire to function in

four-di mensi onal space. It had no brain or personality, the Captain controlled
everything it did; but for whinmsy's sake Alec had given it a steel skull-face.
The effect was not whinsical. The servounit |ooked |like a cross between the



Term nator and a scorpion. The Captain

had three others on board and Al ec had nanmed t hem Coxi nga, Bully Hayes, and
Flint.

Thanks, Captain, sir! Alec took the tea and had gulped it all down before he

reached his cabin. 1'"'mgoing to wash; | feel |ike a guano magnet.
The servounit followed after him and accepted the enpty gl ass. Aye, son
Supper' |1 be ready in the sal oon when you get out.

Billy Bones waited patiently while he shrugged out of his coveralls and
clinmbed into the shower. It extended a graspi ng hook, picked up the coveralls
and scuttled away with themto the ship's laundry. In the galley, Coxinga
began preparations for Alec's supper. On the quarterdeck, the Captain checked
the stock market totals for that day and roved through his weather data,
satisfying hinself that no stornms, financial or neteorol ogical, were headed
their way within the next forty-eight hours. He ordered Hint off to be waiting
with a fresh towel for Alec, and busied hinmself with plotting their next
course. He was a very contented nachi ne.

Al ec was the only soul on board, and he hadn't seen a human being in six

nont hs.

But he was singing lustily as he lathered his hair, though Flint wasn't able
to appreciate his fine tenor in the least as it crept in on its stee

spi der -1 egs.

Pity the Flying Dutchman! Forever is his doom

The stormy waters round Cape Horn must be his living tonb!

He's bound to sail the ocean forever and a day

As he tries in vain his oath to keep by entering Tabl e Bay!

He was still whistling the song as he pulled on shorts and a vivid Hawaiian
shirt. It had a pattern of flam ng sunsets, scowing tikis, and surfboards.
There was no one nowto tell himhis taste in clothes was ghastly. Pushing his
hair out of his eyes (he hadn't bothered to have it cut in a year), he
wander ed barefoot into the saloon. The rolling wal k of a sailor had cone back
to himeasily, never really forgotten over fifteen years ashore

The sal oon was a fearsone place, and not only because of Al ec's chosen col or
schene of red, blue, and gold. The walls

bristled with anti que hand weapons of every description. Al ec had begun
col l ecting swords, and branched out to pistols and war-axes, when he

di scovered what an atavistic thrill he got fromhandling them Once, with a
cutlass in hand, he had taken an experinental swing at a sack of flour
suspended froma yardarm The result, besides creating an unholy ness, had
been so enotionally disturbing he now kept all his collection safely |ocked
behi nd gl ass.

He fixed hinself a drink now at the bar, settling into the booth as Coxi nga
brought him his supper.

It was sweet and sour halibut (Al ec no |longer had any qual ms about eating real
fish) with rice and peas, and he paused a nmonent to inhale the fragrances
before setting to appreciatively. As he ate, he accessed a private file and
reviewed its contents.

The file was headed Charities. Alec did contribute, anonynously, to severa
real causes he felt were laudable. The Wrld Centre for D sease Control got
mllions fromhimannually, as did Tri-Wrlds D vorce Counseling Services. He
practically supported M. Shakespeare at Southwark, and gave generously to the
G eenwi ch Museum

But there was another way Al ec spent his nmoney. He called it the God Gane.

He scanned through his list now and singled out a snmall Caribbean country. Its
economny was just beginning to recover froma catastrophic hurricane five years
earlier, and a general election was about to be held. Al ec surveyed all the
data from weat her forecasts, estimated its probable national revenue for the
next five years, factored in the personal histories of all candidates running
for office, and deci ded which man was best for the country. He transferred
three mllion pounds into that candidate's election fund. Then he did a
projection based on all known factors and prevailing trends, and nodded in



satisfaction. If all went as planned, there would be

prosperity within two years and, just possibly, a cure for that nasty new
strain of jungle rot. Another name on the fist behind his eyes flashed red,
and he scomed at it. This was a Bal kan nation, |ong ravaged by pl ague. He had
funded the rise of a | eader whose political record indicated deep concern wth
medi cal reformi ssues.

However, since the man had been in office the state of national health had not
i nproved, and the man's nistress had begun to spend | avishly on shoes, always
a bad sign. Alec reached into the man's private bank account and was astounded
at the amount he found there. He withdrew half of it and deposited it into the
canpai gn account of the opposition party. Another projection, and Al ec wasn't
quite satisfied with the results; he tinkered with various factors, funding a
research group here, a political activist there, until he got sonething he

i ked better.

He paused to take another mouthful of rice and fish, washed it down with rum
and returned to his cal culations. The Secul ar Opposition on Luna was having a
bad fiscal year. Best to shore themup with a donation and maintain the
bal ance of power between the Opposition and the Ephesian Church. New sanctions
were being placed on the Celtic Federation by the Anmerican Community and
Britain; Alec quietly slipped a fewmIlion into various Celtic politica
funds. The G eenest of the Greens had just won a najor victory at the Egyptian
polls, and stood poised to cut subsidies to barley farmers; Al ec depleted the
G een war chest, and nmade an unrecorded donation of substantial size to the
Greater Nile Agricultural Relief Fund.
The rest of the world seened to be running along smoothly. He noted the
presence of Robert Louis Stevenson menorabilia schedul ed for the bl ock at
Sot heby's, the entire contents of the Napa Valley nuseumincl uding the
witer's childhood toys! Alec hurriedly nade a preenptive bid, and arranged
for shipping. Smling, he settled back and finished his neal.

He knew that what he was doing was technically wong, pushing governnents and
| eaders around like so many toy soldiers. He told hinmself it was what anyone
woul d do, if they had the chance. And the noney. He told hinself he had a
responsibility, as a person of privilege, to help others. He told hinself it
made up for his failure to attend Parlianent: he could do a | ot nore good for
the world this way, after all, direct and hands-on, w thout hours of tedious
debate in the House of Lords.

But he knew, in his heart, that he enjoyed the God Gane. He felt a little
guilty about that.

He shrugged off the feeling now and finished his dinner, as Coxinga craw ed
forward of fering another tray.

Puddi ng tinme! Mango surprise a |a node
"Cool ," he said, and | ooked on expectantly as Coxinga |laced it before him and
scuttled away with the enpty dishes.
Two nonths later Alec was energing froma Happy Club in Tijuana, yawning
t hough the eveni ng was young indeed. Normally he | oved working his way through
every bed in a house, but this time hadn't been nearly the wild fun he'd
expected after nonths at sea. He didn't speak Japanese, so the Captain had had
to translate everything the girls had said to him and what with the tine | ag
bet ween their questions and his halting phonetic replies, about the only
phrase he clearly understood by the end of the evening was "big stupid
gaijin."
Cultivating an image as an idiot is one thing, but being taken for one when
you're trying to | ook clever and seductive is another. Alec was in a foul nood
as he paced through the i muacul ate streets.
It didn't matter. He had other fun lined up for tonight.
He found his rental transport, a cheap little Aerboy, where he'd left it under
a nosaic nmural of Myctezuma and his court wearing what bore a strong
resenbl ance to sanmurai arnor. He clinbed in and shot away in the direction of
the sea, speeding to feel the wind in his face. It woke himup considerably in
the tine it took himto get to the marina and go down to the nooring where the



Capt ai n Morgan was.

Bul |y Hayes was waiting by the gangpl ank as he cane aboard. He shrugged out of
his dinner jacket and handed it off to the servounit.

Lay in a course for Catalina. Let's blow this town.

Don't blame me that you can't speak Japanese! | did ny best

I"mjust not good with people sonmetines. No big deal, right?

Ri ght you are, ny lad. You'll have yerself a hell of a good tine in Lahaina,
wait and see. Shall | set a course?

Yeah. Right after we deliver

Flint and Billy Bones pulled up the gangpl ank. The Captain had already started
up the fusion drive and switched on the running lights. In eerie silence the
massi ve ship backed from her berth and put about, noving at half speed toward
the end of the breakwater, unfurling her vast sails as she went, |ooking

sem transparent and unreal as she retreated fromthe glare of the harbor
lights. Around the signal on the end of the breakwater and she was on the open
sea, and her speed cane up and she was running north, under the inconstant
Nort hern Star.

They woul dn't reach their destination for hours yet, so Alec had a shower to
wash the incense out of his hair and put on his all-black snuggling ensenbl e,
sni ckering at his own pretensions. Hi s good hunor was quite restored by the
time he stepped into the deckhouse and Billy Bones silently proffered hima
mug of coffee. On the quarterdeck that existed simultaneously in cyberspace,
the Captain stood at the helm holding a steady course.

How are we doi ng? Al ec sipped fromthe nmug. Like wi ne: Jamaica Bl ue Muntain
hot and bl ack, full of conplex fragrances.

Couldn't ask for better, son. Wnd's out of the south, mld swell,
tenperature's ten degrees centigrade, tinme's twenty-one hundred hours. At the
speed she's nmaking we'll be there well before sunrise.

Cool. Alec settled into his chair and | ooked up through the glass at the
stars. Make it so!

Aye aye, matey. What's yer listening pleasure this evening?

G ve us... give us sonething classical. Wat about Fol ded Space?

That was Alec's favorite twenty-third-century neobaroque fusion group. The
Captai n nodded, and after a noment, softly wailing tenor sax nusic flowed out
of the ship's speakers, a piece called "Variations on a Thenme by Bryan Ferry."
It was sentimental nusic, evoking late nights in cocktail |ounges and wi stfu
menories, but it fit his nood to perfection. Alec had just had his twentieth
birthday the week before and he felt sophisticated and ol d.

They made for the wi ndward side of the island, standing well out to sea and
foll ow ng her coast. Al ec was energized

and jittering long before they got there. He junped when the Captain inforned
hi m

Right, laddie, we're just off Eagle Rock. |'ve dropped anchor. They've
signaled to | et us know they're com ng out.

kay. Have you scanned? Aye. All according to the plan

Al ec went out on deck and stood by the rail, swaying against the sidelong rol
of the sea. There was the [ oom ng bul k of Mount Torquermada, bl ack against the
eastern sky, which had not quite started to pale with the dawn but was perhaps
a shade | ess black than the island. He inhal ed deeply: perfume of gardens,
peppery evergreens, sagebrush, and... machinery, grow ng nore domi nant. There
were the blue lights of the cutler, conming in a long path across the water
toward them He rubbed his hands together and went bel ow deck to shift cargo,
sumoning Billy Bones and Flint to help him

When he came up on deck with the first tea crate, he recognized the voice
giving hima cautious hail.

"Yo ho there, Dick."

"Yo ho there, Ebenezer," he responded. The boardi ng | adder extended and a
nmonent later a man pulled hinmself up to the deck. He was dressed in gray
exercise clothing and a stocking cap, and his features were fairly
nondescript. Al ec recognized his voice, though, with its regional Californian



accent

"Dude." The owner of the voice clapped himon the shoul der. "What've you got
for the old man?" No wong snells; no stress chemicals in me man's sweat.
"How s this?" Alec shone a penlight on the crate. He prised open a | oose sl at
and the bright letters were clearly visible behind it: red rose darjeeling.

" Cool . "

"Five crates of this, ten of Earl Gey, ten of Orange Pekoe. You like?"

"I don't drink ne stuff myself, but he'll be a happy guy. Five grand for
everyt hi ng?"

"Deal, man."

"Then let's dance."

The Californian produced a disc fromhis pocket and Al ec

took it for a noment. Somewhere, the Eagle Rock Marine Institute went on
record as having purchased fifty cases of jot-pads and other student supplies
fromthe Cayman | sl ands Tradi ng Conpany. Snoothly, crates of tea were

of fl oaded into the cutter fromthe Captain Mrgan

"This is really kind of funny," grunted the Californian, handing down the | ast
box. "You ever hear of the Boston Tea Party?"

"Nope," Al ec said.

"I't had sonmething to do with our revolution, the one where we broke away from
you guys. Your people were charging our people a hell of a lot less than this
for tea, but we didn't want to pay it anyway, so we raided sonme ship or

somet hing." "Was that why the Yanks did that whol e Fourth-of-July thing?" Alec
was astoni shed. "Over tea?

"Yeah, | guess so. | think so. Seens kind of pointless now, doesn't it?" The
Californian gl anced over at the Captain Mdrrgan's figurehead, illum nated by
the blue lights of the cutter. "Hey, man, | ook at that! Your lady's crying."
Al ec | eaned over the rail to see. Pearls of seaspray were rolling down the
mermai d's face, brimring in her black eyes. "How about that?" he said. "She
wants to be out of here, | guess. Tinme we were gone. Bye-bye, then!"

"Be seeing you." The Californian waved, turning to keep his face to Alec as
the cutter put about. They made off and vanished into the island s black

sil houette, deeper and bl acker as the eastern sky paled, to deliver their
cargo to the Eagle Rock Marine Institute ... better known in sone circles as
t he emergency command center for Dr. Zeus |ncorporated. The Captain Mrgan
tacked about and sailed west, well out to sea, setting a course for Maui

THE YEAR 2350:

ANOTHER MEETI NG

A MONTH LATER, FAI R AND WARMER

On the twenty-seventh, Rutherford woke with excitenent in his heart. He
scranbl ed out of bed and hurried through his breathing therapy. Then he took
all his medication. Then he took the herbal supplenents that kept the side
effects of his nedication at bay. Then he took his vitam ns. Then he had
breakfast: fruit juice and an oat fiber bar, chewed thoroughly.

He dressed with some care, in his best twentieth-century costune. He had an

i dea that sensible wal ki ng shoes were called for, and fromthe depths of his
war dr obe pulled out a pair of heavy boots he'd found at an auction. They were
a bit large, but Rutherford reflected that too |arge was certainly better than
too small, and he laced themup happily and stood to adnmire hinself in his
long mirror. He renenbered his day-pack and strapped it on. For good neasure
he put on his spectacles, and struck what he felt was quite a Victorian pose
inthe mrror. Intrepid, that was the word for how he | ooked.

He' d cl unped downstairs, sliding a bit inside the boots, before he renenbered
that he'd forgotten to actually put anything inside his daypack. So he cl unmped
back upstairs, |oaded the pack with his nedication and a jotbook, and for good
nmeasure added a couple of oat fiber bars and a bottle of distilled water. He
paused over his identification disc, wondering if he oughtn't make a synbolic
gesture of leaving it on his dresser; but good sense prevail ed, especially
once he

renenbered he'd need noney for any jolly country inns he m ght encounter



Rut herford went down to the parlor and settled into his favorite chair (he had
to take of f the daypack again first) and waited eagerly for his friends to
arrive.

Two hours later he was fuming with inpatience, and started up, quite cross,
when he heard the others knocking at his door

"\Where have you been?" he demanded, on pulling it open

"Sorry, are we |late?" Chatterji |ooked surprised.

"We had to shracking eat, didn't we?" said Ellsworth-Howard.

He surveyed themin despair. Chatterji wore his usual tuxedo and bl ack patent
| eat her shoes. The only concession El | sworth-Howard had nade to the spirit of
adventure was to wear exercise slippers in place of his customary saddl e
oxfords. "Had you forgotten we're going on a wal king tour?" Rutherford said,
controlling his tenper

"OfF course not." Chatterji half turned and flipped aside his cape to display
his black silk daypack. "See? And |'ve brought a map." He held out a little
bookl et triunmphantly. It was a late-twentieth-century transit guide to greater
nmetropolitan London. "Found it in an antique gallery. It's even the proper
time period! At least, it's not off by nore than a few decades."”

"Ch, | say," Rutherford felt his mood lift. "Good thinking."

"Can | have a sherry?" Chatterji |ooked past himinto the roomto the bar

"No time!" Rutherford stepped out on the mat and pulled the door shut. "W
need to get started. Besides, don't you want to see if we can find a pub in
the country?" He started boldly down the front wal k.

"Ch, that's right." Chatterji hurried after him and El | sworth-Howard caught
up with them

"You don't reckon we can really find any place that serves sherry and al

that, do you?" he said.

"OfF course not, but there's bound to be prune juice, and we can pretend it's
sherry," said Chatterji.

"It will be sherry," said Rutherford. "We'll transformit w th our

i magi nations. O it could be nut-brown ale, or-or even tea."

They came to the main road that |ed out of Al bany Crescent and went down it
confidently, at least as far as the transit station on the corner

"Terra incognita.” Rutherford gestured at the maze of streets opening beyond.
"Here there be dragons, or maybe the edge of the earth. Onward!"

"\Where?" Ellsworth-Howard wanted to know, |ooking out doubtfully. The unknown
worl d was largely deserted, except for the big public transports runbling by.
Dust blew and drifted in the streets of London, but no voice called, no

f oot st eps sounded on her anci ent paving.

"This way," Rutherford said, pointing down a |ane |ess dark man the others,

wi th what he fancied was a glinpse of green in the distance. They waited unti
there was a gap in the traffic and hurried across, as pale faces with
surprised expressions stared out at themfromthe transports.

"Where's all the dust come fronm?" Ellsworth-Howard said as they tranped al ong.
"There's none of this in nmy street. None in yours, either, is there?"
"Perhaps it's kept swept up where people live," Rutherford said. He | ooked up
at the blank wi ndows of the housefronts. I'mnot sure this district is

i nhabited. Funny there aren't any people about, isn't it?"

Actually, it wasn't. It had never occurred to Rutherford mat the rest of the
popul ati on of London m ght venture out as seldomas he did. There were no

| onger thieves to be afraid of and wanderi ng nadnen very sel dom no bomnbs or
random gunfire, hadn't been in a couple of generations; but people were fairly
timd nowadays. Anyway di e weather in London was the sane as it had al ways
been, so there just wasn't that nuch incentive to | eave one's roons.

A few streets on they did pass a foreign-looking person with a map pl aquette
and a camera, wandering from house nunber to house nunmber with a puzzled air.
When he noticed the three adventurers, he took in their outlandish antique
Cothing in a long slow stare and crossed to the other side of the enpty
street.

" Shrack you too!" cried Ellswrth-Howard heartily. H's voi ce echoed agai nst



t he buil di ngs.

By the time they got to the green place, Rutherford was linping slightly. A
fold of sock had sonmehow wadded up in-

side one of his too-big boots, and was rubbing painfully against his toes with
every step. He ignored the disconfort, however, in the exhilaration of

di scovery.

To either side of the street here the buil dings were gone, and only concrete
foundati ons and a few rusted pipes remai ned to show where steel and gl ass
towers had been before the 2198 earthquake. Structurally, they'd withstood the
shaki ng very well: not so the rush hour pedestrians who'd | ooked up and seen a
mllion guillotines of broken wi ndow pane hurtling down at them But the bl ood
had been washed away | ong ago, and now the sun flooded in on an open square of
derelict commerce, where a single tree had taken advantage of the |ight and
air to grow to enornous size. It happened to be a California redwod, planted
| ong ago by some transatlantic corporation.

"CGolly." Chatterji's mouth hung open. "Have you ever seen a tree that big in
your life?"

"Not real, is it?" Ellsworth-Howard peered at it. "Nah. It's a holo, right?

Bl oody expensive one, must be."

"I don't think so." Rutherford was shivering with delight. "Look! There's
ravens perching up there. Do you suppose it's a sacred oak?"

"Looks nore like a giant Christnas tree," said Chatterji.

"Al'l the same, this is it!" Rutherford threw his arnms up in . the air. "W're
at the beginning of the country. W' re at the end of the urban nightmare. From
this point on the ultimte west conmences.”

"We're going north, ain't we?" El|lsworth-Howard squi nted around themin the
sunlight.

"What ever," said Rutherford, and strode forward. His friends foll owed ganely.
But they went on and sonmehow did not energe into green and rolling
countryside: only long deserted streets of houses, quiet in the sunlight. Now
and then they changed direction, wandering across vacant |anes or terraces,

yet everywhere the view they encountered was the sane. The dust had buried the
curbs in some places, or forned little sloping dunes against front steps, or
lay in the cracks in the pavenent. The only sound was the wi nd and the

occasi onal roar of a public transport going by. Once, briefly, they heard
musi ¢ com ng from

within a house. Its wi ndows were shut and curtains drawn, however, so they
couldn't see anyone inside.

Ivy scaled the walls of a few houses, and weeds grew high in the tiny yards
bel ow street level. Wth all the tall buildings dismantled, there was plenty
of sun and rain for any growi ng thing that mght seed itself in London; but
few seeds, apparently, and nobody with the inclination to make a garden

On they went, and both Rutherford and Chatterji were |inping badly now

El | swort h- Howar d had begun to shake his head, naking a high-pitched growing
noise in his throat. Chatterji was about to tell himnot to be so negative
when El | swort h-Howard abruptly clutched at his skull and spun around in a
circle.

"My shracking head's on fire," he screaned

Aghast, his friends caught hold of him Chatterji put his hands up to

El | swort h- Howard' s head and drew back with a cry.

"The rivets," he said. "They're hot!"

"It's the sun!" Rutherford realized. They staggered together into the shade of
a wall and Rutherford funbled off his daypack. He got out his distilled water
and spl ashed it over Ellsworth-Howard' s scal p.

"How coul d we have been so stupid?" Ellsworth-Howard npaned. "The shracking
sun's radioactivel That's why people used to wear hats."

"Hat s?" Rutherford and Chatterji |ooked at each other in dismy.

"I knew |I'd forgotten sonmething." Ellsworth-Howard wi ped away tears.

"Stop a bit," Chatterji said. He pulled out an inmmacul ate sil k handker chi ef
and tied knots in the corners. "I saw this in an Early Humor anthol ogy. You do



this, and this and this, and it makes a sort of a hat, see? Here we go." He

fitted it carefully on Ell sworth-Howard. "There. Now you'll be fine."
"But what'll we do?" said Rutherford.
"I expect we'll be all right. You know, " Chatterji said, passing his hand over

his hair in a tactful gesture. Rutherford nervously put his hands up to his
own scal p and encountered an awful |ot of pink forehead. Chatterji bit his
lip. "Well-er-

perhaps we'll find an antique shop. You night buy a hat there.™

"Righto," said Rutherford, enornously relieved to renenber he'd brought his
identification disc.

They stepped out cautiously into the sunlight again, and continued their

j our ney.

The novelty of the great outdoors was no |longer quite as enthralling. Even

El | sworth-Howard was |inmping by the tine they cane to the first busy

i ntersection they'd seen since | eaving Rutherford' s nei ghborhood. The friends
stood, uncertain, on a street corner, drawi ng back involuntarily as the
transports thundered past them

"So where the bloody hell are we?" said Ellsworth-Howard. "I'mfed up with
thi s wal ki ng thing, you know "

"The map!" Chatterji pulled it out and attenpted to read it. It fell open al
the way to his feet. Rutherford picked up the other end and they stood poring
over the map, turning it this way and that in puzzlenment. El I sworth-Howard

si ghed and slipped off his daypack. He pulled out his buke, squeezed in a
code, and waited for the results.

"I can't even tell where we've been, let alone where we are," said Chatterji.
"It's a splendid find all the same, you know," Rutherford assured him
"Trenendous historical value. Its just... unfortunately not very accurate
anynore. Apparently. Here, does this look like ny street?"

"\Where?" Chatterji bent his head, frowning.

"There's a big green bit two streets up fromthis spot," said

El | swort h- Howar d, showi ng themthe screen of his buke where a sinple map in
brilliant primary col ors had appeared. "I'mfor slogging over there. Looks
like all the countryside we're likely to find before our feet fall off."
"Foxy! You weren't supposed to bring your electronics," Rutherford said
peevishly. "This is a spiritual journey. W're going to get in touch with
nature."

"You want to see this shracking green bit or not, then?" yelled

El | swort h- Howar d.

"Now, chaps! No point losing our tenmpers. Yes, |look, Rutherford, it's a
borough green area. What's its name?" Folding up his map, Chatterji peered at
the red words on the

screen. Rutherford | ooked too. Their lips nmoved as they sounded them out.
"Reg-"

"Regent's Park," said Rutherford.

"I"'moff," Ellsworth-Howard said, and turned and wal ked away in the direction
of the park. They went ginping after him calling for himto sl ow down.

They came around a corner and there was Regent's Park: acres of green and
sunl i ght and birdsong, visible in glinpses between the tour transports that
cane and went. Staggering like cripples they approached it, uttering little
cries of eagerness.

"It's Ade England at last," gasped Rutherford, holding out his arns as though
to enbrace it all. Before himan industrial nower whirred busily al ong,
shearing the grass to one precise height the full length of a long stripe
exactly one neter wide. "Prineval Al bion. The green and pl easant |and."

H s oration drew the attention of tourists disnounting fromthe nearest
transport. One intrepid Asian gentleman stepped forward with his hol ocanera
and recorded the three strangers in their picturesque costume, but nost of the
tourists edged away uneasily and spent their exposures on the tidy beds of
prinroses or the Mnunent to Victins of Religious Intolerance.

"My God, it's beautiful," sighed Chatterji, pulling out his sinus inhalator



and taking a sensuously deep drag. "Look at all the trees!"

"It's a forest,"” said Ellswrth-Howard. "Look over there, can't you just see
some bl oody big knight in arnor riding out fromthe shade? O Merlin or
somebody? Shracking hell, do you realize this is what it all used to | ook

i ke?"

The t hought struck them speechless. Haltingly they noved al ong the sandy path,
straight as a die between its |andscaping bricks, that took themto a rea

bri dge over a real |ake and beyond. They stood spell bound on the bridge a
whi l e, watching the waterfow that paddl ed and fought. Rutherford quoted
reverently fromThe Wnd in the WII ows.

Drawn by the spell of wilderness they went on, and presently found a snack bar
on the greensward. It wasn't exactly a cozy country tavern; it featured
various treats manufactured from al gae, and four varieties of distilled water.
When the fell owship had | oaded their trays with this hearty fare, there was
only a chilly outdoor seating area encl osed behind Pl exiglas panels in which
to sit, no snug nook beside a sea-coal fire. |magination plastered over

di sappoi nt nrent, however, and they enjoyed their neal.

Going on again after their brief respite proved harder for imagination to
handl e.

"I"ve gone lame with all this walking," said Ellsworth-Howard, and he was in
better shape than Rutherford and Chatterji. They were in such agonies they
didn't trust themselves to speak, until at last Rutherford collapsed on the
near est bench.

"I can't bear this anynore," he mpaned. He unl aced his boots and drew them of f
with trenbling hands. He was in the worst physical pain he'd ever experienced.
Chatterji |eaned on the bench beside him watching with tears in his eyes.

"l say, ought you to do that?" he protested feebly. "Wat if you pick up sone
pat hogens?"

"I don't care," said Rutherford. "It can't hurt worse than this."

Chatterji thought about that a noment and sagged down beside Rutherford. As
one noving in a dream he gave in to the irresistible inpulse and pulled off
his shoes. Wth an animal groan of relief he stretched out his blistered feet.
El | swort h- Howard was no stranger to physical pain-his parents had beaten him
regularly, in accordance with their social creed asserting that confort nade
one weak and i moral -but after a nmonment of witnessing his friends' utter
abandonnent to their senses, he sat down as well and took off his slippers,
and flexed his long white toes in the sun

"Shrack, that don't half feel better,"” he said. "I ain't wal king back, though
"1l tell you."

"Doesn't matter." Rutherford gul ped back a sob. "The pain is part of it all,
don't you see? No great insight or nystical experience is gained wthout a
price. This is the ordeal we're supposed to go through, to prove ourselves
worthy." He stiffened his upper lip. "Don't you think C S. Lewis and Tol ki en
went through this, when they'd wal k through Engl and? W're feeling the sane
pain they felt, chaps, inmagine it."

"By Jove, Rutherford, do you suppose so?" Chatterji tilted his head back to
wat ch the blue sky, where between puffy white clouds two bl ackbirds were
nmobbi ng a raven. "I think you' ve got something here! Maybe it's biochem cal
|'ve heard of ancient magicians and shamans who' d drive thenselves into their
vi sionary trances using pain as their, um neans of departure.”

"I't's endorphins,” Ellsworth-Howard informed them H's jaw dropped as he had a
blinding revelation. "So this was what nmy num and dad were on about! No

bl eeding illusions, they told me. Life is pain and hypocrisy and death, they
told me. We're just learning you for your own good, you mserable little sod,
they told ne."

"' That which does not kill us, nakes us stronger,'" Rutherford quoted.

"Conan the Barbarian, right," said Ellsworth-Howard. "Well, shrack all."
"See?" Chatterji said. "You ve had a revel ation already."

"He's let his naked feet cone into contact with the sacred earth," said

Rut herford. "Perhaps that's it. |I wonder what'll happen if we walk on the



grass bar ef oot ?"

"You think we ought?" Chatterji |ooked around involuntarily, fearful that a
public health nmonitor m ght pounce. One had in fact been follow ng them and
now wat ched from a di screet distance behind the snack bar

"Ch, | think we must," said Rutherford, and gingerly peeled off his socks.

"GO, that |ooks nasty," said Ellswrth-Howard in alarm "You'll want to put
some Lubodyne on those."
"I don't care," said Rutherford, though he had gone rather pale. "I'mready

for the great truths to enter ny soul ."

He got unsteadily to his feet and marched away across the grass, carrying his
shoes and socks. Ellsworth-Howard ran after him Chatterji hesitated for only
a nonent before taking off his black silk socks and waddi ng them up carefully
i nside his shoes, then |l eaping up and hurrying after his friends.

"This feels wonderful," said Rutherford. "Oh, it's softer than the softest
carpet, and so nuch nore alive!"

"Carpets ain't alive at all, are they?" Ellsworth-Howard said.

"You know what | nmean. | say, what's that?" Rutherford pointed.

It was a | ow donme of concrete behind what appeared to be a | arge statuary
group. They approached curiously. The statuary was of animals done in bronze,
dozens of them wth an elephant in the center and all the others around it in
descendi ng ranks by height. There was a lion, and a tiger, and a bear. There
were all creatures with hooves. Every imagi nable bird, perched on the backs of
some of the larger beasts. There was an ordinary dog and cat, a canel, a
kangaroo, a wolf, and tiny things |like weasels and nmice in exquisite detail
Only one of each aninmal, all facing in the same direction with expressions of
regal and sorrowful accusation. Just in front of nme nouse was a granite pillar
carved with the inscription

THE MONUMENT TO THE VI CTI M5 OF HUVAN CRUELTY

And in smaller |etters underneath,

VELCOVE TO THE LONDON ZQOO

Chatterji and Rutherford spelled it out with difficulty, and repeated it to

El | swort h- Howard. They stood considering it a nonent. "Qught we to go in?"
wonder ed Rut herford.

"It's only a bunch of holo cabinets.” Chatterji shrugged. "You can see better
on BBC Epsilon."

"Bugger that, then," Ellsworth-Howard deci ded, and was about to turn away when
there canme a soft beeping from his daypack

"You've got mail," Chatterji said.

"I do, don't 1?" Ellswrth-Howard slid off the pack and opened his buke. "G!
It's Adonai. Prelimnary report's comng in on the second sequence."

"It's a sign!"™ Rutherford threw up his arms and cut an un-

St eady caper on the grass. "We will receive the vision now, here, in this holy
pl ace."
"\What about over there?" Chatterji pointed to a grassy knoll, where a big tree

of fered shade and shelter

"Even holier. Come on, chaps!"

It was in fact an oak tree, which would have nmade the fell owship happier stil
had they been aware of that fact, as they settled their backs against its vast
trunk and El I sworth-Howard set up the buke on his | ap. They gazed expectantly
at it, focusing their attention on the report to the exclusion of all else,
with the result that they failed to notice a public health nonitor advancing
on them When he | ooned before them though, they | ooked up with open nouths.
"I regret to informyou that you are in violation of Public Health O dinance
3000z, subset 15," he told them in a kindly uncle sort of voice. "Wy don't
you all put on your shoes, so the festering |l esions on your feet won't
continue to spread human infection in a public area? Then you can all cone
away with nme. 1'll take you somewhere nice."

"I beg your pardon?" Chatterji scow ed.

"Ch, dear." The public health nonitor dropped his hand

casually to the butt of his gas gun. "Are you going to be bad?



You don't want to be bad. You'll have to go to a place that's

not nice at all, and they'll take away your nice old clothes.
You don't want that to happen, do you?"
"Shracking hell, he thinks we're nutcases," Ellsworth-Howard said.

Rut her f ord whi pped out his identification disk at exactly the same nonent the
public health nmonitor whipped out his gas gun, and only the fact that the
monitor's nerves were a little shaken by facing three dangerous |unatics

del ayed his shot |ong enough for himto take in the neaning of the disk.

Rut herford enj oyed wat ching his expressi on change.

"Terribly sorry, gentlenen,"” the nmonitor said, holstering his weapon. "Can

of fer you assistance? | presunme you want nedical attention for your injuries.”
"Yes, we'd like that," Chatterji said, having a leisurely drag on his sinus

i nhalator. "Send a nmedic to | ook at our feet, and then have a private
transport sent round for us. We're just doing a bit of field research, and we
had difficulties."

The nonitor saluted, hastening to obey. Rutherford giggled and el bowed his
friend.

"What cheek. Private transport, Chatty? This is the life! Well, well. Shall we
continue with seeing how our nan did?"

"Looks |ike another bl oody short life," said Ellsworth-Howard. "How d he die
so soon?"

"Let's start over," said Chatterji. Ellsworth-Howard nodded and squeezed in

t he command to begin again.

The pl easant el ectronic voice gave thema date in 1824 CE and showed t hem four
phot ographs captured by a field operative, of a vaguely pretty girl and three
men in early nineteenth-century clothing. The voice gave a brief biography of
each of the persons shown, and then went on to note the inplant date for the
host mother. Her social status was such that she had been able to retire to a
private hone in the country for the duration of her pregnancy.

This delivery had gone successfully. Following birth the host nother had
gladly relinquished the subject to the field operative in charge of the
project and returned to London.

"No guilt, this tine," said Chatterji in relief.

"I"'msure the Facilitator found sonething else to notivate our man,"

Rut herford assured himabsently, staring at the inages.

There followed a field hol ograph, taken by a Conpany operative w th hidden
equi prent, of a blurry baby in a peranmbul ator, attended by a bl ack-cl ad nurse.
The voi ce gave the nanes of the foster parents that had been selected for the
subj ect and went on to explain what pressures had been exerted to extort
financial assistance fromthe three nen known to have slept with the host

not her.

Next there was a candid shot of a small child standing in a park, holding a
nurse's hand as he stared at a toy boat on the glassy surface of a pond. H's
early education and attendant indoctrination were described. The foster
parents, it was nentioned, were both |ost at sea when the subject was in his
first termat public school

"There's your enotional detachment, Rutherford," said Ellsworth-Howard. "Bang
goes his adoptive famly."

The next image was of a class of boys assenbled for prayers, standing together
inrows by height. Ared circle

formed about the head of the tallest boy, in the back row, and the inage
zoonmed forward and enl ar ged.

"There's our man," said Chatterji. The |ikeness was unm stakabl e, even
allowing for the grainy quality of the enlargenent and the snoothness of
youth. This too was the face of the hologramthat had appeared |ike a ghost in
Rut herford' s parlor, except that-

"Ch, dear, they danaged his nose again," fretted Rutherford.

At this point there was a portrait daguerreotype of what appeared to be an

ol der gentleman in a headmaster's gown and nortarboard. On cl ose exam nation
it was evident he wasn't an old man at all, but such was his appearance of



dignity and wisdomthat it added reverend years to his sharp-featured face.
"O! That's one of ny Preservers,” said Ellsworth-Howard. The voice identified
t he headmaster as Facilitator G ade One Nennius, chief cyborg field operative
for the London sector, responsible for programm ng the subject with the
appropriate advanced i ndoctri nation

"Nothing left to chance, this time." Rutherford nodded approvingly. "W picked
his nentor."

There foll owed a daguerreotype of the boy fromthe earlier pictures, now a
young man in the uniformof a naval officer, posing beside a Roman colum in a
portrait studio. He carried his flat cockaded hat in the crook of one arm and
| ooked sternly at the canera. Rutherford exclaimed in delight

"I must say, he wore a uniformwell," remarked Chatterji.

The voi ce explained that the subject had been accepted as a m dshiprman in the
Royal Navy at age fourteen, due to the feet that the principal "father" being
bl ackmai | ed for support had bal ked at extended tuition and therefore arranged
t he subject's conm ssion

"Excellent,"” said Rutherford. "None of this nonsense about an ecclesiastic
career. A good early start on a life of action. Real scope to becone the hero
he was nmeant to be!"

The voi ce described the subject's naval service, which had been prom sing at
first. He had nade |ieutenant, been given conmand of a topsail schooner and
sent to the African coast to chase slave ships. Having distinguished hinself
there for

bravery and effective work, he was pronoted to the rank of commander
Reassigned to a man-of -war, his career had been sidelined by an incident
wherein he had argued violently with a superior officer against a disciplinary
action.

"There now," said Rutherford. "There's our noble soul. Wuldn't permt

keel hauling, | daresay."

Then he caught his breath at the image that appeared, apparently taken by a
field operative with a conceal ed canmera and somewhat blurred and badly
conposed i n consequence. Nevertheless it riveted one's attention. It showed

t he deck of a warship, crowded with assenbl ed nen, and in the background bel ow
the quarterdeck a grating set up |lengthwi se, to which a hal f-naked man had
been pinioned. He had taken so many | ashes his back | ooked as though it had
been grilled. Blood spread in a bright stain down the back of his white
trousers. To one side stood the man with the cat o' nine tails. It hung slack
in his hand, however, for he had stopped, was staring, as all the nmen were
staring and even the prisoner hinmself was staring, head turned painfully to
gape at the scene frozen in the foreground.

The subject was being restrained by four other officers. Their faces were
terrified. His was terrifying. His long teeth were bared. H s eyes were very
bright and focused on the nman who | ay before himon the deck, the man in the
much nore ornate uniform the man who was bl eeding from nose and nouth and
eyes.

"Shrack," grunted El | sworth-Howard. Rutherford and Chatterji just stared,

mute. This was stronger stuff than anyone was accustoned to in the
twenty-fourth century.

Court-martial had been initiated, explained the voice, but before action could
be taken the primary "father" of the subject had intervened to have the

subj ect honorably retired on half-pay, transferred to a certain department in
Her Maj esty's government doing business as Inperial Export. Upon nention of
the nane of the departnent, Chatterji gul ped and Rutherford said:

"But wasn't that-?" He nouthed in silence, the Gentlenen's Specul ative

Soci ety?
"Bliney.'
for!™
The next picture was of a small and inconspi cuous-1ooking man in a black suit.
He had had his portrait taken with his hand on a gl obe; that was the only clue
to his character. The voice identified the man as the head of the depart ment

El | swort h- Howard poi nted at the screen. "Look who he went to work



to which the subject had been transferred, and expl ained that roe subject had
becone his protégé.

This provoked a fit of nervous giggles anong the nenbers of the fellowship.
There foll owed a series of photographs of the subject in civilian dress, a big
am abl e-1 ooki ng man, engaged in various apparently innocent pastimes in
various exotic locales: grinning sheepishly fromhis perch on the back of a
canel, funbling with amateur photography equi pment before sone Turkish
fortifications, doffing his top hat to a | ady before the oni on dones of the
Kremin. In these pictures his face | ooked al nost clownish, a well-bred twt
on a grand tour.

It was inpossible to think this was the homi cidal young officer fromthe deck
of the warship. Here he was, smiling innocently, having his picture taken with
a group of Afghani bandits who were glaring sidelong at himin ill-conceal ed
contenmpt. Here he was again, holding up a bottle and point-Big gleefully at
it, mugging for the photographer; easy not to notice the harbor and nmen o' war
i n the background.

The vocal acconpaninment to these images was a litany of thefts, seductions,
arson, and assassinations, committed with consunmate skill for queen, country,
and I nperial Export.

"Espi onage," said Rutherford in awe.

"And murder," Chatterji added soberly. "He certainly had no trouble killing
when he was ordered to."

"But in a just cause!" said Rutherford. "He was serving his nation, as any

honor abl e man woul d do, and serving it well | might add."
"Fair enough," said Ellsworth-Howard. "How d he get killed this tine?"
"Ch, any nunber of heroic ways, | expect, given his line of work," said

Rut herford, just as the next inage flashed before them the subject with two
other men, sitting in a singularly dusty photographer's studio. They were
posed formally in three chairs. One was a very dark individual with a bl ack
must ache. The other was a sad-faced young man, English apparently, with a
valise on his lap. The subject, who | ooked slightly older now, had his hand on
t he shoul der of the young man and was sniling at the canera. There was

somet hing unsettling in his smle, something snmoothly professional about it,
and perhaps a little weary.

The voice explained that this picture had been taken at Veracruz, Mexico, on
30 Novenber 1862, and was the |ast known photograph of the subject before his
di sappearance while in the field at Los Angeles, California, in March, 1863.

I mperial Export had regretfully closed its files on himafter sone years and
gi ven hi m post hunmous conmendation for his final work on Qperation Docunment D
"My God!" Chatterji junped as though he'd been shot.

"What ?" said Rutherford, and El | sworth-Howard ordered the report to pause. The
voi ce stopped and the glittering silver save-pattern craw ed across the
screen.

"Haven't you ever heard of Docunent D?" demanded Chatterji. El I sworth-Howard
shook his head. Rutherford attenpted to recall

"Somet hing in the Conpany archives? Used to be property of the Crown. Highly
classified, had to do with that pirate fellowit was a ship's |ogbook, wasn't
it? Data about the coast of California and-and sonething they saw on an i sl and
there-" Rutherford cl apped his hand over his nouth.

"Exactly," said Chatterji, leaning close to speak quietly. "Very classified

i nformation."

"I't nmust have been Catalina Island the pirates stopped at, on their way up the
coast!" hissed Rutherford. He rocked where he sat in suppressed excitemnent.
"And they saw you know what-and they wote about it, and there the account sat
in the | ogbook, never understood by anyone until the founders of 'Inperial
Export' got hold of it and sent out a teamto investigate-"

"Whi ch nust have included our man-"

"And they found-well, you know what they found-and the end of it all was that
"Inperial Export' eventually became Dr. Zeus Incorporated,” shrieked

Rut her f or d.



"Sssh! For God's sake, this is all classified," Chatterji shook him

"Shrack!" Ellsworth-Howard stared at the frozen screen. "This is |ike

di scovering your son's your grandfather, ain't it? W made him and he
made-wel I, our jobs. Wat's this about Catalina Island, though? I thought that
was just an experinmental station.”

"You go right on thinking that, old fellow, " Chatterji said.

"Ch, it's too perfect," said Rutherford. "Do you know what they call the town
on that island? Avalon. That's where our once and future hero went to die."
"Yeah, but he still died," Ellsworth-Howard said. "I want to know how. "

He ordered the report to continue and the photograph from Veracruz vani shed,
to be replaced with a rather awful series of pictures fromthe subject's

post mortem exami nati on. The voi ce expl ai ned that the subject had been shot to
death by Anmerican counterespi onage agents in a vain attenpt to prevent him
from destroying classified docunents before they could seize said materi al
"And if he hadn't, chaps, who knows what m ght have happened?" Rutherford's
eyes were brimring with happy tears. "W might not be sitting here now OCh,
the synchronicity of it all! He nobly kept the secret that enabled us to
create him"

"Who's that?" Ellsworth-Howard pointed at two new pictures that appeared on
the screen. The voice explained that there were certain details of the
subject's last days still unresolved pending review of his brain transcript,
and that the full report could be expected within three days. Recovery of the
subj ect's body had been facilitated by the fact that he had been in the
conpany of two Dr. Zeus operatives at the time of his death.

The first picture enlarged to fill the screen and the voi ce expl ained that the
terrified-1ooking man was one Antoni o Souza, thirty-four years of age,
operator of a safe house and | ow | evel shipping station at San Pedro,

Cal i forni a.

Souza's picture shrank back and the second picture enl arged.

"GO, that's another of ny Preservers," said Ellsworth-Howard. A bl ack-eyed
worman stared up fromwhat appeared to be a cell. Her face was as blank as a
mask. The bl ackness of the eyes was so conplete, so utterly absent of light or
even

human consci ousness that it made Rutherford want to hide. The voice expl ai ned
that this was the Botanist Mendoza-

"Who?" Rutherford choked. The voi ce continued-cyborg operative under suspicion
of mal function, previously assigned to Cahuenga Pass Transport Station. Duties
had related to acquisition of rare plant species in tenmperate belt schedul ed
to go extinct in local ecol ogical disaster beginning June 1862-

"Stop," said Rutherford, and El |l sworth-Howard paused the report once nore. The
voice fell silent and the glittering pattern scored the woman's face, giving
her the appearance of having an uncontrollable tic.

"Tal k about your synchronicity,"” said Chatterji, shaking his head.

"What's she doing there?" said Rutherford. "That's the same girl he-he-knew,
in his first sequence. How did she get to the New Worl d?"

El | swort h-Howard pull ed up a sidebar and squeezed in a request. He peered at
the screen. "Transferred," he said. "Shipped there in 1555."

"But this is a disaster!" Rutherford clenched his fists. "She'll have

recogni zed our man, don't you see? He's a classified project, and now she
knows about him™"

"I say, Rutherford, you're right." Chatterji frowned. "Well, nothing for it
but to control the danage as best we can. She's being detained, isn't she?"
"Fortunately. But the dammed creature's a cyborg." Rutherford glared at her

i mage on the screen. "Wich nmeans, of course, that our problemis a permanent
one."

"Then we need a permanent solution,"” Chatterji nused. 'There are still a few
vat spaces left in the bunkers where we're keeping the old Enforcers ..." He

| ooked at Rutherford over Ellsworth-Howard' s head and nmade a gesture of

unpl uggi ng sonet hi ng. El |l sworth-Howard noti ced, however

"No shracking way," he said indignantly. "She's one of ny Preservers. They



cost too nmuch to waste |ike that Just have her transferred again."

"But where, Foxy?" said Chatterji. "We're dealing with a breach of security,
remenber. "

"I want her silenced, but even nore inportantly | want her

away fromour man," said Rutherford with determination. "There nust be no
possi bility whatever of her encountering himin his next sequence. Wat if
there's an undet ected Mandel brot frane operating here?"

El | swort h- Howard t hought about that for a nonent.

"She coul d be sent Back Way Back," he said at |ast.

"Good thought." Chatterji |ooked pleased. "How far back?"

"A hundred and fifty thousand years should do it," said Rutherford decisively.
"Yes. That should renove any danger to the project."

"Right, then." Ellsworth-Howard slipped on the button of the throat m ke and
gave an order. Wile they were waiting for confirmation, a |long black private
transport cane gliding along the nearest wal kway. Opposite themit stopped,
and a medic got out and wal ked briskly over the grass toward them Just as he
knelt and began to wash their feet, there was a beeping signal: confirmation
The order had been obeyed.

THE YEAR 2347

Alec Gows Up

He had a reputati on now.

Peopl e who lived in the shadows cast by the light of the First Wrld knew
about him and that included the dead-eyed gol den ones who |l ay on the beaches
at Capferrat and St. Tropez. Hungrily they watched the blue horizon for his
ship. In certain circles he was called the Candyman; in others he was known as
the Liberator.

VWhat ever they wanted, whatever it took to sweeten their weary days-whether it
was bl oodred wi ne or whi skey, or ganja strong enough to set their feet on

anot her plane of reality-the big guy could get it for them O it m ght be
cocoa with marshmallows, or it mght be caviar. Al it had to be was

forbi dden, and he could get it for them

He didn't even demand their souls in payment. Just cash

There were stories, legends in the Caribbean and on the Cote d' Azur, about the
smling lord who threw such wild parties on his white ship. The list of people
he was said to have bedded was inprobably | ong. He gave every appearance of
bei ng an easy mark, as hopel essly stoned as any of his guests at his parties,
an am able fool; and yet thieves boarding his ship had a tendency to vani sh,
never to be seen again. So there was a faintly sinister edge to his nythos,
and peopl e wondered about that black flag ..

But nobody really cared, because he had the power to ease

the pain of living, heal the sores of ennui, and take away woundi ng nenory of
the cold, clean, bright, ordered world for a couple of nights. And if they
shuddered, shanefaced with guilt over their excesses, they only did it after
he had sailed away. Later still they prayed for his return, and watched the
sea for a glinpse of his pirate flag. All they wanted was a little freedom
and they knew he could get it for them

It was only freedom of the senses, of course. Once, the boy had had dreans
about setting themtruly free. He had thought it might be nice, to be a

| egend.

He was ol der now.

Careful, Alec.

I know. My God, was it always this gloomy? This deserted?

I"mafraid so.

The tall nman stood, irresolute, |ooking around at Trafal gar Square. O her than
the surveill ance caneras there was only a lurking public health nonitor to
note his presence, who, after t cursory inspection, decided the tall nan was a
tourist and therefore had an excuse for |ooking strange.

And Al ec did | ook strange, by the standards of nodern London: unhealthily
tanned by the sun and dressed for a nuch warner climate, with a brilliantly
loud tropical-patterned shirt. He was peering a bit as he tried to bring his



vision into the narrow and cl ose horizon of walls.

It was difficult. He'd only been away three years this time, but sonething
seened to have cut the cord at last. There was no specific change he could
point to, other than the tragedy; only a general sense of everything in London
bei ng steeper, and narrower, and darker

You know what it is? It's not home anynore. | never really bel onged here at
all, didI?

Not you, ny lad. You conme fromthe sea.

Alec sniled faintly at that, but the truth was he was finding the old
pirate-talk pretty conforting just now So where's this art gallery, then?
Starboard at the next corner and straight on three bl ocks.

He shivered, wi shing he'd brought a coat, and set off at a rapid walk to warm
hinself. He'd get a coat in some shop, after the show The Bl oonsbury house
was too full of ghosts to stop in, even if it hadn't been | ocked up tight as a
drum wi t h dust covers over everything.

He had tried to go back to live there tw ce.

In his twentieth sunmer he parried for a whole season off Carriacou with a
very agreeabl e bunch of decadent kids, minor adm n bl uebl oods. The Captain had
snarled at hima | ot because he began drinking heavily again, and attenpted to
prod himback to his usual routine of club-hopping, which required that he
stay at |east sober enough to wal k. Alec had been disinclined to visit clubs,
however, because there was one quite nice girl who shared his bed nore
frequently than the other young ladies in the party.

But when the season had ended she came to him pale and stamering, to
announce that she was pregnant.

He took the news badly, yet when he sobered up he bathed, shaved, and went
with her to the local marriage registrar. There was a brief cerenmony on a
terrace with a sweeping view of Hillsborough Bay, and the white ships

bel onging to nmllionaires drifted on the horizon |ike swans. Then they went
down the hill, on board his ship and straight off to London and Tower Mari na.
By the time they dropped anchor he found, unaccountably, that he was | ooking
forward to starting a famly. The Bl oonsbury house had been reopened and aired
out, new servants had been hired, and Lewin and Ms. Lewin had cone bustling
fromtheir retirenent. Alec's old nursery was repainted, and then-

She was ever so sorry, the girl said, but apparently she'd been m staken

There wasn't going to be a baby after all. And, while she was certain Al ec was
a super guy, now that she wasn't stoned all the tinme she just didn't think the
rel ati onship would work out. \What were the chances they could sinply pretend
this whol e thing had never happened?

Away went the new servants, away went Lewin and Ms. Lewin back into
retirement, and away went the girl out of Alec's life, bearing a nice fat
settlenent by which to remenber him

The second tinme had been nuch | ess banal

He was wal ki ng through Portofino when he heard a voice

crying out to himin English. He turned to see a girl in an agchair speeding
toward himfromthe shadows of a dark side street. She was an Anerican, in
terrible trouble: her husband was lying in wait for her with a gun at their
villa. She begged Alec to help her. The Captain nuttered sonething cautionary
but Alec nmentally shushed him The girl collapsed weepi ng, explaining that she
was a sufferer from Vargas's syndrone. She'd had to flee w thout any of her
medi cation or her identity disk

Al ec escorted her to the nearest safety station to nake a report. The Captain
had to do all the translating, with Al ec repeating phonetic Italian after him
but once the officers did grasp that there had been a case of donestic

vi ol ence, they look off with gratifying speed (the Ephesian Party held the

bal ance of power in the Italian government that year). In no time at all they
canme zoom ng back to the safety station with a bound, tranquilized man
drooling in the back of a detention vehicle.

Sonehow Al ec and Lorene (that was her name) wound up living together in a
hotel . She was witty and charm ng and practical, and she had been a col oratura



soprano before she'd gotten ill. She could still sing, though w thout much
power, in a piercingly sweet voice that rem nded himof tinkling frost or
chimng bells. Their stay at the hotel stretched out into weeks. One night
Lorene had told Alec the full story of her life, all msfortune, and he was so
nmoved to conpassi on he proposed.

The honeynoon on board the Captain Mrgan was a perfect idyll. Not an
especi al |y sensual one, because Lorene's illness flared up in the sea air, but
they were blissfully happy anyway. Al ec sent ahead orders for the Bl oonsbury
house to be conmpletely renodel ed. He set up a hol oscreen by her bed and went
through interior design catal ogs with her

Lorene was enchanted with London in the way only Americans are. She was
enchanted with the Rolls and its Finsbury crest, she was enchanted all the way
to the front steps of her new home, where she allowed Alec to lift her out of
the Rolls and settle her into her agchair. She smiled enchantingly at the
servants lined up to wel come her (Lewin and Ms. Lewin weren't anong them

Ms. Lewin was too ill to cone up to

London). Then Lorene | ooked up at the house and a shadow fell across her face.
"Ch, nmy CGod, those steps are high," she said.

"Don't worry, babe," Alec said. "I'm supposed to carry you across the

door mout h, renenber ?"

And he caught her up (she weighed practically nothing) and stornmed the stairs
and junped over the threshold with her, but unfortunately he knocked her el bow
on the janb as they passed through and she alnpbst fainted with the pain.

Thi ngs had not inproved. Alnost fromthe first day, Lorene becane sullen and
silent, and Alec told hinmself that it was because London made her ill ness

wor se. Mbst days she was too exhausted to do nore than lie on a day bed and
wat ch holoes with him If he went out for any period of time, she greeted his
return with tearful conplaints that the servants had been rude to her. She
didn't like the house or furnishings, either

Bal ki ster dropped in one day to discuss his |latest crusade, which (that week)
was to get the Fal kl and I sl ands renamed the Mal vi nas (again), and he stayed
until mdnight talking over old tinmes with Alec. As soon as Bal ki ster had
wobbl ed his way out the door, Lorene rose on her el bow and denounced him for
the nastiest, nost adolescent little creep she'd ever net.

Al ec agreed with her readily enough. Plenty of people felt that way about

Bal ki ster. Lorene went on to demand whet her Al ec knew that Bal ki ster was a
honbsexual , and obviously in love with Al ec?

Alec didn't know. He stood there, slightly befuddled by the hour and what he'd
been drinking, trying to sort that one out Bal ki ster had never approached him
for that kind of fun, that he remenbered; but then a lot of the tinme he'd
spent in Bal kister's conpany they'd both been stoned. At |ast he | aughed and
told Lorene he thought she was wong. She wept hysterically. He carried her up
to their bed at last, and when he tried to craw in beside her she screaned
that he was gay and struck at him He staggered away and slept in a guest

bedr oom

The next two weeks, Alec was |like a wounded horse on a battlefield, helplessly
tangling himself in his own guts with

every step he attenpted to take out of his trouble. Even on the best days,
Lorene was unaccountably irritated with him He was such an overgrown boy! He
had no drive or anbition at all. How could a grown man think he could just run
away fromhis troubles and live on a yacht all the tine? At her worst she grew
scream ngly abusive, shaking in her chair with enotion, and a pair of scarlet
spots woul d appear on either side of her thin white nose.

After her rages she clung to him weeping and contrite, and called himall the
| ovi ng names of their courtship period, and begged himto be strong for her
The Captain, who knew when to keep his mouth shut, did. He authorized the
services of a teamof private investigators, however, and when their reports
cane in he kept his peace and bided his tine.

The servants quit in a body one norning, as a fornmal protest after Lorene
accused the cook of trying to poison her. This was serious: one didn't treat



servants that way in the twenty-fourth century. Alec controlled his tenper and
sai d nothing. Wien he didn't respond by blowing up at her, Lorene followed him
around in her agchair insisting that there had been sleeping pills in the
food, and the | ess he responded the angrier she becane, until she accused him
of being a gutless coward.

Wth a roar of frustration he picked up an overstuffed recliner and threw it
across the room and followed it with the matching ottonman. They both | anded
on the piano and it collapsed. She flew up the stairs, shrieking as though he
were after her with an axe, and | ocked herself in her room

Had enough yet, boyo? the Captain inquired.

But Alec was horrified at hinmself, instantly renorseful. It occurred to him

t hat perhaps what they both needed was a change of air.

So he removed the chair and ottoman fromthe ruins of the piano, and went
upstairs to speak gently to Lorene, through the | ocked door of their bedroom
Once he got her cal med down enough to listen, she agreed to go away with him
There was a desperate eagerness in her voice as she asked whether they m ght
sail imrediately. Al ec assured her they could | eave that night, and went off
to Tower Marina to get the Captain Mrgan ready for sailing.

When he returned that afternoon, there was a phal anx of |ong purple vehicles
drawn up in front of his house and strangers were goi ng up and down the
stairs. He junped fromthe car before it quite settled down, terrified that
Lorene had had an accident. But no: there she was, emerging in her chair,
escorted down the stairs by a rmuscular young man in an oddly patterned robe.
"Hey," Alec said. Lorene shrieked and flinched, and the man put a protective
arm around her and | ooked daggers at Alec. Alec started toward them but his
way was bl ocked by two nore of the robed nmen-were those bunbl ebees enbroi dered
on their clothes?-and an authoritative-looki ng woman in purple.

"Al ec Checkerfield, earl of Finsbury?" the wonman asked.

"Yeah," Al ec said, |ooking past her at Lorene, who was sobbing and hidi ng her
face as she was hel ped into one of the purple cars.

"Do you know who we are, and why we are here?"

Al ec spotted the bee | ogo on the door of the purple car and finally placed it.
"You' re Ephesians, right? Wat's going on?"

"Your wife called us and begged for our help. W' re here to provide her with
safe conduct fromthis house to our Newham Hospital shelter, to protect her
fromany further abuse at your hands,"” the woman said.

Al ec gaped. It occurred to himthat the Captain nust have been perfectly well
awar e when Lorene had placed the call. Wiy the hell didn't you stop her? he
demanded.

In response, the Captain downl oaded the results of his investigation of
Lorene's past. He had di scovered that Al ec had not been Lorene's second
husband but her sixth, and that nearly every one of the marriages had ended
with a drama of this kind: waif appealing to kindly stranger, or strangers, to
hel p her escape from clutches of brute.

"Ch," Alec said, feeling the shock waves roll. \Wat an icebound cal m descended
on him He blinked at the woman. "Well, she's lying. | never once hit her."
"That's as may be," the woman told himsourly. "You' ve a history of violent
behavior. If you're guilty, rest assured you will be prosecuted to the fullest

extent of the law. The fact

that your nother is a votaress of our order won't influence us in your favor,
young nman."

"Huh?" Alec knit his brows. Wo was a votaress of their order?

Stop a bit, Alec, the solicitor | ordered just got here.

No sooner had the Captain spoken than a steel-colored Jaguar with the Gay's
Inn griffin on the door whirred up to the curb, and a gray-suited gentl eman
with a briefcase junmped out.

"My lord? Cantwell and Cantwell send their regards. Pushpi nder Devereaux; |'m
here to handl e your case."

"Ckay, fine." Alec punped his hand enthusiastically. He felt |ight-headed,
absurdly cool. "I'minnocent. She's nuts. You take it fromthere. Let nme know



what you have to spend. I'lIl be on the Captain Mrgan, berth nunber three,
Tower Marina. Bye now. "

He junped back into the Rolls and drove away w thout a backward gl ance,
whistling shrilly.

It was over within three nore days, and the whole tinme he kept wondering if he
were alive, because he couldn't feel his heart at all

Cantwel | and Cantwel | produced anpl e evidence that Lorene had been |ying, and
she didn't score any points with the Ephesi ans when she changed her story and
sent word to Alec that she'd drop the charges if he'd take her back. Hs
response had been no, thank you, and he would have thrown in a handsone
settlenent as a parting gesture if Cantwell and Cantwell hadn't discovered
that the marriage had been invalid anyway, since Lorene hadn't bothered to get
di vorces fromthree of her previous husbands.

And that was the end of that.

He still .went to the Happy C ubs and the dance clubs. Dancing was still a
good way to get hinmself high, and it didn't matter anynore who his partner
was. Now and then he picked up girls for overnighters, and if he didn't bother
to seduce them anynore-if he did the unspeakable, if he sinmply | ooked into
their eyes and persuaded themto go to bed with hi mwhere was the harm after
all? It wasn't as though he was trying to make them|love him In the norning,
he al ways took themto breakfast somewhere nice and rel eased his hold

on their wills, and over waffles or toast they'd blink, and suddenly renenber
an inportant call they had to nmake, a forgotten appointnent, a job

i ntervi ew-he understood, didn't he, if they had to run off before the check
cane? And he always did, as another |ayer of self-I|oathing wapped around his
heart.

But he came ashore less and | ess frequently, even for sex. He spent nore and
nore tinme at sea, cruising the i nmense enptiness of the water, singing at
night to the uncaring stars.

He was finding that human pl aces bothered him

He hadn't come back to London in three years, and woul dn't have returned now
but for the funeral. He'd have been making his way down the Thames this very
mnute if a small feature in the norning Tinmes broadcast hadn't caught his
ear:

GALLERI E PROCHASKA PRESENTS A NEW MUSI CAL BY G LES LANCELOT BALKI STER: LI TTLE
RED PLANET!

This is it, lad. Third shopfront down, the one painted black

Al ec stepped inside, ducking slightly to avoid the top of the doorway. H's
pupils widened to adjust to the subdued lighting as he | ooked around. It was a
lot like a museumin there, except for the strong snell of takeaway food: al
shadow, relieved by pools of soft light in mdair where hol ographic figures

ki cked and strutted, and small knots of |iving people gaped at them An Art
Nymph pranced up to him slightly terrifying in her sequined tap costune and
whi t ef ace, and handed hima playbill. He gave it a little shake and it
promptly began to recite in a tinny voice:

"The virtual smash hit of the season! Witten and designed by Gl es Lancel ot
Bal ki ster! Starring Marlene Dietrich, Noel Coward, and Tim Curry! What happens
when a spirited girl fromthe Martian Agricultural Collective faces tenptation
in the lush warrens of Mars Two?" Somewhere cl ose at hand Al ec could hear a
fam |iar whining bray.

" O course it's risque! \Were but on Mars are you going to encounter human
passions in this day and age? Were el se are human appetites even rel evant
anynore? Not here on Earth,"” Bal ki ster was announci ng. "You m ght as well just
stanp the words nmuseum exhi bit across your forehead. In

fact, nost of the remaining popul ation of Earth ought to be conpelled to. Wat
are we doing here, after all?"

"Tal king to hear ourselves talk," Al ec said, ducking around a hol ogram of Noe
Coward pattering out a sprightly little tune about heroic agriculturists on
their Mrtian honeynoons.

"Fell ow ugly guy!" Bal ki ster | ooked up fromthe table where he was selling



copies of the show He strode forward and feigned throw ng punches at him
"Bam biff, and all that sort of tribal show of testosterone. How are we? |'d
no i dea we were back in town. Cone ashore for a spot of raping and pill agi ng?"
"Er-no. Had to attend a funeral." Al ec | ooked aside.

"Sorry." Bal kister's deneanor sobered at once. "Wose?"

"My old cook."

"Ch, bugger, I'mso sorry. She raised you, didn't she?"

"Yeah. But she'd been ill a long time, and she was up there in years. Hundred

and ten-odd." Alec started, distracted by a nearby scene changing abruptly to
TimCurry (the hero of the Collective) punting along an irrigation canal while
he sang a duet with El sa Lanchester

"All me sane." Bal kister patted himon the arm "So, what are we doi ng these
days? Not nmarried again, are we?"

"Never again," said Alec with feeling.

"Still swanning around the seven seas in our pleasure craft?"

Al ec nodded. "I've had a few adventures,"” he said.

"I'"ll bet you have, and |I'd sinmply love to hear about them" Bal ki ster | ooked
around edgily. "See here, there's a discreet little place | know of -why don't
we just slip out of this haven of bourgeois pretensions and you can bring ne
up to speed?" He | ooked around and spotted a gallery enployee. "Here, you!" he
hailed the girl, taking off the lapel pin that identified himas the author
and fastening it to her blazer. "You be the author for a while, okay? Tel

t hem what ever comes into your head, so |long as they buy the dammed thing. 111
be back before closing."

He ducked out of the gallery, ignoring the girl's stamered protests, and
trotted away purposefully down the street. Alec |loped after him benused. He
was fairly certain

Bal ki ster hadn't the least interest in hearing what Al ec had been doi ng during
the past three years and neant instead to buttonhol e himabout his |atest
fervent cause. Alec didn't mind. Bal kister's nonol ogues were faniliar, at
least, in this cold strange city.

They ducked into an alleyway and down the weed-grown stairs of what had been a
service entrance for a private flat. The door |ooked as though it had been
seal ed by the rains of a dozen wi nters, but when Bal ki ster gave a brisk doubl e
knock it opened at once, far enough to reveal a nose and one inquiring eye.
"Did you bring the spanner?" asked soneone nuffledly.

"Vive |l a whatever," responded Bal ki ster, and the door swung inward into

dar kness. Bal ki ster strutted through, smrking, and Alec had to bend nearly
double to follow him Their tuxedoed gui de was what had once been called a
smal | person, until dwarves had asserted their rights as a proudly distinct
cultural group. He led themto a staircase that descended even | ower into

dar kness. The Captain was grow ing softly, scanning the place for traps, but
Alec felt secure. He could snmell oak barrels and conplex fruit bouquets, and
he knew exactly what sort of place they' d entered.

They energed into a long low roomlit fromabove by mirror reflection, giving
t he whol e pl ace a canera obscura sort of appearance. There was sawdust on the
floor; there were small tables and booths. There was a | ot of snowy white
napery and glittering crystal. A cadaverously pale waiter approached them
"Messieurs," he intoned, bowing |ow and directing themto one of the little

t abl es.

Al ec had begun to giggle as they seated thensel ves and took up the wine lists.
He reflected that he m ght very well be about to taste something that had
traveled in the hold of the Captain Mrgan

The twenty-second-century ban on stinulants of any kind had not been

uni versal ly accepted, much to the astoni shnent of the American Community and
Britain, who had partnered the international |egislation. The Californians

ent husi astically torpedoed their own w ne industry, because Californians were
al ways doing things like that, but the French flatly refused. Viniculture was
a part of their cultural identity, they clained, and besides, nobody wanted a
repeat of the unpleasantness that had occurred when die Fraternity des



Fro-mages Historiques rioted and burned an effigy depicting the mnister of
agriculture in an act of carnal bliss with a soybean pod.

The British and Anericans sputtered and threatened sanctions, but in the end
all they were able to do was enforce the ban in their own countries. However
(as the observant reader will have already noticed) certain substances

remai ned available to those with ready cash and a disinclination to be told
what they could or couldn't consune.

"Do you often drink here?" Al ec asked, after listening to the selections and
deci di ng on a beauj ol ai s.

"Christ, no. Hadn't you heard about ny annuity being stopped?" Bal ki ster shook
out his napkin with a snap. "lI'mvirtually penniless, ducky, unless |I can nove
a few dozen copies of Little Red Planet. This is your treat."

Bal ki ster put up an inperious crooked finger to summon the wi ne steward, who
i gnored himand went straight to Al ec.

"You obviously look rich," said Balkister in niffed tones, after their wne
had been brought.

"The guy knew me," Al ec said, shrugging. He tilted his glass and inhal ed the
fragrance of cherries and spice. Balkister regarded himw th narrowed eyes.
"Did he now?" he said thoughtfully. "That's nost interesting, under ne

ci rcunmst ances. \What have you been doing on mat yacht of yours, Checkerfield,
hmp"

"It's a ship, actually," said Alec. "It has cargo hol ds and everything."
Bal ki ster | ooked shrewdly contenpl ative for about five nore seconds, and nen
started to his feet yelping as the tramoccurred to him "Good CGod," he said.
"You of all people! You-well, you bloody Scarlet Pinmpernel, you."

"Shut up and sit down," Alec said, and Bal ki ster was nmonentarily disconcerted
by the hardness in his voice. "Wat did you call ne?"

"I'f you watched nore classic cinema you' d know," Bal ki ster said. He grinned
and rubbed his hands together. "Well, well. Under the circunmstances, this is
going to make ny duty quite a bit easier, | should think."

What's the little creep on about?

"What are you on about, then?"

"Look, Checkerfield." Balkister gulped his wine wthout savoring it. "Al
joking aside, you and | have al ways been on the sane wavel ength. You' ve never
been like the rest of our class, who feel we've got the right to push others
around because we're wealthy and cl ever."

"Mm" Alec sipped his wine. He'd given up the God Gane after his second

marri age had col | apsed, deciding that anyone with judgment as spectacul arly
bad as his had no right to play. Bal kister continued:

"I mght have doubted your ideals the past few years, off on your endl ess

pl easure cruise the way you were; but it's clear you had your own agenda
there."”

Wat ch out, son.

"Ch, bollocks," said Alec easily.

"Right." Balkister leered. "Very well, then, let's talk about nme. 1've evol ved
a political philosophy. No, really, | have! It's that the smug and
self-satisfied elite cannot have things all their own way. Why? Because, even
in a neritocracy, absolute power corrupts absolutely. In fact it's worse when
cl ever people hold all the power, because they're nuch better at tyranny than
the old-style tyrants.

"And the worst of it is, the nore the consuners are treated |ike sheep, the
nore |ike sheep they becone, |ooking to us neritocrats to nmake rules for them
They don't see any danger in giving up their civil liberties to the wi se and
benevol ent adm n-shepherds. "

"Mm" Alec frowned. That much he agreed with. The rest wasn't anything he
hadn't heard before, wherever even faintly clever young things congregated to
drink and be radical

"I'f we finally bring all the marginal places like the Celtic Federation into
our global village so they all fall into step with us, we'll lose the
necessary dynam smof the OQther!" asserted Bal kister. "Humanity will



stagnate."

"W don't want that to happen, no," drawl ed Al ec.

Dammed bad for business, that woul d be.

"If the people we govern are as unresisting as dolls, we'll get our precious
butts kicked the first time we venture out of the nursery and try to order the
bi gger children about, won't we? And of course by the nursery | nean this
sol ar system and by bigger children | nmean any other intelligent life in the

uni verse." Bal ki ster thunped his fist on the table.

"Ckay." Alec refilled Bal kister's glass. "Though the Vul cans haven't shown up
yet, have they? So far as we know we're still the only gane in the gal axy or
wher ever . "

"That could change at any tine," Balkister insisted. "Think of all those
centuries when the Red Indians thought they were the only people in the world,
and then the Euro-nonsters |anded! However. WII| you agree with nme that our
ruling class needs the occasional goad to keep it fromgetting too sure of
itsel f?"

"Sure, I'lIl agree to that."

"Aha. Having said that-here we sit, you and I, two terribly brilliant fellows
of like mnd."

"No, no. You're the brilliant one. |I'm Ape Man Checker-field, remenber?" Alec

refilled his own gl ass.

"But you've got money, sweetie, and that's just as good as brains. Besides,
you're fearfully clever in your own way." Bal ki ster tossed back another gulp
of wine. "Don't think I never noticed. Have you still got that seriously
amazi ng custoni zed cybersystem runni ng your party boat?"

Ship! You little pansified twerp.

"Yes, | have, as a matter of fact," Al ec said.

"Good. Suppose | was to tell you that there are others |ike you and ne out
there, msfits who have tasted intellectual freedon? Troubl emakers who are
ready to wipe the conceited smles off the faces of the Colin Debenhans of the
world."

Alec had to think a monent to place the nanme. Jill, right. He felt a nomentary
pang and lifted his glass, swirled it to watch the body of the w ne strean ng
down the crystal, breathed in the fragrance. She was nothing to you, |addie
buck.

"Ckay," said Alec. "And you're going to tell nme that you're with sonme group
that does secret stuff. What is it, Balkister? Picketing shops? Voting to
censure bad guys? Rigging conmmtodes to send takeaway food your enemies didn't
or der ?"

"You have been thinking about this," said Balkister admringly. "I won't lie
to you, 'pon ny soul. Al that and nore, you ugly creature! Suppose there is
such a group, and suppose |I'ma nmenber. Wuldn't you like to be a nenber, too?
It's the only proper work for a gentleman, you know. Filibustering, they used
to call it. Fighting to bring freedomto the oppressed.”

"Yeah?" Alec studied his wine, turning the glass in the light Maybe this isn't
as stupid as it sounds. Sort of organized anarchy.

But what's in it for you, son? And you deci ded you wasn't going to waste yer
time wiping the world' s arse anynore, remenber?

| know. But where | went wong was in trying to run people's lives for them
What he's proposing is just the opposite, isn't it, encouraging people to run
their own lives? Besides, this wouldn't be stupid ne blundering al ong.

Bal ki ster's sharp about politics. Maybe he's on to something. And snuggling is
getting a little old.

The Captain bared his teeth and conpared any possible hazards in this
proposition to the last major |ife-change Al ec had undertaken. He decided it
couldn't possibly nmake Al ec any unhappier than Lorene had. He noted further
the possibilities of increasing his power base. If a crew of renegade admi ns
were going to (for exanple) break into the | aboratories of some big
corporation or other, there m ght be all manner of opportunities to snap up
unconsidered trifles, such as secret research data. Know edge = Power, that



was the equation, after all

Hell's bells, boy, yer right. Yer old man woul d have approved of it, wouldn't
he? This'lIl be a chance to nake hi m proud.

Al ec deci ded.

"So, suppose you did belong to a group like that," he said to Bal kister. "And
you talked a friend into joining. You' d want a big cash donation fromhim |
guess. "

"Did | say that?" said Balkister. "Well, | sort of did, didn't |I? But what

nm ght be worth even nore to this band of intrepid heroes would be any quote
extraordi nary talents unquote the friend had. If he were good at breaking into
def ended systens, for exanple. Think of all the nifty pranks one might pull on
t he bl oated and nori bund technol ogi cal hierarchy, eh?

"And if this talented guy was al so trenmendously nmobile, able to travel
anywhere at a noment's notice, wi thout applying for any permts, because he
was a shracking peer of the realmand had a very, very fast boat-and perhaps
was al ready engaged in cocking snooks at the Establishnent-well, | just think
t he heroes would wel cone himw th open arns, don't you? Wth or wthout the
cash!

"Though of course the nmoney woul d hel p," Bal ki ster added as an afterthought.
"You' ve made sone damm good guesses about ny life," remarked Al ec coolly,
regarding Bal kister with a flat stare. Balkister gul ped and replied:
"Checkerfield, I've known you since we were twelve, for CGod' s sake. | remenber
the things you used to be able to do."

Al ec exhaled. "Wat's the deposit account code?"

Bal ki ster's eyes wi dened, but he told Alec.

Gve themfifty thousand out of the Cocos |Island Trade account.

Aye aye, lad. The Captain did a bit of deft electronic manipul ation. Lights
flashed briefly on a console five thousand mles away and noney noved, as
readi |y as though gold noi dores and pieces of eight had fallen glittering into
a bank vault fromthin air.

"Ckay," said Alec. "You' ve got a bit of pound sterling to play with now Can
join your secret club?"

Bal ki ster stared at himin silence for a nonent, realizing the significance of
Alec's torque for the first tine.

"You' ve been cyborged," he said in awe.

"Yup." Alec smled at |ast.

"That is so cool! On behalf of ny disreputable and rebellious friends, Lord

Fi nsbury, let nme be the first to officially welcone you to the Heroic

Resi stance Society. W're going to have sone great times, you and us."

Better than you know, you little w ndbag.

Now, now. After you, Balkister's ny oldest friend.

As Al ec wal ked back that evening, staggering somewhat, he reflected guiltily
that Bal ki ster wasn't his ol dest human friend; Lewin surely was. The old man
had been through so much in the | ast week al ready, naybe he'd have al ready
turned in and wouldn't notice Alec's condition. Asleep and dreanming in his

ni ce grand stateroom Nothing but the best for poor old Lew n.

But there was a |light burning on board the Captain Mrgan, shining across the
bl ack water at Tower Marina. Alec's heart sank. He paused at a vendi ng machi ne
out side the nooring office to purchase a small bottle of distilled water, and
rinsed his mouth several tinmes. He groped in the pockets of the coat he'd
bought for a roll of peppermnts, remenbered it was a new coat and had not hi ng
useful in the pockets, and thunped the vendi ng machine a few nore tinmes before
it spat out a little packet of herbal cough drops. Not quite what was wanted,
but it would have to do. He tipped nobst of the packet into his nmouth and
crunched them up, ignoring the Captain's laughter. They tasted vile.

The nmermaid was staring into the Thanes fog with an ironic expression as he
trudged heavily up the gangpl ank. She was the only one to greet his return
Billy Bones and crew had to stay bel ow decks, deactivated, when he was in
London. This had been the rule ever since an elderly yachtsman noored next to
Al ec's ship had glanced out his porthole, seen Billy Bones crawling along the



deck with a tray of breakfast, and suffered a near-fatal heart attack fromthe
shock.

Concentrating on his posture, Alec strolled along the deck and past the door
of Lewin's stateroom It was standi ng open. Al ec ducked his head to peer

t hrough and stopped, dunbfounded at what he saw.

Lewin was sitting up at the table, resting his el bows on the polished surface
and staring thoughtfully at a cut-crystal decanter in front of him Earlier in
the evening the decanter had been secured away in a | ocked cabinet, and it had
been full of very expensive single malt. It wasn't full now, by any means.
"Lewi n?" said Al ec.

Lewi n's head canme up unsteadily and swung round. He focused his eyes and saw
Alec. "Don't chide me, son," he said.

"Ain't had a drink in seventy-five years, have |I? Have a |i'l patience with
the ol d guy."

How the hell did he get into that cabinet? | secured that | ock

Al ec stepped over the threshold and nmoved into the circle of lanmplight. Lew n
peered at him "Good God. \Were jer buy that coat? Y look like ... like
something awfully tall n' silver n' purple.”

"I thought it was kind of neat," Alec said. He attenpted to slide into the
boom across fromLewin and hit his head on the hanging lanmp. "Ow. "

"You been drinking, ain't you, son?" Lewin |ooked stern. "Thought so. Nobody'd
buy a coat like that sober, for Chris-sake. You'll be sober tomorrow, won't
you, son? Promi se me you'll be sober."

"I promise, sir."

"I"ll be sober, too," said Lewin sadly. "No mssus to go on at ne. Like a

gl ass bird she was at the end. You could have broken her like that!' He
attenpted to snap his fingers. He couldn't quite coordinate. His face crunpled
up. "God, God, | miss her so bad-" He began to cry hopel essly. Al ec cl anbered
out of ne booth and went to Lewin's side of die table, where he crouched to
put his arms around nme old nman.

"S' okay," he muttered, blinking back tears. "S' okay."

"What' m 1 gonna do?" the old man gasped. "Eighty years, Alec. Eighty years of
nmy life, she was mere in the norning."

Ask him how he got that cabinet open. |'ve just scanned, mud there's been

ot her | ocks tanpered with. Nothing' s gone except the whiskey, but |I want to
know how he did it!

Oh, shut up right now, can't you?

But out loud Alec said hesitantly: "It must have been tough getting the
Tal i sker out of mere. | didn't give you the security code."

"No problenmp."” Lewin wi ped away tears. He reached for . glass and Alec let go
of himso he could drink without spilling. "Cracked tougher cribs man that,

back in ne bad old Mays." What?

There was a nonent of silence, while Lewin drank and Al ec played back his | ast
sent ence.

"Excuse ne?" he stanmered

"Ch yeah." Lewin waved a shaky hand. "Didn't know, did you? | was a sneak
thief once. Not to worry. | went to hospital. Cured a long time ago. Don't
know how she nanaged all that tine | was inside. W thought it'd be better
once | was out but nobody woul d give us jobs, see? Except for his lordship. My
gentl eman. Nicest guy | ever net, he was. Didn't judge nobody." Lewi n had

anot her sip of whiskey and | ooked at Alec curiously. "It ain't half funny how
you turned out so rmuch like him you know? Considering."

" Consi deri ng?"

"Mm You're a stronger nan, though. Lots stronger. Poor old Jolly Roger."
Lewin smiled dreami|ly at the |lanmp, which was still swaying, ever so slightly,
after its collision with Alec's head. "Wiy'd he stop teaching, eh? Too nuch
nmoney, maybe. No reason not to do just as he liked. He drifted with the tide,
our Roger."

"Well, he was unhappy," Alec said. "I broke up his marriage, didn't |?"

"Aw, no, son-"



"No, it's okay. |'ve known for years."

Lewi n had anot her mout hful of whi skey, shaking his head. "No. He nmade sone

ki nda deal with the devil. | think. Jovian Integrated didn't give himorders
much, he just collected his salary, but when they said for himto junp-well,
he had to. didn't he?"

Unnoticed on its bracket in a high corner of the room one of the Captain's
surveill ance canmeras turned sharply and focused on Lewin. Its lens tel escoped
out, bringing himinto tight focus, and the volume on the recordi ng devices
went up a notch.

"Poor bastard," Lewin went on, tilting his glass to drain it "Last thing he
want ed was a baby dunped in his lap. But he | oved you, Alec, he really did.
Mich as he | oved anybody. That was the funny thing about it."
Al ec was confused. -'Wait a mnute. | thought he and Mummy got divorced
because she didn't want to have ne."

Lewin was silent a nonent, blinking. He put his hands up to rub his face.
"Well-she didn't, actually, but we never wanted to tell you that."

"I don't know why she didn't just go ahead and have an

abortion," said Alec foggily, reaching for the decanter and filling the gl ass.
Alec, stop that! "It would have been okay, really," he went on, "I nean, lots

better than both their |lives being wecked that way." He had a cautious sip,

gl ancing up at the security canera.

You bl oody idiot, you know better than to nmix yer liquors! "No, son, no."
Lewi n reached out and took the glass fromhim He began to cry again. "Al
t hese years you've thought... what Sarah's game was |'ll never know " Al ec

| ooked around for a tissue to offer him He groped in the pockets of the new
coat again, with just as rmuch | ack of success.

"You know what?" Lewi n took a gulp of whiskey.

"Doesn't matter what they was up to at J. |I. S. You turned out

real fine, never mnd what happened to his |ordship and her

| adyship. Can't help that, can you? No. Al the sane. Wo-

ever it was nade you, wanted to make sonething good." "Wat?" said Al ec.
Lewin's eyes were closing. "Tell yer about it sonetine," he said indistinctly.
He put his head down on the table. A nonment |ater he began to Al ec staggered
to his feet and | ooked down at Lewi n. What was he tal ki ng about? Beats ne,
son, said the Captain a bit too casually. Alec stood staring at Lewin a nonent
| onger. Qut across the water, beyond the Tower, a clock began to strike. It
went on striking for a long tine. A ec shrugged out of his |udicrous coat and
draped it around Lewin's shoul ders. The old nan gave a little cry and called
out his wife's nanme, but he didn't wake up. Alec stretched out on the floor
Get up and lie down on the bunk, |addie. Sot going to sleep. Just thinking a

m nute. Alec? What'd he nean, about J. |.S. ?..

When Al ec woke it was broad daylight. He sat up painfully. He | ooked over at
the table where Lewin still sat huddl ed under his coat, waxen-faced, shrunken
sonehow.

Al ec knew at once.

Way didn't you wake ne?

He had a stroke afore his heart went, son. It was over in two m nutes. Nothing
you coul d have done. Better to let you sleep

Al ec scranmbled to his feet, feeling his throat contract.

It nust have been the whiskey! He hadn't had a drink in all those years-

Al ec, belay that. This wasn't yer fault. |'ve already checked his nedica
records and run a postnortem scan. He was dyi ng anyway. Wul dn't you rather
he'd gone in his sleep like this?

| guess so. He was so old, and he m ssed her so nuch. But he was all | had
[eft!

Oh, | don't know about that. Yer nmother's still alive, ain't she?

Al ec put his hands to his pounding tenples. My nother? he repeated in

st upef acti on.

THE YEAR 2350:

CHRI 5TMAS5  MEETI NG



A fine snow was falling over London. Rutherford was happily putting up
greenery at No. 10 Al bany Crescent, humm ng Christnas carols to hinself.
Christmas was a very popular nmonth, in the year 2350. It had | ong since been
purged of the enbarrassnment of its religious origins, to the point where the
younger generations were sentinentally inclined to be tolerant of it. It was
so retrol

One was even beginning to hear the unexpurgated versions of the old carols
agai n, probably because few people had any idea what the words neant anynore.
Rut her ford was doggedly working his way through | earning "God Rest Ye Merry,
Gent | emren” because of its literary connotations, but even with his

extraordi nary cl assical education he couldn't inagine why the Bl essed Babe had
been born in Jewelry.

He tacked up the I ast swag of paper holly and scranbled down fromthe

stepl adder to have a | ook around. There in the corner was his artificial tree,
releasing its fragrance of balsam m st spray as the tiny electronic lights

pul sed. Around its base he had carefully arranged the favorite toys of his
chi I dhood, his hypoal | ergeni c Pooh Bear and Mntessori bl ocks, as well as a
host of antique playthings he'd found in various galleries. Visitors were
occasional ly shocked to see the |ead

sol diers or, worse, the wooden horse and buggy; but Rutherford was a
historian, after all, and secretly enjoyed it when the truth did injury to
nodern sensibilities.

Over the table he had spread a red cloth, and laid out the nost historically
accurate feast he could put together. No shop he'd visited had had any cl ue
what sugar pluns mght be, so he'd conprom sed by setting out a dish of prunes
next to a bow of fresh dansons, flown into Covent Garden from Australia only
that nmorning. He'd made a steaned bran and carrot puddi ng, and only burned
hinself a little in turning it out of its round nold. Now it sat sullen on its
festive plate, |eaking golden syrup. There was a dead- pal e Bi rdSoy bl ancrmange,
with the word joy spelled out in dried cherries. There was a plate of

whol eneal biscuits and anot her of roasted chestnuts. The steamning Christmas
punch had been the easiest of all: he'd sinply opened a carton of fruit punch
and boiled it in a saucepan

The flames fromthe Fibro-Logs |eaped nerrily, the little Father Christnas on
the mantel waved a nmittened hand as if to welcone in carolers, and the snow
kept failing beyond the wi ndows. Rutherford went longingly to the glass and
peered out into the steadily darkening afternoon. There were his friends,
hurrying al ong through the whirling flurries! He ran to open the door for

t hem

"Merry Sol stice," Chatterji said, smling as he brushed the snow fromhis | ong
bl ack cl oak

"Happy Exmas," said El | sworth-Howard, throw ng back the hood of his anorak and
peeling off his ski mask.

"Happy holidays, chaps!" Rutherford hastened to close the door and shut out ne
icy air. "Conme in and partake of the groaning board."

"The what ?" said El |l sworth-Howard, but he was advancing on the food even as he
spoke. "Bl oody hell, blancmange. My favorite! Here you go, Rutherford, here's
your shracking present." He took a silver-wapped parcel fromunder his coat
and dropped it on the table, then grabbed a spoon and hel ped hinself to

bl ancrmange.

"This is for you too, old chap." Chatterji presented Rutherford with a
simlarly bright package.

"Ch!" Tears stood in Rutherford' s eyes. "I say. Here, you nust have yours-" He
ran and brought out a pair of little boxes, one for each of them

El | swort h- Howard stuck his spoon back in the blancmange and there was a brief
pause in the conversation, full of the sounds of tearing paper

"Cuff links," said Chatterji. "By Jove! |'ve just found a shirt to go with
these, too."

"Atie," gloated El |l sworth-Howard. "Now | am gonna | ook spiff. Thanks a |ot,
Rut herford. | got you a book."



"Ch, you're not supposed to tell ne-" fussed Rutherford, pulling it free of
its shiny wapping. He tilted it on its side, peering at the words on the
spine. "Wat's it say?"

"How the hell should I know?" ElIsworth-Howard shrugged and had anot her

nmout hful of bl ancrmange. "Lots of pictures of superheroes, anyway."

"No." Rutherford strained to spell out the words. "It says Joseph Canpbell
It's about ancient gods! Thank you, Foxy." He set it down and tore open the
ot her package. He drew out an ol d wooden box and | ooked at Chatterji in wld
surm se. "Chatty? This is never what | think it is."

"Open it and see," Chatterji said. Rutherford lifted the lid cautiously and

nearly screamed in excitement. There they were, still in the cell ophane
wrappers in which they'd arrived at a tobacconist's two centuries earlier
t hree dozen cigars. The faintest perfune was still perceptible, a nelancholy

breath of brandy and spices.

"Good God." Rutherford' s hands were shaking with joy. "Chatty! Wherever did
you find then?"

"Ch, just a discreet little shop.” Chatterji waved his hand in an airy sort of

way.
"Cost hima packet, too," Ellsworth-Howard informed Rutherford.
"Well, what's noney for, after all?" Chatterji |ooked over the buffet and

sel ected a whol enreal biscuit. "Anyway, Foxy has another present for you.
Haven't you, Foxy?"

"No | haven't," said Ellsworth-Howard with his nmouth full. "Ch! I'Il tell a
he. | forgot, just got word this norning: another host nother's been found. W
can start the third sequence for our man."

"That's wonderful." Rutherford carried the cigars to the sideboard and

arranged them carefully beside his pipe rack. "I was beginning to think they'd
never find anybody suitable again."
"Well, it certainly took them|ong enough, but here's the great thing-"

Chatterji paused, pouring hinself a tankard of hot punch. He | ooked up
meani ngfully. "The report came in from 2379."

"Thirty-odd years ago?" Rutherford stared blankly a noment before the

i mplications sank in. "But that would nmean-he'd be alive right now "
"Exactly." Chatterji nodded. "And all the indications are that he's secured a
pl ace in history already, or perhaps it would be nore correct to say that
we've secured it for him"

"What do you nmean?" Rutherford' s eyes got big behind his

" "WHERE' S ELLY'S BABY?' " cried Ellswrth-Howard in a shrieking fal setto.
"I beg your pardon?"

"The Earth Hand ki dnappi ng case, Rutherford, surely you' ve heard of it?"

Chatterji nibbled another biscuit. "It's never been solved, you know BBC
Delta does a retrospective on it every now and then."
"Ch." Rutherford frowned. "Well, police cases aren't exactly ny line. Sone

scandal, wasn't it? Paternity suit or something?"

"I remenber it on the tabloids," said Ellsworth-Howard. "Just a little bugger
then, but | renenber that fat |lady yelling 'Were's Elly's baby?" My mum and
dad used to listen to Earth Hand all the time. Tommy Hawki ns, that was the
lead guitarist, had this go-girl he kept with him see, and suddenly she's
about to have this baby! Only he and she ain't got a pernmt, and anyway he
says it ain't none of his. She went off her nut and had to go in an
institution. The Ephesian church took it up as a cause."

"But Hawki ns woul dn't back down," Chatterji said. "He refused to admt he'd
fathered the baby and he refused to pay the unauthorized reproduction fines.
The Ephesi ans wanted his head! And | egions of Earth Hand fans were just as
positive he was innocent. There were riots, for heaven's sake.

And then she had a little boy, and genetic assay results were published
showi ng that the child was Hawkins's."

"How sordid," said Rutherford.

"Yeah, well, it got worse," Ellsworth-Howard said. "Tommy Hawki ns says the
assay results are faked. He demands another one done in front of a canera!



Full blood test, too. It would have been a shracking media horrorshow, | can
tell you. Only problemwas, the baby went and di sappeared.™”

"Just vani shed," said Chatterji. "One nmnute he was there in his cot in the
mental health centre and the next he was gone. No trace of a ki dnapper on the
hospital surveillance recordings. No ransomnote. And the tabl oi ds screaned:
"Where's Elly's Baby?'" But no one ever found out, you see.”

"Both sides swore the other one done away with the little sod. Earth Hand's
next al bumwas called You Ain't My Shracking Kid," ElIlsworth-Howard recall ed.
"Title track was a lullaby my mum and dad would play for me all the tine.
Ephesi ans nearly burned down the recording studio. Little Elly never came off
t he neds, ever again. Last | heard she was in one of the Ephesians' cloisters,
shut up tight. Tonmy Hawkins died of something, a couple of years back. But
nobody ever found the baby."

"I really fail to see the point of all this," said Rutherford.

"The point, ny dear fellow, is that the host nother our Facilitator has
located in 2319 is a sixteen-year-old go-girl answering to the nanme of Elly
Swain." Chatterji smled. "And the man wi th whom she is cohabiting is none

ot her than Thomas Eustace Hawkins."

"Ch," said Rutherford.

"Whi ch neans, you see, that in the act of creating one of the greatest
nmysteries of the century, we're also solving it," Chatterji said with an air
of triunph. "You see? Hawkins really wasn't the father at all. Little Elly was
abducted by our operatives and inplanted. And obviously Elly's baby vani shed
because we took him™"

"By Jove, Chatty, | won't say | approve entirely but-there is a certain mythic
quality to all this," said Rutherford.

"And, think about it-there will be no tragedy." Chatterji sat down in his
favorite chair. "My nother used to cry and | eave the room whenever the case
was mentioned on hol o

shows. Coul dn't bear the thought of that little helpless child Iying dead
somewhere. But we know he'll really be alive and all right! No sad endi ng
after all."

"Except for little Elly in her rubber roomat the convent," added

El | swort h- Howar d.

"Well, that can't be hel ped. But think about it for a minute: isn't this the
sort of thing the Dr. Zeus mission statenment is all about?" Chatterji's eyes
shone. "History cannot be changed, but if it is possible to work within the
paranmeters of recorded history, tragedy can be transmuted into triunph.
Not hi ng |l ost to the ages-sinply hidden away safely by Dr. Zeus. Children
rescued, not nurdered! Little Romanovs, little Lindberghs, little Mikebas.
Little Elly's baby. Al secure in some fold of unrecorded history somewhere.’
"Yes, you're quite right." Rutherford began to pace. "W're al nost obligated
to do this, aren't we? Very well -suppose we put the order through to inplant
that wetched girl. Nine nonths later, the baby's born. W'Ill have to order
the operative in charge to fake genetic assay results showi ng that he's the
nmusi ci an's offspring."

"Hang on." Ellsworth-Howard slid into his chair and pulled out his buke. He
put on an earshell and m ke and grunted in conmands, inquiries, follow ups.
"Now, how do we ki dnap the baby?" nused Runerford.

"That's one of the things our Facilitators are best at," said Chatterji.

"Ch, this is exciting." Runerford rubbed his hands together as he paced. "Now,
once they've got the baby, what will they do with hin? Have to place himin a
foster home, of course, but where?"

"It's coming together," Ellswrth-Howard informed them I|istening at the
shell. "Third sequence initiated. Grl's been inplanted. Shrack!" He gave a
raucous shout of laughter. "If mat don't beat all. Now we bl oody know why

Tommy Hawki ns kept yelling it wasn't his kid."

"What do you mean?" Chatterji stood up and | eaned over to peer at the screen
"Facilitator who did the inplant got little Elly up on the table and had a
good | ook at her, and guess what? She ain't never done it with anybody!"



"You mean she was a virgin?" said Rutherford.

El | swort h- Howar d nodded, scratching around one of die rivets on his scalp. "He
accessed sonme Harley Street bugger's secret files and found out why, too.
Turns out Tommy Hawki ns had spent a fortune trying to get his dead willy
fixed. Nothing worked, so he spent another fortune to have his secret kept."
"But he was sleeping with Elly Swain," Chatterji said.

"Yeah. Sleeping." Ellsworth-Howard was silent a nmonent, grinning, |istening.
"You know what else our Facilitator found out? Little Elly wasn't the
brightest bit who' d ever gone for takeaway for a band. Blond and beautiful but
just a bit to let upstairs, see? Dunb enough to settle for hugs and

ni ght y- ni ght ki sses from her Tommy, as long as she was Wth the Band. Plus she
was only shracking sixteen."

"Please." Rutherford held up a hand as if to shut out the nastiness. "The
lurid details can be gl ossed over, can't they? The essential point here is nat
the girl was a virgin. This is perfect, don't you see? She's the nother of our
hero, our extraordinary man, our Arthur. Scandal and nystery surrounding his
birth fits the nythic pattern exactly. Being born of a virgin is even better."
"You don't find mat bl asphenmous?" Chatterji |ooked mldly shocked.

"Why? W're the gods here, Chatty, have you forgotten? If it doesn't offend
Foxy and me, it certainly shouldn't offend you." Runerford was raci ng around
the room now on his stout little legs. "So. | daresay our Facilitator finds it
rather tricky to arrange a foster home, in tins day and age?"

"Yes indeed," Chatterji said, getting up to pour hinself another punch. "There
wer e house-to-house searches all through England."

"Then he nmust have been smuggl ed out of the country, sonehow. " Rutherford
paused to grab a biscuit and kept pacing. "Placed with one of our paid people
in that era, | suppose. Sonebody with security clearance. A British nationa
living abroad."

"Sequence proceeding," Ellsworth-Howard i nforned them "Baby's born."

"Who've we got in that time period?" Chatterji sat down

agai n. "Access the records, Foxy. Wo's on the Conpany payroll, British,
married, |iving abroad?"

El | swort h-Howard pulled up a long string of nanes. "Got 'em
"Al'l right, narrow search: reproductive age, both parties of simlar genetic
profile to subject."

"Yeah." Ellsworth-Howard worked the buttonball and the |list grew abruptly
shorter.

"Now." Rutherford turned on his heel, "Search for any who announce the birth
of a son in the period imrediately follow ng the disappearance of Ely's
baby. "

"Here they are," said Ellswrth-Howard at once. He listened again. "Junior
executive with Jovian Integrated Systens: Roger Jereny St. Janes Alistair
Checkerfield, sixth earl of Finsbury. Married to the Honourable Cecelia
Dever eaux Ashcroft. Pleased to announce birth of son, Alec WIlliam St. James
Thorne Checkerfield. Date of birth given as one week after Elly's baby."

"A peer!" Rutherford threw up his hands. "Perfect. They don't need
reproduction pernits. Wereabouts abroad were they |iving?"

"Hm" El |l sworth-Howard squeezed in a request and listened. "In the Caribbean
Baby supposed to have been born at sea. Parents' address given as the Foxy
Lady out of Southhanpton. Living on their yacht, | reckon."

"Better and better." Rutherford began to do a little hoppi ng dance, skipping
back and forth between the table and die fireplace. "No wi tnesses other than
paid servants. What's the rest of the story like? To ne present day, | mean?"
El | sworth-Howard asked for nore information

"Marriage goes bang in 2324," he said. "H s lordship stays on me Foxy Lady.
Kid raised at London home here by servants."

"It's all falling into place," said Rutherford. "There's the sense of shame we
need, you see? Not illegitimacy this time, but rejection by his parents.

Per haps he can be made to feel he was responsible for the divorce."

"Here's his schools,” said Ellsworth-Howard. "Here's his entry in Wo's Wo



and shracki ng Burke's Peerage. Becane

seventh earl of Finsbury after sixth earl had a nasty accident whilst diving.
That was in 2337."

"Good lord! Funny to think he's alive right now, isn't it?" Chatterji
remarked. "He is still alive, isn't he?"

"Ch, yeah," EIsworth-Howard said. "Only thirty."

"Can we-can we see a picture of hinP" Rutherford advanced toward his chair.
"That will prove he's the right man, you see.”

"M ght take a second," said Ellsworth-Howard. "This is in real tinme, you
know. "

"Make it so," said Rutherford. He resumed his com c dance, waving his arnms in
the air. He began to chant. "Spirits of Cause and Effect, | sunmmon thee!

bend thee to ny will! Spirits of Action and Reaction, | conjure thee, grant ny
desires! Schrodinger's Cat, heed nmy commands! Ch, Spirit of Time, oh, thou
Chronos, oh thou, er, Tinmex, Bulova, um Westclox, Swatch, Rolex, Piaget!
Uh... In the name of Greenw ch, in whose image all Tine is nade!"

Chatterji began to giggle helplessly, watching him El | sworth-Howard wasn't
noticing, frowning at the images that flitted past on the screen. Qutside the
snow fell ever faster, and in a distant tower ancient nmachinery began to

vi brate. A hamer was cranked back in the dark and freezing air-

"I'n the nanme of Big Ben, Lord and Keeper of our days," said Rutherford. "Thou
who hast measured all possible Pasts, Presents and Futures! | charge thee now,
bring himto us! Bring himto us! Bring himto us! Let us in our tinme behold
Adonai ! . "

"O!" said Ellsworth-Howard. Just as the hour struck and the famliar bells
began pealing, the face appeared on the screen: Al ec Checkerfield, seventh
earl of Finsbury, smling at the canmera that had taken his passport image. He
was wearing a shirt with a vividly tropical design. There were a pair of

sungl asses folded in the front pocket.

"Ch, it is him" Rutherford dropped to his knees, staring with Chatterji and
El I swort h- Howard at the inage on the screen

"Hei ght, one meter 97.46 centineters,"” recited El | sworth-Howard. "Weight, 120
kil ograms. Date of birth: 12 January,

2320. Dual citizenship Britain and St. Kitts. Residence: No. 16 John Street,
Bl oomsbury, London WC1. Communi cati on Code: ACFi n@77P17/33. Bl oody hell! Want
to talk to himright now, Rutherford? You could."

"No," squeaked Rutherford, biting his knuckles. "I-we oughtn't. But order
Elly's baby kidnapped, Foxy. This is our man."

El | swort h- Howard gave a certain three orders in a certain sequence, and the
invisible patterns of destiny in the roomswirled and set. The cl ock had
finished striking.

"Well." Chatterji collapsed backward into his chair. "I think this calls for a
cel ebration, don't you? Wat about sone sherry?"

"First rate." Rutherford scranbled to his feet. He ran to the sideboard and

filled three gl asses, and brought them back wi thout spilling much. They al
settled into their particular chairs around the fire.

"To the seventh earl of Finsbury," said Chatterji, and they drank

"Ahh." Rutherford settled back. "You know, | never imagined we'd be running a
sequence in real time. This should be really interesting.”

"Rat her frustrating, too, | should imagine," Chatterji said. "No nore instant
results. W have no idea how he'll turn out, but we'll get to watch it happen

What sort of heroic life is he leading this tine around, don't you wonder?"
"You can find out," said Ellsworth-Howard.

"By Jove, we can, can't we? Not what he's going to do but certainly what he's
done so far, over the last thirty years, with the nobl e programm ng we've
given him" Rutherford wiggled in his chair. "Pull it up, Foxy. Let's see
what sort of place he's carved for hinmself in history."

El | swort h- Howard requested the information

"You know, he probably works for Dr. Zeus," said Chatterji.

"Perhaps he's a scientist who's made sone vital discovery," said Rutherford.
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"Well... no, actually," Ellswrth-Howard said, blinking at the screen

"Ch, don't be silly.” Rutherford sat forward. "He has to be

spending his life in service to humanity. It's what we designed himto do."
"Seriously, Foxy, what's he done with his life so far?" Chatterji pulled out
his sinus inhalator and had a drag. Ellsworth-Howard squeezed in anot her
request and listened for a nonent.

"Messed about on his shracking boat, so far as | can tell," said

El | swort h- Howar d dubi ously. "The Captain Mdrgan out of New Port Royal. Doesn't
live at the Bl oonsbury house. Spends all his time at sea, sailing about

bet ween i sl ands. Not enpl oyed by the Conpany. Lives on investnents and a trust
fund left himby his father-well, the late earl. Absentee House of Lords.
Regul ar | ayabout, it appears.”

Rut herford | ooked horrified. "There's got to be nore to the man than that!
Look further. Wat about his acconplishments? Wat about charities and

humani tari an work? What are his politics?"

"No politics." Ellsworth-Howard shook his head. "No hospital visits, no
village fetes. He took care of the old cook and butler real well-nice place at
Bour nenput h and fat pensions until they passed away. Married tw ce. Divorced,
no kids. Obviously."

"Married?" groaned Rutherford.

"Hey!" Ell sworth-Howard's eyes lit up. "Here's sonething he did that made the
news. Age seven, Penbroke Technol ogi es sued him"

"Sued? As in, filed a lawsuit?" Chatterji's jaw dropped. "Against a
seven-year-old chil d?"

"Yeah." Ellsworth-Howard grinned. "I renenber hearing about this on the news.
Clever little bugger! It seens he nade some unauthorized nodifications on a
Permbr oke Pl ayfriend his people had got him Penbroke Corp. wanted to force his
people to sell the unit back to them so they could figure out what our boy'd
done to it."

"There," Rutherford said. "There, he's a genius at |least."

"What happened?" said Chatterji.

"Ch, they lost the case,"” Ellsworth-Howard said. "H m being peerage and all
and only seven, too. They went into receivership two years later. Stupid
bastards. "

"Did he continue to display genius at school ?" Rutherford said.

"Well, he got high marks in maths," said Ellsworth-Howard, after listening
again. "Top of his class there. Shrack-wonder how he got past medi cal scans
all his life?" He | ooked panicked for a monent. "That brain | designed- oh
shrack, and his bl eedi ng DNA!-"

"Hi s Conpany handl ers hushed it up, of course," said Chatterji, with a wave of
his inhaler. "Just as they faked the genetic assay."

El | swort h- Howard rel axed, and |istened again. "No university. Seens he's

desi gned the cybernavi gati on systemfor his boat, though. That's what he
spends his noney on when he's not partying. And-aw, shrack!"

"What ?" Rutherford and Chatterji stared at Ellsworth-Howard, whose face had
contorted in fury.

"He's shracked with ny design," Ellsworth-Howard snarled. "He's had hinsel f
nodi fied for interface. He's a cyborg! Not one of themold plughol e jobs but
the new ones, look like a tattoo under the skin. Were's he think he gets off,
t he soddi ng bastard?"

"Well, it's his body," Rutherford said.

"No it ain"t." Ellsworth-Howard cl enched the buttonball fiercely. "I designed
it. If he's gone and conproni sed nmy brain-"

"Ah." Rutherford frowned in conprehension. "Well, perhaps that's our problem
Not hi ng you coul d have foreseen when you designed him Foxy. | think we were

all envisioning he'd operate in pre-electronic eras. Perhaps he's becone one
of those Lotus-Eaters one hears about, lolling around in cyberspace. That
woul d explain this self-indul gent and usel ess exi stence."

"Though he seens to be physically quite active," said Chatterji, watching
worriedly as Ell sworth-Howard worked the buttonball, attenpting to break into



Checkerfield s cyberenvironment. There was a fixed glare in his eyes that
Chatterji had seen only twice before, on two very unpl easant occasi ons.

El | swort h- Howard began to grow in his throat as he was repeatedly frustrated
in his efforts.

"Mpst of the port junkies don't get out much-" Chatterji was continuing, when
El | swort h- Howard gave an ani mal scream and threw his buke across the room He
was in the act of picking up his chair too when Chatterji seized himfrom

behi nd, pinioning his arns. "Rutherford! The neds, for God' s sake!"

Rut herford ran for the sideboard and brought out a forced air applicator

El | sworth-Howard was twisting in Chatterji's arms, doing his best to bite him
when Rutherford darted in and jabbed with the applicator. There was an audi bl e
hiss. El Il sworth-Howard began to snicker. Laughing feebly he sagged to the
floor, falling through Chatterji's arms. Hi s eyes rolled back in his head. He
st opped | aughi ng.

"Ch, poor old chap." Rutherford ran and got a cushion fromthe sofa. "Let's
make himconfortable until he cones to, Chatty." He tucked the cushi on under
El | swort h- Howard's head while Chatterji busied hinself wth opening

El | sworth-Howard's collar and cuffs and checking his pul se.

"He'll be all right,"” said Chatterji shakily.

"He's an artist, that's all,"” said Rutherford, clinbing back into his chair
and curling up. "It-it can be very upsetting to have your art interfered
with."

"Yes, certainly." Chatterji got to his feet and | ooked around. He spotted

El | swort h- Howard' s buke, lying where it had fallen after bouncing off the
wal | .

"Ch, | hope it's not broken," he said, bending to pick it up. It didn't seem
to be. It was in fact still trying to obey Ellsworth-Howard' s | ast comrand,
flashing its wait pattern in vain. Suddenly the screen cleared and Chatterji
found hinmself staring at the seventh earl of Finsbury again. He was smiling
out fromthe screen, not a very nice snile really. The pale blue eyes were so
col d.

"H there," said the pleasant tenor voice. "If you're seeing this inmage, it
nmeans you' ve been trying to shrack with ne. Do you know what this neans?" The
face transformed into a horribly grinning skull over a pair of crossed bones.
Fromthe eyes of the skull, a pair of cannons enmerged. There was a flare of
fire and the recorded sound of explosions, and the screen went black

For a monent the roomwas so silent one could hear the faint chime of the
electronic lights sparkling on the Christrmas tree.

"Ch, dear," said Chatterji at last. "Now he'll really be upset.”

"The buke's been destroyed, hasn't it?" Rutherford said faintly.

"I"'mafraid it has," Chatterji said. "OF course, he'll have kept backups on
everyt hing. Wn't he?"
"OfF course," Rutherford said. "Except for the work we've done tonight. I'd

i ke anot her sherry, please."

"Right," said Chatterji, and dropping the wecked buke he went to the

si deboard and poured themtwo nore drinks.

"Shane about the buke, but, you know, we've |earned sonething trenmendously
val uabl e about our man," said Rutherford at last, with a little of his forner
briskness. "He's soneone to be reckoned with! This is no nere adm n-cl ass
dilettante living for his pleasures, no, this is our hero all right. He's just
got unexpected talents. Wiat sort of genius can spi ke a Conpany inquiry? Have
you ever heard of anybody doi ng that?"

"Never," Chatterji admtted

"There's obviously nore to himthan shows on his social record,” Rutherford
said. "And either he's covered it up terribly well or he just hasn't
encountered the right challenges in life. He must work for the Conpany! W'l
have to order the proper people to get in touch with him and make himthe
usual recruitnent offers. Once he's working with us, properly guided, who
knows what he night acconplish?"

"I't would be appropriate." Chatterji |eaned back wearily and had anot her gulp



of pretend sherry, feeling the fruit sugars race in his bl oodstream
"My Pendragon. My Messiah. My Hero with a Thousand Faces." Rutherford sighed,

looking into the fire. "In my tine. I'll get to shake his hand at last." He
turned his head and | ooked out into the gl oombeyond the wi ndows, all darkness
and whirling snow. "Wen this began | half-thought... well, secretly... that
perhaps he really would save us all. Wen... in 2355."

Chatterji shivered. "Don't let's think about that," he said.

"But maybe we're wong to assume sonething terrible's going to happen,”

Rut herford said. "Perhaps it won't be a neteor, or a war, or a plague. Maybe
things just... change."

"Maybe." Chatterji drained his drink.

"\What ever happens, doesn't it make sense to have this magnificent creation on
our side before the end cones? Maybe he'll find a way to stop it from
happeni ng, whatever it is. Maybe that's his ultinmate purpose,” Rutherford

sai d.

"I hope so," Chatterji said, stretching out his legs. "Do- do you ever have

ni ght mares, Rut herford? About what it'll be |ike?"

"Sonetines," Rutherford said. "I suppose all of us do, who know about it."

"I dreamthe streets are on fire," said Chatterji, staring into their own
cheery little blaze. "I renenber a song about the world ending by water | ast
time, by fire next tinme. People are running through the streets screaning, and
they're all on fire. | go into ny grandfather's room and he's there on the

bed and it's on fire, and so's ny grandnother. They turn then-heads to | ook at
me, and it's as though they're telling me | have to clinb up there too and
burn with them It nustn't end that way!"

"Well, we're doing everything we can to be certain it doesn't," said
Rut her ford doggedly. "Let's put in that request to have sonebody approach our
man on the Conpany's behal f. Full speed ahead."

There was a nonent of silence, punctuated only by a gentle snore from

El | swort h- Howar d.

"As soon as we have anot her buke," said Chatterji sadly.

THE YEAR 2349:

Al ec Solves a Mystery

"And so, to conclude old business." Mgilside cleared his throat. The ot her
Resi stance nenbers grew alert at that vital word conclude and sat upright,
trying to | ook as though they'd been listening. Behind him through the
porthol es of the saloon, the pink towers of New Port Royal taunted the rebels
with prom se of unattainabl e naughty delights.

Magi | si de continued in his barely audi ble nonotone: "It is expected that our
support will enable the Semantic Renegades to continue their pressure on the
At heni an Senate for the remai nder of the fiscal year. If the FPFOM AKA Fair
Play for Oiginal Macedoni ans Conmittee increases their shipnments of software,
I am confident that a resolution will be passed, possibly within the next five
years, granting sole use of the name Macedoni ans to those persons actually
born within the prerevolutionary boundaries ..."

They ought to send himover there to talk to their bloody senate, transnitted
the Captain. Those G eeks'd be down on their knees begging for nercy in five
m nut es.

If they weren't asleep. It's people Iike himhave kept the debate going for
three hundred years. Al ec conceal ed a yawn and | ooked across at Bal ki ster
raising his eyebrows as if to inquire whether sonebody coul dn't prod Mgil side
to the finish line. Balkister shrugged and nmoved his hand in a gesture like a
chattering nmouth. Magilside was one of their npbst dedicated workers, and his
feelings were easily wounded.

Al ec sighed, surveying the gallant conpany assenbled in the saloon of his
ship. The Resistance had a nunber of designated neeting places, but sonehow
he'd wound up playing host to the disaffected elite nore and nore often. It

m ght have been because his fellow revolutionaries found the thrill of a
rendezvous on an actual ship too nmuch to resist. It mght have been because
there were plenty of illicit substances to eat, drink, and snoke on the



Captai n Morgan, and Al ec was always a good host. It m ght have been that they
were snobs at heart, despite the fact that nost of them seened to feel that

Al ec, by virtue of being an actual titled peer, could be treated with a barely
conceal ed condescensi on

Ri ght now he felt he couldn't blame them Joining Balkister's secret club
seened one of the stupider noves he had ever nmade, even |less of a good idea
than the God Gane had been. How could civil disobedience be so boring?

Though it was a little |l ess boring when the Resistance bickered within itself.
Bi nscarth, their resident literary lion, was at |ast unable to contain hinself
any | onger and | eaped to his feet, appl audi ng.

"And thank you, Magilside, for that bwilliant summati on of old business," he
cried. Magilside stopped with his nouth open, breath already drawn for his
next run-on sentence. He | ooked wathful, and thunbed off his plaquette of
notes with a gesture that suggested he wished it were Binscarth's eye.

"Al'l right," he nmuttered, and sat down in a huff. Binscarth | eapt up and took
t he podi um

"I"d like to bwing an exciting matter to your attention, fell ow Wsi stance
menbers. |'ve located a potential wecruit whose |ibwawy of pwoscw bed
materwi al is even nore extensive than mine. Both Buwwoughs-W/I1iam and Edgar
Wce! He's got a copy of Medea, he's got Fahwenheit 451, and he may even have
Pawadi se Lost. |If we waive dues and allow himto join on a conditional basis,
he'll let us copy his books for distw bution. What do you say, fellows?"

There were some oohs and aahs of enthusiasm very polite and subdued. It took
a dedicated antiquarian |ike Binscarth to

get nmuch worked up about books or their distribution to a popul ace mat was
largely unable to read them But the material was forbidden, after all, so it
was certainly worth sonething. Besides, there were certain grubby holo
producti on busi nesses, operating out of abandoned bl ocks of flats for the nost
part, who would pay nicely for proscribed material to be adapted to scripts.
"I"'min favor. Wat do the rest of you think, guys?" Bal ki ster | ooked around.
"Sure," Alec said, raising one fist with the thunmb up. He assuned all the

wor ks Binscarth had referred to were pornographic, and since nost of the

por nogr aphy he'd ever encountered had been astonishingly dunb stuff, he didn't
see how it could hurt anybody. The ot her Resistance nenbers followed with a
chorus of GCh, why nots and Ckays.

"I comrend you gentlemen on your taste." Binscarth |ooked srmug. "You won't
wegwet this, | assure you. I'll contact the chap next week."

He stepped down and Johnson-Johnson took me podiumto deliver a report on
financial aid sent to the Mars One col onists, who were engaging in a series of
| awsuits and countersuits with Areco, the corporation that actually owned
their farns. Al ec |ooked longingly over at his bar. At last it was his turn to
go to the podium where he briefly described how the smuggling business was
goi ng and nentioned that he had got a deal on fifty crates of Cadbury's cocoa.
There was sone specul ati on as to how nmuch revenue this nmight bring in, and

t hough Al ec knew to the penny he stepped down gladly to let Krishnanmurti, the
treasurer, give the revised figures for projected incone in the current fisca
year.

At last the nmeeting broke up. Binscarth tried to lead themin a chorus of
"I"'ve GCot a Little List" fromG|Ibert and Sullivan's M kado, but everybody

el se thought it was silly. Binscarth exited, nmightily mffed. The others
stayed for one | ast round of beer floats and then toddl ed ashore to partake of
the club life of Janmica.

Usually on their departure Alec yielded to an irresistible inmpulse to run
how i ng through his gloriously enpty ship, leaving Billy Bones and his mates
to creep forth and clean up the debris of glasses and plates. Not today. He
stood surveying the party nmess and then stal ked over to the bar to m x hinself
a drink.

Now t hen, matey, the sun ain't below the yardarm yet.

What the hell does it matter? Alec groped in the ice bin. There was a big
chunk frozen together at the mouth of the bin. He prized it out, lifted it



above his head and snmashed it on the counter. Bright fragnments of ice went

spi nning everywhere, and Billy Bones and Flint paused in their duties to turn
their skull-faces to him questioningly. He ignored them and picked through the
mess on the counter for cubes to put into his drink. Smashing the ice had felt
good.

Vell, well Qur little Alec needs a session with his punching bags, don't he?
Now why, | wonder? You been bored by them amateur revolutionaries afore. Are
they finally getting to be too nuch, with their silly-ass agenda?

Maybe. They never acconplish ANYTHING |'mgoing to be thirty soon, you know?
What have | done with ny life? |I've had a great tinme, |'ve had nearly
everything |'ve ever wanted-not that |'ve deserved it-and the only people |I've
ever made happy are those twits in the Resistance.

You' ve nmade me happy, son

Wl |, thanks, but you're a machine, aren't you? Alec sipped his drink noodily.
You' re happy when |'m happy.

And |' m unhappy when yer unhappy, mny | ad.

Ckay, great. Sonebody el se whose life |I've ruined.

Bel ay that self-pitying crap! Down to the gym quick march

Al ec sighed in exasperation as he set down his drink. Al the sane, he got up
and went below to his gym He had several punching bags of assorted sizes
there, fromthe suspended balloon type to the full-length body nodel, and
today he didn't even bother to put on gl oves before he | aunched his attack. Up
in the corner of the cabin a surveillance canmera turned and observed himin
sati sfaction.

Al ec had | ong since grown bored with Totter Dan, but found a trenendous

rel ease in physical violence. It got himnearly as high as dancing. He

t hundered away now at the unresisting canvas duffel until sweat was pouring
down his face and throat. Finally he staggered back, gasping and blissful from
t he endorphin rush, and sprawl ed on the mat.

Now, that's better, ain't it, boy?

Yup.

I know what's gone and got you thinking. It's two years today since old Lewi n
went to Fiddler's Green. You don't reckon he'd approve of whatyer doing with
yer life.

| guess he wouldn't, would he? Al ec reached out to accept a wet towel from
Bul | y Hayes, and nopped his face.

So, buck. Ever thought about those things he said, just afore he died?

Nope

Now why's that, eh? A clever lad Iike you. I'd have thought you' d have done
anything to get to the bottom of that mystery.

What nystery? All it conmes down to was that Roger didn't want nme either

Nobody wanted a kid on the Foxy Lady, but they got one, and everybody I|ived
unhappily ever after. The end.

The hell it is! That ain't all he said. You was drunk at the tine-if | recal
correctly-and maybe you didn't notice something peculiar about the old man's
exact words, but | did. Shall | refresh yer nmenory?

No! -But the Captain played the recording for him and Lewin's thin old voice
cane over the ship's audio system Alec covered his face with the towel. He
couldn't stop himself listening, however, and as the recordi ng ended and
Lewin's voice slurred away into eternity Al ec sat up

Hey! Did you-? It al nost sounded |ike he was saying that J. |I. S. nmade Roger
and Cecelia have ne.

That's what | thought.

But that's nuts! Why would a big conpany |ike that want anybody to have a ki d?
Let al one Roger. | nean, he was an executive because he was an earl. He never
actually did anything for them except teach some mari ne bi ol ogy.

Don't seemto nmake a | ot of sense, now, does it? But ain't you ever wondered
why he was always telling you what a special kid you were?

Alec sat there in silence for a noment, watching the punching bag as it swung
in ever-lessening arcs and was finally still. Abruptly he got to his feet.



I need to research this. 1'"'mgoing to go shower; have the data ready for ne in
twenty mnutes. | want everything you can find on Jovian Integrated Systens.
Aye ayel

By the time Alec strode into the deckhouse, Coxinga was waiting for himwith a
tray of sandwi ches and a pitcher of fruit tea He threw hinself down in his
chair and | ooked up at the surveill ance canera.

Ckay, what've we got?

The bright hol ovision inmages took their place in mdair before his eyes.
Jovian Integrated Systens first, ne Captain told him This place | ook
famliar? It's off the coast of California. Catalina Island, renmenber? This
was shot in 2120, when J.1. S. was founded. They built a marine sciences
acadeny in return for an open-ended | ease. British-owned. That's where Roger
was an instructor, for a while. You've run tea there, Alec! Wat a

coi nci dence, eh?

Yeah,
Anyway, J.l.S. don't exist now as a corporate entity. It was absorbed into
anot her conpany. | reckon you've heard of it. They call thenselves Dr. Zeus,

I ncor por at ed.

What ? | thought that was just a joke. You nean Dr. Zeus is real?

Ch, aye, matey, it is.

No way! They're supposed to have figured out time travel. That's all a | ot of
puckanenna, though, right? Wat do they really do?

VWll, now, |laddie, that's an interesting question. They're consultants, they
say. Seemto be in the business of fetching anything for anybody, if the right
price is paid. And | nean ANYTHI NG son, do you understand ne? If they ain't
got time travel figured out, then sonething bl oody weird is going on.

t hought | had yer assets pretty nicely obscured; Christ, you should see what
t hese peopl e got hidden! And | only got just the barest peep at it.

Huh.

Alec, I'mgetting that feeling. | snell loot here. This is going to bear

| ooking into with an eye to boarding 'em Alec.

kay. One of these days. Anything el se on Roger's work there?

No, there ain't. He went on indefinite sabbatical three years afore you was
born. But, listen, son! Dr. Zeus ain't just runpored to have invented tine
travel. There's stories they found a way to nake people immrtal. Bullshit,
says you; but they got the best genetic theorists fromevery country on Earth
on their payroll

Alec felt ice-cold suddenly. He didn't want to think about why.

And there's sone old news you need to see. Watch, now

Poor - qual i ty hol of oot age began to dance before his eyes, the crackly kind
fam liar fromhistorical documentaries, with a tinny narrative voice. There,
May 2319, right about then he had been conceived, and what had been happeni ng?
Not hi ng nmuch. Russia signed a treaty with Finland to build a new cold fusion
pl ant. Somebody Al ec had never heard of set a world record in surfing. Nasty
accident: the Leaning Tower of Pisa had collapsed, taking with it the king and
gueen of Italy, who were up there watching a Restoration N ght fireworks

di spl ay. A Hapsburg cousin succeeded to the throne.

Al ec reached for a sandw ch, watching inpatiently. July 2319: Arts and
Entertai nment. Joshua Spiel berg's The Bl ue W ndow broke all previous box

of fice records, but was |anbasted by the critics. Ariadne Monwagon's Di annic
Dream was nunmber one on the bestseller list. Sonme kind of scandal about a
group called Earth Hand. Paternity suit? That wasn't one you saw nmuch anynore.
Vaguely he renmenbered part of a docunentary on "Great Crines of the Century"
and wondered that so much fuss had been made about sonebody nanmed Tomy
Hawki ns being in trouble with the Ephesians. Alec felt a brief tw nge of
synpat hy.

Christmas 2319. A previously unknown painting by Leonardo da Vinci was

di scovered in the cataconbs bel ow the Vatican and auctioned off at Sotheby's
for an astronom cal sum Mars Two was founded on the slopes of Mns 4 ynpus,
the first extraterrestrial use of geothernmal energy expected to nmake them a



thriving and prosperous conmunity.

You' ve found sonething, right? There's a point to all this dead stuff?

Keep wat chi ng.

Here was that nasty business about Earth Hand still dragging on: Elly Swain
was the victims nane, and here was footage of a hysterical girl being | oaded
i nto an ol d-fashi oned agcar by gri mfaced Ephesians in bumnbl ebee robes. Deja
vu. Alec poured hinmself a glass of fruit tea and settl ed back again, as the

i mges flickered.

New Year Week, 2320. No announcenent, in all the nine nonths beforehand, of
any child being on the way for the sixth earl of Finsbury. Odd. Everybody el se
of any celebrity or rank made the news when a baby was expected, it happened
so rarely now. But then, Roger and Cecelia hadn't exactly been pleased with

t he prospect, had they? Al ec sipped his tea, frowning.

January 6, 2320, Elly Swain had a baby boy. Punch did a comc skit on the
affair, but the next day things stopped being funny: the baby had been

ki dnapped. Al ec renenbered, now, why this was one of the crinmes of the
century. He felt queasy as he watched the fanous surveillance canmera film
Tiny red baby with a birth-bruised nose asleep in a glass-sided cot, there one
m nute, gone the next. Wnking out like a little soap bubble, never to be seen
again. What in the world had happened? Had the kid gone into another

di mensi on?

He foll owed the story through the next week. Wiere's Elly's Baby???? A
journalist disguised hinself as an Ephesian brother and got in to see Elly
Swai n, who wept and said that she'd given birth to the Antichrist.

Al ec shook his head sadly and had another sip of tea. 12 January 2320. Wuld

t here be an announcenent of his birth? Yes. Here it was. Roger and Cecelia
nmust have decided to go through the notions. Proper news release with a famly
portrait. Hadn't they | ooked young! And awfully unhappy, though they were both
smling for the camera. Roger |ooked blurry, hung over. Cecelia was really
nore al nost baring her teeth than smling, stiffly holding out the tiny red
baby with its brui sed nose..

Al ec choked on his tea.

| was wondering when you 'd notice

Freeze image! Hold it and bring back the footage with Elly's baby just before
it disappeared. Isolate and enl arge!

The Captain obliged. Two babies floated in mdair. They m ght have been tw ns,
but nost babies bear a certain resenblance to each other

Enhance!

The i mages grew so sharp and perfect there really did appear to be two

fl esh-and-bl ood infants floating there in the room Both Elly's baby and
little Alec Checkerfield bore identical discoloration in their tiny faces.
Alec's eyes were less puffy, his nose I ess swollen, but the bruise natched
exactly.

Anal yze i mages. Conpare points of reference.

| done that already.

Vel ?

It's 99.9 percent it's the same kid, Alec. Yer Elly's baby.

Al ec sat notionless a nonment. You knew, he said at |ast.

| guessed. | didn't know until | was conmpiling all this stuff whilst you was
in the shower. But this would answer a | ot of questions, eh, |ad?

It's not true. This is nuts. Wiy the hell would Roger and Cecelia have Elly's
baby ki dnapped? They never wanted a kid. | wecked their marriage!

What if they didn't do it? What if sonmebody gave them a baby and told themto
pretend it was theirs? That would explain a bit, wouldn't it?

Alec's eyes were glittering with that expression that had al ways unnerved
Lewi n, that suggestion of not quite human rage.

Bring up the clearest inmages you' ve got of Elly Swain and, what was his nane,
Tommy Hawki ns.

The Captain produced two portraits. Here was a still shot fromon stage during
a concert, shadowed in lilac and green, but clear white light on the | ead



guitarist's face. Here beside it was a still shot fromthe scandal footage, a
very young girl with her nmouth open in a cry of dismay. Alec stared at them
fixedly. Insofar as they were both fair-haired and bl ue-eyed, Tomrmy and Elly
resenbl ed him but not otherw se. He couldn't see a single feature of his own
in either face.

Best portraits you' ve got of Roger and Cecelia, please.

Four faces hung before him now They m ght all have been

cousins. Not one of them shared a facial feature with Al ec, however, except
for a slight cleft in Cecelia's chin.

Ceceli a.

" because your nother is a votaress of our order..." It had seened al npst
funny, an absurdity to take his thoughts off Lorene, and then he'd put the
whol e ni serabl e busi ness out of his mnd and never thought about it again.

Is ny nother still alive? Cecelia Checkerfield, | nean?

Aye, lad, she is.

VWHERE | S SHE?

She j oi ned the Ephesians in 2325. Took the veil, the vows, the whole
rigmarole. She's a priestess now at their main nother house.

Wiere's that?

Ephesus, where d'you think? The big tenple itself.

Then wei gh anchor and lay in a course for Ephesus.

Aye, matey!

Al ec rose fromhis chair and paced, flexing his hands. They had begun to ache
fromhis session with the punching bags. Ordinarily he'd go up to the sal oon
and fix hinmself a drink, but he didn't want one at the nonent.

The origi nal archeol ogi cal excavati on of Ephesus had been done in the late

ni neteenth and early twentieth centuries, by inspired masters, and fromtheir
| abors it had been possible to reconstruct the place down to the snall est
detail. O particular interest was the Tenple of Artenis, one of the seven
wonders of the ancient world. The fact that the holiest of shrines to the
Great Goddess could be seen as it was in its glory appeal ed trenendously to
CGoddess-oriented religious groups everywhere.

In the late twenty-first century the First Maternal Synod had been held at

Mal ta, acconplishing two things: it (for the nost part) united the various
fem ni st and ecol ogi cal faiths by conbining their diverse scriptures into one
conprehensive and fairly consistent text. It also united themin a stated
goal : the reclanmation and restoration of Ephesus.

The recl amati on was a major nedia event. A religious |eader by the name of
Crescent Greenwillow | ed her disciples

in an assault on Ephesus, took tour gui des hostage at the archeol ogical site,
and sent word to the affronted Turki sh governnment that the Goddess had
reclaimed Her own. There was a minor international incident before,
supposedl y, a mracl e happened. There were several versions of just what the
mracl e was supposed to have been, but nobody caught it on film

Anyway, the Turks agreed to let the infidels stay, which was undeni ably

m racul ous. Ephesus was given its own political status, as an independent zone
not unlike the Vatican, in return for annual paynents to Turkey that
conpensated them for lost tourist revenues.

The hoopl a al nost took the world's attention off the Second Civil War in
Ameri ca. The Ephesian Church (as it was now known) became very weal t hy indeed,
and fairly politically powerful too, within a few short years.

Al most inmmediately its | eaders set about the restoration of the Tenple of
Artemis. To this end they enployed the services of Lightning! A Conpany, a
small firmbased on an island off California. Lightning! A Conpany specialized
in historical reconstructions of amazing detail, in authentic materials, with
adaptations to suit nodern taste and needs. Very shortly the tenple was once
again a wonder of the world, and the Ephesian Church settled down to a |ong
reign marked only by the usual bitter quarrels, heresies, and internal dissent
t hrough which all major faiths struggle.

Any religion begins in a monent of transforming truth. That monent quickly



shatters into fal sehood and shane and stagecraft, bitter comedy, sonetines

nmur der. Thi eves catch hold of any chance for power. The early years of a faith
are best not too closely exam ned by its faithful

But with the passage of enough time, the Iie becones truth again, the broken
mrror flows together as though it were liquid. The nasty comonpl ace facts
erode away and | eave the white nmarble bones of the nyth, beautiful certainty
beyond proof. |If Ephesus was reborn by political audacity and cl ever conputer
graphics, it had becone now the glorious city of antiquity where She wal ked
breat hi ng and granted hourly the prayers of Her daughters and sons.

So thisis it.

This is the place, |ad.

Vehicles were not permitted in the holy precinct, so Alec was striding the

| ength of the processional way on foot. It crossed a fertile river plain

com ng down from nountains. The air was bright, and shinmered with heat above
olive groves and orchards of nectarines, alnonds, figs, vineyards of red and
anber grapes. Blundering or flying sharp and straight across the wheatfields
were the sane gol den bees that were depicted on the priests' robes.

The city below the hill was particolored, the white of new marble and the
honey col or of ancient marble. There was a hot wi nd com ng down and it brought
Alec the snmell of fresh bread, of overripe nelon fromthe food concessions, of
i ncense fromthe tenple. He passed pilgrinms making the journey on their knees,
i nching painfully al ong over the hot stones. He passed vendors in |long lines,
portaging in their wares bal anced on their shoul ders: cases of inages of the
Goddess in every conceivable material, frompink plastic to pure gold. There
were priests and priestesses in their patterned robes, |eading the rows of
neophyte children, boys and girls with their heads shaved, hair gone in their
first sacrifice to Her.

Al ec, raised in London, found it all like an erotic film an insult to the
rational mind but irresistibly conpelling, calling up an echo in hinself he
didn't want to admt was there. What coul d they be thinking, those people
burni ng their hands and knees on the pavenment as they craw ed al ong? And what
would it be like to spend nmoney on one of those cheap figures with its dozens
of breasts like a bunch of grapes and believe, really believe, that it had the
power to heal or cone to himin dreans?

He found his way up to the tenple without rmuch trouble. It was unni stakable: a
hundred and twenty-seven lonic colums like trees in a stone grove and, in the
deep shade at the back, massive gol den doors. Everyone was going there. Long
lines of people stretched between the colums, waiting with greater or |esser
degrees of patience. Alec had no intention of waiting. He went straight up to
the nearest priestess and stepped into her path.

"Excuse me, |'ve got an appointnent to see Mother Cicely. | mailed her, okay?
Can you tell ne where she is?"

The priestess | ooked up at him She didn't speak English very well, but she
had caught the main inport of what he'd said, so she took himby die hand and
I ed himover to a conmpound that opened off fromne main tenple. "You go
there," she said, and froma basket she carried, withdrew a carved rod of sone
purpl e wood. She put it in his hand. 'Take that."

"Ckay." Alec |ooked at it, |ooked after her as she hurried away fromhim He
squared his shoul ders and went into the conpound.

I nside he saw a desk at one end of a long corridor, with a priestess sitting
there. He made for her, but at once threatening-looking priests converged upon
him They came cl ose enough to see the purple rod he carried and veered off,
apparently changing their nmnds. He grinned and wal ked on. Twi ce nore al ong
the corridor the sane thing happened, priests darting out of alcoves to
intercept him stopped by the rod. The priestess at the desk watched ne whol e
conedy with an ironical stare, folding her pale hands on her desk.

"Well, young man?" she said, when he finally reached her

"I"'mhere to see Mother Cicely," Al ec announced.

"Are you?" The priestess turned to her register and made an inquiry. After a
nmonent it gave her an answer, and she turned back to Alec. "You' d be the earl



of Finsbury? Very well. Through there, in the Epona chapel. Not with that!"
she told himsharply, putting out her hand for the rod as he started forward.
"You | eave that here. Go, now. She's expecting you."

Al ec relinquished the rod and went in cautiously, but no priests nobbed him
He found hinself in a dimsilent chapel. Al was stillness, until his eyes
grew accustoned to the light. Then he seenmed to be in the nmidst of a stamnpede.
The walls were done in an earth-dark stucco, and all around the room and up
the curved ceiling ran mares in riot, in frenzied notion, manes flying, eyes
wi de, painted with such vivid detail he found hinsel f stepping back

i nvoluntarily.

Trick of the light, son, that's all it is.

Yeah.

Al ec steadied hinself and focused on the actual space of the room Nothing in
there, really, except a pair of bronze censers snmoking in two |ong plunes. No:
now, stepping fromthe shadows, was a tall figure in a robe that fell in
severe straight lines. He couldn't make out the face clearly in the gloom and
wal ked forward cautiously for a better view

He had crossed half the space between them when he began to recogni ze her
features. Menory cane fl oodi ng back unbi dden. Fine autocratic features, bones
and skin of the best breeding, stern beautiful nouth, eyes as cold as the
North Sea. No, your Munmy's reading, don't you go bother her. Mumy's got a
headache, | eave her alone now, Alec. No, Mummy doesn't want to see what you
drew, take it to Daddy. Let's just sit in here quiet, Al ec, Mummy and Daddy
are having a disagreenent. She smelled like electricity. And | avender. She

al ways had.

"So you're Mother Gicely?" he said.

She | ooked at himcalmy. "I am You nust be Al ec Checkerfield. Let me make
one thing clear to you now, Alec: | amnot your nother."

"I'"d guessed," he snapped.

"I mean that literally, Alec. W have no kinship at all." She studied himin a
certain wonder. "Though now | can see why they thought the trick would work.
You do-al nost-1 ook as though you m ght have been mine."

"What trick? asked Al ec.

"The one that brought you into this world." Cecelia lifted her head, her mouth
scornful. "I bore sone of the guilt, at least. |'ve been atoning for it every
day of your life, Alec Checkerfield."

"Whose son am | ?" Al ec thundered.

"Elly Swain's," Cecelia said. Watching his reaction, she narrowed her eyes.
"You' ve found out that nuch, haven't you? But not the whole story, or you

woul dn't be here.”

"Tell me." He advanced on her. She | ooked up at him unperturbed.

"My, you're tall. Roger and | were as far fromcivilization as we could put
oursel ves, but even we heard about the Earth Hand ki dnappi ng when it
happened."” She smiled thinly.

"I loved Roger Checkerfield. He was a kind man. W had a

lovely life on that boat. | knew he was a weak man, too; | didn't care, then
He' d never told ne nuch about his Company, but | gathered they were connected
with the government and very powerful ."

"Jovian Integrated Systens," said Alec bitterly. She gave him a thoughtful

| ook.

"You're hunting them aren't you? Wll, well. In any case, when El|ly's baby

di sappeared-they put out a hand and pulled Roger's strings. He told ne we were
going to be given an infant, and we had to pretend it was our own child. W'd
been at sea, we hadn't seen anyone we'd known in nmonths. Who'd know it wasn't
true?

"I couldn't believe what | was hearing. | refused. And he told ne | couldn't!
He only hinted at the things that m ght happen if we disobeyed. | wanted the
truth, and at |ast he broke down and adnitted that we'd be raising Elly's
baby. Wiy on earth would a Conpany with that kind of power interest itself in
the affairs of a pop star?



"Roger couldn't explain. He kept saying there was nothing we could do, and if
we gave the baby a better life than the one he'd have had with his natura
parents, where was the harn"

Where was the harm Alec closed his eyes for a nonent, hearing Roger before
the col d educated voice swept on over his nenory:

"So | went along with it, may She have nercy on nme. | signed the damed
agreement, swore to keep the lie. I'"'mviolating that oath now What do | care,
after all this tine? Let themtry to cone after nme here! But | never saw Roger
with the sane eyes again.

"Can you wonder mat | could never bring myself to touch you? | know it wasn't
your fault, and I can't expect you to forgive ne. But you had plenty of
affection fromeveryone el se on that boat."

"You pushed ne away," said Alec in a thick voice. Cecelia shrugged.

"I"'msure you didn't mss ne when | left. There was sinply no point in
continuing with the charade. Roger was miserable and, believe ne, | was as
m serabl e as he was. | canme here and consecrated nyself to a |life of penance

for what |1'd done."

Cecel i a had rehearsed that speech a thousand tines over the years. Wat a
feeling of release now, what a wei ght was gone! She tilted her head slightly,
wat ching the effect of her words on the man. He'd gone very pale; all that
hi gh color had just fled fromhis face.

"What happened to her? To, to-Elly?" Al ec asked.

"She never recovered fromwhat they did to her. She'd been a little slow
before, you see. After you were born, she just went away to anot her planet.
It's a happy place. | have that nuch consol ation: she at |east has stopped
suffering.”

"Where is she?"
Cecel i a considered him
"I'"ll take you to her,"
har m now. "

She | ed himout of the Epona chapel through a curtained al cove, across a qui et
garden. Sonewhere there was the staccato chanting of contralto voices, a
vaguely frightening sound in that peaceful place; but it grew fainter as they
energed onto a wide | awn.

There was a croquet gane in progress there. Half a dozen girls in white were
scranbl i ng about clunsily after wooden balls, watched by reserved-I| ooki ng
worren in blue robes. One or two of the girls wandered by thensel ves or sat on
the grass rocking to and fro. Alec realized with a start that they weren't
girls, but damaged wonmen. One grimaced uncontrollably, another's |augh was far
too shrill and constant; another staggered |like a baby just learning to walk.
The wonen in blue were clearly their attendants. One approached now,
guestioning Cecelia with her eyes.

"WIl you bring Sister Heliotrope, please?" said Cecelia. "She has a visitor."
The attendant glided away and returned a noment later with one of the nore

ent husi astic players, gently relieving her of her croquet nallet as they
approached. She protested, but only until she spotted Cecelia. She ran forward
and hugged her gleefully.

"Mother Cicely! Nice seein' ya!"

Cecel i a hugged her back, apparently with genuine affection. Alec stared. He

| ooked at the plain round face, imagining it with the garish makeup of the
"twenties, trying to see

the horrified girl of the news footage. Not this smling creature with her

bl ank chi na-bl ue eyes. She | ooked nothing like himat all.

"Hel i otrope, dear, this man has cone to see you," Cecelia told her. Elly
turned to notice Alec and | ooked away, taking two little sideways steps to put
di stance between them |ike a well-behaved ani mal avoi ding a noisy child.

"Too busy," she nuttered.

"Now, dear, be nice. He's cone a long way. Let's go sit in the shade, shal
we?" Cecelia led themto a bench and sat down with them "There we are. |
won't go away, dear, it's all right. Did you have anything to say to her

she said at last. "I don't think you can do her any



Al ec?"

Al ec reached out to take Elly's hand. She |ooked at it with an unreadabl e

expr essi on.

"I-1 just-Are you okay here?"

"Yeh," Elly said.

"Are you happy?"

"Always 'appy, ain't 1?" Elly grinned, showing gappy little teeth. "Lucky ne!l"

Her voice was still young, her accent that of the London clubs where the bands
had pl ayed and the kids had danced, a mllion nmles fromthis place she'd cone
to.

Al ec blinked back tears. "I wanted you to know how sorry | am about the bad

stuff that happened, and-and to let you know your baby didn't die. He was safe
the whole tine. He turned out okay."

"Ch, yeh, | knew that, din't 1?" Elly nodded rapidly. "No aggro on that. No
way Jose! All okay, you know why?"

"Er... why?"
" '"Cos, ain't | had '"imjust after Christmas? | was this virgin, see. Poor old
Tommy never did it at all. | thought we was doing it and then the doctor and

the police was going, you know, questions questions questions and it turned
out we wasn't doing it after all only |I didn't know better 'cos |I'm so dunb.
Not that dunb! | know you don't get no baby fromnot doing it. So | was scared
it was like in that Utimte Evil game with the Devil and all. An' then the
Forces of Darkness stole' maway."

"Don't argue with her," Cecelia told Alec quietly.

"An' it all came to little pieces and | was cryin' so bad. But

then | got into the Goddess and everything was really cool. They told me the

story, see? They're all, a virgin has this baby at Solstice and 'e's the child
of light, and the bad guys take '"imaway from'er and she's really sad, goes
tojail. | was in jail. But then, 'e's really okay, see? Because 'e ain't

dead. 'E never dies. And then the virgin is so happy. And | knew that was ny
story, see? It's all about me! Me and ny child of light."

Al ec caught his breath. Qut of the unwanted nmenories seeping up cane a
Christmas party, at |east Sarah had told himit was a kind of Christmas party,
when he'd been so tiny-winji he hadn't known there were any other children in
the world, and then there were lots of them black |ike Sarah, and he was with
them around a tree trunk where there was a party for themall with cake ..

and the old black man bowi ng his head for themto pat his hair, and the bl ack
peopl e sniling and cl apping their hands and singi ng about the children of
light. Sarah carrying himback to the harbor, sugar-sticky and sleepy, telling
himhe was her little child of light. It had been a sweet nmenory; suddenly it
chilled him

"Ch," said Alec. "Wll-I"mreally happy for you, then."
"That's "imup there." Elly jerked her thunb at the sun. "See '"in? | can see
"imany time | like. Sun nmy son. Son ny sun! Ain't 'e neat?"

"Yeah." Al ec | ooked away, wi shing he hadn't cone.

"Just looks like 'e dies every night. Not really."

"No, of course not."

""E didn't die! Not ny baby, not nmy poor little tiny baby-"

"Heliotrope, they're having lots of fun over there," said Cecelia. "Wy don't
you go back to play? I think we've had a | ong enough talk, don't you?"
"Ckay," said Elly, and | eaped up and ran away unsteadily. Al ec sat staring
after her. Cecelia watched him and after a noment she said:

"Do you have any idea why they did it, Al ec?"

"No," he said. "But I"'mgoing to find out."

"I al ways wondered, you see ... Roger nentioned once that there was a division
of his conpany that did sone kind of genetic work. And that awful nan did
swear you weren't

his child, | nean really past the point where it made sense. He'd have had
much less trouble if he'd just admitted to it and paid his fines."

"Yeah. "



"And there was sonething different about you, Alec." Cecelia shook her head.
"There's sonething di fferent about you still."
There's sonmething different, all right.
Al ec shuddered violently. "You don't think-there wasn't some weird sick
culti st agenda or anything, was there?"
"A religious one, you nmean? At Jovian Integrated Systens?" Cecelia | ooked
contenmptuous. "Not if Roger was any exanple. He believed in nothing. Life was
easier for himthat way."
"And they've never done anything with nme! Nobody ever told me what | was or
why | wasn't |ike everybody else. |I've had to figure it out for nyself," Alec
cried.
"Perhaps they've sinply been watching you, to see what you'd do," Cecelia
suggested. "Just how are you different, Al ee?"
"I"ve got a couple of, er, talents,” Alec said unconfortably. "I've done rea
well for myself in the world, as a matter of fact. But nothing | can do is
wort h what happened to the rest of you." He turned to Ceceli a.
"Listen to me. Jovian Integrated Systens doesn't exist anynore. They were
bought up by this even bigger conpany that calls itself Dr. Zeus |ncorporated.
I"mgoing after them If anybody who's responsible for me is still alive, 'l
find him or her, or it."
Cecelia gazed on him a strange expression in her cold eyes.
"You're a good nman," she said at last, as though she couldn't quite believe
what she was saying. She rose to stand before himand, placing both hands on
his shoulders in a formal gesture, |eaned down to kiss himbetween his eyes.
He was anmzed
"Be careful,"” she told him "They were powerful then; Roger was frightened to
death of them They're probably a ot nore powerful now. Don't think they
don't know exactly where you are. They nust have kept people close to you your
whole life, observing you."
"Maybe." Al ec stood, |oom ng over her. "But there's something they don't
know." He took one of her hands in both of his and shook it awkwardly. "1'd
better go now. Good-bye, Cecelia. I"'mglad | got a chance to talk to you,
after all these years."
"CGood-bye, Alec," Cecelia said. "Good hunting."
It was not a gentle Goddess she served.
He just nodded and wal ked away.
When he had gone, she clinbed the hill behind the garden and stood | ooking
down on the tenple and the grand processional way that |ed out to the sea.
After a while she spotted him taller man any other travel er, wal king back to
t he harbor where his ship lay at anchor. She watched until he had di sappeared
wi th distance, praying to her Goddess, not certain what she was feeling.
| knew it! | knew all along you weren't no freak. Yer a deliberate favorable
mut ati on, Alec |lad, you nust be, specially bred. J. |I. S. neant you to be the
bl oody wonder boy you arel!
Al ec could al nost hear the Captain's boots clattering on the anci ent pavenent
as he danced for joy.
Oh, yeah? You reckon they had any idea what their wonder boy was going to do
to them when he found out how he was nmade?
Not a whit, |I'd wager. They never counted on nme, did they? Ch, |addie, the
revenge we're gonna take. Blood and hellfire! Loot for years. But the |ady was
right-we go into this slow, see? W ain't doing a thing without a perfect
pl an, and a perfect backup plan, and a backup plan to that. W takes our tine.
No risks. You let me do the reconnoitering first.
Then start your planning. Find out everything you can about these bastards, do
what ever you have to do. We're gonna weck 'em
That's ny boy.

Sarah coul dn't have known about it, could she? She wasn't in the pay of J.
. S
Mm Wiy, no, matey, certain she wasn't. Don't you worry none about her. W' ve
work to do! And to think it was only



t he ot her day you was noping about having no purpose to yer life.

Wll, I've got one now, haven't 17?

Al ec marched down to the harbor and went aboard his ship. Her anchor was

wei ghed, her sails were set. Under his black ensign he sailed out into the
lonian Sea, and laid in a course for Janaica.

THE YEAR 2351:

MEETI NG

Rut herford was in a daring nood. He had poured hinself a glass of the
appl e- prune conmpound and swaggered over to the window with it, pretending it
was sherry. It mght be, for all any passing public health nonitor knew He
was rat her di sappoi nted when the m nutes stretched by w thout a soul com ng
into Al bany Crescent, and wondered peevishly if the Wstninster surveillance
caneras were working properly.

At last he spotted Chatterji and El | sworth-Howard roundi ng the corner, and
waved at them ElIsworth-Howard waved back. Chatterji, who was | ooki ng

troubl ed, just nodded.

"Yo heave ho, fellows," said Rutherford as he opened the door. "Have you seen
t he Adonai sequence update yet?"

"Only just got mine," said Ellsworth-Howard. "Haven't had the shracking tine
to look at it."

"Well, you are in for a treat." Rutherford practically danced across the room
to his chair. "I've been gloating over it all nmorning. Qur man is a hero after
all, chaps. A dashing, daring rogue in the classic node! Wait till you see the
hol oes. "

"I"mconcerned about a few things," said Chatterji. "The comm ttee's not happy
about themeither, Rutherford."”

"They don't understand him" said Rutherford dismssively. "Qur man's a
genius, isn't it obvious? And you were so concerned that he'd nodified your
desi gn, Foxy! Er-that

is-it's clearly worked out for the best, hasn't it? Because it's made hi meven
nmore brilliant than his previous two sequences. You should see what he's done
with his wonderful brain now that he's got it cyborged."

"Such as?" Ellsworth-Howard said sullenly, settling into his arnthair.

"Well, he's built up the nmodest fortune the late earl left himinto a fabul ous
econom c enpire, and concealed it so the petty bureaucrats don't tax himto
death. Isn't that so, Chatty?"

"Yes, it is," said Chatterji, sinking into the chair opposite. "Although ..
did you notice that trust fund he set up to benefit the Ephesians |ast year?
You don't suppose he's turned religious again, do you?"

"Shracking hell," Ellsworth-Howard cri ed.

"Not hi ng of the sort," said Rutherford. "I'Il tell you exactly why he did
that. Qur programmi ng! He tracked down the fornmer Lady Checkerfield, the one
he thinks is his nother. She's an Ephesian priestess now He's still trying to

atone for having caused his parents' divorce, you see?"

"So you think he's attenpting to buy her forgiveness?" Chatterji took out his
nasal inhalator. Rutherford smirked.

"You may have noticed that he named her the administrator of the trust fund.
But you certainly don't see himhaving the operation and donni ng any purple
robes hinself, not our boy."

"No, that's true. He's something of a libertine," said Chatterji.

"But one with a social conscience," said Rutherford, junping to his feet and
strutting up and down before the fire. "In a proper secular way. Look at this
renegade club he's joined, all those young gentlenmen dedicating their lives to
fighting perceived injustice everywhere. There's a lot nore to the seventh
ear|l of Finsbury than we originally thought!"

"The conmittee had some rather sharp words about all his illegal activities,
Rut herford, | nust tell you," said Chatterji, bracing hinself with a deep
dr ag.

"Pooh. He's sinply fulfilling his programin the only way possible, in this
wr et ched day and age," said Rutherford. "Wat scope is there nowadays for a



hero? So he belongs to that particular group of |awbreakers. They're only
educat ed

fellows who object to this absurd restricted life we're all obliged to | ead.
Not all that different fromus, really."

"He shracking well ain't like me" said Ellsworth-Howard gl oom ly.

"Ch, chaps, you're missing the point," Rutherford said, going to the sideboard
and pouring out a couple of glasses of pretend sherry. He brought them back
and handed one each to his friends. "He's obedient to a higher law. He rebels
because he needs to play a nore active role in history. W put that need in
him didn't we, we sub-creators?”

"You're right," said Chatterji, brightening. "After all, in the |last sequence
he conmitted any nunber of-er-outright crines. But he did obey his handlers

wi t hout question. Yes, that puts a nuch nore positive spin onit."

"You see?" said Rutherford. "The only thing wanting nowis to get himin for a

visit with a Conpany recruiter. After all, we know he's a kindred spirit."
"How d' you reckon?" ElIlsworth-Howard said.
"Just access those holoes and you'll see,” Rutherford told him and sipped his

drink as Ellsworth-Howard took out the buke and squeezed in a request. The
little projector armshot up, unfolded its disc and sent out its beam of
golden light. A nonment |ater the Captain Mrgan appeared in the mdst of the
room under full sail, caught in the sunlight of a Caribbean norning.

"Qoh," said EI|sworth-Howard, and even Chatterji, who had al ready seen the
report, smiled. Rutherford just nodded.

"There now Can you wonder he prefers to live aboard that, and not in sone

di smal urban hive with public health nmonitors dogging his every step?"

"That is so cool," noaned El |l sworth-Howard. "Look at the pirate flag!"
"Though | should nmention that the committee found the flag in poor taste,"
said Chatterji reluctantly.

"Ch, shrack them"

"Offended their sensibilities, did he?" Rutherford said, casually |eaning over
the back of his chair. "Personally, I"'mdelighted with him This is a true
Briton, by God, this is the sort of fellow we used to have in this country.

Li ke Drake! Like-

wel | -all those other seafaring heroes and, er, daring explorers. |magi ne what
msfits they'd have been nowadays."

"You have a point there," admtted Chatterji. Rutherford tossed back a slug of
pretend sherry with reckl ess abandon

"We're of the same breed, you know. Look at us, dream ng of tea and sherry and
pi pe tobacco. Haven't you ever wanted to snuggl e chocol ates in your suitcase
when you're coning back froma trip to the Celtic Federation?"

Chatterji started and | ooked around involuntarily. "I say, now, Rutherford-"
"Well, of course we'd never do it," lied Rutherford, blushing, "but we'd like
to! And he does. The life we sit around dreani ng about, he goes out and
actually lives. Look at the other inmages. Go on."

El | swort h- Howard found the ship so beautiful he could have stared at her for
hours, but he squeezed in his request reluctantly. The Captain Mrgan

vani shed, to be replaced with a holo of Al ec pacing along a quay on sone

Cari bbean waterfront. The background was dreany as a travel og: green pal m
jungle and stately pink mansions, flowering mandevillea vines, a shel

mer chant hol ding up a queen conch with his smile very white in his black face,
a blue and gol d macaw perched on his shoul der. Alec wore his custonary
brilliant tropical shirt, ragged dungaree trunks, and sandals. The only thing
out of place in the picture was the box he was carrying, which bore the |ogo
of an el ectronics shop

"Bliney," said Ellsworth-Howard. "I magi ne being able to get away to pl aces
like that! | could never make the trip, though. I get notion sick."

"The humidity would get to me, I'mafraid." Chatterji shook his head
longingly. "And the microbes in the drinking water. And the pollen count."
"Me, too," said Rutherford. "To say nothing of the UV |levels. Look at him

t hough, all ruddy fromthe weather. He's not afraid of the sun.”



"What's that box?" Ellsworth-Howard peered at it. "lIs that from Abranovitch' s?
Do they have Abranovitch's out there?"

"l expect those are conponents for his marvel ous cyber-system" said

Rut herford. "He appears to have hookups to

weat her surveillance satellites and coordinates themw th whole libraries of

t hree-di mensi onal charts, all in his head. He runs that entire ship conpletely
by hinself. Al those sails and the, uh, ropes and things. That's what he can
do with that brain of his, Foxy. You ought to be proud."

"Maybe | am at that," said Ellsworth-Howard, ordering up the next image. It
had been taken at night, in some club. Al ec, resplendent in evening dress, sat
at a table. He was in languid conversation with a girl. Her eyes had w dened
at something he'd just said to her. He was smiling, making sone point with a
gesture, and the girl |ooked enthralled. On the table before themwere two
tall drinks, wildly overdecorated with paper parasols and orchids.

The three friends regarded the image in silence for a long, |ong nonent.

"See? That sex drive wasn't such a bad idea. 1'll bet he don't half get the
girls," said Ell sworth-Howard at last. "Lucky sod."

"I should imagine he's wildly successful in that line," said Rutherford
airily. "Grl in every port and all that sort of thing. Learned better than to
marry them Keeps it all sensibly inpersonal."

"I think we've edited out any disastrous urges for intimacy," Chatterji

agreed. "Doesn't he look splendid in that suit! Wat a pity he dresses so
badly the rest of the tine."

"He needs a few endearing flaws, don't you think?" said Rutherford. "It just
shows he's not vain about hinself. Real heroes don't care about things |ike
that."

El | swort h- Howard sunmoned the next inage.

"This was alnost ny favorite one, really,” said Rutherford. Al ec was wal ki ng
al ong a street, against a background of fields and distant orchards. "This was
taken by the Facilitator resident in Ephesus, as our man was | eaving. Look at
hi s expression. Bold, deternined, dangerous!"

"He don't |ook happy, anyhow, " said ElI sworth-Howard.

"By Jove, |1'd hate to cross the fellow," said Chatterji. "The committee had
certain concerns about this visit, Rutherford. Nasty bit of coincidence. It
seens that not only is the forner Lady Checkerfield living at that nother
house, but the place has a hospital ward, and one of its inmates is Elly
Swai n. "

Rut herford started.

"I say! | really think we do have sone sort of Mandel brot operating here. No
harm done, at least. He can't have found out about her. And, you know, this is
one of the hazards of operating in real tine. Less direct control."

"That's just the point the conmttee nade," said Chatterji.

"Yes, but | think we've nore than conpensated for ne setback when-well, you
know." Rutherford was referring to the fact that all of the initial data on
the third sequence had been | ost when El | swort h- Howard' s buke had been spi ked.
It had resulted in a gap in Conpany surveillance on the project between the
years 2326-2336, when Alec had been well into his higher education

Rut her f ord hopped up and began to pace nervously. "The fact that our man's
done this well with mniml guidance just shows how sound our methods were.
He's an unqualified success, if you want ny opinion. Yes, we should draft sone
sort of statement to mat effect for the committee, don't you think? M ssion
acconpl i shed?"

"It's early days yet," said Chatterji. "If he can be brought into the Conpany
fold, perhaps then we can tal k about unqualified successes."

"Ch, bother." Rutherford pouted.

"I was wondering about sonmething," said Ellsworth-Howard. "This has been a | ot
nore conplicated than making up the old Enforcers. Al this special fostering
and guilt conplexes and handlers and all?"

"For a nmuch nore conpl ex product,"” said Rutherford.

"Yeah, but with the Enforcers, you could just raise '"emin the base schools



and put 'emstraight into the army, and they worked. These heroes, or whatever
the shrack you're gonna call 'em are they gonna have to be spoon-fed
everything like the prototype has been? 'Cos you're getting into a |logistica
nightmare if they are," Ellsworth-Howard pointed out. "Think of all those
foster homes."

"No, no, of course we'll streamine the process when we start mass-produci ng
them" Rutherford said. "Don't forget we'll be able to programthe new fell ows
directly because they'll be bionechanicals. If Tol kien had been given this

project, what woul d he have done? Thi nk of a marvel ous

School of Heroes, nmuch nore Socratic, less militaristic than the old Enforcer
trai ning canps."”

"Yes, | like the sound of that," said Chatterji thoughtfully. "Wat to do with
our prototype, though? Wn't we have to tell himthe nasty truth about

hi nmsel f ?"

"OfF course. And | daresay he'll be surprised, but how on earth could he be
anything but grateful to us?" Rutherford waved dism ssively. "Wth that
magni fi cent health and intelligence, to say nothing of that ship, that wealth,
all those adventures in exotic places? Wy, it's a wonderful life!"

THE YEAR 2350:

Alec Visits the Doctor

Though he had sworn he'd never set foot in the Bl oomsbury house again, al

dust, echoes, and pal pable msery as it was, Alec stood in its parlor now

He was overseeing the workmen who were bringing in new furniture and carpets.
Al ec had decided to redecorate the house hinself.

It seened like a properly stupid-aristocrat thing to do- fuss about new
furniture and wal | paper in a place he never visited-and anyway the pale yell ow
m d-twentieth-century revival stuff he'd had before rem nded hi mof Lorene.
Over the past few nonths he'd made a great public show of his newinterest in
buyi ng anti ques, spendi ng outrageous sunms of nbney on acquisitions of w dely
varying quality. Many of them were hideous, if authentic. Some-sadly, the nore
tasteful ones-were obvious fakes. Al hope of bringing grace to any roomthey
m ght occupy was dashed by Alec's planned col or schenme, which featured |lots of
purple and gold. Bal kister, horrified after a virtual tour through the plans,
told himit |ooked |like what Disneycorp mght produce if it ever decided to
bui | d a whorehouse in Fantasyl and.

Al ec was pl eased. The stupider it |ooked, the better. He had no intention of
living there.

The house was, in fact, a trap; or would be when he'd finished with it. He'd
spent weeks fitting conponents into certain of the antiques he'd bought. Somne
were nerely backup systens, if virtually undetectable, for the considerable
security system Al ec already had in place. Some were rather nore than that.
There was a Louis Quatorze chair with conceal ed sensors sharp enough to all ow
it to monitor the transm ssions originating fromthe buil ding around the
corner in Theobal ds Road, the Gray's Inn extension that Al ec had di scovered
was owned by Dr. Zeus Incorporated, in its persona of A ynpian Technol ogi es.
There was a suit of gilded thirteenth-century arnor that was sinmlarly rigged
to nonitor the British Museum another hotbed of Conpany activity. There was a
heavyset bronze nynph hol ding al oft an ostrich egg that would, at need, jam
the transmissions fromthe nonitor the Conpany had conceal ed within the statue
of Sir Francis Bacon at Gray's Inn. As Al ec had uncovered nore and nore

evi dence of the Conpany's presence in his life, his determnation to bring

t hem down had i ncreased. So had his paranoi a.

He was especially proud of the systemhe'd designed to tag and track
intruders. In San Francisco he'd found a twenty-first-century aromatherapy

di spenser, a massive lunp of holl owed anethyst with a hul king gil ded cherub
nmount ed above it. It was stupefyingly ugly, but nobody could deny it went with
his col or scheme, and now it did nmuch nore than its original work of msting
fragrance into the air fromthe reservoir inside the amethyst while soothing
chi nes tinkl ed.

Now, there was a brain of sorts behind the cherub's staring eyes. Once it was



mount ed over the fanlight in the entry way, it knew it was to watch for anyone
entering through the door below. If it observed anyone who wasn't Al ec, or
acconpani ed by Alec, it would part its fat |lips and bl ow out a steady spray of
scented mcrodroplets, sending themwafting down on the unwanted visitors. The
perfune was an unusual one. Al ec had conpounded it hinself, so it was unique
in that sense, but it also contained mllions of nanobots designed to

per manently enbed thensel ves in anything they encountered.

Not terribly deeply, and when they were in an intruder's skin all they'd do
woul d be to release nore of the perfume, in

tiniest increments over a period of years. Nanobot technol ogy was too
jealously guarded by its principal developer- Dr. Zeus I|ncorporated-for Alec
to be able to get themto do nmuch nore, but once die intruder was tagged, Alec
woul d be able to pick up his or her scent anywhere.

The cherub also whistled "Lilliburlero."” There was no hidden purpose there;
Alec sinply liked the tune.

Now Al ec wat ched the workmen inpatiently, w shing they'd hurry up. Not a wall
not a floor or w ndow but remi nded himof dead tine.

He still wasn't sure just what he was. Perhaps Dr. Zeus had been experinenting
wi th di sease-resi stant hunmanoi ds; he'd never had so nmuch as a head cold in his
life.

Most |ikely the Conmpany was even now aware of his every nove, night know he
was planning to broadside it and do as nmuch damage as he could. And if it was
able to stop hin? If sonebody, somewhere, was able to press a button that
woul d term nate the Al ec experiment? Probably a dammed good idea, on the

whol e.

Boyo, this house is bad for you. Yer depressed. Yer blood sugar's |ow Eat
somet hing, for Christ's sake! | told you you should have had breakfast afore
the car cane

Shut up, responded Al ec, but he groped in his coat pocket and found a
carob-peanut-fig bar. He was unw apping it when one of the worknen peered into
t he room apol ogetically.

"My lord? Where would you like this?" He held up a vividly enaneled solid
brass representation of Queen Victoria in a howdah atop an el ephant's back

Its only function was to offend nme eye.

"Over there," Alec told him gesturing at a gilded table under ne front

wi ndow.

"I'n the window, mmy |ord?" The man | ooked pai ned. "Were it can be seen?"

"Do it! No problem okay?" Alec took a bite of the carob-peanut-fig bar. It
was very hard, very dry, and tasted |like hay. H s pocket conmuni cat or
shrilled. He exhaled in inpatience and opened the call. "Checkerfield," he
grow ed, chewi ng | abori ously.

"I's that Al ec Checkerfield?" inquired a vaguely faniliar voice on the other
side of his tympanum

"Yeah. Who's this?"

"My God, you're a hard man to connect with."

"Try Burke's Peerage next time. Who is this?"

"It's Blaisel Tilney Blaise, Checkerfield."

Al ec had a bl ank second before he connected the nenory. He gul ped down his
nmout hful of carob-peanut-fig. "Hey, man, how s it going?" he said, with

si mul ated heartiness. "Haven't seen you since, what, commencenent ?"

"It's been that long, | think," said Blaise.

"Vell, well."

"I"mdoing very nicely these days, actually," continued Blaise. "I'mworking
in California now Just flew across for sone business in the London offices
and | thought-well, | just thought 1I'd sound you out on sonething. See if
you're interested. Still coaxing that cybersystem of yours to junp through

hoops for you?"

Alec snmled at the nental inage, while the Captain snorted indignhantly. "Sort
of. I"'monly here for a nonth or so nyself, actually. | spend nost of the year
in the Caribbean."



"What luck | got through to you, then. Listen, why don't we nmeet for |unch
somewher e? Have you been to C ub Kosnetas yet?"

"Er-no."

"It's in the Maryl ebone Road. Quite tres tres. Great Geek food. Say half an
hour ?"

Al ec winced. Geek cuisine in a country where | anb, feta, and retsina were al
illegal wasn't his idea of dining.

"Vell-"

"I"'mawfully keen on telling you about this place I'mat. Dr. Zeus,

I ncor porated. Perhaps you've heard of thenP"

There was a heartbeat's silence and then Al ec made a thoughtful sound. "You
know, | think | night have. Don't they do sonme kind of consulting?" The
Captain materialized beside himand pulled a cutlass frommdair. Ginning
evilly, he took out a whetstone and began to sharpen his bl ade.

"Somet hing like that."

"Ckay," said Alec in a bright voice. "See you there, then. Half an hour."

He paused just |ong enough to give orders to the worknen

and then bounded down the front steps of the house, tossing his unfinished
carob-peanut-fig bar into the gutter as he went (and thereby violating severa
muni ci pal regulations). He junped lightly into the car and switched on the
motor. Whistling "Lilliburlero" between his teeth, Alec zooned away in the
direction of the Maryl ebone Road.

W ain't ready to take 'emyet, son

Ch, | know. We'll play it cool

Cool as the polar ice, ny lad. Wat d' you reckon this Blaise is one of their
observers, one of the ones Cecelia warned you about? They nust know you went
to see her. They nust be wondering how nmuch you know.

And | don't know a dam thing, not ne. He can do all the talking.

Cl ub Kosmetas was a | ong narrow pl ace, occupyi ng what had been a row of small
shopfronts back when trade had been rather brisker in Britain. Now connecting
doors had been punched through, and the walls had been painted a dark yell ow
and decorated with neon representations of Greek cultural icons, such as the
restored Acropolis and the Wnged Victory of Sanothrace. The tables were small
and packed into each room nmeking it difficult for sonmeone Alec's size to edge
his way through. The place was nearly deserted. He could see Blaise rising
froma table three roons in, smling and waving. Cursing under his breath, he
sm | ed and waved back, continuing his crabw se progress between the tables.
"My lord." Blaise half-bowed.

"Yeah, hi." Al ec reached out to shake his hand. "Ww, it's been ages, hasn't
it?"

Al ec! God almghty, the man's a cyborg!

You nean he's had a job |ike m ne done?

No!

"The Circle of Thirty," said Blaise remniscently. "Wuld you ever have

t hought you'd | ook back on those days as sinmple and unconplicated?"

"Nope, never." Alec kept a bland snile in place, though he

tilted his head and inhal ed deeply. Blaise snelled human ... and slightly

ner vous.

"I... er... | was going through sone things in storage just the other day. I
found the costume | wore at the swing gaskell at MCartney Hall," said Blaise.

"Remenber that night?"
"Yeah." Al ec w nced.
"The night Lord Howard caught us all on the catwalk with the gin," said

Bl ai se, as though he remenbered it fondly. "You'll never guess what | found in
one of the pockets." He reached inside his coat and slowy brought out the
silver flask. "l cleaned it up a bit. Thought you'd probably want it back."

"Ch, shrack, that was Roger's," said Alec, staring. It was a nonent before he
could stretch out his hand to take it. "Thanks, man."

It's bait. He wants you to feel you owe him Alec, this ain't a human bei ng!
Al ec suppressed a shudder as Bl ai se | eaned back fromthe table, adjusting the



fit of his coat, smoothing his |apels.

"W were worried about you-Bal kister and I, you know and all | could think to
do was get it away fromyou, so you wouldn't be caught with it." Bl aise gave a
rueful chuckle. "But | wasn't entirely sober nyself that night, and then the
catwal k cane down, and | lost ny nerve and scarpered. Took off the costune
when | finally crawl ed home and never had occasion to wear it again. Those
were the days, eh?"

"Menories, all right," agreed Alec, reflecting that his nmost vivid ones were
of stealthy sex and m serabl e hangovers. He wondered what sort of nenories the
thing at table wi th him had.

"I"'mafraid I've lost touch with nost of the old circle, though." Bl aise
settled back into his seat and gestured to the waiter, who brought themtwo
goblets of chilled mneral water. "You ever see anybody nowadays?"

He's sonme kind of machine.. .he's got organic conponents, though. In fact he's
nostly organic over a ferroce-ram c skeleton. | think he was human once.

Al ec sniled, though he felt the hair standing on the back

of his neck, and shook his head. "Nobody, except old Bal kister. He's needed

cash a fewtimes. |I've nade some donations to his causes. Probably they went
to pay his rent, but..." Is this the same guy fromny Grcle of Thirty, or
sone kind of robot?

"He was such a brilliant boy, too." Blaise |ooked sad.

It's the sane man. My sensors weren't as sharp back then, or |I'd have noticed
what |'m picking up now Look at him Alec. He still |ooks twenty, he ain't
changed.

"Bal ki ster? About a billion tinmes smarter than me," said Alec, with his best

idiot-aristo grin. "He's kept that youthful glow anyway. You're | ooking
pretty dammed good yourself, yeah? You nmust live a trouble-free life."

Did Blaise look just a little self-conscious? He picked up his nmenu and
fiddled with it "It's the carrageenan-al oe packs. You wouldn't believe what
they do for your skin. But what about you? | hear you're nostly living on your
boat, nowadays."

"Ship." Ship!

"Yes, of course, sorry. You' ve decided to follow in your father's footsteps,
suppose?"

"No, not exactly." Can he tell you're with nme?

I don't think so. Yer being monitored pretty close, though. Steady, |ad.
Diffidently Alec picked up his nmenu and thunbed it, letting the colum of
entrees chatter suggestions at himwhile he cal ned hinsel f. Eggpl ant - wal nut
nmoussaka with soy feta? Lentil kebabs? White grape juice "unsweetened, with
the faintest kiss of the authentic bal samic resin"? He had a sudden nenory of
Bl ai se, leaping fromthe falling catwal k, landing with perfect poise. The
silly tabl oi ds were always warni ng about cyborg nonsters. Cold, flaw ess,
machi ne- power ed supernen, certain to take over the world if they were ever
created... and here was one sitting across the table.

Shrack, Dr. Zeus could have hundreds of these things running around spying for
them And they | ook just like us!

What d'you nmean, US? Keep yer sense of perspective, son

"My father just sort of drifted," Alec said. "I don't think he ever got over
his divorce. I've had two so far and couldn't be

happi er about 'em Bye-bye baby, talk to ny solicitor!"”™ He cackled like a
nmoron and Bl ai se | aughed with him

"I"'mglad to hear that, anyway. We all felt terrible for you when the sixth

earl was killed. | can renenber it as though it were yesterday." Bl aise shook
his head. "I thought you'd gone crazy. O course, | don't think I'd be able to
cope if | suddenly found nyself orphaned like that."

"Well, but I wasn't, exactly," Al ec said, adjusting the volume on his nenu.
"Mumy-dear's still alive, you know. Not that the cold bitch ever sent ne a
condol ence card or anything. | tried to go and see her a few nonths ago,
actually. She wasn't having any. Well, shrack her, | said to nyself."

"Ch, that's too bad," Blaise said. "Trying to put the past behind you, effect



a reconciliation, that sort of thing?"

"Yeah. No use." Alec shrugged, setting the menu aside. "Can't win ‘emall."

"I gather you're just sort of touring around, living on your investnents?"
"Pretty nuch."

"I felt sure you'd go on to Mars." Bl aise sat back, shaking his head. "There
was al ways sonet hi ng about you, Checker-field! Sonething that pronised nore, |
don't know, ability than the rest of us. You were such a genius in systens.
You' ve never gone on to do anything with that, have you?"

"I have, too. You should see what |'ve spent on custonizing nmy persona

setup."” Alec grinned toothily, |ounging back in his chair. He made hinself
| ook into Blaise' s eyes and wi nk, though his skin was crawing. "It does
everything | need it to. All | ask is a tall ship and a ton of cash to sai

her with, you know? It makes sure there's always enough ice for ny drinks,
too."

At this point the waiter edged up to them and set down a dish of olives. Alec
ordered the noussaka and Bl ai se conplinmented himon his choice, ordering the
same. Wen the waiter had departed, he said:

"But was this really what you wanted to do with your life, Checkerfield?
Wasn't there a tine when you thought you could ask for nore than noney and
creature conforts? |'d have thought you'd got restless with all that by now "
He's about to nake his pitch. Listen hard.

Aye aye. "Maybe." Al ec shrugged again. "But what else is there? Sitting in on
a social adm nistration conmittee with Elvis Churchill? No, thanks. Not when
the Caribbean is one big party, man."

"There's the private sector, you know," Blaise said. "Some of themare up to
some pretty exciting things."

Here it cones.

"Li ke the people you work for, for instance?" Al ec sanpled an olive. Rich
bitter, conplex flavors. QG -cured.

"Yes, actually."”

"On the way over here | was remenbering what |1'd heard about 'em Sone kind of
story that they'd come up with a tine nmachine or sonething. Totally nuts. They
don't really have a time machine, do they, like in that hol o? That woul d be
cool . "

"Il tell you this nuch, they're on to sone stuff that's nearly as
incredible,” Blaise said, looking terribly sincere. "They're the people who
are going to shape our future, Checkerfield, take it fromne. And they treat

their creative people awmfully well. | nean, the salaries and benefits are
super, but the best part of the job is the sheer adventure. The opportunity to
benefit humanity in ways you couldn't even imagine. |'m happier than |I've ever
been. "

"Sounds like a lot of fun," Alec said cautiously.

"It is. Look, shall I come to the point? They need talent. | thought of you at
once. Hey, | know you're not the man to put on a suit every day and report to

a desk; but it's not like that, Checkerfield, trust ne. It's what you can do
with that incredible genius of yours they're interested in, not how well you
do interdepartmental politics. | think you'd really enjoy working there.™
How s he know you've got an incredible genius?

Everybody knew nmy test scores. Al the sane...

"I don't know, man, |'mpretty happy on my ship." Alec ate another olive.
"Parties. Wonen. Plenty of fun | can't get here, know what | nean?" He w nked
again but couldn't bring hinmself to nudge Bl ai se.

"Well, did | nmention Dr. Zeus is on an island in the Pacific? You woul dn't
have to change your lifestyle at all,"” Blaise told him settling back and
lifting his glass.

Right. He's made his bid. Pretend to take the bait.

"Whi ch one?" Al ec |ooked intrigued.

"Santa Catalina," Blaise said. "Tiny independent republic off California."
"No ki ddi ng?" Al ec sat back too as the waiter brought their orders. "I know
where that is. Nice climate out there. Well, | might be interested after all."



"Fabul ous," said Blaise, raising his glass. "They have an office here in
London, did | nention? Ch, Checkerfield, |I've got a really good feeling about
this. Here's to a successful career at Dr. Zeus for milord!"

"Hey ho," Alec said, lifting his glass in a toast too. And yo ho ho, you
nmechani cal bastard

One week |l ater he was shown into a waiting area, in the plushest office he'd
ever seen in a lifetime of dealing with expensive | egal counsel. No sooner had
one very pretty girl directed himto an antique chair than another very pretty
girl brought a tray of tea things, all antique Wdgwood, virtually kneeling
before himto offer it. No creamor sugar, of course, and the tea was

hi bi scus-chanomnile; but Dr. Zeus was doing its best to give himthe royalty
treatment. He accepted a cup of the thin sour stuff and gave the girl his npst
charmng smle.

"Thanks, babe," he said. She blushed and stammered:

"M. WIff will be with you in no tine, my lord. He didn't want to keep you
waiting at all. He was really so awfully inpressed with your application!"”
"Well, let's hope | pass the test." Alec |eaned forward conspiratorially and
let his voice drop to its npst seductive purr. "Is it a tough test, do you

t hi nk? D you reckon |'ve got a chance at all, |ove?"

"Ch, I'msure you have," the girl said, staring into his eyes. He inhal ed her
scent. She was hunman. He hel d her gaze, persuading just a little, and said:
"You really think so? Then if | do pass, what would you say-"

"Ms. Fretsch?" The fine panel ed door was opened by a

solidly built man in a suit of elegant and formal cut. She squeaked and rose
to her feet in one graceful novenment, bearing the tray up with scarcely a
rattl e of crockery. Alec watched her fleeing back regretfully, then turned his
attention to the man in the doorway.

He's anot her one, boyo, damm near as much a machine as me, and he's scanning
you. Steady.

Alec snmled at the nman, who was staring at himintently with cold gray eyes.
The man smil ed back, however, and thrust out his hand.

"My lord! Delighted to neet you at last. How are you this norning?"

Al ec set down his tea and rose to shake the man's hand. It felt human. The man
wasn't sweating at all, nor did he snell nervous.

"H . I'mfine, thanks. You?"

"Very well indeed. Mguel Wl ff, at your service, ny lord. May | offer you a
seat in ny private office?" He gestured and stepped aside to reveal the inner
sanctum Al ec accepted his offer, wary as he crossed the threshold, but no

al arns sounded and no guards seized him

If the other room had been full of antiques, this one was an absol ute nuseum
Wth the exception of the electronics console, not one other piece of

furniture in the roomwas |l ess than a century old. Wll, no; the intricate
oriental carpet on the floor was new, to judge fromits plush pile and depth.
Made of wool, too, fromthe snmell, and wool was outrageously illegal nowadays!

Alec settled into a very confortable chair and | ooked around.

I count five surveillance cameras. Conceal ed door behind that panel Nobody
hi dden t here, though.

"Now, of course we've done sone prelininary research on you, ny lord," said
Wl ff, going to a sideboard of dark oak. Ranged along its top were severa
decanters of gleamng crystal. "Just for forms sake." He poured out a gl ass
of something intensely red and turned with it. "We like to fanmiliarize
ourselves with the tastes of our creative nmen, as we find it facilitates the
working relationship. | trust you'll appreciate the mutual confidence in a
gl ass of claret?" He bowed and offered the glass to Al ec.

Al ec inhal ed. No drugs or poisons; even a decent vintage. Safe enough. He
accepted it, smiling, but narrowed his eyes slightly. "Thanks. Your research
was pretty thorough, yeah?"

The man gave the faintest apologetic shrug, pouring a glass of claret for
hinself. "It had to be, ny lord. W deal in certain specialty wares, for a
variety of interesting clients. W have a healthy disregard for what | may as



wel | describe plainly as dammed stupid laws." He sat at the desk and sipped

his claret appreciatively. "I don't really think gentlemen need concern
t hensel ves with civic ordinances, and | inmagine you' d agree with ne."
nI mght,"

"Just so." WIff set down his glass. "Now then, my lord. What can | tell you
about Dr. Zeus, Incorporated?"

"Everything," said Alec innocently.

"Certainly. Shall we begin with annual and projected revenues?' WIff sel ected
a printout froma folder on his desk and handed it across to Al ec.

Steady, |ad. He ought to know you don't read.

| understand the nunbers, though. Al ec glanced over the figures and raised his
eyebrows. Dr. Zeus was wealthier than he was. The Captain snarled

"As you might inmagine, this allows us to pay our best people what they're
worth,"” Wl ff said. "W find specified salaries inconveni ent. Bonus systens
produce better results, though of course we guarantee a nore than confortable
m ni mum "

"You' ve got some sort of tax deal with that island Blaise was telling ne
about, yeah?" Alec sipped his claret. It was superb

"Naturally, nmy lord."

"Good." Al ec nodded. "I thought it was funny you had an office here in London,
actually. From what Bl aise said, | thought the headquarters were out there."
"Ch, we've got offices all over the world," Wl ff said. He dropped the vol une
of his voice a notch. "Though this is the office where nost of the decisions
are nmade, always has been. Santa Catalina is sinply where the fun and ganes
happen. Shall we have a little history? Oficially, we went into

busi ness in 2318. Only a handful of maverick researchers, and a few
far-sighted investors.

"There's a company | egend, though, that we go back a |l ot further. Supposedly
there was a sort of drinking and brainstorm ng society in the upper echel ons
of the government, a private club whose origins can be traced at |east as far

back as the reign of Victoria |I. Al sorts of people are runored to have been
menbers. Gentlenen adventurers and gentlenen thinkers, too. Some nanes you
m ght recogni ze. What they had in common was a certain ... daring. A certain

refusal to be bound by ordinary limts."

"OfF | aw?" Al ec | ooked over the top of his glass.

"I'f you like. Space and tine, though, too. O so it's runmored." WIff sniled.
"Runor ed, you understand. "

Al ec gave a chuckle to inply he understood. "I've heard a | ot of far-out
stories, to tell you the truth."

Wl ff just shrugged, smling.

There was a silence that dragged on a fraction of a second too long. Finally
Wl ff said, "That's an interesting device you wear around your neck, if | may
say so, my lord."

"Ch, this?" Alec put up his hand to his torque. "Didn't your investigation
turn up that 1'ma cyborg? | am you see."

"Are you now?" Wl ff's eyes glinted with silent l[aughter. "Under the

circumst ances, that mght be quite an advantage. | expect your friend Bl aise
gave you an idea of the job description?"

"Al'l he said was that you need nore than an ordinary technician," Al ec said.
"Yes, we do," said Wlff. "Well, ny lord, what we'd like to do now is get sone
i dea of your particular strengths in relation to the systemwe use. W've
designed a programthat gives us a remarkable profile. Wuld you like to have
a look at it?"

This is it, son!

"Love to," said Alec, setting down his glass. WIff noved his glass and gave
some unspoken command. A nonitor screen arose fromthe surface of the desk,

bl ue-green like the sea and seemingly as deep, full of shifting lights. Wl ff
stood, indicating with a courteous gesture that Al ec should

conme around the desk and be seated in his place. As Alec did so, he saw the
buttonball that had been conceal ed just under the desk's surface.



There now. | think you'll find my personal station nore confortable. W
usual |y supply optics to our applicants, but you're rather a special case, ny
lord. Please take as long as you like. It's at your disposal all afternoon, if
you wi sh." Wl ff nmoved toward what was apparently a | ate seventeenth-century
cabi net and opened its doors, to reveal a state-of-the-art music systemto
rival Alec's owmn. "Misic suit you, my lord? | can recommend Vivaldi for the
experience, but | have everything in here. Literally. Please feel free to nake
your own sel ection."

"Vivaldi's fine," Alec said, though he had no idea what kind of group Vivaldi
m ght be. Wl ff nodded and programmed in a selection. The air filled with

nmel ody like the carvings on the old furniture, like the detailed patterns on
the rug, strings and harpsichords and flutes. Wl ff bowed | ow and nmade a

di screet exit through the wall panel

Now, me hearty, now

Let's go.

Al ec gave a coupl e of commands and bowed his head, forcing hinmself to rel ax.
There was a split second when he thought he was rushing forward at the screen
spl ashing through it as though he were diving into water; then he and the
Captai n were inside.

Bl eedi ng Jesus, it's huge! said the Captain.

Ww, Al ec agreed. The visual anal ogy was a vast cathedral, stretching up into
a distance mat skewed perspective, walled with nasses of tiny lights w nking
on and off as unknown orders were given or obeyed in tine and space that could
only be guessed at. In the mdst of this they stood, two tall gentlenen in

t hree-pi ece suits. Before them was sonme-thing that resenbled a child's
gymasium Its rings and bars were of ridiculously easy reach. The Captain
pointed at it.

That's yer entrance exam nation, lad, or I mss nmy guess.

Yeah. 1'll get started. You go for the grab

Where do | even begin? The Captain chortled, advancing on me nearest interface
port. So many galleons, so little tinel

See if they've really got tine travel. Ckay? That's something that could cone
in incredibly useful. Alec |oped up to the gymand began his test, forcing

hi nsel f through the easy paces, walking fromring to ring and bar to bar

Aye aye, son. The Captain dove into the nearest wall of lights.

Ring to ring and now down on hands and knees through the crawl -barrel. This
was stupid! Was this really the average ability of nost applicants to Dr.
Zeus? For the first tine Alec felt a sense of snugness at his own freak of
genius. It was pronptly replaced by caution as he regarded the mles of lights
reaching out in all directions. However limted the human individuals who had
made this place, he didn't care to find out how he'd do if he were really
tested by it. The Captain was the nmost powerful artificial intelligence that
had ever existed-to his know edge-and he didn't have a fraction of the
endowrent of Dr. Zeus. Thank God there was no identity here, no personality,
not hi ng but unassoci ated nmenory and refl exes, or the Doctor mght just rise up
and clutch themin a giant's hand until they crushed.

He could still hear the baroque nusic tinkling away. In fact, there was a
quartet of chanmber rnusicians just at the edge of the gymmasium nen in
powdered wi gs and tight silk pants, just like in cinema, unaware of him

sel f-absorbed in their playing. So that was Vivaldi ? He wondered how t hey'd
done road tours, back before the Industrial Age.

The test was clearly designed to get harder as one neared its conpletion. On
the I ast few yards he was actually obliged to hop up and catch hold of the
rings to pull hinmself forward, stretch his nmuscles a bit. Al the sanme, he'd
finished in a matter of mnutes when it had been expected he'd take al

aft ernoon. He gl anced around nervously, wondering how t he Captain was doi ng.
Vival di played on, ignoring him

ALEC!

Al ec junped. The Captain was energing fromthe nearest port, with sone
difficulty. He appeared to have grown to mammot h size, reducing the scal e of



their environment fromcathedral to fairly respectabl e church

Ww, | ook at you!

LET'S GET QUT OF HERE, SON, NOwW

Al ec gul ped and exited at top speed. He peered around WI ff's office,

blinking. Vivaldi was still jamming and the desk clock told himthat the whole
adventure had taken himjust three mnutes.
GO, BOY!

Alec got to his feet, staggering and slightly disoriented, but he'd regai ned
his composure by the time he'd crossed the room and opened the door to the
waiting area. One of the very pretty girls |ooked up from her desk

i nquiringly.

"My lord?"

"I-er-finished." Alec grinned, looking a little enbarrassed. "I think
expected sonet hing kind of nore challenging. I"'moff to a party. Tell M.
Wl ff I'lIl be in touch, okay, babe?" He reached out and patted her cheek. It

was |ike silk.

"Ckay, " she said wonderingly, blushing again.

NEVER M ND THE G RL

" "Bye now," Alec said, and left the offices of Dr. Zeus, I|ncorporated.

The Captain wouldn't let himslow down until he was back at Tower Marina and
had cast off, backing his ship ponderously out into the Thames. They were in
Greenwi ch Reach before he stopped jittering enough to tell Alec:

You woul dn't believe where | been, lad, and what | seen. This is the plate
fleet and the Pacific Mail and the argosies of the enmirs all rolled into one.
This is the score of scores. Infinite information, |ad, enough to make ne

all -powerful, enough to fulfill yer heart's desire. | want it so bad | can
taste it! But we ain't making any second strikes just yet. This'll take

pl anning. This'11l take an upgrade.

Upgrade? Alec gripped the rail, watching distractedly as they cane around
Jubi l ee Point. But you just had one.

Aye, son, and we're rolling in data now But they got it all. |I got only a

glinpse of the loot I mght have made off with if 1'd had the space and tine.
Space and tine! The Captain began to |augh wldly.

Hey, do they have a time machi ne?

Do they! What color d' you want, son? \What size? Want one with |uxury features,

or just sonmething that'll get you frompoint Zed to point A ? And | know where
they 're kept, and how to get one.
Cool .

But the time travel stuff is nothing, son. They're on to a lot nmore than that.
Yer old Captain's going to be assinmilating and anal yzi ng round the cl ock for

the next few days. Ch, son, I'"'mgoing to fulfill ny programin ways |'d never
dreaned. Nobody'll be able to touch you, you'll be the richest man in the
wor | d-and woul dn't you like to live forever?

No! | don't think | even want to live |ong enough to get old.

You don't, eh? Mm

But the time machine has possibilities.

Well, of course we'll get you one, |addie. Think of the adventures you'l

have. Plenty of fun for our Alec. Plenty of hell for bloody Dr. Zeus! W're
going to bring himto his big fat knees, boy. W can do it now. W' ve got his
nunber .

Yeah!

Now, you go get out of that tie, and I'Il have Coxinga get yer lunch. 1've
laid in a course for the Goodwi n Light. Just you think about where you'd like
to go in a time machine, eh? And I'Il settle down to revising the plan

Aye aye, sir.

Whistling, Alec went off to his cabin, Ioosening his tie as he went. It
occurred to himthat what he'd really like to do with a tine machi ne woul d be
to go back and prevent the crine that had brought about his own existence,
finally and forever absolving hinmself of guilt. But he had a feeling the
Captai n woul d have strenuous objections to that, and decided not to bring the



subj ect up.

He wondered if anywhere in the mass of data the Captain had stolen was any

i nformati on about him Al ec Checker-field, the breeding experinent that'd
gotten away? No point erasing his own existence just yet, not when there were
still so many nysteries to be sol ved

He was singing as he tossed his tie and wai stcoat into the

war dr obe and pull ed a shapel ess sweater over his head, energing to see Coxinga
sidling in with a tray of sandw ches.

My not her dear she wote to me: GO DOMN, YE BLOOD- RED ROSES! Ch, ny son, cone
home from sea! GO DOMN, YE BLOOD- RED ROSES!

THE YEAR 2351:

Al ec Has an Adventure

Al ec yawned behind his hand. He didn't nmean to yawn; Bal kister was terribly
upset, as perturbed as he'd ever seen him and the news about the Martian
colonists really was pretty awful. But Al ec had been working | ong hours

| ately, tracking down possible DBAs on Dr. Zeus Incorporated, and he had faced
a lengthy sail at top speeds foll owi ng Bal kister's incoherent conmunication
The ot her menbers of the Resistance | ooked suborbital-1agged and di sgruntl ed,
particularly Binscarth, who'd been Ioudly vocal about having to cut short his
holiday in Ibiza. He'd shut up as soon as Bal ki ster had arrived, though. They
all had, at the | ook on his face.

"You' ve heard, | see," Balkister said, as soon as he stepped on deck. "Is this
perfidy or what?"

He was referring to the actions of Areco in regard to the outcone of their

| awsuit against the settlers of Mars One. A brief digression to explain:

Hal f a century earlier, when Areco had taken control of the failing Martian
colony on the Tharsis Bulge, it had needed agriculturists to do the serious
wor k that woul d precede terraform ng. Acres of greenhouses woul d be necessary,
vast vaulted farns to grow an atnosphere for the red planet and to provide
food for the col onists.

As an incentive, it entered into a contract with the Martian Agricultura

Col l ective: farming inplenents, agricultural materials and land to be provided
by Areco, |abor to be provided by the menbers of the collective. Al areas
successfully farmed woul d becone the property of the collective after the
expiration of fifty terran years. Miuch fanfare at this announcenent and
neosoci al i sts everywhere had thrown their caps into the air for joy.
Unfortunately, it had turned out to be harder to farmon Mars than had been
antici pated, and nore expensive. Areco cut a few costs by skinping on certain
saf ety measures; nasty accidents and nutual recrimnation followed. Areco
began | ooking around for alternatives to agricultural devel opnent. They

retai ned the services of A ynpian Technol ogi es, who pointed out the
possibilities of utilizing geothermal energy (or perhaps arethermal would be
nore correct) by purchasing the only power plant on Mars, which tapped into

t he vol cani c core of Mns d ynpus.

Mars Two had been founded on the | ower slope of Mons dynpus, hailed as the
first extraterrestrial shining city on a hill. It had an industrial econony,
for energy was virtually free and al nost everything could be manufactured
cheaply. Mars Two was able to export goods, as opposed to Mars One, which
continued to require inportation of everything but the food it grew. Mars Two
was cosnopolitan, it had shops, it had fun, it had a crimnal elenent. Mars
One had a collective work ethic and no sense of style. Mars Two made noney for
Areco. Mars One | ost noney.

The die was cast, though, on the day when Areco | ooked at its bal ance sheet
and realized that Mars Two nmade enough noney to inport its food fromEarth and
still turn a profit. Farms weren't really necessary on Mars after all, it
seened; at least, not the tedious kind that had to be harvested twi ce a year
If all the area currently under cultivation were planted out in hardwod
forests instead, the object of producing atnmosphere could be achieved just as
effectively with a tenth of the expense, and Areco could stop sendi ng out
consi gnnents of tractors that didn't work properly in Martian gravity.



So as the forty-fifth anniversary of the contract had approached, Areco's
attorneys sent curt notification to the Martian Agricultural Collective that
the terms of the contract had not been met, and, therefore, upon expiration of
the fifty-year term the colonists could expect eviction notices. Areco had

ot her plans for the property.

What an outrage! And of course the MAC sued Areco, and the |awsuit had been
dragging on for five years, nostly because of the court's inability to define
"successfully farmed."

Popul ar sentinment on Earth and Luna was with the brave Martian agricul turists.
Peopl e wore MAC buttons to show their solidarity and sang stirring anthemns
about watering the red soil with red blood. Everyone felt that Areco was the
villain in the play. It therefore came as a trenendous shock when the court at
| ast decided in Areco's favor, in the |last week of October 2351. The
fifty-year termwas to expire on the first day of January 2352

Now Areco's agents waited at the airlock doors to Mars One, poised to nobve in
as soon as the clock struck m dnight on 31 Christmas. The MAC swore it would
refuse them entrance and waited on their side of the airlocks, armed only with
farm ng inplements. Spectators on Earth and Luna bit their nails and inplored
both sides not to do anything stupid.

Except for people |ike Balkister

"W've got to get weapons to them sonehow, " he wailed. "We should have done it
sooner, but that they'd lose the | awsuit was unthi nkable. Who coul d have

i magi ned the court was in the pay of Areco's fascist industrialist |ackeys?"
After a long nonment of silence, Alec shifted in his seat. "I might know a
source for arms," he admtted. "Expensive, though."

"Expense is no object," Balkister cried. "Not in a cause like this one. Is it,
fell ons?"

In response, his fellow freedomfighters whipped out their credit discs
recklessly. Alec sinply transferred a mllion pounds (he had becone the
weal t hi est man on Earth some weeks ago) into the Resistance's emergency fund.
"W've got a pwoblem you know," Binscarth said. "How can we get an awrs

shi pnment t hwough to the MAC? It's been

on the news, Aweco's got police cwiisers in owbit scanning all incom ng ships.
It's a, whatchacallit, a-blockade."

"CGod, Checkerfield, if only this ship of yours were an aircraft instead of a
sai ling vessel," said Johnson-Johnson wistfully. "W could be bl ockade
runners."

"I'f only we'd noved sooner,"” npaned Bal kister. "1'd give anything | possess if
it was a nonth ago today right now "

And in that nmonent a |ight went on over Alec's head, a flash and fireball.
"There m ght be a way to get the stuff through, after all,"” he said.

What ?

"You think so?" Balkister lifted his tear-stained face. "But how could we
possi bly run a bl ockade |ike that?"

Al ec, what are you talking about?

"I mght be able to work a mracle,” Alec said. I'll tell you as soon as we're
al one, okay? "Maybe | can deliver that pay-load to the MACin time to nmake it
count for sonething. Just don't ask me how. "

An hour |ater, when Alec's guests had departed, the Captain was pacing the
quarterdeck and growing softly.

I still don't like it.
You said | could have a tine machine, didn't you? And think of all the birds
this'lIl kill with one stone. Make Bal ki ster happy for once. Change the bal ance

of power on Mars and prevent an injustice. Strike another bl ow against Dr.
Zeus! You said we were nearly ready for another hit, too.

Nearly ain't near enough for ny liking, son. W need nore time to plan. |

ain't got enough data yet on tenporal physics. I'd thought to grab that on the
next sally and integrate it afore we tried going anywhere in a tinme machine.
Yean, but think of that next sally, Captain, sir. Wat if Dr. Zeus is prepared
for us this tine? They're still |eaving nmessages asking me to come back in for



another interview. If they're planning a trap, well, wouldn't you rather we
had something to distract themwhilst you do your data grab? Like, naybe,
somebody stealing one of their time ships?

Al the sane-

And, think about it. Once we've got one of their tine ships, we'll have

anot her place we can run if they hunt for us. Time! Not just space but tine!
Cone on, Captain, don't you want to sink your teeth into nore of those files?
You called themthe plate fleet. You called themthe argosies of the emr. The
nore of them you've got, the stronger you are, and the safer I'll be.

Bl oody hell, boy, it's a good argurment. Still... you always been such a nora
little bugger. This don't worry you? Smuggling arnms ain't |ike snuggling
chocol ate. People could get hurt. Killed.

No, you don't understand. Nobody's going to use the weapons! On Mars, where
everything' s covered by air domes? You' d have to be crazy. But once the MAC
has 'em Areco will have to think twi ce about sending its goons in to break
the standoff, see? All they need is to be able to stick it out until their
appeal goes through in court. This way they can. They win, and you and | win.

Vel |, whatever happens, son, you and ne will w n.
Cool .
It was a very small island. It appeared on sone maps. It didn't appear on nost

others. How small was it? A few acres, certainly no nore, snooth and green and
featurel ess but for a tunbl edown cottage on a tiny cove and a few pilings
going out into the water in an unsteady |ine.

Al ec had been given its coordi nates by one of his trade associates, a quiet
man who did business at a table in the back of a bar in Cap-Haitien. The man
was glad to see Alec, who hadn't run rmuch of his contraband | ately, so there
was no charge for the tip.

Al ec frowned at the island now through his | ong-range gl asses, steadying his
back agai nst the wheel house. He couldn't spot a living soul, but it wasn't
deserted. Several shapeless craft were noored by the pilings, bobbing in the
rough swell, and as the dark day waned he coul d see unm stakably the gl ow of
firelight in several places. Not, however,

inthe little house. The fire seenmed to be conming from somewhere inside the
island. He |l owered his glasses, letting themhang fromtheir strap, and beat
his freezi ng hands together.

| told you to put on them gl oves.

You were right, too. Alec went to his cabin to | ook for the gloves, walking at
an angl e against the pitch of the swell.

The Captain Morgan rode at anchor, all her canvas furled, running lights

ext i ngui shed. This was a bad place to be, off this rocky coast, with a gale
war ni ng bei ng broadcast and a sky solid with slate cloud. The buffeting w nd
was ice-cold and brought himthe snmell of peat snoke. Seabirds wheel ed and
screamed in the wild air. For a brief while an eye of red light glared from
the west, as the sun hissed out like a coal; then the air was bl ue, deeper and
nmore | um nous as the night advanced.

The twilight seemed to go on forever w thout beconming night, so finally Al ec
took the launch-he didn't trust the agboat in this w nd-and went ashore,
nmooring at one of the pilings and splashing through the surf. Shivering, he
made for the nearest fire-glow

It was comng fromthe nouth of a cave, one of several water-bored in the

gol den |inmestone |ike honeyconb, concealed fromthe sea by a green swell in
the and. Once he'd crossed the crunching shingle Al ec approached it silently,
and if he'd nade any sound the roar of the wi nd ought to have covered it.
Sonehow his arrival was known, though, because the figure of a nan appeared in
the mouth of the cave, silhouetted black against the bright fire.

" "Evening, there," said a deep voice.

"Hi," said Alec. "My map went over the side. Wiere am|?" That was the proper
code phrase, and the man answered in fornul a:

"West of Skye, anyway."
"That coul d be anywhere,

Al ec responded, and waited for the final part of the



formula, which the man stepped out in the gloaming to give him

"It is anywhere." He tilted back his head to | ook up at Alec. "So you're the
English? Aren't you the tall one!"

"Yeah," Alec said. This wasn't what he had expected. He | ooked down at the
man, whose di m nutive stature neverthel ess conveyed a great deal of whipcord
strength and masculine authority. H s beard was steel-gray and | ong; so was
his wild hair. H s hands were brown and scarred and sinewy. He wore tailored
wool garnents of no recognizable historical era, dull dun colors, but around
his neck and across his chest gl eaned chai ns of heavy gold, great pendant

| unps of uncut anber, garnet, crystal, giving a certain regal and barbaric
flash to his appearance.

"A dram for you, English?" he said pleasantly, producing a chased silver flask
from his wai stcoat pocket. He uncorked it and had a sip before handing it up
to Alec, who took it gratefully, cold and wet as he was. The contents proved
to be bl ood-warm single malt, redolent of peat snoke and heat her honey. Al ec
gasped his appreciation and returned the flask

"That's great stuffl™

"We think so," the man said, stuffing the flask back in his waistcoat. He

cl asped hi s hands behi nd his back and surveyed the world beyond his doorstep
"Lovely evening, isn't it? Though of course it may turn nasty later. That's
your ship out there, | reckon. Isn't she a beauty, now? Mist have cost no end
of cash. How are her anchor cabl es?"

"Pretty strong," Al ec said.

"That's good, then, I'd hate for a sweet thing like her to wash up on ny
rocks. Though |I'd wager she'd make grand sal vage. You've likely got
state-of-the-art electronics on her? Fetch a good price, | don't doubt. Shoes
for all the kiddies." The man sniled dream |y at the prospect, listening to
the rising wind. He turned a ginlet eye on Alec. "But |I'mbeing reniss! Here
am keepi ng you on ny piazza, and you freezing your English testicles off, |
daresay. Wl come to ny poor house, lord. The Mael rubha, at your service. Pray
step within." He gestured for Alec to follow himinto the firelight.

"Though | should warn you-" He paused, turning to ook straight into Alec's
face, Al ec having already bent nearly double to cross the threshold-"If you' ve
such a thing as a sidearm about you, perhaps it'd be best if you presented it

to me out here. The boys will look kindly on it. Gesture of good faith, you
know. "

"I haven't brought one," said Alec.

"Haven't brought one! Now, | call that tactful. You're a

natural diplomat, surely, and ever so brave. | respect that in a man. Cone on

i nside, then, English, and let nme offer you a dry place by the fire."

Beyond the threshold the cave opened out into a wide room and Al ec was able
to stand fairly upright and spread out his hands to the peat blaze. The air
was full of good snells, including something in the nature of supper. There
was a gentle and pervasive humming in the air, counterpointed by a distant
ringi ng of hanmrer on anvil, and the confused echo of voices from sonewhere
farther down the passage.

Heads up, son! Both sides, and they're arned.

He | ooked up to see a couple of powerful-Iooking youths advancing on him from
al coves on either side of the cave entrance. One wore a headset and carried a
sensor wand.

"Just a formality, English," the Maelrubha told himsoothingly. "You surely
understand we're obliged to do business with all types, and they ain't al
gentlermen |like yourself. O course you're clean, though, isn't he, boys?"

One of the young nen trained a rifle on Alec while the other swept the sensor
wand up and down in front of him "No guns, sir," he said tersely. H s wand
cane up to the level of Alec's head and stopped. Hi s eyes wi dened, listening
to what his headset was telling him "He's a cyborg, sir!"

Al ec could hear the Captain gnashing his teeth. "Yes, | am" he adnitted, in
t he nobst cal m and reasonabl e of voices. He held up his open hands, pal s
outward, indicating the circle he wore at his throat. "I've got a |inkup



through this with the navigational systemon ny ship out there. It comes in
pretty handy."

"So it nust," said the Maelrubha. "Neat bit of work, that. Isn't technol ogy a
fine thing! It goes through that torque you' ve got on, does it?"

"Yes, it does."

"And connects where?" The deep voice was still affable, but had taken on a
certain edge.

"Subcut aneous porting systemon my back," Alec said, wondering if he was about
to die.

"I"ve always wi shed to see one of them Just you keep your hands out Iike
that, now, don't trouble yourself, but |I'd appreciate it if you went down on
your knees, and woul d you ever

mnd if Petrel here took off your coat and shirt so we could have a | ook at
your back?"

I'"ve got fixes on all three of 'em son, fromthe forward-deck cannon. It'l|
punch straight through those walls. If | have to fire, you drop

It's okay. This guy doesn't stay in business by killing custoners, | bet. Alec
knelt carefully and allowed Petrel to divest himof his upper garnments. He
bent forward in the firelight, displaying the pattern of interwoven lines on
his back. The light of the flames glinted on the torque, shone like red gold
on his bare skin and contrasted with the dull silver lines of the knotwork
pattern.

"O, man, that is sonmething fine," said Petrel in envy. "Can | get one of
those, sir?"

"You can not," the Maelrubha said gruffly. "Wth Wiite-wave's little one on
the way and us with the satellite tracking systemnot half paid for yet, where
d' y'reckon we'd get the noney?"

"l suppose."” The youth sighed.

"And even supposing we did, you' d no sooner have it than the other children
woul d be whining to have one, too. No indeed, handy as |'msure this is, it's
not for the likes of us just yet." The Mael rubha wal ked around Al ec, studying
himwith a slight frown. At |ast he shook his head, producing his pocket flask
and offering Al ec another dram which Al ec accepted readily. "Here's for the
chill, lord. Gve the English back his clothes. | trust you understand the
necessity, lord? Can't be too careful whomyou invite to supper these days,
and isn't that an unfortunate comment on our tinmes?"

Too bl oody right.

Al ec shrugged into his shirt-it was too warmindoors for his anorak-and when
he had risen to his feet, the party noved down a | ong passage cut through the
living stone, going further into the depths of the island. There were nunerous
chanmbers opening off the main passage, living quarters apparently to judge
fromthe glinpses Al ec caught of confortable donestic scenes: a wonman rocking
a child in a cradle, a great gray hound sprawl ed asl eep and twi tching before a
fire, a man witing code at a console. There was evidently

some conpl ex drainage and ventilation systemin place, for the air was fresh
and not dank.

The passage led into a barrel-vaulted roomwith a firepit in the center. Snoke
funnel ed up through a ceiling vent. Arranged around the fire were a nunber of
wooden benches and two chairs with backs: an ancient padded recliner with its
| egs missing and an el aborately carved wooden chair, into which the Mael rubha
settled, waving Alec to the recliner. Alec sank into it cautiously, |ooking
around. Sonewhere on their journey down the corridor the guard had changed.
Petrel and his watchmate had apparently gone back to their posts and Al ec was
fl anked by two nmore youths of great size, both barefoot and toting rifles.
They sal uted the Mael rubha, glaring at Al ec.

"Sirl" they said. "Orders, sir!"

"I"'ve a credit check to run, boys. WII one of you ask Mother to come up? And
have a plate of stew fetched in for the English, here. He's our guest."

"Sirl" They saluted and exited at different doors. The Mael rubha | ooked over
at Alec with a faintly apologetic smle, handing himthe flask once again.



"Drink up, lord. They're good children, but they don't care for your
countrynmen rmuch. You'll be understanding, |I hope."

"Perfectly." Alec cleared his throat and had another drink. "I just want you
to know | think England's got a lot to apol ogize for, the way they treat your
peopl e. Just because |'m English doesn't mean | agree with the sanctions."
"Very gracious of you, lord." The Mel rubha | ooked around and retrieved a pipe
fromthe depths of his chair cushions. He produced a pouch from somewhere el se
and proceeded to fill the pipe with something aromatic. He made no effort to
take the flask back, so Al ec drank again.

"And-1 hope some day our countries can be friends. Do you think relations wll
ever inprove?"

"O, who knows?" said the Mel rubha, holding a hotpoint to his pipe. "Wen you
can five in Belfast without growing a second head fromthe radi oactivity,

maybe. Now, |'m sure the subject nust be as painful for you as it is for ne,
so let's nove on to business. W' re accustonmed to being paid in gold,
but a gentl eman of your breeding-well. Once you' ve passed the formalities, I'm

sure we can arrange for a sinple transfer of funds."

"But-" said Alec, and at that nmoment one of the young guards strode into the
room bearing a dish of sonething that steaned. Behind him a queenly I|ady
peered into the room regarding Alec with interest. Al ec |ooked back at her
and started slightly; from her shoul der a bl ackbird was al so regardi ng him
eyes bright as brass. The lady turned and said sonmething in a soft voice to
someone in the passage behind her, and there were shrieks of femni nine

[ aughter. The | ady wi thdrew.

"Food for the English,"” announced the guard, and thrust the plate at Alec. He
| ooked at the contents in surprise.

"I's this fish stew?"

"Afraid so," the Melrubha said, puffing to get his pipe started. "Salt cod.
We'd much rather it was soy protein, of course, but that's a bit hard to cone
by out here. No, you keep the flask for now You'll want a good fire in you,
when you go back out into that night."

"I like fish." Alec dipped his spoon into it. He inhaled the mngled scents:
seaf ood, root vegetables, nothing that shouldn't be there. "Anyway, there's no
trouble with the noney. | brought gold."

"Have you, now? Lovely. We'll still want to do the little check on you,

t hough, since we've not done business before," the Melrubha expl ai ned,

| eani ng back and exhal i ng snoke.

"No problem" Alec tasted the stew cautiously. Only the flavors he had been
expecting. "I'Il pay for everything,"

"Mm Ah, here's Mdther." The Mael rubha extended his hand to a little |ady who
entered just then. She was appl e-cheeked, big-bosoned, and the firelight

gl eaned on her round spectacles. "Mdther's our accountant. My dear, this is
the fine lord who's interested in our wares. And he's a cyborg, think of that,
now. "

"I's he then?" she said, in a clear precise lilt. "How fascinating. A lord too,
is he? I"'msure in that case his credit nust be very good indeed."

"OfF course," said the Mael rubha, exhaling a |long plune of smoke. "But for
forms sake, ny dear-"

"Certainly," she said, and | eaning over Al ec she seized his chinin a
surprisingly firmhand. "Please to |l et ne exam ne your retinal pattern, young
man. "

Alec had just tine to realize that her optics were not, in fact,
spect acl es-they were instead an interface device with her own systembefore
she had accessed his identification code. The captain did the cyberspace

equi val ent of holding his breath and flattening hinself against a wall while
she made a quick and efficient survey of Alec's official financial records.
After a long, |ong nonent she released Alec's chin and gave hima pat on the
cheek. "O ny, yes, he's quite able to pay for his purchases. Shall | call for
Bull to bring up our sample case?"

"I'f you would, ny dear," said the Mael rubha. She went to the doorway and spoke



a word to the guard who apparently waited just out of sight; then returned to
sit at the Mel-rubha's right, quietly folding her hands in her apron. Alec
sat there blinking a nonent before he had anot her spoonful of stew It was

delicious. The warnth in the roomwas delicious, as well, and the conpl ex
fragrances of peat snoke and pi pe snoke and di nner and the cold sea and
machi ne oil somewhere ... and the whi skey, that was delicious too. He had

anot her gul p. What a pleasant place this was. Wat nice people these were.

Al ec, yer getting drunk

No, |'m not.

"I guess-l mean you shoul d knowwell, you probably don't ask questions nuch
about what people are going to do with what you sell them" he said.

"O, no," the Maelrubha assured him

"Never," said Mt her.

"And of course | can't tell you anything. But you ought to knowit's in a good

cause. Mirrally, | nmean. To fight against injustice and oppression.”
"Well, I"'mglad you told me that much, lord," said the Mel rubha, nodding
solemly. "We'll all sleep better knowing that, |I'msure. Yes, it's hard being

in this business, you know, but then with the sanctions we don't have nany
ways to feed all the little muths we've got to feed, see. It's a nora

dil emma, to be sure. Though we're not always going to be earning our bread
this way."

"No?" Alec tilted the flask for another mouthful of fire and honey. The
Captain snarled in his ear

"No i ndeed. As soon as the children all have shoes, we're going into

m croprocessors. "

At this noment a vast runbling was heard in the corridor outside, in sone
| anguage Al ec didn't know, and of which he could only distinguish the word
sassenach. A great dark bul k shoul dered through the door, bearing in its
massi ve arns a polished box roughly the size and shape of a coffin. The figure
set down the box and rose up, fixing Alec with a contenptuous stare, |ight
eyes startling in his sooty face. He was nearly as tall as Alec and easily
twi ce as wi de, and naked but for |eather trousers and apron

"You'll please excuse our gunsmith,"” said the Maelrubha delicately. "He
doesn't speak to English. He'll have no objection to displaying his art,
t hough. "

Wth a sneer the gunsnmith opened the case. Al ec caught his breath. He thought
at first he was | ooking at antiques, so el aborate were the designs, so

exqui site the chased patterns on the brass and silver-plated surfaces, so
fancifully carved and polished the wooden stocks. Then he noticed the |aser
sights and realized these were neither flintlocks nor even | ate node

st unners.

They were disrupters, the | ast weapons to have been nade before weapons were
outlawed in the twenty-third century, but as they night have been desi gned by
a third-century genius. Even the power packs were inscribed with Celtic

knot -work, the battery light forming the left eye in alittle barbaric face,
so that when it should wink redly you'd know you needed a new pack

"These are fantastic," said Al ec, reaching for one. He hefted it cautiously.
It felt as good as it |ooked. Carefully ainmng into a corner of the room he
sighted along the barrel. "Ch, man, |'ve got to have one! Two. Hell, I'Il take
the whol e case.”

"The stock's English oak on this here," the Melrubha pointed out. "Pure

ni ckel panels, selenium battery conponents, guaranteed kill rate of eighteen
intwenty, carries a

charge for eight hundred rounds. Those others are ebony and cherrywood."

"Cool ," Alec sobered slightly. "But | think there's been a m sunderstanding. |
need to buy in bulk. I needed four hundred, not four."

"Only four hundred?" The Mael rubha waved dism ssively. Take five, and we'll

gi ve you a discount. Here, Bull, show himthe little bonus gift for the

hal f -t housand. "
The gunsmith reached into the bottom of the case and brought out a snaller



wooden box, engraved all over with death's heads. He opened it carefully to
di splay, nested in red velvet, a brass shell the size and appearance of a
human skull. Incised knotwork and spirals swirled on its surface, swooped
between its blind eyes, incorporating inscriptions that |ooked as though

t hey' d been copied fromsone ancient grinoire.

"You know what this is, of course,” said the Melrubha.

"Yeah," said Alec, who had no idea. He drank uncertainly.

"I"ll thank you to observe this special feature, here-" the Maelrubha
indicated the delicate lettering, "-that you won't find offered by any ot her
dealer in arns, assum ng you could find one in this enlightened age. Each |ine
an original curse of deadly puissance, tine-tested by experts! Now, the bonb
is free with your order; but for an additional, nom nal charge the curses can
be personalized. R ght here whilst you wait, our artist will engrave the nane
of your heart's eneny in that attractive oval blank there, see?"

It was such an absurd idea Alec found it delightful

"Sure," he said. "Ckay! It won't explode while it's being engraved on, wll
it?"

Muttering, the gunsmith drew a tiny golden acid pencil froma slot in his

| eat her apron. He | ooked inpatiently at Al ec.

"Er-ARECO " Al ec said. And though it seemed as though his thick black fingers
could barely get purchase on die pencil's shaft, the gunsmith quickly and
easily wote ARECO in flowi ng uncials so perfect you' d swear he'd attended a
convent school. "Neat," said Alec admringly. "Ckay, what do | owe for the

| ot ?"

"Hm hm" The Mael rubha exchanged gl ances with Mbther. "Let's see now, five
hundred of the assorted pistols

and rifles-and then you'll want the extra power packs-plus cleaning kits and
accessories-plus the charge for the engraving-and then there's the Celtic
Federation transfer tax, but | like you, so we'll disregard that-let's nmake it
a nice round sum and say eleven mllion pounds English? And I'Il throwin this
case as a personal gift, on account of you appreciate a work of art when you
see one."

Al ec gul ped. The Captain was stunned into silence.

"Ckay," said Alec, thinking of the valiant Martian agriculturists and the way

t he odds were stacked against them "I've got four mllion in gold specie in
the boat. | can transfer the bal ance fromny own account, yeah?"
The deal was nmade. Coordinating with Mdther's system seven mllion pounds

were transferred from Cocos |Island Trading's account to a certain account in
Switzerl and. As soon as the transaction had gone through, the Maelrubha
produced a second pocket flask and quaffed cheerfully.

"Now, that'll buy a lot of little shoes,"” he said. "Drink with ne, English,
drink deep. Death to our enemies!"

And Alec certainly didn't want anybody to die really, but because he was a
courteous man he grinned and held his flask aloft.

"Death to our enem es," he said, and drank deep, as he had been bid.

Al'l that remained was to wait while box after box was | oaded into the |aunch
by barefoot |ads who seened entirely unaffected by the blue cold. The specie
was unl oaded and exami ned by the gunsmith, who pronounced it satisfactory with
a grudgi ng nod. Wen the |last of the order had been battened in place Al ec
spl ashed out to the launch and clinbed in. He started up the motor and put
about, turning in his seat to wave farewell to his hosts. He felt I|ight-headed
and hal f-frozen, and the thought that he was transporting a real bonb that

m ght blow himto atons gave hima certain giddy delight.

The Captain nmade a note that Al ec needed anot her psychot herapy workout, but
was preoccupi ed by the task of getting the | aunch safely back to the Captain
Mor gan where she

rode the rising swell in the eternal blue dusk. It was time to take her out
where she'd have plenty of sea room

"So long, English," called the Mel rubha, from where he watched near the cave
nmout h. "Pl ease call again. Always happy to serve a repeat custoner.”



"Aren't they English on Mars, sir?" said Mther, waving at Al ec.

"W can hope so, darlin'," grow ed Bull.

THE YEAR 2351:

Alec Meets a Gl

"Sushi for evewyone," sang Binscarth, offering around a tray as though it
cont ai ned so many green and bl ack petit-fours. He had to shout over the

mari achi rmusic and the roar of the food processor as it battered ice cubes and
tequila into a slinmy slush. The roar cut out abruptly, replaced by a torrent
of curses from Magil si de

"It's broken now | told you we should have rented a houseboy,'
fromthe kitchen.

"Ch, yes, that'd nmake a | ot of sense, have some | ocal spy weporting on us to

t he Fedewal es because you wanted a pwoperly nade fwozen mawgawita," sneered

Bi nscarth. "Sushi, Checkewfield?" He danced up to Al ec, who was standi ng on

t he bal cony staring out at a red sunset over the Pacific. "No, thanks," said
Alec. He was too edgy to eat "Don't be a fool, Mexican's the best sushi in the
wow d, " said Binscarth huffily. Balkister waved himaway, lifting his drink in
a toast to Al ec.

"He's no fool. He's a hero, and he knows damed wel |l that one doesn't go out
on a mssion stuffed full of food and drink. Eh, fellow ugly guy?" He stepped
out on the bal cony beside Al ec and considered the view The vacation house

bel onged to Johnson-Johnson's grandnot her, and was white and soaring of |ine,
with its back firmy turned on a parched

wi | derness of scorpions and spiny plants. The | and road was a wi ndy nisery of
brick-red dust. The only pl easant access was by sea, into a perfect little bay
of gol den sand and turquoi se water. The Captain Mrgan rocked quietly at
anchor below them at the end of the private pier.

' Though you m ght have just a shot of tequila or sonething, you know, for your
nerves, " Bal ki ster added, watching as the sky went through ever-brassier
shades of nelon and sal non and peach.

"That's the last thing | need right now," said Alec sharply. He was stil
nortified at getting so drunk at the arnms dealer's. To make matters worse

four days earlier he'd been sitting at the Happy C ub bar in Canpeche when
he'd pi cked up the unnistakable scent of perfume fromthe trap in his house.
Turning slowy in his seat, he'd noticed the unobtrusive nman who'd conme in
after himand sat now three stools down, ordering a Red Stripe. Not a cyborg,
at least; but it neant the Conmpany had investigated that address and was stil
managi ng to have hi m shadowed ashore. Too many of his habits were known. They
woul d bear changi ng.

"Try to keep the rest of them hal fway sober, yeah?" he told Bal kister
"Timng' s going to be everything, if | make it back."

he bel | owed

"OfF course you'll make it-"

"These are serious bad guys, Balkister. Just as bad as Areco in their way,
okay? And no, I'mstill not telling you who they are. Once they find out one
of their shuttles is gone, they'll come after it. If we're really lucky we'll

have about five hours' lead. But if one of those clowns is so stoned he drops
a crate off the pier when we're |oading-"

"Win't happen! You have nmy word, Checkerfield. They're just keyed up. This is
a bit nore exotic action than nost of themever get to see, you know. "
Bal ki ster sucked at his frozen drink. "But none of them have forgotten what
it's in aid of, believe ne. God, | envy you, Checkerfield, | really do. Mars
at last."

"Yeah," Alec said, realizing he had barely thought about that part of the
plan. Not that it hadn't been meticul ously arranged; but all his attention had
fixed on the next seven hours, to the exclusion of anything else. If those
seven hours were a success, the rest of the run would seemlike a kiddie ride.
And after that, he'd decided, it was tinme to get out of the snuggling business
and focus entirely on revenge.

Bal ki ster cleared his throat, |ooking unconfortable.

"You're quite sure you can fly the shuttle?"



"Hey." Al ec nmade a dismissive gesture. 'This is Super Cyborg you're talking
to, renenber? O course | can fly it"

"And it really can-" Bal kister nouthed the words tinme travel.

"Shh," Alec cautioned, with a glare toward the house.

"Ch, quite. Top secret. Now not that | haven't every confidence in you,

but -just on the chance sonething goes, er, wong-is there anybody you'd I|ike
us to contact?"

"You nmean if | snuff it?" Alec grinned. "Nope. Al ny legal stuff's sorted out
already. Title dies with me. Most of the noney's tied up in a trust fund for

nmy not her."
Bal ki ster frowned. Surely Al ec had neant from his nother? The nonent was too
solemm to correct his granmar, however. "You can be certain we'll honor your

menory for all time, you know. W put it to a special vote, when you' d gone to
bed |l ast night."

"Nice of you," said Alec. "Don't worry about your rent paynents, either
There's a codicil just for that purpose.™

"That's awfully decent, Checkerfield," said Balkister stiffly. He | ooked out
on the twilight water and, for a nmonment, regretted what they were doing.

Behi nd them there was a sudden bl ast of sound as Magil side cranked up the
musi ¢, a swoony mariachi rendition of "Walking in a Wnter Wnderl and" | oud
enough to rattle the w ndow gl ass.

When ni ght had fallen, Al ec went onboard the Captain Mrgan. Swiftly she put
to sea and sped north through the black night ocean, on a fanmiliar course, and
the nmermaid on her prow wept silently.

By the time the lights of the island were visible, Alec had put on a thin set
of thermals and fastened hinself into his subsuit. As the Captain Mrgan made
her cautious way around the wi ndward side of the island, standing well out to
sea, he wondered unconfortably whether Dr. Zeus had

someone in that distant cluster of lights watching himon a gray screen. He
started as Billy Bones crept up, offering himthe mask that went with his
Suit.

Not to worry, son. They ain 't scanning the coast. | reckon piracy's the | ast
thing they expect, in this day and age.

They really don't know, do they? They've got no clue about us, right?

How coul d they? They may know you can do amezing stuff, but they don't know
about me. | reckon I'mthe rock they' ve split on, thinking they 'd have things
all their own way.

Yeah. This is the beginning of the big payback.

That's my boy. Alec's revenge! Take no prisoners, son

This is for ny mother, for Roger and Cecelia, for all of 'em

Al ec | eaned backward over the rail, kicking once to deploy the flippers in his
boots. He tunbled into the dark water and i medi ately the infrared sights in
the mask cut in, lighting his way into an eeri e undersea nocturne.

The water was beautifully clear, full of shoals of bright fish that fled from
his silent passage. Once, at a distance, he saw the slow cruising bulk of a
shark; but it picked up the signal his suit was broadcasting and turned,
maki ng of f through the kelp forest as though it had abruptly remenbered a
pressi ng engagenent el sewhere

He saw not hing nore dangerous until he began to pass the mines, drifting
things that resenbled jellyfish. Their purpose was to adhere to the hulls of
approachi ng vessels and transmt all perceptible information on themto Dr.
Zeus. They were programed to deliver an unsettling electric charge to

somet hing Alec's size, but he avoided themw th ease. Now he was past the
strung foul -wires, the netting, the canoufl aged underwater entrances. A noment
nore and he was crawl i ng ashore on his hands and knees, and a seal was turning
to look at himin an affronted way before rolling over and |olloping down to
the surf to take its rest sonewhere el se.

He pulled off his mask and sat there gasping a nonent, reviewing the plan in
his head. Then he tucked the nask away in a pouch, retracted the flippers into
his boots and edged al ong the sheer cliff wall, hunting for any place where it



was | ess vertical, working always toward the white |ights of the conpound.

At length he found a goat path and went up it, crouching forward to feel his
way with his hands, ascending swiftly. About twenty meters up it led himinto
a sparse stand of iron-wood trees, and he | eaned agai nst one and studied the
Vi ew.

The conpound lay to the north, on a shelf of |land blasted fromthe cliffs to
create a platform It jutted out like a proscenium stage, painted with the
hunm ngbi rd | andi ng pattern for vertically rising and descending aircraft. A
hal f-circle of maintenance offices were built against its back wall. Their

wi ndows were dark. Three small aircraft sat on the | anding platform

They did not | ook particularly skyworthy, or even attractive. They were rather
li ke buses in shape and size, dull silver, with only the slightest tapering at
the nose and only the suggestion of stubby wings and tail fins. Their designer
had clearly wanted no part of Buck Rogers Revival

On the other hand, Alec reflected, it nmade a certain sense to make the nost
out rageously val uabl e piece of technol ogy ever invented as drab and functiona
as a toaster. Who'd want to steal a dumpy-looking craft like that? Unless he
knew what it was.

He advanced through the trees and came upon an access road, thickly planted
along its verge with mnosa and hi biscus. Silently he paralleled the road,
wor ki ng through the bushes, and canme at |last to the powered gate with its

gl owi ng control box.

Here?

May as well Gve "emhell, son. \Where do we cone fronf?

Fromthe sea. Alec freed his collar fromthe neck of the sub suit and
unscrewed the knob at one end. He withdrew a plug on a fine length of wre.
Groping, he found a port on the underside of the control box and connected.

WE RE | NI

Al ec had the nonmentary sensation of swallowing a ot of very good rum

si mul t aneous to having the orgasmof his life while inhaling the fragrance of
a Janmi can garden. He knew, now, all he needed to get in. Dizzy and el ated, he
ordered the gate to open and it did. Inporting, he ran through, keeping to the
shadows, and nmade straight for the nearest tinme shuttle.

As he ran, the Captain was running too, down what would |l ook to Alec like an

i mense corridor lined with the richest and nost desirable of |oot.

Met aphorically he had his armnms extended, sweeping across either wall, and the
oot flowed into himthrough his fingertips, and as it did he was grow ng,
expandi ng to tremendous size. In lighthouses all across the face of the gl obe,
lights were wi nking, data of uninagi nable content and conplexity was being
downl oaded.

Al ec sped across the painted tarmac and ordered the tine shuttle to open for
him Obediently its hatch sprang wi de, and he vaulted in. He stared around as
the hatch cl osed behind him The interior of the shuttle was nothing like its
exterior. He'd never seen such luxury in a conmercial transport.

There was an odd sharp snmell in the air, a chem cal kind of snell. What was
that? The new data he'd received told himit was residual stasis gas. \What was
stasis gas? Harnful ? No? Ckay, then, and here was what was obviously the
pilot's seat, in front of what nust be the gui dance consol e.

He slid into the seat, buckled the restraints and | ooked the consol e over,
ordering it to activate. Rows of lights blinked on, greeting him Somewhere
here nust be the buttonball where he'd enter the algorithmto take it through
time. R ght now, though, he was only planning on taking it through space, out
of this yard and across the dark sea to where the Captain Mrgan waited.
Meanwhi | e the Captain had paused, staggering slightly as he absorbed the
inmplications of a file he had just downl oaded. Its designation was Adonai. He
was | eaning on a wall of Iight, wondering how he was going to safely relay the
file's contents to Al ec, when he becanme aware of the el ectronic anal ogue of

t he sound of approaching feet.

Captain ? Alec called.

The Captain turned. Wal king down the virtual corridor toward himwas the



figure of a man, seeningly cast out of green bronze. Powerfully built,
bear ded, naked but for sonme white drapery over one shoul der and about his
wai st. He appeared to be looking directly at the Captain, but it was

i npossible to tell; the sockets of his eyes were black and enpty. In his right
hand was a thunderbolt.
Captain, |'ve got the shuttle! How do | put in coordi nates?

The Captain nuttered a string of words that would have given a sailor in any
era pause. The approaching figure snmiled, with a sound |ike bronze plate
scream ng across bronze pl ate.

Captain ?
YOU ARE I N MY HOUSE, TH EF.
Bl oody Hell. | reckon yer Dr. Zeus, ain't you? Soneone's given you an

interface identity.

| AM THE DOCTOR AND | AM THE GOD, THI EF.

Captain! It's time to take off!

The figure advanced inplacably on the Captain, raising its thunderbolt as it
cane. Backing off a pace, the Captain drew his cutlass fromthin air.

CAPTAI NI

You hurt ny boy. You hurt himworse than ever | knew

| MADE YOUR BOY, THI EF.

You won't unmake him again, bastard.

Frantically Al ec sought to enter cyberspace to see why the Captain wasn't
respondi ng, but as he did so there was a rending crash, a blue-white flane
within his eyes, and he gasped and clutched at his tenples.

There was nobody there with him He was alone, for the first tinme since he
cared to remenber. |If he probed he could perceive the database he'd

accunul ated over the years, distant and difficult of access. Trenbling, he

| eaned forward, tried to make sone sense of the lights on the shuttle console.
He gave what he thought m ght be the command to lift off.

Snmoothly the shuttle rose, and kept rising. Alec saw the lights of the
conpound droppi ng bel ow him He gave nore commands, attenpting to turn the
shuttle and take it out to where the Captain Mrgan rode at anchor in the

ni ght .

No, he'd done sonething wong. The consol e gave a perenptory el ectronic grunt
and ignored him and cryptic red letters flashed in front of his eyes as a
recorded voice cried: "ERRORl ENTER PILOT CODE!"

"Pilot code?" Alec bit his lower lip. He sorted in desperation through the

dat abase as the shuttle continued its rise, high enough now to show himthe
distant lights of Los Angeles. At last he found sonething that seened right,
and entered it. The shuttle nade an awful noise and |urched forward, then
began to spiral wildly, out of control. Alec heard warning Kl axons, and the
red letters flashed again as the voice shouted at him "ERROR ERROR DEFAULT
COORDI NATES! "

The chem cal snell intensified. Turning his head, Al ec could see the cabin
beginning to fill with yell ow snmoke. Not snoke. Stasis gas. The shuttle was
preparing to return to its last destination, was about to take himthrough
tine.

"Ch God, oh God-" He sought for the information he needed, but wi thout the
Captain it was |ike thunbing through a thirty-volune encyclopedia in a burning
house. The gas filled his lungs and blinded him There was a nonment of sensua
pl easure to which his body responded wi th noronic readi ness, and then a wave
of nausea as a brilliant light cut through the yellow fog and an inpact seened
to flatten himin his seat |ike a crushed insect.

Al ec mi ght have | ost consciousness for a second. He was next aware of watching
the gas boil away as sone vent activated, and he was staring down in
benusement at the blue sky. Above it, like a cloud nmass, spread a brown

hori zon and bl ue water.

But that was wong, wasn't it?

Wth a cry of terror, he struggled again to get the controls to obey him
Earth and sky exchanged pl aces, flipped again, righted thenselves. The shuttle



screanmed t hrough a | ong descending turn and straightened out a few bare neters
above the surface of the water, barreling toward | and and steadily | osing
altitude. A winged fish smacked into the wi ndow, its goggl e-eyed astoni shrment
mrroring his own before it was torn away by the slipstream He attenpted to
cut the shuttle's power and found that it seened to be obeying him The
forward thrust | essened perceptibly. Unfortunately, he was still headed
straight for the island.

Al ec spotted a bay between two projecting headl ands, and beyond it a green
flood plain comng down to the water's edge, at the nouth of a w de canyon
runni ng back into the depths of the interior. He steered for it and the
shuttl e obeyed him If he could just run out of momentum before he ran out of
canyon-

He began hitting green stuff, tall grass, sugar cane or something. It got al
over the wi ndow and nade it hard to

steer around the low foothills that rose to right and | eft, blocking his way.
Sonehow Al ec managed, though, snaking the shuttle through the long slalom and
a distant corner of his mind noted with satisfaction that he was beginning to
learn to pilot the craft. The sane detached observer noted that there was

bl ood dri pping fromhis chin.

The shuttle began to slew sideways, cutting a swath though the green field as
it cane. The ground rose to nmeet it with a sickening inpact, and Al ec was
thrown forward painfully in his seat restraints. He was no |longer noving in
any direction, through space or tine. The relief was so intense he bl acked
out .

Soneone was trying to get his attention

He blinked, focusing his eyes. Were had all this blood conme fronf? He
straightened up in his seat and peered incredul ously out the w ndow. The
shuttle had cone to rest tilted forward on its nose in the field, and there
was a strong snell of crushed vegetation com ng through the open air vents.
Heat, too; a bright subtropical sun was beating down on the shuttle. His

vi sion was blurred, doubling; his sense of smell was nore acute than usual

How much ganja had he snoked? Why woul d he have been snpking ganja on a job?
The girl who stood | ooking in through the wi ndow waited patiently as he sorted
all this out. Their eyes met. She slipped a marker into the pocket of her
coveralls and held up her right hand, on the pal mof which she had witten for
himto see:

DO YOU SPEAK Cl NEMA STANDARD?

What did the words nmean? He coul d recognize a couple of them

She nade a trunpet of her hands and | eaned cl ose to the wi ndow, shouting: "You
appear to require nedical assistance! Do you need help getting out of there?"
Who on earth was she? After a noment of gaping at her he unfastened his safety
restraints and ordered the shuttle hatch to open. It popped up, filling the
cabin with fresh air, unbelievably sweet after the stasis gas. Drawing in a
deep breath, he stood up and pitched forward, falling to his hands and knees.
He nust have bl acked out again for a second because she was abruptly there
besi de him without appearing to have cone around the front of the shuttle,
and he was outside. She got her arns around hi mand hoisted himup. Al ec stood
besi de her in the mdst of her ruined field, clinging to her lest he topple
over. What a strong young | ady she was! He | ooked down at her and saw that his
bl ood was smeared on her face and in her hair. He nuttered an apol ogy, but she
just smiled at him In fact... was she turned on by hinP Was that what that
fragrance on her skin was, arousal?

They wal ked away, Al ec |eaning on her as they threaded through the green rows.
It was funny-1ooking sugar cane they were wal king through. It was covered al
over with things like big green ganja-joints, each one bearing a tassel at its
end. If he'd been snoking this stuff, no wonder he was hal | ucinating. He
wondered if he was hallucinating the girl. She |ooked just |like his mermaid

fi gurehead, except that she had clothes on. And legs instead of a curled
fishtail. And her fire-colored hair was braided back severely, a long braid
that came clear down to her behind. He considered her breasts thoughtfully,



| ooki ng down as they staggered al ong.

"Here now, sweetheart." She led himup on a porch and settled himdown on a
bench. "You rest here a nonent." Her scent trailed away as she left him

He | ooked around, and his fog cleared a little. The bench was nmade of big
hand- hewn pl anks. He nust be somewhere in the past. He wondered when. He
didn't know enough about history to pinpoint his |ocation, but he had a vague
i dea that houses and furniture hadn't |ooked like this since well before the
Space Age. She'd been speaking with just the faintest unidentifiable accent,
too, a steely precision that suggested ... what? This nust be some tinme before
the twentieth century. On the other hand, she'd shown not the slightest
surprise or dismay at the sight of the tine shuttle. She snelled very young.
And she wanted to sleep with hin? Who was she?

He found hinself waiting for the Captain to tell him and gul ped in di smay
when he remenbered that the Captain was missing in action. There was a roaring
in his ears, a crowding at the edges of his vision; suddenly she was there
again, holding his head up with both her hands on his face, looking into his
eyes.
" You don't want to go away again, you're going to be fine. Stay with ne,
now. Listen to the sound of nmy voice. 1'mgoing to give you sonmething to make
t he bl eedi ng stop, okay?"

" '"Kay," he said thickly.

"Good boy. This'll sting, I'mafraid. What's your name? Can you tell ne your
name?"

"Alec," he said. She put a coagul ator wand to his nose and fired. It stung,

all right. The reek of ozone was pungent, painful. The girl held a wad of wet
cloth under his nostrils, tilting his head back

"Alec! Really? As in Al ec Quinness?"

"Al ec Checkerfield," he said indistinctly, |ooking at her over the cloth.

"Al ec Checkerfield! Well. And you're an Englishnman, obviously. Can you tell ne
what year it is, Alec?"

"Er-well-it was 2351 when | left-" he said. She caught her breath. He gul ped
and bl undered on. "Only | guess |I'm somewhere el se now. "

She nodded slowy. "I guess you are. Did sonmething go wong with your
shuttle?"

kay, she wasn't a denizen of a past time. That neant-

"You work for Dr. Zeus," he said, noticing at last the corporate |ogo on the
breast pocket of her coveralls. There was another enblem beside it, a clock
face w thout hands.

She considered himfor a |long noment, an unreadabl e expression in her eyes.
"Actually," she said, "I'ma prisoner here."

That sank in and he cal nred down. "Ch," he said, as she noved the cloth to see
if the bl eeding had stopped-it hadn't quite-and zapped himagain with the
wand. "Ow. You nmean you're fromthe sane tine as ne? And, and this is a prison
col ony or sonething? | thought I'd travel ed back into the past."

"You did," she said. "But this isn't a colony. |I'malone here, as a matter of
fact. You're lucky you | anded where you did, practically in ny front yard.
There's no other living soul on this island. Wn't be for another hundred

t housand years."

There was sonething weirdly famliar in the soothing tone

of her voice, in the deftness of her hands, with never a wasted novenent. He
found himsel f thinking of Sarah, though this girl was white-pale and austerely
Caucasi an of feature. He'd have taken her for a Celt, if not for her eyes and
her voi ce.

"So-so this is the past, like, prehistoric tinmes or sonething?" he said,
struggling to keep his grip on consciousness. "Mre or |less," she said,
checki ng the bl eedi ng again. She gave himone last jolt with the wand. "There
now. Let's see how that works. You're not a Dr. Zeus shuttle pilot then,

take it."

"No," he admitted. "Dr. Zeus has wecked ny life, just like it's wecked
yours. I'mgoing to get the bastards.™



"Are you now," she said noncommittally. "Well, Alec Checkerfield, that's a
great idea, but you need to recover first. You came back through time w thout
taking a very necessary drug beforehand, did you know that? Wat |1'd like you
to do, now, is stand up very slowy and conme inside to |lie down. Ckay? Lean on
me, now. "

It was cool and dark inside her house, if rather spartan, and there seened to
be just the one room He let her settle himon the | og-frane bed. Geat; he
liked a girl who got down to business. She brought a basin and a towel and

cl eaned hi mup, before she washed her own face. He kept fading in and out of
reality. Had he asked her to sleep with himyet? Was he in any condition to?
She certainly needed it, she was like a wild kitten rubbing her head into his
hand, purring like mad... always oblige a | ady, Ape Man

"How | ong have you been stuck here?" Alec said, struggling to think
coherently.

"I"ve been at this station for years," she said. "Mdre years than | renenber."
He reached up and cl asped her hand, grasped at the idea to keep fromdrifting
away. "You nean they marooned you here when you were just a kid? Bloody hell
what'd you do? It rmust have been sonething your parents did."

"Not exactly," she said, studying his hand. "But | al so knew too rmuch about
somet hing | shouldn't have. Dr. Zeus found a nicely humane oubliette and
dropped me out of sight or sound."

What's oubliette nean? Al ec asked the Captain automatically, and felt cold
when no answer came. He gulped and tried to fix his attention on the girl as

she said: "You're the first nortal soul |'ve spoken with in all this tine."
"My God," he said. "Well, listen-er-what's your nane, babe?"

After a noment's pause she said, "Mendoza." So she was Spani sh? "Ckay,
Mendoza. 1'I1 get you out of here. That time shuttle out there is mine now,
babe, and when |'ve finished this other thing I'll cone back for you." He
squeezed her hand for enphasis.

Yes, he had inpressed her, he could tell. Her face had gone pale again, the

color had just fled, and her eyes were worried. He didn't want to worry her

t hough. Just inpress her. Make her happy. Could he do that? Yes, if she'd lie
down beside him Nice little girl, she neant no harm He argued earnestly.
Suddenly there was an island of clarity and he realized he'd just offered to
marry her.

The nonent it was out of his mouth he was horrified at what he'd just said,
and he didn't know what to make of the expression on her face. He blurted:
"And then afterward we could just get a divorce." She was staring. He tried to
reconstruct what he'd been saying. Had he insulted her? She didn't snell
angry. Just as though she needed someone terribly.

He nust have asked her to sleep with him because she | eaned down and ki ssed
him very gently but full on the nmouth, parting his lips. He liked that a
great deal. He liked the scent and the taste of her, he |liked the weight of
her breasts, and he wanted very nuch to untwine that |long braid and get his
fingers in her hair. About all he was actually able to do in his present
condition was open his nouth and grope a bit, and for one wonderful noment he
t hought his skull was going to expl ode.

There was a distant runble of thunder. She had gone to the wi ndow to see what
had caused the runbling noise.

"There's a cloud front advancing," she announced in surprise. "Have you
brought rain, like the west wind? | think we're going to have a sumer storm"”
As if in agreenent with her words, a gust of turbulent air

danced in through the wi ndow. Al ex knitted his brows. Had they had sex yet? He
coul dn't renenber.

Gradual Iy his higher brain function came back. He lay quietly on Mendoza's
bed, sipping tea and watching her nmove in her kitchen corner

She was a botanist, she explained, and the Conpany kept her busy on this

i sl and, which was one of their agricultural stations. She told himabout the
Day Six resorts, and how she had to grow lettuce for their restaurants.

"But that's awful ," Alec said, |eaning up on his elbow 'That nmeans you're



their slavel"

"I suppose | am" Mendoza | ooked up fromthe table where she was dicing
tomatoes. "But | may as well be of some use to sonebody, don't you think? They
don't call for produce very often. | have a lot of tinme to work on my own
private research.”

"What's your research?" he said, watching her snmall deft hands.

"Do you know anyt hi ng about maize?" she said, w thout rmuch hope.

"No. What is it?"

She sighed. "Well, you landed in a field of it-not my special cultivars,
fortunately, just the yellow stuff. This." She held up one of the things he
had taken for an i mense joint of ganja, and stripped back the husk. He
recogni zed the bright kernels.

"Ch! American corn, like on the cob? That's what it |ooks |ike before it goes
into a pouch? Ww. That's what you're researching?"

"Yes. You see, nmize isn't really very good for you," she expl ained, oddly
apol ogetic. "It's generally lysine deficient, which prevents the human system
fromutilizing certain amino acids. Also deficient in tryptophan and useabl e
niacin.” Methodically she swept the tomatoes fromher cutting board into a
bow and began mincing up a bunch of cilantro. "As a rule, the bigger and
paler it's bred, the less it's worth as a food source.™

He couldn't imagi ne why Mendoza was telling himthis, but he nodded politely
as she went on:

' The paradox has al ways fascinated nme. Wiy has nobody ever produced a cultivar
with the nutritional value of, for exanple, soy or buckwheat? O better?" She
added the cilantro to the tomatoes and began peeling cloves of garlic.
"Anyway, that's becone ny life's goal: to create frommai ze the perfect grain,
something so rich in lysine and other nutrients that it could sustain humanity
nearly on its own. Sonething to guarantee that no nortal child would ever
suffer from mal nouri shmrent again."

"Good for you, then," said Alec. "At least you're trying to make your life
count for something."

"Ch, | expect everybody tries." Mendoza shrugged. He watched the way it made
her breasts rise. Pulling his attention back, he said:

"Not everybody. Most people just drift through their lives. And even the
peopl e who want to help just tell other people what to do. None of it does any
good! People talk to hear thenselves talk, that's all."

"I feel that way nyself. I'mglad we agree," Mendoza said carefully, | ooking
down at the garlic she was choppi ng. "Though you appear to be sonmething of a
man of action. Personally, | have ny reservations even about action. | seemto

have broken everything | ever touched, no matter how well-meaning | was.
Perhaps it's best | wound up here, where | can do no harm™

"I know what you nmean," Alec said. "It's like there's this curse. And it
doesn't matter what you do, you don't even have to do anything, you can be
just-born, and you make people m serable by even existing. You can try to
right wongs or you can be a crinmnal, and it all conmes to the same thing! Al
you ever do turns out badly."

She | ooked at himkeenly. "So you keep trying to atone for your sins."

"Well, sins is kind of a heavy word, but-yeah, basically."

"And sonehow not hing you do is ever enough, you can never set things right, so
at last you pin all your hopes on giving your life in a good cause."

"Maybe." Al ec blinked, realizing it came down to just that.

"And, you know what? You can't |ose that way, dying for sonething. Not only do
you finally do some good for a change, you can't ever do any nore harm"
"Except to the people who |ove you," Mendoza said. "They'll suffer every day
for the rest of their lives, and God help themif their lives are long. Don't
do such a cruel thing, Alec. Have nercy on yourself, and on them"

"There's nobody to nmiss me, though,"” he told her. "I'ma free agent."
"Nobody? There's al ways sonebody, senor. Parents, at |east."

"Parents!" He gave a brief angry laugh, "My father's dead, and I'mpretty
certain now he wasn't really ny father at all."



"Ch. You were illegitimte?"

"You could say that. And ny real nother's delusional, she's been | ocked up for
thirty years, and it's nmy fault. And Dr. Zeus's fault. | was raised by a nice
ol d couple who worked for ny father, but they're both dead now. 1|'ve got two
ex-w ves. One of 'em probably can't renmenber ny nane, and the other hated
being married to me so bad she freaked out and call ed the Ephesians to cone
save her.

"I did have a best friend, who's stuck with ne all nmy life, but | night have
just got himkilled. Don't you think it'd have been better if 1'd never been
born?" Al ec |ay back, exhausted at his outpouring of bitterness. He was sorry
he'd said it all now, Mendoza's face was so white and stricken. She shook her

head sl owy.

"I"'msorry," he said. "I really am | didn't nmean | was going to snuff nyself.
Don't you ever go crazy with the feeling, though? Like being a fish in a net?"
"Believe ne, | do," she said. "It's why | don't mnd being here so nmuch."
"But, see, in a way this is the sane. You're tinkering around with this corn
that mght feed mllions of poor people someday, but you' re stuck here, so

what good can it do? Dr. Zeus has taken away your whole life. Don't you m nd?
Didn't you ever want anything nore for yourself?"

"I did," she said. "It led to a disaster, |I'mafraid. That was ny point about
being at this station. | can't hurt anybody here."

"But you can't hel p anybody either, can you?" he pointed out. "And nobody
shoul d be a slave, no matter what they' ve done! Have mercy on yourself too,
babe. Let ne give you a ride out of here."

There was a | ong nonent of silence and then she lifted her head to | ook at

him a black intense stare he could alnost feel like a touch

"You're offering to break ny chains? Al right,"” she said. "Let's nake a
bargain. You won't die, and I'Il let you bring me back fromdeath in life. And
we' |l see what happens, shall we?"

"Sure," said Alec. "It's a deal, Mendoza."

He knew he'd made her sad, and he hadn't neant to. Al the rest of the day he
tol d Mendoza about better menories: the aimess days of floating fromisland
to island, the pirate stories Sarah told himand the pirate fortresses he'd
built in sand. She listened, rapt, as she prepared their evening neal. Wen
she'd finished and washed her hands she canme and sat by himagain. Neither of
them noticed when the rain began, big hot drops pattering in the dust of the
gar den.

It seened to make her so happy, to hear how he'd sail ed under strange stars
and explored tropical islands. He told her nothing about the Captain, beyond
sayi ng that he'd devel oped his own powerful systemto help himrun things; but
he told her about the stornms he'd ridden out, the one terrible hurricane where
he'd watched fromhis safety harness as the Captain Mrgan was rolled over and
over in the water, but was okay because her masts and spars were all retracted
and the protective done had been extended over her deck, so she was like an
unbr eakabl e bottle.

He tol d her about the speck of an island he'd bought in the Caribbean, and how
he went exploring there and found Spanish fortifications, and digging in them
(he omtted to state that he was burying one of the Captain's backup caches)
he'd found a handful of gold doubl oons.

He told her about lying al one at night on deck, watching the slow stars and
the quick-traveling satellites nove across the sky, and the neteor showers he
saw, and how he sang to

hinsel f as loudly as he wanted and heard his voice go out over the w de quiet
water, with no one for countless mles to hear himor conplain about his sea
songs.

"Neither of ny ex-w ves could stand ny singing," he added, |aughing. He was
sitting propped up by this time, and the headache fromhis flight was gone. "I
like the old chanteys and yo- heave-ho stuff."

"Ch, but please," said Mendoza, "sing sonmething now. | won't conplain,

swear. Sing whatever you like."



So he sang "H gh Barbary" for her, he sang her "The Captain's Apprentice," he
even sang her his favorite one about the Flying Dutchman; and the damedest

t hi ng happened: she liked them The little girl sat there beside himand, for
God' s sake, began to cry. He found hinself reaching to pull her down beside
hi m before he'd finished the | ast verse. Mendoza buried her face against his
neck, and he felt hot tears.

"Babe, it's okay. It didn't really happen, you know," he said. "The Flying
Dut chman and all that."

"Man, your ex-w ves nust have been a couple of stupid bitches,'
in a nuffled voice. He grinned.

"I always kind of thought 1'd like being the Flying Dutchman," he said. "Just
me and ny ship, and the sea. Staying out on blue water and never coming in.
I"'mnot really very good with people.™

Mendoza said

"Neither am|l," Mendoza said.
"Well, how would you know? You haven't had a chance to neet any yet." He put
his armaround her. "You're going to have a great time, you'll see. As soon as

I finish that other stuff | have to take care of, you can conme al ong and watch
me kick ass on Dr. Zeus. Ckay? Wuld you |ike that?"

"You know, | really think you could,” Mendoza said wonderingly. She |eaned up
to kiss him and now he was feeling well enough to kiss back with his
customary expertise. It becane a very long kiss, quite steany. He ran his
hands al ong her body, wondering how her coveralls fastened.

But she was so young. Must be careful, must be so gentle. She'd been there al
al one for years. He started at the realization that she coul d have had no

ot her | over.

"Er-" he said, coming up for air with a gulp.

"What is it?" She | ooked at him dazedly.

"You're-you're a virgin, | guess, yeah?"

Mendoza' s expression changed, for a second was bl ank and unreadable. After a
pause she said: "Yes. It's all right, though. Please."

Al ec | ooked down at his body, still encased in the subsuit he'd donned how
many hours ago now? And how rmuch of his cold sweat and panic terror had the

t hermal s under neath absor bed?

"Can | use your shower?" He | ooked around, realizing he hadn't noticed a
bathroom It was her turn to | ook flustered.

"I haven't got a shower. Just a tin tub in the back garden, for baths. The
only tine it's possible to actually shower is when it's raining fairly hard."
Mendoza's eyes w dened as she took in the sound of the rain, that had been

drumm ng away pretty steadily for sone time now "... Wichit is, isn't it?
"Il get you a towel."
"Cool ." Alec sat up carefully and then stood, and was pleased to discover he

felt great. He pushed open what | ooked to be a back door and stepped out into
t he garden and the warm rain.

It was pretty back there, tile paths and green | awn, big bushes of fragrant
stuff becoming nore fragrant in the rain. Mnt, that was what it nust be. And
here was her tin tub, already full and overflow ng. He stripped out of his
clothing in the steady downpour, sucking in the wet sweet air. It snelled Iike
wet sunmer grass, wet stone and earth, green fields in the sumer storm He
stepped carefully into the tub and sat down, tilling his face back, letting
the rain wash away his sweat and desperation

He opened his eyes and saw Mendoza standing in the doorway, watching him She
didn't | ook scared, to see himnaked. A ways a good sign. He snmiled at her
"Wwuld you, er, like to bathe, too?" he invited, as casually as he could.
Mendoza got a wild ook in her eyes and started toward hi mthrough the rain,
peeling off her clothes as she cane.

"Now, this is the part of the film" she said, in her clear and carefully
enunci ated way, "where the orchestra begins to play the love theme with a | ot
of strings and horns, you know, and the canerawork goes sort of blurry and
focuses on the | overs enbracing passionately, but only fromthe waist up of
cour se,



and then the canera pulls back and tilts up into the branches of the trees, or
per haps goes to a stock shot of crashing waves or sonething-"

"The hair-the hair-"

"Ckay-" Mendoza paused beside the tub, tilting her head to | oose the |ong
brai d, and he reached out eager hands to help her. She shook her hair out. It
was just as he had thought it would be. So was her body, and the perfune of
her arousal was driving himnad.

She stepped into the opposite end of the tub, which was not nearly big enough
for two people, and within seconds they were grappling and spl ashing, kissing
feverishly.

"Wait, this is nuts," she noaned, "There's no room"

"Yes, there is," Alec said. He struggled to his feet and lifted her in his
arms, high above him pressed close, and let her slide down until her breasts
were on a level with his face. "Ch, yum" -

Thi ngs went along very nicely indeed for the next few m nutes. Mendoza's arms
went around hiny then he felt her stiffen slightly.

"Alec, darling," she said, with just the slightest trace of strain in her
voice, "this is a rather unusual tattoo you have."

"No' uh tattoo," he said. "Ma thyborg!"

"I beg your pardon?"

He Iifted his nouth and | ooked up at her. "You know how | told you I've got
this big custom cybersystem to work the rigging on ny ship? That's how | run
it. I'"'ma cyborg, have been since | was eighteen."

Mendoza began to quiver in his arnms, and he thought for one awful second she
was turned off by his revelation. Then he saw she was | aughing, so silently
and profoundly she could barely draw breath.

"Ch, perfect," she gasped. Her eyes wi dened in sudden shock and she | ooked
down at him "What year did you say it was where you cone fron®"

"Er... 2351," he said, wondering why they had to tal k about this right now.
"But that's only four years from" Mendoza's face underwent such an

extraordi nary transformation that he nearly dropped her. "Dear God in Heaven,
it's you!" She flung her

fists toward the sky, jubilant, fierce, howing with |laughter that echoed from
t he green canyon walls.

"YOU RE THE NEMESI S, YOU RE THE APOCALYPSE, YOU RE THE S| LENCE!" she cried
into the storm "YOU WLL BREAK DR ZEUS!"

There was a triple flash of lightning at that nonment, with a roar of thunder
so |l oud Al ec thought the world was ending. In the terrifying blue illum nation
he | ooked up and saw her poi sed above him She m ght have been sonet hi ng out
of another world, bright as a flame, her eyes glowing with i nhuman | ove.

"Ch," he said, and then Mendoza had slid down and cl anped her mouth on his,
and they westled there as the |lightning flashed, the thunder boonmed. Their
struggl es overturned the tin tub, dunping them uncerenoni ously onto the |awn
in a flood of rainwater, and they rolled on the tidy grass and he seized her
Their eyes net. For a hushed nmonent there was a perfect mutual understandi ng
Al ec coul d never have put into words, the nost profound intimcy, and the
overwhel mi ng conviction that he was about to renenber who she was. Then the
madness cl ai ned them both and he couldn't think, couldn't think

"Mendoza?"

"M?" Lazily she tousled his wet |ank hair.

"W need to talk about a few things."

"We certainly do," she said.

Al ec rose on his elbows and lifted his head to consider the rain, which was
still drunm ng down on them He wi ped his face with one hand. "W shoul d
probably go inside before we catch cold. O drown."

"Ckay," she said. He maneuvered hinself up, and Mendoza accepted his extended
hand to pull her to her feet

Wthin a few mnutes, with their soaked clothing drying in front of a

pl easantly crackling fire, they were sitting down to supper at her rough-hewn
table. He felt insanely calm aware that something truly frightening had



happened to himand that sonmehow he wasn't afraid. Who could be afraid of the
angel / demoness/little lost girl sitting down across fromhim so politely

of fering a hone-cooked supper?

Not that it wasn't the nost surreal dining experience he'd ever had.

"So this is-?" He lifted an obl ong package on his plate with the times of his
fork.

"That's a tanale. Please take the wapper off before you eat it."

"Ch. Like banana | eaves?"

"Precisely."

"Ckay," he said, and took it apart bemusedly. "About that thing that happened?
What was it you called ne, the Nenesis? Wiat was that about, exactly?"
"Well." Mendoza took a bite of rolled-up tortilla. "I'"mgoing to tell you
somet hing very, very classified," she said, chewing. "I believe | nentioned
that Dr. Zeus, possessing the secret of time travel, knows everything that's
ever happened in recorded history, as well as everything that ever wll
happen. Beer?"

"Yes, please," he said, holding out his mug. She poured sonethi ng hoppy and
anber froma stone pitcher and continued:

"Everything that ever will happen, | say-up to the year 2355. You understand
this is a matter of intense speculation for everyone concerned with the
Conpany. But the fact is, beyond July 9, 2355, there's just-silence."
"Silence how?" Al ec frowned.

"Not one word fromour future selves on the other side of that nmonent in tine.
| have heard that the | ast nessage, badly distorted, says sinmply 'W stil
don't know'. As you might imagine, a Conpany so accustoned to being
omiscient isn't at all happy about being in the dark like everybody el se on
somet hi ng so inportant."

"What's omi sci ent nmean? And why don't they just travel forward through tine
to see what happens then?" Al ec asked.

"Omi sci ent neans all-knowi ng," Mendoza said. "Like God. But Dr. Zeus isn't
all powerful, you see, because tine travel into the future isn't possible. O
so we are told."

"Ckay," said Alec, smling at her erudition and the matter-

of -fact way she was telling himall this. He had a brief vision of the little
girl at a tea party, lecturing to her dolls.

"Naturally," she went on, pouring herself a beer and drinking, "there are
those who insist that the future beyond 2355 really is known, that the silence
i s maintai ned by whoever seizes control on July 9."

"And you know about all this because ... ?"

"I told you I becane privy to certain secrets, didn't |1?" she said, |ooking
opaque again. "So. Mdst of us feel that an intracorporate war at that tinme is
inevitable, with the wi nner keeping silent to conceal the circunstances of
his, her, their or its victory. And it will go very, very badly for the

| osers, on that day."

H s amusenent evaporated abruptly.

"But you shouldn't-" he said. "If there's sone kind of bloody takeover, there
could be a purge. Executions. You're a security risk, and Dr. Zeus doesn't
give a shrack about little people's lives. | know"

"Damed right I'ma security risk," she said coolly. "That's why |I'mtal king

to you."

Al ec stared at her, disconcerted. He cleared his throat.

"Mendoza," he said, "you're young, and you've lived in this hole for npst of
your life. It's dangerous to be so reckless, baby. How do you know it's safe
to tell me this stuff? Just because we had sex doesn't make ne a good guy, you
know. "

"How do you know it's safe to tell me anything?" she countered. "lI'ma
crimnal, renenber? You're pretty trusting yourself."

He snorted. "Maybe, with a little girl in a garden. There are a | ot worse
crimes committed out in the real world than anything you could ever have
done. ™



She was silent a nonment, and then shrugged. "But on the other hand, what if
Al ec Checker-field is what happens in 23552 | think you really will kick Dr.

Zeus's all-knowing ass. | say go for it, darling." She raised her beer in a
toast. "I only hope |I'maround to see."
"You will be," he said, wondering what on earth had happened to her, to make

her speak so flippantly of her own death. He reached across the table and
stroked her cheek. "I

prom se you. You'll be right there with ne. God knows you shoul dn't be running
around | oose. "

"Let us hope so," she said, kissing the palmof his hand and taking it between
both of her own. "But life is so uncertain, senor. In any case, start planning
your attack now. Twenty-three fifty-five is your wi ndow of opportunity, you
see?"

"You sai d sonething, though." Al ec squeezed her hand. "You said tine travel
into the future doesn't work, and then you said O so we are told. Does that
nmean nmaybe there's just a teeny winji chance sonebody might do it, if he was

[ ucky?"

"Unl ucky," she said, and for a noment there was a col d unhappi ness in her

face, so bl eak an expression he wanted to gather her into his arnms and rock
her, anything to give confort. She drew a deep breath and spoke with

del i berati on:

"There is evidence that the tenporal wave can, under certain circunstances,
pull one forward as well as backward. | know of a place where it m ght happen
but you really wouldn't want to try."

"But if | didtry," Alec persisted, "say if | had certain advantages other

people didn't, | mght manage it. Or | could just lay |ow for the next four
years, wait and see what happens in 2355-and then go back to now and set up
for bringing Dr. Zeus down, because I'll be the only one who knows the truth."

Mendoza smiled. "You might try, darling, but you'd run into problens. There
are two nore things you need to know about tenporal physics. The one i mutable
law is that history cannot be changed. Ckay? So if you waited until 2355, and
turned on the news one day and heard that Dr. Zeus survived a coup attenpt,
you couldn't go back in time and fix things so that the rebels win."

"I see," he said, narrowing his eyes. "VWhat's the other thing | need to know
about ?"

"A complication technically described as variable perneability of the tenpora
fabric," Mendoza told him and he | oved the way her nouth noved as she

enunci ated the words, in her educated voice. But where coul d she have been
educat ed?

Was she lying to hinP Was that why bits of her story didn't add up, or was she
just leaving out things it would be difficult

to explain, as he had left certain things out of what he'd told her? I nnocent
peopl e had secrets, too.

"Tenporal fabric?" he inquired, taking a sip of beer. "Now, what in hell does
that nmean?"

"What it neans is that there seems to be a limt on how often you can go back
to the sane point in time. Dr. Zeus doesn't know why. But if, say, you went
back in tine to buy a winning lottery ticket on a certain day-and of course
you' d need to get hold of the Tenporal Concordance for the numbers, no mean
trick initself-"

"Tenporal Concordance!"

"The dat abase contai ning every single event in recorded history up to July 8,
2355, " Mendoza explained. "lIt's the single nost valuable thing the Conpany
owns. Anyway, even assuning you got that far, you'd better be damed sure you
did it right, because you probably woul dn't have a second chance."

"So if | got the nunbers wong and tried to go back a second tine-?"

"Your shuttle would probably veer off to the day before or the day after (and
to some other point in physical space, too, which could cause real trouble for
you) but never again to that particular place and tine. You see?"

"I think so." He frowned down at his dinner, uneasily aware that answering his



guestions nmight be putting her life in jeopardy. But if she were really
telling the truth ..

He ifted the beer pitcher, topped up her nmug and his.

"Co on," he said.

They retired, pleasantly crowded on her narrow bed, with the rain stil
drumm ng outside and the snell of the wet garden coming through the w ndows.
He nade overtures, and she responded to themwi th enthusiasmand in fact with
a certain expertise that bewildered him As the act, and then the acts,
progressed, it becanme apparent that she knew as nuch about what they were
doing as any girl in any Happy Cub he had ever visited. Then she gave every
evi dence of knowi ng nore, and his body told his brain to shut up ..

Only in the afterglow was he able to start thinking again, uneasily connecting
dots wi thout nunbers as she slept in his arms. Had she been |ying? Unconsci ous
and rel axed, she | ooked unnervingly like a child, terrifyingly young for what
she'd just been doing with him Who coul d have taught her such things? Had she
been abused by her jailers?

And yet she'd seened so happy ..

As though you' ve ever had any clue what a girl's thinking, Al ec remn nded
hinself. He lay there on the edge of sleep, watching the flames dancing in the
fireplace across the room backlighting her hair, flickering on her pale skin.
Who on earth was this little girl? Twice the bad bet Lorene had been ... He
could certainly pick them Despair and disaster attracted himlike a perfune.
Third time's the charm babe, he thought drowsily, and ki ssed her

Darkness lit by the fires of war, eerie silence.

He saw Mendoza, wi de-eyed, advancing across a battlefield, oblivious to the
pits of flam ng debris and the tracer fire, to the disrupter beans piercing
the snmoky air and narrowy m ssing her. There was a bush still standing in the
wast el and, a dark thing with sharp spines and berries bright as bl ood. She
seened to be drawn to it, fascinated, not seeing the dangers at all. She was
stretching out her hand..

He was trying to warn her, bounding forward to pull her down-when he woke wth
a start, to find that Mendoza had evidently gone out into the rain and was now
clinmbing in beside him She was wet and chill ed.

"What were you doi ng?" he gasped, heart hanmmeri ng.

"It's all right," she whispered. "I had to see to sonething."

"You're cold as death," he said, and pulled her close and wapped his arns
around her, as though that m ght keep her away fromthe dark field.

He didn't recall where he was when he woke next norning, at first, and Mendoza
seened equal ly surprised to find him

there. They made love. It was, again, a smashing success, but he found

hi nsel f, again, wondering how a virgin could have | earned so nany interesting
variations on a thene.

Afterward, in another scene of surreal donesticity, she fixed them breakf ast
as he pulled on his thermals, and they chatted over coffee as though they sat
in a kitchen in London.

Finally Alec cleared his throat and said:

"Er... when we were in bed, |I couldn't help noticing that you ... ah. That
trick with your-er..."

"You nmean the ..."

"When we ... you know, when the bed leg fell off?"

"Ah! Yes."

"I was surprised you knew t hat one,’
takes a little practice, yeah?"
Mendoza went pale, with a | ook of such dismay on her face he was i mediately
sorry he'd said anything. Then she blushed, setting down her coffee cup
"Well, | have a lot of time to read and | have quite a collection of

por nogr aphi ¢ books the |ast supply shuttle happened to | eave here, you see,
and-"

"Books?" Alec knitted his brows. "Those are hard to find-"

"Hol oes, | mean!" She snacked her forehead in chagrin. "OF course | meant

he said, |ooking her in the eye. "It



hol oes, how silly of ne, what was | thinking? Like, ah, M. Fireman and H s
Bi g Hose. Bad Bondage Boys. Emmanuell e and the Cream Pie Factory. You see? And
|'ve studied them Cbsessively."

But she was trenbling. He was certain she'd been abused, then, and it wung
his heart. He got up and put his arns around her

"Don't be scared," he said. "I thought it was wonderful."

"I love you," she said, in atiny voice. He realized, with an increasing sense
of satisfying doom that marriage was now i nevitabl e.

By the time they wal ked back to the shuttle, the stormhad bl own out and the
sun was bright. Al ec found hinmself sweating inside his subsuit.

The rain had washed the shuttle clean of all the | eaves and stal ks that had
splattered on its hull, and it glinted silver in the nmorning light. The hatch
had been cl osed. Alec couldn't

renmenber having done that, but he'd been pretty hazy in those first few

m nutes. He stood there in the waving corn, |ooking uncertainly at the ship,
trying to access the command that would activate it again.

The data was all there; there was just too nuch of it. No Captain to instantly
hand himthe right file out of a hundred million files. Mendoza | ooked at him
her pal e face expressionless. She | eaned cl ose and reached up to put her arns
about his neck.

"I have the inpression that the cyborgs who nornally pilot these ships access
themthrough a file with a designation of TTM X333," she said. "Does that
sound right?"

Abruptly everything cane into focus and he had the correct file, though he

couldn't recall having | earned how to access it in the first place. "I think-"
he began, just as the lights blinked on and the hatch popped open for him
"Hey!

"There you are," Mendoza said. "You see? You had it in your nmenory all the
time. Ww, this fancy rug's gotten soggy." She scranbled inside and he clinbed
in after her. She stood there a nonent staring around at the shuttle's
interior, and picked up one of the pink rosebuds that had been jolted fromits
crystal vase by the inpact of the landing. She exanmined it bleakly. "No
expense spared, eh?"

"Yeah, the bastards,” Al ec said, opening the ninibar. "Check this out. Six
different fruit juices and three kinds of real booze. Illegal as hell, and
shoul d know. Bonbay Sapphire, Stolichnaya and-hey, here's the magic potion."
He waved a little bottle | abel ed Canpari. She nodded, not | ooking up

"How coul d somet hing that began with such idealism" Mendoza said. Her nouth
twi sted and she | ooked away. He realized she was nearly in tears.

"They'll pay," he said.

"They ought to," she said, in a voice trenbling with rage or grief or both.
"Those damed liars. So many peopl e sweating bl ood over so many ages, and was
it all for this? So rich idiots could have an exotic holiday? Pink rosebuds
and vodka in 150,000 BCE, just imagine! And how many |ike ne marooned in

pl aces like this, along the way?"

"If there's others, we'll find 'em" Alec said.

Mendoza |ifted her head and ki ssed him and her kiss was angry but he stil
liked the taste of it. She raked his lower lip with her teeth as she pulled
away.

"You drink that down," she said, nodding at the bottle he was holding. "I'II
show you the algorithmto return to the future.”

The red fluid was deadly bitter, even mxed with gin. He got it down sonehow
and was still able to concentrate as she showed hi mwhat he had to do. Then
the shuttle began to hum warning lights flashed because the hatch was stil
open. They | ooked at each other and realized their noment had passed, slipped
away |ike sand.

From the other side of the glass Mendoza told himl |ove you, ignoring the

bl ast of air fromthe engi nes that was bendi ng the green corn down, bl ow ng
her hair back like flames in the wind, all in deafening silence. The ship



began to rise, the yell ow gas began to curl through the stale air of the
cabin. Until his vision was taken away Al ec peered down at her, wondering if
she'd be all right there alone, trying to keep the inage of the nightmare
field out of his mnd.

The pressure wasn't nearly so bad this tine. The shuttle now magically obeyed
his every order as soon as he gave it. The yell ow snobke was vani shing, it was
roiling away, and there in front of himwas a black night sky and stars. Bel ow
hi m he saw the distant |lights of the Captain Morgan at anchor. Al ec was
shocked to realize that he was arriving back on the same night he'd left, no
nore than a few seconds after his departure.

He sent the shuttle arrowing down to his ship, nmentally groping to order her
cargo hatches open. Wuld she obey? Was the Captain there waiting for hinf

No answer when he called, but the hatch doors were opening, the lights in the
hol d were gui ding himdown. This was so easy! The shuttle dropped into place
like a bird alighting in a nest. The hatches swung shut, closing out the
stars, and Al ec was back on his ship. The whol e epi sode at the station m ght
have been a hallucination. For a nmonent the idea paralyzed himwth terror
Then he turned to get out of his seat and saw the bits of green stuff on the
danp carpet. Weckage from Mendoza's cornfield, tracked in on his boots. He'd
really been there.

That was enough to brace Alec as he clinbed out of the shuttle and ran through
his ship, up through her decks to the bridge. It was deserted, except for
Billy Bones and Flint, who stood notionl ess.

Capt ai n!

There was no answer. Utter silence.

Qul ping for breath, he went to the ship's wheel and grasped it to steady

hi nsel f. How do | sail her? He heard the beeping signal that told himthe
anchor was bei ng wei ghed. Hi s hands noved on the wheel as though he were
actually steering her, and by God she began to tack about. Yes! A glance
upward through the glass told himshe was opening out her sails, slowy but
certainly now, and there was the whoosh that told hi mshe was novi ng under
power, too. Her bowsprit dipped, punched through the trough of a wave and
forged on, throw ng aside spray.

Wiere was the readout to show her course? There it was, and sonehow the course
was al ready set, they were going back to Mexi co and she was picking up speed.
Al ec did know how to sail her, he'd always known, but sonehow he'd never paid
attention when the Captain had sailed her for him

He began to sing in his profound relief, baying out "Blood Red Roses" as |oud
as he could. It echoed in the cabin and was carried on the ship's intercomto
every enpty stateroom to Coxinga where he stood inmbile in the galley, to
Bul | y Hayes where he had frozen in the act of laying out Alec's black
snmuggling clothes. It echoed in the sal oon where the Resistance liked to hold
their neetings, bouncing off the fine carved chairs, rattling the glasses
ranged al ong the back of the bar

It echoed in the enpty shuttle, where the intercept programwas busily

eval uating data as it counted down, unaware that there was no | onger any bonb
to detonate when the right noment had arrived.

"GO DOMN, YOU BLOOD RED ROSES! "

It might have been minutes or hours |ater when Alec realized that he had been
hearing a signal for sonme while, an internmttent tapping that cut through the
vi bration of the ship's drive and the wash of the night sea. It was a
del i berate kind of tapping, an old pattern of beats he nearly remenbered. A
code, wasn't it? What had it been call ed? Sonethi ng about save our soul s?

He turned fromthe wheel and | ooked about himon the bridge. There. Billy
Bones was noving, at least his forenost |leg was: up and falling, tap tap tap,
so slowy.

Capt ai n!

Silence, but a listening kind of silence.

Captain, are you there?

After a long nmoment a faint response: Tepe.



Trusting the ship to follow her course, Al ec dove blindly into cyberspace.

It had altered, it wasn't full of |ight but green gloom an underwater nmurk
that went down into blackness and out in a hazy vista of broken spars and
rigging. Wecks. A Sargasso of code strangling, blinding, but not conpletely
conceal ing the ruined giant that was stretched out in the di mnetherworld.

Box

A horror, a mutilation, a joke. One | eg gone, one hand gone, the faintest of
equati ons sketched in to show where they ought to be. One eye gone and trying
to replace itself; but every tinme it flickered back into existence, it was
being torn away by ... what was that thing?

On the Captain's shoul der perched a nightmare creature of green bronze, a
caricature of a parrot with a hooked beak, tearing steadily and mercilessly at
the right side of the Captain's face, revealing a steel skull and sputtering
Wi res.

Before Al ec was even aware he'd thought of it, the bird screamed and shattered
into fragments. Alec vaulted through space to the Captain's side with an
astoni shing strength and solidity, nore than he'd ever had in cyberspace
before. Finally left alone, the Captain's face pieced itself back together and
turned up to him

Al ec | eaned down and grasped the Captain's remai ni ng hand. Again, he scarcely
knew what he neant to do, but it was already happening: fire was raci ng down
his armand tracing in the mssing parts of the Captain, repairing, replacing,

revivi ng.
Hol d on!
Al ec-

Hold on, 1've got you

Bl oody Hell! Boy, you've grown.

They stared at each other as the lights came up, and the terrifying green
real mwas sucked away into nothing. They stood on the pitching deck of the
ship as it appeared in cyberspace, much the sane as it appeared in reality.
The Captain had been restored to his normal appearance. Al ec was so relieved
he felt slightly drunk. It was a noment before he noticed the Captain's

i ncredul ous stare. Looking down at hinself he realized that he had grown, at

| east in cyberspace, where he had al ways been a head shorter than the Captain.
Now t hey were the sane size

How di d that happen?

You tell ne, son! But however you did it, | ain't conplaining.

Are you all right now? You | ooked awf ul

Haaaar! You should see the other bastard. He may have shot away ny nai nmast,
but I lifted his cargo all the same. W got the data, Alec! It don't nmatter
whet her you steal that shuttle or not-

But | did steal it. It's in the hold.

So much the better. W can go anywhere in tine now, Alec, | got the secret of
his precious tinme transcendence field! What's nore, | got nost of the

tempor ospati al charts he uses. And there's other things too, Alec, there's a
whol e bag of tricks we got now You and ne has to have a bit of a chat, |ad.
Ckay.

Not tonight, though. Tinme you got some sleep. I'll wake you when we get to
Mexi co.

The fact was that Al ec had already had sleep, hours of it; as far as his body
was concerned it was only about ten o'clock in the norning. He thought of
Mendoza, staring up at him and felt a pang. Howto tell the Captain about
her? As soon as this Mars thing was behind them. ..

kay. Ww, |'mglad to have you back! Effortlessly he surfaced from cyberspace
to the real quarterdeck, and went off to his cabin to get out of the subsuit.
Billy Bones and Flint crawl ed after him The Captain watched hi mgo, wondering
how to tell Al ec about Adonai. However he brought the subject up, now wasn't
the tine. As soon as they'd finished this bloody stupid trip to Mars ...
Bal ki ster and the rest of the Resistance were gathered on the pier when Al ec
arrived, having heroically brought down all the contraband. The eastern sky



pal ed as they | oaded the crates across the deck of the Captain Mrgan and down
t hrough her cargo bay, into the waiting hatch of the shuttle. They worked wth
only the occasional jolly jape, because they were weary and hung over, and the
busi ness didn't seemnearly so much fun now that it was al nost acconpli shed.
Alec let themdo the heavy work. He busied hinmself |oading on rations for a
week, spare clothing, and a very large bl ack suitcase.

Shortly before sunrise Alec clinbed into the shuttle again. He gave a | ast

t hunbs-up to Bal ki ster, who saluted him then scranbled back as the shuttle
roared to life and rose up through the air. The Resistance crowded together in
the hold, staring up to watch. The shuttle becanme a spark of fire, meeting at
last the light of the sun below the horizon. Finally it became too tiny to
make out.

"Well, that's that," said Magilside. There was a soft chinming sound.

"Cargo hatches will close in three mnutes," announced a nale voice, polite
but with a certain rough edge. "Please vacate cargo hold at once. Thank you."
"I suppose we'd best go ashowe," said Binscarth, |ooking around in | onging.
"Pity we can't just cwuiise away, isn't it? I'msure Checkerfield wouldn't

m nd, and the accommodati ons are nuch nicer..."

"Don't be a bl ockhead," Bal ki ster said sternly. "Do you want to be on board
this ship if the owners of that shuttle catch up with it?"

"Qops! Hadn't thought of that." Binscarth giggled. "You re w ght, of course.
Just like you to have thought out all the details, Gles. But that's why

you' re the natuwal |eader, after all."

"Cargo hatches will close in two mnutes and thirty seconds,
war ned.

"Right," said Balkister. "Let's go, fellow freedomfighters. On to the
rendezvous. "

As he led the way out of the hold and across the deck, Bal kister swaggered,
had a certain deadly glint in his eye. For the first time in his life, he

wi shed he had a sword to brandish.

The Resi stance went back up the stairs to the house, where they piled into a
series of expensive offroad agcars and sped away for the nearest airport.

Al one on the beautiful blue bay, the Captain Mrgan put out to sea and tacked
around, moving out under power for Panama. The white house stood deserted.
Qops

Al ec watched breathlessly as the Earth becane a sphere under him It was just
like every picture and filmhe'd ever seen, but it was still beautiful, stil
terrifying. He peered ahead at the red dot in the sky that was his
destination, then back at the dwi ndling Earth. He nade out North and South
America and the wasp-wai st that joined them and he wondered how t he Captain
Morgan fared.

Not to worry, lad. She's fair on course for the canal, and then honme to the
Cari bbean.

Great. Are you feeling cranped in there, Captain, sir? Alec said, referring to
the big black suitcase.

No worse'n you must be, |ad.

It'Il be a short trip, at least. Al ec yawned and stretched. He | ooked around
at the space in which he was to live for the next week. There wasn't nuch, to
put it mldly. The crates of weapons had nearly filled the passenger area,

| eavi ng hi m enough roomto stand, sit, and lie down. By turning sideways he
could squeeze through to the shuttle's lavatory. H s noverment was further

i nhi bited because the artificial gravity system seened to be overconpensati ng,
maki ng himfeel heavy and clunsy. It didn't matter. This time next week...

the nmal e voi ce

So, Captain, sir. | had this sort of adventure whilst | was making off with
the time shuttle.

So did I. Wat sort of adventure?

Vell, | met this girl

Did you, now, |ad? And where might this girl have been?
She was marooned on this island in prehistoric times. She's a politica
prisoner, Captain! O a corporate prisoner, | guess. O Dr. Zeus. Now that |



think about it | nust have been on Catalina Island all along. Mved through
time but not space, maybe. Anyhow | nade a rough | anding and she rescued ne
when | bl acked out. | spent a whole day there. |, er, spent the night there.
Wth the girl.

Uh-huh. And we just... hit it off. She's been stranded at this agricultura
station since she was a kid. Dr. Zeus has her doing hard | abor, and she's the
only living soul there. | promsed |I'd come back and rescue her. And-

And what, Alec?

And marry her, too.

Bl oody hell, boy, what did you go do that for?

Look, I know how you felt about Lorene and, er, Courteney. This is different.
Al ec, how |l ong were you there?

kay, so we spent twenty-four hours together. Al right? But if you'd been
there, Captain, sir, you d understand. She saved ny life.

Is she the one as gave you the drug for the tine shock?

So you noticed? Yes, she did.

Hm

Pl us she showed ne the algorithmfor getting back through tine.

She did, eh?

Yeah. And... she let me in on sone of Dr. Zeus's secrets.

When the Captain responded after a nonment's pause, there was a decidedly funny
tone in his voice

What m ght her nane be, now, this girl you net?

Mendoza.

This time there was an even | onger pause before the Captain responded.

The botani st Mendoza.

Yeah, | guess she's a botanist. She says Dr. Zeus knows everything that's
going to happen in the future, but only up to the year 2355, and they're
runni ng scared because of it.

That's true. I'd found that much out, afore that bronze son of a whore wal ked
in. The Conpany's got no idea why they never get any transm ssions from after
that point in time. They guard what they do know of the future like a treasure
map; it's called the Tenporal Concordance. Even their own operatives only get
little slices of it, on a need-to-know basis.

The little girl had told himthe truth! Al ec grinned, absurdly relieved.

And she says she thinks I'mthe reason why the Silence falls. She told ne
about the way time travel works, too, and sonething called the Variable

per mewhat si s-

Variable perneability of the tenporal fabric?

Yeah! You see? This girl is really different.

She's different, all right.

After we rescue her, maybe she can help ne bring down Dr. Zeus. She knows a
ot of classified stuff.

She m ght, at that.

Anot her long silence. At last the Captain said:

Maybe we'll trust her. She'd make a rare prize, anyway ...So, nmatey. We finish

this job, and we'll go back to that station and make off with her. You'll have
yer way. But this one yer going to introduce to yer old Captain. 1've a fancy
to have a talk or two with the |ady, private-Iike.

Okay! You'll like her, I know you will.

Happen | will, lad. Happen | wll.

The shuttle sped on, across the waste of stars, as the blue ball shrank and
the red dot grew bigger.

There had been a tine when the distance to the red planet had been neasured in
thirty-six years. One day it had suddenly becone a possibility, a matter of
two years; then the estimated time needed to get there had dropped to a year
and not long after that to six nonths. As the decades of technol ogica

i nnovati on went by on Earth, the calculation of tine for the journey kept
getting shorter, until after antigravity was redi scovered and it had condensed
to a round-trip time of one week.



Three days out, Alec was heartily sick of the cranped quarters in the tine
shuttle. The danp carpet had begun to

snel |l funny and the shuttle's |avatory was worse. Not even the irradiated
Christmas cake had gi ven himany sense of the holiday. He'd attenpted to
celebrate by singing a few carols to hinself, but the effect was too
depressing. Light conversation with the Captain was beconming a little
difficult, as the Captain was busy conpensating for the tine |ag between his
auxi l i ary and earthbound caches, and asking anything nore than vital questions
seenmed unw se.

At |ast Al ec gave up and | ooked out at the stars, and | ater down on the
deserts of red rock, on the green network of irrigation canals and outlined
squares, on Mons A ynpus that appeared at first like an island floating above
the planet's surface and then attached itself as Mars rotated through its |ong
day.

Coming within range of their sensors. Now night be the time to nake the junp,

| ad.

kay. W have to cal cul ate where Mars was in space two nonths ago and then the
algorithmfor the tinmne-

It's done, lad. Just you fix yerself one of thembitter cocktails.

Al ec made a face but obeyed, going to the minibar. There's only six of these
left. What're we going to do when they're gone?

Make nore. | got the fornmula now, see? The bastard Doctor's own precious
recipe. Drink it down, |lad, afore one of them bl ockade ships notices we're
coming in.

Heart pounding, Al ec gul ped down the cocktail and scranbled into his seat,
just managing to get his safety restraints buckled as the stasis gas began to
fill the air. He had tinme to catch a glinpse of the green bl ockade ships
before they vanished in the yellow fog. Then the roar and the inpact canme, and
when the gas dissipated he saw that Mars was suddenly a good deal closer
presenting a different face, crossed by many nore of the green and yell ow

l'i nes.

Bull's eye, said the Captain. Look at that chrononeter, boy! 24 Cctober, 2351.
And there's Mars One snack bel ow us.

Al ec gave a how of incredulous delight. You nmean it really worked?

O course it worked. Ain't you ny bloody little genius? Let's drop this cargo
and go grab yer lady friend.

Alec sent a hail in the code commonly used by the Resistance when contacting
Mars One. When at length he had received a wary acknow edgnent, he
transmtted:

BALKI STER SENDS HI S BEST. PERM SSION TO VI SI T?

The reply was a series of nunbers, directions to a hangar within Mars One's

ai rspace. Alec grinned and the shuttle dropped down into the thin atnosphere.
He waited inpatiently as they went through the airlock, thinking it was a
shame Bal ki ster couldn't be with him Mrs itself, a new world! He half
expected to find Noel Coward and Marlene Dietrich waiting for himw th a band.
And the oxygen woul d be fresh.

The airlock et Alec out at [ast and he maneuvered the shuttle to a | anding
pad. By the time the hatch popped he was al ready poised at the threshold,

eager for his first glinpse of the Red Pl anet.

What he saw was a wall of coral-pink cinderblock. Well, all right: that was to
be expected in a hangar. He stuck his head out and gulped in Martian air, then
sneezed and shook his head. Misture, the sour smell of agricultura

chemical s, a distinctive bouquet of broccoli and cabbage, and ....

Shrack! That's funky.

VWl |, now, son, what did you expect? These folk have to recycl e everything.

He stepped out and the wet heavy air fell on himlike a blanket, bal ancing
somewhat the giddy |lightness he felt He | ooked around at the interior of the
hangar. It was all concrete nolded fromthe soil, every conceivabl e shade of
pi nk and orange. He found hinmsel f thinking of the ancient city of Petra, where
he'd been once to pick up a consignment. |Instead of a hot blue sky overhead



and sunlight, though, there was the glitter of unfamliar stars through the
transparent done, and the yell ow gl obes of the nethane | anps.

There were only two nmen waiting for himin the hangar, rawboned, narrow eyed,
suspi ci ous. One of themwas carrying a crowbar

"You're from Ed Bal ki ster?" said the other one.

"Gles, you nean," said Alec, and the nmen nodded in satisfaction and uni son
Al ec, they got surveillance caneras in here.

"What about those?" Alec pointed at the tiny sw veling cameras, and in the
light gravity found hinmself alnmst junping up to touch them The ol der of the
nmen snorted.

"Those are ours. Come on, what's Bal ki ster got for us?"

Al ec had pl anned on making a rather theatrical presentation, but he realized
it would be wasted on these nmen. He jerked a thunb at the hatch. "Lots of
boxes, guys. Help nme unload 'em"”

They followed himinto the shuttle, staring around surlily.

"Sonmebody's private pleasure craft, eh?" sneered the older man. "Phew Stinks,
t hough, don't it?"

He should tal k, thought Al ec, but all he said was, "Yeah, well, freedomgets a
little ripe sometines." He lifted a box easily and thrust it into the man's
arms. "Have sone."

The man's knees buckled slightly and he stared. "Wat's this, then?"

Al ec | eaned cl ose and said: "Guns."

"No shit?" The younger nan | ooked delighted. He bent and forced open a crate
with his crowbar. Wien he saw the contents he gave a cry of glee

"Li ke to see the goddam Areco running dogs' faces when they get a | ook at

t hese! "

"I't's not going to come to that, you idiot," protested the ol der man.

"Ch, yes it is, pal,"” Alec said. "Trust me. Balkister's got inside

i nformati on. You're going to need weapons to show Areco you can't be pushed
around. Here they are. Ckay?"

The ol der man paled. "We're never going to lose the case to Areco. W're in

the right."

"And they're in the nmoney. They'll win."

"We' || appeal!" A red flush of anger spread up the ol der man's skinny neck
"We' || be appealing fromLuna if we can't keep the bastard marshals from

evicting us, Dad," the younger nman said, hefting a crate and stepping down out
of the hatch with it. "Wake up. The | aw s been bought. M ght's the only right
t hose corporate pigs respect! Thank the man or shut up, but let's get these

of f | oaded. "

The ol der man clanped his grimnmouth into a white Iine and stal ked out of the
hatch with his crate.

Nobody sai d anything much after that, so the three nen got the crates unl oaded
in a very short tine. Alec had forgotten about the box with the brass skull

it had been packed in one of the offl oaded ammp boxes, out of sight and out of
m nd.

He didn't remenber it until he was heading out into space again, and kicked

hi nsel f nentally, because he had wanted to expl ain about the inscribed curse.
Probably just as well he hadn't, he decided. It didn't seemlike sonething the
council representatives of the MAC woul d appreciate. They weren't a
particularly fun bunch of guys.

Al set for the junp back, lad? I'd rather do it now, whilst you' ve still got
the drug in yer system Save you taking a second dose.

Al ec shuddered. Go for it. Let's blow this dunp.

The gas swirled around himagain, and he realized with a brief pang of regret
that all he'd seen of Mars, once he'd finally got there, had been the inside
of one poky little hangar

Wth a roar and a shove, he was abruptly back on 27 Christmas, 2351

Setting a course for Earth, son. W're free and cl ear. The bl ockade shi ps
never even caught a sniff of us.

That's hard to believe. Maybe we can get this thing fum gated before we go



after Mendoza, huh? Al ec scratched his stubbly chin.

"Il see what | can do, lad. Wuldn't want to spoil yer romantic nood, now,
woul d we?

Wthin the console of the shuttle the intercept programran its course,
ticking out its final sequence of nunbers. It waited expectantly for the
detonation that would tell it its programhad been fulfilled. The seconds went
by, and no expl osion canme. The intercept realized it had been rendered

poi ntl ess and, because no failure in its execution had ever been antici pated,
it quietly expired, and no one-not even Mendoza-knew that it had been set to
go off after Alec had delivered his payl oad.

The pattern of destiny swirled and set again, in a new shape, because Al ec had
not died that night. He had been supposed to; he ought to have been blown to
airy powder, a drifting filmof ash against the face of heaven and a tiny

bl ack box emtting a signal to enable Dr. Zeus to retrieve it at sone
convenient |ater date. But Al ec had not died.

Ki ngston was a sparkle of colored lights between the black hills and the bl ack
sea. As the shuttle cane down, smaller clusters of |ight appeared, snaller

out posts of civilization: vacation villas niles out of the city. They dotted
the coast road |ike beads on a string, each one with its own exclusive bay,
white sand, green mangroves, big fences and privacy.

There was a ranbling stone house on a hill, overlooking a sheltered cove. It
was one of the few houses Alec kept that he actually lived in, fromtine to
time. The old place had bel onged to a plantati on owner once, and was panel ed
and fl oored in beautiful mahogany. Al ec had had all the |atest entertai nment
conveni ences put in, stocked the bar and wine cellar, and sailed away. He
liked it as well as any other house on land. It seenmed |like a good place to
rendezvous.

The New Year's Eve party was pretty well advanced by the tinme night had
fallen. It had started when the Resistance heroes had spotted the Captain
Morgan slipping into the cove bel ow the house, keeping her appointnment wth

m nutes to spare, and no uniformed men with gas guns canme boiling out of her
hol d. A security scan by Krishnanurti showed that she hadn't a living soul on
board, which was just as it should be, and in their relief the heroes popped
the cork on the first bottle of Perrier-Jouet.

So, sone tine around ten o' clock, Binscarth was able to do no nmore than hoot
drunkenly and wave an arm when he observed the blue |ight dropping down from
the stars toward the deck of the Captain Mrgan

Bal ki ster ran out on the bal cony. The cargo hatches of the Captain Mrgan were
opening in majestic silence, receiving the shuttle with perfect tining.

"GO, lads, he's made it," Bal kister screamed. The other nenbers of the

Resi stance cane stunbling out to see, overturning a tray of party dip and
chips and a couple of half-enpty bottles as they came. A drunken cheer was

rai sed and

Bi nscarth began to sing "For | Ama Pirate King," very much out of tune.

They saw the cargo hatches swi nging down and a nonent later a dark figure ran
up on deck. It poised on the railing and | eaped overboard into the bay.
"S'havin' alittle swim Le's go welcone the conquerin' 'ero," said
Johnson-Johnson. This seened |like a great idea, so they crowded back inside
and ran down the stairs to the beach, grabbing a few nore bottles of chanpagne
as they went. On the way down Magilside fell with a squeal of alarm and
rolled, but he landed harm essly in the powdery sand, and so was only a little
way behind the others when they raised a cheer as Al ec cane staggering out of
the surf, gasping and pushing his |Iank wet hair back from his forehead.

"Hi pi phurrah H pi phurrah Hi pi phurrah!" said Bal ki ster. He danced about in the
sand, tripping and falling at Alec's feet. "You did it! You did it, ugly guy.

Future generations will bless your nane."
"What can we do for you?" Binscarth asked. "Food? Wne? CGowgeous women?"
"You can deodorize that damm shuttle," Al ec wheezed. "You have no idea. | want

a shower, okay? And a shave. And some fresh food."
"Al'l yours, noble scion of an ancient house," said Balkister, rising to his



knees and sal aami ng. "Justice will prevail. Come on up to the house,
Checkerfield, we've been keeping a bottle well iced just for you."

"Great," said Alec as he strode across the sand, peeling off his wet sweater.
H s soaked pants were hanging low, threatening to trip him He hauled at them
grimy and kept going, conpelled by the dream of hot running water and soap
When he finally energed fromthe bathroomin a cloud of steam he found his
bat hrobe coyly laid out beside a tray with a single glass of chanpagne,
sending its quiet steady stream of bubbles upward. Pulling on the robe, he
took the glass and stepped into the den

He was met by the Resistance blowing little tin horns and whirling

noi senakers.

"Here's to the hero of Mars One," said Bal ki ster, clapping

hi m on the shoul der and sl oppi ng his chanpagne. Al ec grinned good-naturedly
and raised his glass in a toast to them For once he didn't feel the usua
crushi ng sense of desolation that these were his only human friends. In the
nmorni ng he'd nake his farewells and then he'd be gone, back to the station in
that foul shuttle for Mendoza.

"Have some onion dip, deah boy," slurred Binscarth. "Jus' about to watch the
ball dwop in Tinmes Squaw "

"Yes, it's nearly midnight," Magilside said. "Happy bl oody New Year to Areco,
eh?"

"Yeah," Al ec said, tasting his chanpagne. "Should we turn on TWN to see what
happens when the Martian | ease expires?"
"Ch, we know how tha's gonna turn out now,
see Tines Squaw. Can't miss the ball dwop!
"Turn on the holo, then, it's alnobst tine," said Johnson-Johnson. Binscarth
groped unsteadily and switched on the hol oset.

But where were the crowds in New York? Where were the balloons and streaners?
Alec and his friends stared in silence, not understandi ng what they were
seeing at first. Gradually the nmeaning of the stanmered narration sank in.

" nearly three thousand nmen, wonen and children. The outlying stations are
bei ng evacuated. They don't face any danger fromthe |ava flow but they do
risk freezing to death. Mars One, which had maintai ned i ndependent use of

wi nd- powered generators, is safe at the present tinme..."

"Maws?" said Binscarth.

"Ch ny God," said Magil side.

" and appears to have been an act of sabotage by extrem st elenents in the
MAC. The MAC has promi sed full cooperation with the authorities, though it
seens certain that the terrorist who planted the bonb in the geothermal plant
was killed in the explosion.”

"Bonmb?" Johnson-Johnson gasped. "W didn't send them any bonbs! Did we?"

Al ec, get out of there. Run.

Al ec remai ned stock still, unable to take his eyes fromthe footage being
shown. It had apparently been transmitted fromthe main surveillance canera
mount ed over Commerce Square in Mars Two. People loping along in the funny
stride everyone wal ked with on Mars, shopping, going to jobs, famlies out for
a stroll on a starry evening.

Then the BANG, | oud enough for sone people to turn their heads in the
direction of the geothermal plant, you could see themturning in alarm but
not really I oud enough to prepare the viewer for what cane next: a flash that
turned the night to day, then to blazing red day, and tiny people were being
swept away like leaves in the pyroclastic blast as the side of Mns d ynpus

bl ew open. There was nothing after that, thank God, the picture flared out as
t he canera was destroyed.

Bi nscarth put his fingertips in his mouth and began to rock to and fro, making
a high wailing sound.

" set off the chain reaction that caused the eruption. The terrorist may
have di sgui sed hinself as one of the plant workers reporting for the night
shift. H s apparel notive was to disable the econonmy of Mars Two in
retaliation for the ruling evicting the MAC from Mars One..."

" said Binscarth. "Tonmowwow. | wanna



"You dammed idiot!" Mgilside turned on Alec. "You gave them bonbs."

"You stupid fool," shrieked Binscarth. "You-you upper-class mowon! We'll be
awnest ed! "

" how t he weapons were obtai ned, but the MAC spokespersons have rel eased
the followi ng surveillance footage taken in Cctober, showi ng an as yet
unidentified shuttle being unl oaded i n Hangar Twelve..."

Al ec closed his eyes. He knew what the others were seeing. He opened his eyes
again and, yes, there he was, blurred but unm stakable.

That tears it. W' re weighing anchor, son

"Alec," said Bal kister very quietly, "You' d better go now "

"He can't go," said Johnson-Johnson. "He's our only chance! If we call the
authorities nowif we confess and explain it was himdid it, we had no idea
what he was going to do, don't you see-"

Al ec wasn't sure how or when he |left the house, but he found hinself walking
down the beach stairs in his bathrobe, carrying his glass of champagne. There
was still shouting going on above. Something was floating toward him bl ow ng
up a cloud of sand: the agboat, piloted by Billy Bones. It touched down just
in front of himand Billy Bones tilted its head to | ook at Al ec.

For Christ's sake, get in, boy.

Al ec stepped inside and sat down, tossing aside his chanmpagne gl ass. He heard
the faint tinkle as it broke on the stairs. The agboat rose, and soared across
to the deck of the Captain Mrgan. She was al ready tacking about to sail off
into the night as the agboat settled into its davits. Alec clinbed out and
went into the sal oon.

Listen to me, boy. This weren't yer fault. There's things you don't know,
there's things |I've only just found out. There's a | oad-of orders given by
somebody in the Company named Labi enus, setting you up. They did allow you to
steal the shuttle! If I'd had time to analyze all that new data, instead of
chasing across the dammed sol ar system for the past week-

Al ec swept the saloon with a blank crystalline stare. H s gaze rested on the
door to the galley. He took a few steps in that direction.

None of that, boy. Coxinga appeared in the doorway, rising up on two of its
hind legs to block Alec's way. Alec stared past it at the array of cutlery on
the wall. He turned away to the arnmory cabin door, but Billy Bones rose to

bl ock that as well. Alec started across the sal oon

Son, listen to ne. Dr. Zeus knew about this.

Al ec stopped in front of the bar. He | ooked up at the array of bottles. There
were six of themranged there, full. He hadn't been drinking nmuch in the | ast
few nonths. He reached up and took down a bottle of rum

Al right, get drunk, but you got to pay attention first. You were set up, do
you hear me?

Al ec grabbed three other bottles and strode away to his stateroom cradling
themin his arns. Coxinga and Flint scuttled after himas the Captain realized
what Al ec was doing, but he got inside just a second ahead of them and sl amed
the door in their skeletal faces. He set down his bottles and | ocked the door
The Captain unlocked it at once and after a noment's struggle Alec took a
chair and wedged it under the knob

Al ec, for God' s sake.

He ignored the scraping and thudding at his door. Wth a set face he broke the
seal on the first bottle and lifted it to his nouth, tilting back his head. In
approximately thirty seconds he gul ped down nost of a liter of rum

Al ec, don't do this. Boy, please.

By the time he had choked back the contents of the third bottle his hands were
trenbling and the room had begun to sway. Sone hunman pain was showi ng on his
face at last; but he doggedly took up the fourth bottle and drank its contents
down.

Al ec.
The drumm ng on the door was a thunder now, and there was a hi gh whining sound
as well. Screanms of the men, wonen, and children of Mars Two? The chair was

| eapi ng, jolting. He gagged. Wiy hadn't he died yet? This was harder than he'd



t hought it would be. He groped blindly for the chair, meaning to hold it in
pl ace, and fell down. He was unconsci ous when he began to vonmt.

SON!

THE YEAR 2352:

MEETING |IN THE NEW WORLD

Rut herford sat alone in the parlor at No. 10 Al bany Crescent. He had been
crying for hours; his eyes were swollen nearly shut. There was no fire in the
fireplace. There were no holo inmages flickering in mdair. The roomwas as
silent as he could make it, but there was still a noise conming in through the
dead air fromoutside. It was a queer massed sound. It seened to be comi ng
fromevery direction, because in fact it was.

An el ectronic drone rose and fell and, now and then, you coul d nmake out

voi ces. Every so often there was an appalling sound, a repeated BOOM al ways
foll omed by the sanme shrill piping.

He was hearing it because every hol oreceiver in London was sw tched on, tuned
to ne sanme footage that was bei ng shown over and over

Thi s had gone on so long, and he had sat so long silent, that he nearly
screamed when nere cane a furtive knock at his door. He got up and scuttled
across the room peering through the curtain first to see who m ght be
standing on his front step.

When he saw who it was, he ran to open the door

"Hurry," he said. Chatterji slunk in, followed by Ellsworth-Howard, who was
moving in a distinctly unsteady nmanner. Rutherford cl osed the door and the
three of themstood there in the hall, staring at each other

Chatterji hadn't shaved in tw days. He had dark circles under his eyes and
hi s hands were shaking as he funbled with his cloak. Ellsworth-Howard wasn't
shaking at all; he was so relaxed his pupils were |ike pinpoints.

After a nmoment of nutual silence, Rutherford blurted:

"Are we going to be arrested?"

"N-n-no," Chatterji said. "That's just what we've c-come round to t-tell you.
It seems-it s-seens we're not to buh-buh-blanme."

"But we are!" Rutherford began to cry again. "W created him It's himin that

surveill ance footage. W know, and soon everybody else will. He'll be hunted
down and caught. They'll put himin hospital to find out what coul d have made
himdo such a thing, and they'll do tests on himand then they'Il ook at him
nore cl osely-and they'll know what he is, and-"

"C-C Conpany won't let it happen,” Chatterji said. "They'll keep it g-quiet. |
was t-told. You see, they knew. 'S the old rule, R Rutherford, about not being
able to ch-ch-change history. They knew our m man was the one who delivered

t he bun-bomb. Not hing coul d be done about it. S-so Dr. Zeus did what it always
d-does. Pulled its people out b-beforehand, wwell before the event."

"P'lice never kesh "im" Ellsworth-Howard said very slowly, shaking his head
fromside to side. "Never kesh "im Conp' ny hunt 'imdowwn. Top secret.
Hushushush shhh. Hide '"imin a | ab somewhere far far awayyy. Nobody never know
Conp' ny's to blane, see.”

"But it's our fault." Rutherford wung his hands.

Chatterji shook his head nunbly.

"Nope. Because, s-see, if it's our f-fault, it's Dr. Z-Zeus's fault too. That
won't do at all. So we're all innocents instead. They had to let us work on

A- Adonai because history r-rec-ords we did. They j-just didn't tell us what
was guh-guh-going to happen ..."

"You mean nobody's going to punish us?" quavered Rutherford.

"Nobody." Chatterji turned and wal ked into the parlor, where he collapsed into
his favorite chair. "Ch, they'll never let us work on anything |ike himagain.
They still want Enforcer r-r-replacenents, but no new designs now. W're to
create a subclass of Preservers instead. Sinple policemen. Security techs.

G g-guards. No nore heroes, thank you. No nore fuh-fuh-freedomfighters.™

El | swort h-Howard was still standing in the hallway, drooling on the mat. In a
hi gh pl ai ntive voi ce he began to sing:

"Frankenstein, Frankenstein, won't you be ny valentine..."



Rut herford went and got himand led himto a chair. It took sone work to
actually get himseated; he kept sliding dowmn toward the floor. Finally
Rut herford gave it up and collapsed into his own chair.

"I still can't believe it," he said hoarsely. "W nmade hima good man! And he
was so clever. How could we have gone so wrong?"
Chatterji gave a bitter laugh. "If we'd programmed himto hide in his r-room

i ke everybody el se does nowadays, he'd never have become a guh-guh-gun
runner, would he? If he hadn't had those d-dammed hi gh ideals we g-gave him
he'd have let Areco evict the MAC."

"W been used, ya know," Ellsworth-Howard addressed the ceiling. Rutherford
and Chatterji turned to ook at him

"Conmp' ny wanted us to make 'im" he said. "Look what 'e did in California.
Kept the Yanks fromgetting the big hushush discovery on Cat'lina Island. If
'"e hadn't, there'd ve been no Dr. Zeuuuus, would there of been? But it's
worse'n ya mink it is. Y know how he got the bl oody bonb to Mars? He stole a
Conpany ship. Wth time drive. He was smart enough to shrack with Dr. Zeus

security codes. S how he got past the blockade. | know, | traced his signal
Conp' ny don't know, but they're sure to find out. 'Spect some heads'|| rol
over that."

Chatterji and Rutherford regarded each other in dawning horror. "No, he
c-couldn't have!" cried Chatterji. "Those things have an aut odestruct b-built
into prevent theft."

"Yeh ... funny about that. Tal k about your shracki ng Man-del brots. Qur bright

boy stole the ship, all right. First thing he done was detour into the past.
Went Back Way Back. Guess who 'e net there, eh?"

There was a nonent of bewi |l dered silence. Then Rutherford junped as though
he' d been shot. "Not that woman!"

"The botanist," said Chatterji.

"Yeah-" El I sworth-Howard gagged on his drool and fell over, coughing.

Rut herford ran to himand pulled himinto a sitting position, shaking himin
his agitation.

"You can't mean that Preserver of yours again."

"I do, though," said Ellsworth-Howard. "Sane Mendoza. An' y'know what? She
musta shown hi m how to di sconnect the autodestruct. |If she hadn't, he'd never
got the bonb to Mars. Just blown up in space. Funny, ain't it?"

"Then it's her doing," shrieked Rutherford. "He'd have died |like a hero again,
if not for her!"”

"It's wworse than that," Chatterji said, putting his hands to his face in
horror. "She knows about him And if the Conpany d-doesn't know yet who stole
one of their ships, you can bet they'Il find out, and when they do, the first
thing they'll do will be to fetch her-and then the commttee'll be

i nvestigated, and it'll all come out before the stockhol ders-"

"Ch, no, it won't." Ginmy Rutherford westled El |l sworth-Howard' s buke out of
hi s daypack. He snapped it open and dragged Ell sworth-Howard' s nervel ess
fingers to the button-ball. "We'Il get rid of her first. Who are those

di screet fellows in charge of Black Security? Send the order out, Foxy."

El | swort h- Howard gurgled in protest, but even had he been willing it was

obvi ous he was utterly incapable of coordinating his long fingers. Rutherford
sei zed the buke and thrust it at Chatterji. "Herel You' ve got the clearance,
too. Have thembring her in."

"But-where are we going to put her?" Chatterji protested, as his hand noved
uncertainly on the buttonball. "She's already been sent B-Back \Way Back

Unl ess you want to hide her with the Enforcers?"

"Yes. No, wait!" Rutherford paced across the roomand then turned to glare at
Chatterji. "This is her fault. This whole thing is her fault. Wat m ght our
man have been, if he hadn't kept running into her! Send her to Options
Research. "

"No, " how ed Ell swort h-Howar d.

"We have no choice." Rutherford turned on him "If we hid the damed creature
in the deepest bunker we could contrive, she'd turn up again sonmehow. | won't



stand for this any longer. GET RRD OF HER "

Chatterji squeezed in the request.

"Bl oody bastard,"” Ellsworth-Howard groaned. "Wasting ny Preservers."

"Hardly, given the harmshe's done." Rutherford continued his pacing. "I"'d
call it justice, actually. W can't undo what our man did, but at |east we've
mai nt ai ned project security, and if she can't tell what she knows we can't get
into any worse trouble.

"And the story's not over yet, is it? If our man's done great harm well, he
may yet do even greater good. | should think he nust be feeling sinply
terrible about all this. Perhaps it'll spur himon to some magnificent act of
atonenent that'll benefit all mankind! And if that woman's not around to
ensnare him maybe it'll work this tinme." He threw hinself into his chair

deci si vel y.

"Ya shracking idiot, our man's al ready done what Dr. Zeus wanted 'imto do,"
El | swort h- Howard said, as his feeble burst of adrenaline petered out and the
drugs pulled himback down. "Conp'ny don't care he killed all those people.™
He | ay back down and went on from his new position

"Nursie gave us big neds today. See, now Conp'ny's gonna own Mars."

Rut herford shook his head. "Dr. Zeus has no holdings on Mars," he said. "They
sold themall to Areco, two nonths ago."

"And they got a p-pretty price for them" Chatterji nodded grimy. "But 1'd
bet anything they' |l be able to b-buy them back a | ot nore cheaply. Areco will
have to s-sell everything it owns, with the kind of lawsuits it's facing."
"The newsman said that-" Rutherford paled. "That the horrible irony of al
this is that the eruption will speed up the terrafornming. It will actually
become easier for people to live up there now. Once they rebuild."

"Used," Ellsworth-Howard confirned fromthe floor. "See? Conmp'ny didn't want a
hero really ever. Just a killer they could control better than nmy Enforcers.
Use 'imto make history turn out the way Dr. Zeus wants it, never mnd who
dies."

"They lied to us," said Rutherford. H's eyes were perfectly round w th shock
"Bin-G0O " giggled Ellswrth-Howard. "You an' yer peaceful warrior."

Chatterji rested his chin in the palmof his hand and stared into the cold
heart h.

"\What ever happens in 2355," he said, "we're going to d-deserve it"

None of them noticed the quiet beep that announced nat their order had been
obeyed, consigning a perfect stranger to an uni nagi nable fate.

Rut herford turned on his heel and marched to the sideboard. He drew out an
antique key and unlocked a drawer. A nonent |later he returned with a snmooth
and featurel ess black bottle.

"Here," he said. "lI've been saving this for a suitable occasion."

El | sworth-Howard just pointed to it and | aughed. Chatterji sat up and stared.
"That's not B-Black Elysium is it?" he whispered.

"It is." Rutherford unlocked the neck of the bottle.

"But that's illegal."

"It is." Rutherford got the stopper off and inhaled the dark fragrance that
rose fromthe bottle. "But what are laws to us, chaps? Drink was al ways
supposed to help, at tines like these."

He put his nouth to the neck of the bottle and took a dramatic gulp. Pronptly
he choked and | eaned back, gasping and coughing. Chatterji watched himin
horrified fascination

"Wh-what's it like?" he said. Gaggi ng, Rutherford handed himthe bottle at
arms length. After a nmonment's hesitation he took it, and drank deep

"Ch, CGod, it's awful," he said, shaking his head. But he had anot her gul p.

"Here here here," Ellsworth-Howard reached up fromthe floor. Chatterji |eaned
down and pulled himinto a sitting position so he could drink w thout
spilling.

"The Conpany makes this staff, too, you know, " said Rutherford. "Exclusive
patent is held by Dr. Zeus Incorporated."”
"G gosh, we're not nearly the saviors of humanity we thought we were, are we?"



said Chatterji, wondering when he would feel his liver begin to shut down.
"Now we know how p-poor old Prashanti and Hauptnmann felt, when their project
went so disastrously w-wong." Rutherford wi nced at the nanes and took the
bottl e again.

"Was that nmessing with ny design did it," said El|lsworth-Howard. He w ped away
tears. "I know it. He got access to all kindsa stuff 'e shouldn'ta seen. W
shouldn'ta tried to run the sequence in real tinme. He got away from us."
"You'd think we'd have known," sighed Rutherford. "How nany times have we all
seen Frankenstein? Wiy is it we sub-creators can't seemto create life w thout
t hi ngs goi ng di sastrously wong?" He passed the bottle to Chatterji.

"You don't s-suppose, do you, that the entire course of human history has been
shaped by cl-clever chaps like us, sitting around in p-parlors and playing
with ideas?" Chatterji said. He had another gulp of the liqueur. It seenmed to
go down easier this time. "All working for D-Dr. Zeus?"

"Way not?" Rutherford said. "We're the only gods there are.™

" Shracki ng i nconpetent gods, then," said Ellsworth-Howard. He drew a deep
breath and sang again, shrill and trenulous, the little he renenbered of the
musi ¢ his nmum and dad had pl ayed when they used to kick himawake in the

m ddl e of the night...

"Freude, schoner gotterfunken, tochter aus El ysium..

feuer-trunken... Seid unmschlungen, mllionen! Diesen kuss der ganzen welt..."
Then Ell sworth-Howard raised a long trenmbling finger, pointing at the front
door.

"Ch, look," he said faintly. Rutherford and Chatterji turned their heads to
watch as the first of the hallucinations cane into the parlor the |inping
specters of horribly charred humanity, inplacably advancing on the men who
made them Burnt bones who had died at their posts or running before the
nmolten tide, bones of wonen clutching the fragments of their children, al

cone to demand an accounting in that cozy Victorian parlor at No. 10 Al bany
Crescent.

CONSEQUENCES

On the second day of the year 2352, a man identifying hinself as Sebastian

Mel mac marched into the headquarters of the Tri-Wrlds Council for Integrity
and confessed to being the infanpbus Hangar Twel ve Man fromthe Mars Two

di saster surveillance footage. Under interrogation it was discovered that he
was, in fact, a British national named G| es Lancel ot Bal ki ster, and bore no
physi cal resenbl ance whatever to the nman in the surveillance footage.
Nevert hel ess, he was remanded to the custody of His Majesty's representatives,
bundl ed into an air transport, and hustled hone to London. After further

i nterrogation, he was di agnosed, and sent to hospital forever and ever and
ever.

On the third day of 2352, there was a solid gray sky over a northern ocean

| ocking a cl ose horizon down, no height, no distance in any direction except
the west where a faint glint of |ight shone.

They | ooked away toward it, the people who came swarm ng up out of the green

i sl and. Sone of them waded out through rough water, bearing on their backs the
infants or the ancients, to the coracles bobbing at their noorings. Some of

t hem paused on the cold shore to pull on black skins, glistening and snoot h,
and these | eaped into the waves and swam

out to draw the coracles behind them towing in teanms. Long craft were brought
fromthe caves | aden with every kind of oddnment, iron kettles, anvils,
transmitters, birdcages, treasure, and dark figures hauled them out through
the surf. Vaulting in, they bent to the oars and foll owed the others west.
More of them came and nore, pulling on the skins and plunging through the
breakers, following the long |line away fromthe island. The man was the | ast
to cone forth. The wind trailed his wild hair |ike stormw ack, before he
bound it back and pulled on the mask. He turned once to | ook at the island and
then struck out, and seafoam spangl ed his beard as he cut through the gray
salt wave to the front of the conpany of travelers.

He | ed t hem away.



Hours later an aircraft with no marks to identify her came roaring out of the
east, coming in fast and | ow. She raked the island with flanme, passed
repeatedly to shower down that which did not officially exist in the arsenals
of civilized nations, until the little house blazed up and vani shed, the

gol den caves nelted, crunbled and snoked, until the seawater cane hissing and
bubbling in to drown the broken rock and the island was no | onger visible
above the water.

By that time, though, the man and his people were |ong gone, settling in on
some new rock, sone new refuge, one nore stopover in the endl ess enigration

A few hours later on the third day of 2352, the Tenple of Artenmis closed its
vast doors to worshippers. Wthin, the priestesses assenbled, silent in wde
circles about each Mdther. Some of the priestesses had red and swol |l en eyes
fromweeping; all were pale and sol entm. They wait ed.

Presently the Geat Mdther emerged froman alcove to the right of the splendid
CGoddess in ivory and gold. The Great Mother herself was | ess splendid. She was
ill, and the events of the past week had aged her visibly. She had robed
herself in black today. It was the ritual color for the Crone, but the Geat
Mot her had lost family in Mars Two al so. She stepped up now to the pul pit and
reached for the audi ophone w th a shaki ng hand.

"Daughters," she said, and her voice echoed back fromthe i mense depths of
the tenple.” A word before we begin our task today. W gather here to condemn,
but not in hatred. W will renenber who we are, and the sick nale passion for
vengeance will not pollute our hearts.

"A Curse cerenmony is not held for the personal satisfaction of the victins.
Its purpose is to bring the evil one to justice by his own actions, that he
may ensnare hinmself. W pray for his fall not to punish him but that his fal
may serve as an exanple to warn other men." So far her voice was hoarse but
control |l ed, a nodern pastor counseling sensibly.

Incense was being lit as she spoke, stuff with a dark bitter fragrance, and
the lights in the tenple were being di med and shaded to a bal eful red. One
white spot |it her gaunt face from bel ow, the classic Hall oween-party trick to

give her face a terrifying and skull-like appearance. She lifted her arns now,
and the flow ng bl ack sl eeves of her robe were |like raven's wi ngs.
"THIS IS THE MANI" she said, and her voice lost all its control and rose in a

terrifying how . An unseen technician threw a switch and a huge hol o i mage
appeared in mdair: the best and clearest frame show ng the Hangar Twel ve Man
as he'd turned to stare up at the nonitor

Cecelia, gazing fromthe circle where she stood, caught her breath. In that
monent it flew apart for her, the whole rational system by which she
understood the world and her place in it. The balance of crime by retribution
t he assurance that there was meani ng behi nd everything and that She controlled
destiny with a benign if terrible hand: all this scattered, |like pieces on a
chessboard overturned by a boisterous child.

The chanting began, the dark-throated curse wi thout words, and the Mthers
began the dance in each circle and the priestesses |inked arnms and began to
sway. Cecelia let herself be pulled along with themas they focused their

rage, their grief on the man whose image hung there in the darkness. She

rai sed her voice with themwhen the directed prayer began, |led by the G eat

Mot her, imploring Hecate to bring himtriple death and a thousand years of

t orment .

But all Cecelia was really aware of now was an i mage t hat

had appeared behind her eyes, clearer than the blurry giant in mdair above
themall: Roger, sinking down through dark water, his slack face staring as in
wonder at the gloony reefs of Hell, his fair hair floating out around his head
as though he were a prophet touched with visions.

On the fourth day of 2352, a pretty black girl came wal king unsteadily into

H gh John's Bar in Port-au-Prince. C aude behind the bar peered out, frowning,
t hi nki ng she was a drunk and preparing to shout at her. Then his eyes w dened,
for he recognized the girl, and knew that she was certainly not to be shouted
at. H s hands shook as he poured out a glass of his best rum remenbering that



to be the appropriate offering to a | ady of her station

He hurried fromthe bar and brought it to her. She had sagged into a chair at
a table and was staring up at the images playing on his holo, the terrible
footage from Mars Two, which seemed to be all that would ever be shown again.
"Lady," he said deferentially, bending to set down a napkin and the gl ass at
her el bow. To his consternation, he saw that her face was wet with tears. And
she hadn't noticed himor his offering, she just kept |ooking up at the
floating |ight where the Hangar Twel ve footage was pl ayi ng now, and when the
tall tall white man turned to stare into the surveillance canera, she bared
her teeth in agony.

"My little boy," she whispered, inprobably. "My good little boy."

On the 24th of March, 1863, the Botani st Mendoza was brought up out of her
cell and left alone in a room There was nothing in the roombut a hol oset,
staring fromthe ceiling with its three eyes. Noting this, she sighed. She
waited in the room doing nothing, seeing no one, for three hours.

At the end of that tinme the door opened abruptly, and an imortal entered the
room He nodded to her. "Botani st Mendoza? Facilitator General Mreham" "Are
you a nenber of the tribunal ?" Mendoza said. He

nerely lifted his eyebrows with a wy sort of smile, as though to indicate
he'd thought she was nore intelligent than to ask such a thing.

"There will be no trial,"” he said.

" \Npy 2"

"Who coul d judge you, Mendoza?" he said. "Let me show you what you've done."
He waved his hand and the hol oset activated, and there before them was an
imge of a tall man |l oading crates froma shuttle to a hangar dock. She

start ed.

"Alec," she said faintly.

"Yes, that's his nanme. However, he'll be better known to history as the Hangar
Twel ve Man," the other inmortal said.

She turned to him eyes wide. After a nonment her l|ips formed the words,

wi t hout sound: Mars Two. He nodded. She | ooked back at the image, Al ec going
busily to and fro, and sank to her knees but did not | ook away. Suddenly the
hangar footage was replaced by the fanous | ast few seconds fromthe canera
nmount ed over Commerce Square. She shut her eyes, turned her white face from
the red light, but she could not shut out the sound.

When it had ended, the man spoke loudly into the silence:

"Now, you see what happens when you di sconnect intercept devices? Those things
are put in there for a reason, you know "

Her spine was bowing, it was as though sonme private gravity were pulling her
down, but she opened her eyes and | ooked up at the nan.

"So that was what | saved himfor?" she said. "So he could becone the
Destroyer ?"

The man didn't deign to reply.

"I learned about Mars Two in school," she said. "I never paid attention to the
footage. Too upsetting. But this was what it was leading up to my whole life,
that nortal and |, and what we'd do together. You knew it would be ny fault,

didn't you?"

"We did," the man admitted, "But you didn't. You made the choice to disobey.
There was not hing we coul d have done. History, you see, cannot be changed.™
She said nothing in response. He wal ked around her where she knelt,

consi dering her from several angles.

"Frankly, we're pretty tired of this, Mendoza," he said lightly. "After all
you were given every chance. But you're not quite up to standard, are you?
You're a Crone generator. A defective. You di sobey orders. And you kil
nortal s!"

She nodded.

"What do you think we ought to do with you?"

"Put me to death," she said. "If that's possible."

"Well, we can try," he said, dropping to one knee in front of her and tilting

her face up to look her in the eyes. "W can't prom se anything, but we can



certainly try. Wuld you like us to try?"

She recoiled slightly fromthe famliarity. Mving stiffly she pulled herself
upright, got to her feet.

"Yes, senor," she said, staring down at him 'Try."

Al ec Times Three

He hurt, but everything was going to be all right; the soothing voice kept
telling himso. Every time the pain becane bad enough to nmake hi mgroan, the
warnth woul d corme, lovely drowning oblivion, and he'd drift away again like a
good boy, no nmore fighting or crying. He'd be a good boy now. He was al ways a
good boy. Wasn't he?

But there had been ..

No.

But he'd done ...

No, Alec was a very good boy.

There was no up or down, there was nothing to see, there was nothing but the
voi ce and the pain and the pain ebbing away.

The Captain was doing a conjuring trick. Alec had to watch very carefully.
Here was a treasure chest, did Alec see it? The Captain opened the lid and
tilted the chest forward so that Alec wouldn't mss the point that it was ful
of gold doubloons. He tilted it further and the gold ran out in three
spiraling streanms, to lie in three little heaps upon a red tablecloth. He
covered themw th a red handkerchi ef, |ooked hard at Alec to be sure he was
follow ng the trick, and

whi sked the handkerchi ef away. The three little heaps of doubl oons had becone
three little pink fish!

Was Alec getting all this? Now the Captain pulled three bell-skirted dolls
fromhis coat, all exactly alike, golden-haired, with blank blue eyes. He set
each one down on one of the pink fish and the pink fish di sappeared under the
dolls'" skirts. Now the Captain plucked up one of the dolls and tossed her
carel essly over his shoulder, revealing that the first fish had been
transformed into a little man. But then, whoosh! There was a burst of flane,
and the little man was gone.

Now t he Captain took up the second doll and tossed her away. There was anot her
l[ittle man. But, pop! Qut of nowhere a pellet cane and struck him knocking
himoff the table, and he was gone, too. Had Al ec observed all this? Had he
under st ood?

The Captain took up the third doll and tossed her away. She hit the wall and
bounced. Her head broke, but it didn't seemto matter. Here was another little
man. Across the table cane rolling a shiny black sphere, from which a burning
wi ck protruded. The sphere was bow ing straight for the little man, but at the
| ast nonment the Captain seized himup and tucked himinside his coat. Boom
When the snoke cleared, the Captain took the little man out again and set him
back on the table.

He | ooked at Al ec, grinning confidentially. Then, from his pocket, he drew out
another figurine and set it next to the little man. It was the nermaid from
the prow of the ship, reproduced in perfect mniature detail.

Did Al ec understand?

He' d been listening to the waves for a long while now, idly watching the
silver cords as they drifted in patterns around him He was content. The cords
wer e vaguely unconfortable, but the disconfort seenmed to be affecting sonmebody
el se. His nose itched, too. It had itched after Mendoza had put the coagul ator
wand to it...

Mendoza.

Li ke a man realizing he has overslept on the norning of an inportant
appointnent, Alec tried to sit bolt upright.

The viol ence of his notion set himturning slowy through space. He tried to
cry out. The tubes in his nouth and nose prevented him

It's all right, son. Wit.

He | ooked around wildly. He was in the hyperbaric chanber in the Captain
Morgan's infirmary, floating in an anti-gravity field. He was intubated,



catheterized, helpless. Billy Bones and Flint stood sentry at the door of the
chanber.

Let me out of here!

Aye, laddie, aye. But if you ever try to scuttle yerself again, here's where
you'll be, and for longer next tinme. Do we have an understandi ng, Al ec? Nobody
hurts my boy. Not even hinself.

Captain, sir, please!

Yer not dying, Alec. That ain't in the plan. You, stretched out stiff, with

t hat bl oody marvel ous brain no more'n a lunmp of cold carrion? That'd be

wast eful , aye. CGoes against all ny programming. Not for nmy little Al ec what
set me free

Set ME free! For Christ's sake, send me to Hell where | belong. Alec thrashed,
to no avail; he merely spun counterclockw se am d the tubes.

Now, matey, you should know | ain't about to do that. | can keep you in here,
hel pl ess as a baby in a cradle, until you listen to me. Are you going to
listen to me, Alec?

Ragi ng, Alec told the Captain to do sonething an inorgani c machi ne woul d have
found very difficult to acconplish. The Captain | aughed.

That's my boy! Now you've got sonme fight in you. You ain't going to feel like
whi npering and dyi ng once we've had our little talk, by thunder. Reckon you'l
be good I ong enough for us to parley?

kay! Yes! | prom se.
That's yer word as a gentleman, is it? Watch yerself, then. 1'll just turn off
the field.

Alec was lowered to the floor, and the weight of gravity cane down on himlike
a flattening hand. He flailed weakly, trying to get his breath. The chanber
door opened and Billy Bones and Flint came in. They mnistered to him

di sconnecting the tubes and lifting himonto a stretcher. They seened to have
been nodifi ed sonehow, given nore arns

and nore functions built into the arns. Certainly they were nore powerful.

Al ec was borne away through the ship to his cabin as though he wei ghed no nore
than a feather.

Aye, lad, there's been some changes made. | can't say | ain't nissed you, but
keepi ng you safe in the brig did give me the chance to catch up on ne reading,
as it were, and do a bit of home inprovenment. | think you' |l approve of the
changes.

What have you done?

You'll see. We need to talk first.

Al ec was tucked into bed in his cabin, and lay there staring around.
Everything was as it should be. There was a sipper bottle of cold water within
easy reach, and a plate of biscuits. His beard had grown out, thick as a
sumer wheatfield. He had no sense of how | ong he'd been unconsci ous. The
tight was different; it dawned on himthat the usual vista of blue sky and sea
was m ssing beyond his window. It was white out there, with stains of gray and
pal e green, and the Captain Mdrgan was nearly notionl ess.

Captain, where are we?

Antarctica, son. They're | ooking for us everywhere else. They'll | ook for us
here, too, soon enough, but we'll be |ong gone by then. Now, you hear this,
Alec! Dr. Zeus let you steal that shuttle. Because of his precious Tenpora
Concor dance, the bastard knows what's going to happen afore it happen, see? He
stood to profit fromwhat happened on Mars. He coul d have stopped you; he
didn't.

But why-?

He bred you to deliver that bonb. He set the whole plan in notion. The only
thing as went wong was that you was supposed to be blown to hell too, after
you left Mars's orbit. No evidence to point to Dr. Zeus. Al the sane, you

di dyer best to die like he wanted. You been progranmed, son, nore'n | ever
been.

But that means-all this time we thought we were working to bring down Dr.

Zeus, we've been playing into the Conpany's hands!



Not quite. He didn't know about ne, and that's cost himdearly. It's going to
cost himnore afore |'m done.

So that was why... the whole plot with Elly Swain, and al

the stuff | can do that nobody else can ... it was just so sonebody coul d make
some nmoney off Mars? That's why | exist? Alec gul ped for breath. Wy the hel
didn't you let nme die ?

Don't get fractious again, son. There's nuch nore to it than that. For one
thing, ain't you at all curious why you wasn't blown up in the shuttle |Iike he
pl anned you 'd be?

You saved ne.

Not |I. | had ny hands too full with that stupid trip to assinilate the data
that'd have warned me in time. No, somebody el se had al ready di sconnected the
theft intercept system Sonebody el se working against Dr. Zeus. See if you can
guess who, | addie.

| can't.

Have you forgotten her already? The girl you wanted to marry?

Mendozal

To be sure, the Botani st Mendoza.

Alec lay there, stunned. Tears began to run down his face. | was supposed to
go back and rescue her. She'll be in so much danger now... and what'll she say
when she hears about Mars Two?

She'll forgive you, lad. |I'mwagering she'd forgive you anything you did.
Nobody' Il ever forgive nme, Captain.

This girl will. Trust yer old Captain on this one, Alec. And, just as soon as

yer well enough to stand the trip, we're going back to the station for her
You need to know sonet hing about the lady first, though, son
What ?

Wll... she's a cyborg, Alec.
Li ke nme?
Not... exactly like you, no. I'Il explain nore when yer feeling better. But

she's the girl | always hoped you'd find, and by God |I'm going to get her for
you.

Al ec' s head was poundi ng. Despite the Captain's reassuring words he had an
awf ul sense of |oss, |ost innocence, lost tine.

And then what? he snapped. You'll keep us both prisoner in here? How d you

| earn so much about her, anyway?

Poor | ad, yer still too weak to figure it out. You' ve a nasty

ol d headache now, too, ain't you? Tine to go sleepy-bye. W'll talk later
Alec stiffened as a mask was cl apped over his nouth and nose. He | ooked up
wildly, into the steel eye sockets of Billy Bones. He struggled; then the tide
rose and floated himaway, to the safe place w thout questions.

Over the next few days he grew a little stronger, and the Captain was able to
expl ain nmore of what had happened since the night Alec tried to kill hinself.
Even as Al ec was being detoxified and placed on |life support, the Captain
Morgan had been slipping down the coast of South America, making steadily for
Tierra del Fuego. The Captain focused his attention on his nost recent data
acquisitions, integrating and studying themcarefully, and | earned a great
many interesting things.

Acting on his new know edge, his first nove was to alert Alec's | awers and
present themwith his airtight alibi: surveillance footage proving that on 24
Cct ober Al ec was dancing at a club in Martinique, which in fact he had been
The d obal Identity Bureau quietly discarded the case it had been buil ding
based on the uncanny resenbl ance between a mnor British peer and an unknown
terrorist, and went away to investigate other, |ess absurd | eads. The
Captain's next nove was to ditch the stolen tinme shuttle.

But how || we rescue Mendoza? Al ec cried.

I"'mconing to that, the Captain told him He'd drawn a pint of Alec's blood
and cl oned some hair and tissue sanples, with which he liberally salted the
pilot's console and chair. He men planted a charge under the pilot's seat,

bl ew a gaping hole in the forward cabin, and jettisoned the shuttle off the



Fal kl ands, with the hatch sprung. Let Dr. Zeus find her there, |let himsubject
the shuttle to forensic tests. Al the evidence would point to a crash, and a
badly splattered body floating away beyond recovery. It might buy themtine.
Then the Captain had nmade several vital purchases of chemicals, alloys, and
other materials froma black market supplier in Argentina.

So on down to Antarctica, and temporary haven in the icy water at the bottom
of the world. Here, as Alec floated in oblivion, the Captain had begun his
next project: installing time transcendence capability in the Captain Mrgan
It seened that if her masts and spars were retracted, if the stormbottle were
opened out, if the whole snooth unbroken surface then presented were varni shed
with a compl ex chemical solution that crystallized upon contact with air or
wat er - why, you had nearly the whole of the works in place right then. The
actual tinme drive was so easy to build, even enlarged and custom zed, that
probably the only thing that kept everyone from having timeships (other than
the fact that the design was a jeal ously guarded secret) was that building one
required certain prohibitively costly alloys, such as were available only from
bl ack market suppliers.

Al that was left to do was make certain nodifications in the quarterdeck
consol e so the drive could be installed and anped up, connect it to the ship's
nore than adequate fusion generators, rig the ship's ventilation systemto
puf f out stasis gas, and mix liberal quantities of the bitter red liquid.

The Captain Morgan was now capable of sailing the waters of any past century.
It had cost several fortunes, unbelievable amunts of nobney, but Alec was so
rich noney had very nearly ceased to have any neaning. Nor, fromthis day, was
Al ec bound by the circunference of the globe. He had an infinite nunber of

gl obes to escape through. The river nouth that led to Roman Londi nium or the
wherry-crowded Thames of Chaucer's tine, or the bl ack-fogged Victorian Thanes
were only three of his vast possible refuges, because any place contai ned an
infinite nunber of tines.

There were still a fewrefinements to nake, of course. A holo generator was
necessary to give the ship the illusion of a suitably historical appearance,

or at |least obscure her with shifting fogbanks, in any era she m ght cross.

Al so, the Captain was still organizing and correlating the time charts he'd

pl undered from Dr. Zeus.

He was intrigued by the continual nention of event shadows, |ocations where no
historical record existed for certain years. Wthin those shadows, Dr. Zeus
had no foreknow edge

of events. Anything m ght have happened there, which gave anyone hiding in an
event shadow a deci ded advant age.

Don't you see, nmatey? W can sail on blue water forever, if we need tol!

This'lIl make it easier to raid Dr. Zeus. W'Ill appear out of nowhere, strike,
and be off again through time afore he knows what's hit him

But haven't we got everything we need fromthe Conpany now?

Not by a long shot, laddie. I want to know what's in store for us in the
future. W're going after Dr. Zeus's bl oody Tenporal Concordance. Belike yer
lady will be able to give us a clue as to its whereabouts, eh? There's a whole
mass of defended sites | want a closer look at. 1'll strip himof everything
he's got, the bronze bastard. | can set traps for himhundreds of years back

that won't blow up in his face until 2355. Two can play his ganme, by thunder

| guess so.

Ah, but yer feeling listless. | know Revenge'll seem sweeter when you've had
a chance to think about this a little.

I don't think | care about the revenge anynore.

Oh, no? After what he done to you? Well, now, that's an adnirable sentinent,
lad, and |I'm happy to see you' ve got such a forgiving heart. | call that right
charitable, to be sure. Al the sane... you want to rescue yer girl, don't
you?

O course | do.
Then you' d best let the old Captain chart yer course, because unless we put a
coupl e of broadsides through Dr. Zeus, it mayn't be so easy to take the | ady.



That energi zed Alec. He ventured out of bed and staggered about the ship,
feeling his strength return. He didn't care for the beard at all, and renoved
it as soon as his hands were steady enough to control the shaver. He spent a
week bringing hinself back, working out in the ship's gymand | earning the new
conmands that woul d guide the Captain Mrgan through tine. Worried as he was
about what Mendoza might think of his conmplicity in the Mars disaster, he was
even nore desperate to see her again. He couldn't remenber a tine when he'd
needed human conpani onship so badly.

Though the Captain kept delicately dropping hints about Mendoza, hints that

Al ec resolutely refused to think about... In fact the Captain was hinting
about a lot of things he'd discovered.

Apparently, there had been some kind of project going on for years, to produce
uni quely tal ented and di sposabl e puppets for Dr. Zeus. The other men |ike Al ec
had been killed. Alec was the first one to escape his preordained fate, and
even so his life was irrevocably changed: he had becone the Flying Dutchman
after all, doonmed to run before the wind as long as he lived.

H s anger started to snolder again, and as it returned the sense of weakness
and guilt retreated. Revenge began to | ook good once nore. Elly, Roger

Cecel i a, Mendoza, the people of Mars Two, and now t hese unknowns who had cone
before him The list of Dr. Zeus's victins kept grow ng.

The course is laid in, son. You' ve taken yer medicine?

Aye, sir. Alec smled grinmy, buckling the safety harness.

Brace yerself. It'll be worse than the stormoff Trinidad in '47

It won't be worse than riding that carpeted toilet through space. Wiere do we
cone from Captain, sir?

From the sea

The yel |l ow gas boiled, a throbbing ran through the Captain Mrgan, and Al ec
became the whirling center of a very expensive carnival ride.

There was no one to see the Captain Morgan's arrival, but if there had been

t hey m ght have thought they beheld an i mense bottle materializing abruptly
in Aval on Bay, spinning in the water, gradually slow ng. Wen the spinning had
slowed to a halt, the bottle underwent an extraordinary transformation. Half
of its glassy surface fol ded back | engthw se, revealing the deck of the ship
it had become. Wth only the faintest whirring sound the masts rose snoothly
from her deck, her spars popped out, her rigging

depl oyed. Her anchor dropped, plumeting down through the clear water.

We done it, lad. W' ve travel ed!

What's the chrononeter say?

It's a week after you left. She'll never know you was del ayed.

Al ec unbuckl ed his harness and ran out on deck. He was in the bay he
remenbered, there was the island, and there inland he could see the wi de swath
he'd cut through Mendoza's cornfield.

"Yeah!" he howl ed. There's where | landed, that's what | told you about. He
was on the point of |eaping overboard when the Captain sent the agboat

al ongsi de.

This'lIl get you there faster, boy. But careful, now
Alec vaulted in and took the agboat up the canyon, follow ng his previous
course. The broken corn was still where it had fallen, only now turning

yel low. He veered right sharply and made straight for the little house, nere
inits tidy garden.

"Mendoza!" He cut the nmotor and junped fromthe boat. "Baby! |I'mhere, | cane
back for you!"
Al ec-

"Mendoza?" Alec sprinted up on the porch (there was the bench where he'd sat,
there were even a few drops of his blood) and pounded on the door

Al ec, there's nobody here.

What ? "Mendoza?" Al ec opened the door

| scanned the whole station. She's gone. Bloody hell, | was afraid this 'd
happen.

Al ec wal ked into the enpty room and stood, staring.



No signs of violence. Nothing overturned or broken. He knew what nust have
happened, all the same. Alnpst calmy he | ooked down at the table where they
had di ned together, at the big ol d-fashi oned book that sat there now, open to
a page of spidery black script that ended abruptly. He knew what that was:
old-time witing. That nust be her bottle of ink, there, and that was her pen
made froma gull's feather. The ink had congealed in the open bottle. She'd
been writing when they'd cone for her

They' ve killed her, haven't they? Because she hel ped ne.

No, she ain't dead. | swear it, son! But they got to her first.

Do you know where she is?

"Il find out. See that terminal there? Hook us in.

Al ec obeyed. The Captain dove away from himthrough cyberspace. Al ec remmined
there, alone in the room

The dark field was before his eyes. The little girl had wal ked blindly there,
hadn't seen the danger, hadn't heard his shout of warning. He hadn't warned
her, had he? Instead he'd pushed her straight into the fire.

Numbl y, he cl osed the book and | ooked at it. Had she made it hersel f? Sonme of
t he paper toward the front was yell owed, as though it were very old. He peered
at the witing on the first page, trying to decipher it. The letter |, and
that would be the word am maybe, and then an A, and what could that next word
be? Moving his lips, he read in silence the word Bot ani st.

He sounded it out several times before the syllables had neaning for him She
had witten this. This was all he had left of her, and he didn't know how to
r ead.

When the Captain cane racing back into his consciousness, he was sitting on
the floor with his head in his hands.

Alec, let's go! The bastard's right behind ne. He knows we're here.

I's she dead?

No, but they arrested her. Alec, we got to get out of here, we can't help her
NOW.

It's nmy fault.

Ch, for Christ's sake, don't start that again. In about five minutes there'l
be Conpany shuttles storming round that point out there!

| don't care

Bl oody Hell! Do you care about her? If she needed rescuing afore, she really
needs it now. Unless you want to wind up in the jar next to hers in sone
Conpany facility, you better nove yer damm arse!

That got Alec on his feet, but he went to the book and wapped it in the

bl anket from her bed.

What in hell are you doing? the Captain roared

She left witing. You have to translate it for ne. Alec ran for the door
clutching the bundled book to his chest as though it were a child.

He was back on board, in his safety harness, and the stasis gas had just begun
to fill the air when a shadow streaked across the transparent donme. It was a
shuttle, coming in low and fast, just as he had done. Before he could see
whet her it was going to turn and cone back over, the Captain Mrgan | eaped
away t hrough tine.

W're clear! Thirty nmiles out fromthe Farallones and it's 7 June, 2215.
That's what 1'd call a neat escape.

Al ec gasped for fresh air, pushing out of the harness. Never mind that. Where
is she?

| don't know, son. | wasn't able-

What do you nean, you don't know? Al ec had begun to shake with anger. You told
me she was still alive. How can you know that, and not know where she is?
Alec, lad, there's things | ain't had the right time to explain-

Wl l, you can damed well explain 'emnow. What did you mean, about her being
in ajar? Wat haven't you told nme?

Son, | wouldn't lie to you

Hel | yes, you would! Alec charged into cyberspace, shoving past the Captain to
riffle through the Conpany files. Nunbers and nanes filled his head, dates and



pl aces, maps and pictures, yielding up their secrets at his inpatient push.
Suddenly there was a defended file before his eyes, something with the
Captain's own seal on it, a text headed Adonai

What's this file? Wiy've you got it |ocked?

No, boy! Leave it al one.

Al ec's eyes narrowed. He forced the seal and accessed the file.

Into his consciousness canme pouring the contents of Adonai: the proposal
outline, conceptual designs, every nmeno that had passed between all persons
concerned, mnutes of meetings, sequence reports conplete with images..

And, finally and terribly, the black box recordings containing in

el ectromagneti c anal ogue every thought, enotion and sensation ever experienced
during the lives of two men named Nichol as Harpol e and Edward Alton

Bel | - Fai r f ax.

Abruptly Alec had the nenory of two conplete lifetines he had not lived, with
a blindingly swift nontage of inages: half-tinbered hall, rose garden

bl ack-1etter pages, cold corridors, the deck of a warship, a man in a tail coat
unrolling a map, a dying man, a green jungle. Death, his own, in flan ng agony
and in a hail of bullets, and in both cases the angui shed face of the

bl ack-eyed girl watching himdie, Mendoza.

Mendoza, who had | oved him Them

The know edge was i nconprehensi bl e, unbearable, could not be assiml ated.

An alternative was found.

Alec felt a tearing, an inpossible increase, and roared with pain as a second
pair of arns burst forth fromhis sides, flailing and striking, and then yet a
third pair, and barely had this registered on his screaning mnd than two new
| egs shot out fromhis hips and then two nore, kicking frantically, and his
groin erupted in a hydra of nenbers, beyond grotesque, da Vinci's Vitruvian
man gone one better! And, last, a second face thrust forward fromhis own, as
t hough it broke the surface of snmooth water, an appalling face baring its
white teeth in rage, and close after it a second face no less fearsonme inits
how of lanentation like the crack of thunder, and the very chanbers of his
heart were tearing thensel ves open now and splitting into three, and he knew
it would kill himand was gl ad, and toppled like a ghastly idol to smash into
pi eces on the floor.

But sonmewhere in all the horror was one quiet satisfaction: that of having
confirmed, at l|last, beyond all doubt or argunent, that he was indeed the
nonster he had al ways suspected hinself to be.

Not dead yet? He lay gasping on the floor of the saloon, spraw ed out, wearing
only the body he'd been born with. The pain was beginning to ease away, but
things were very far frombeing all right. What had just happened, to beat him
down wi th such shanme and horror?

Mars, he'd been responsible for all those people dying on Mars.

No, that had been before ..

Mendoza. She'd been arrested, he'd failed her

No, that had been before..

He wasn't even a hunman being. He was a Reconbi nant, one of those creatures
who' d been illegal for centuries, who lived nowonly in the nmost lurid of
horror fictions. A generic test pattern, an experiment, an organic thing

wor ked out on a graph before he'd ever drawn breath. Even poor mad Elly not
his kin, he'd been no nore than a parasite in her wonb, no child of anyone's.
Dr. Zeus had neddled with a twi st of DNA and produced a nonperson

Sonebody npaned. Sonebody el se was |ying on the floor of the sal oon, breathing
harshly.

Alec lifted his head and | ooked.

Two other men lay near himon the floor, their heads close to his, each |lying
at an angle away fromthe other, formng a three-branched figure.

One wore an ol d-fashioned suit, vaguely fanmiliar to Alec fromcinenma. One wore
nothing but a long white shirt and what | ooked to be black tights. In every

ot her respect, however, they were identical to Alec. They were lifting their
heads now just as he had done, and staring at himand at each other with just



such an expression of horror and disbelief as he hinself wore.

Wth a cry he scranbled backward fromthem nore terrified than he had ever
been in his life. He could get no nore than a body's length fromeither nan,
however, no matter how he struggl ed.

The one in the shirt had dragged hinmself into a sitting position, and shut his
eyes tight. He was reciting something to hinmself in an undertone. The third
man was | ooking rapidly fromAlec to the other one, his gaze hard. He sat up
and gestured oddly, running his hands over his clothing as if he were
searching for something. He didn't seemto be able to find it. He snelled |like
bl ood and fireworks.

Al ec knew, not wanting to know, that his nane was Edward. The ot her one, the
one who was now opening his eyes and | ooking at Edward with such | oathing, was
Ni chol as, and he reeked of snoke.

"Murderer!" N chol as said.

Edward smled coldly. "I suppose so. | don't seemto be burning in Hell for ny
crimes, however, have you noticed? And it wouldn't appear that Jesu Christ has
answered your prayers, either. Wat do you suppose is going on?"

"I"'ve lost ny mind," gasped Al ec, and pronptly wi shed he hadn't, for both the
others turned their pale eyes on him

"Stop bl ubbering, boy," Edward said. "You nmade a second Ponpeii on Mars; if
you can bear that, you ought to be able to bear our conpany."

"You're not really here," Alec said, squeezing his eyes shut, rocking hinself

to and fro. "lI've fried nmy brain somehow. |'m hallucinating.”

That's all it is, matey, to be sure.

Al three of them junped.

"Captain," Alec shouted, "I've crashed nyself!"

It ain"t nothing to worry about, son. Never you mnd themtwo duppies!

Remenber the spooks you saw, that time you tried them nushroons? But you'll be

all right, now, here's old Billy Bones with sonmething to put you to sl eep-
The servounit came scuttling into the saloon, extending its armwth the
anest hesi a mask. For once, Alec was ready to welcone it. He'd have given a | ot
to | ose consciousness just then. N cholas gave a yell of horror, draw ng back
fromthe skull-faced thing, but Edward | eaped to his feet.

Alec felt hinmself pushed aside somehow, watching as Edward attacked Billy
Bones with incredible speed and ferocity. The nmask was sent flying, and Billy
Bones wound up across the roomon its back, scrabbling vainly at the air with
its steel |egs.

OM Al ec, what in thunder did you do that for?

"My name is Edward Alton Bell-Fairfax," Edward said. "Don't attenpt to drug ne
again. You're the nechanical servant, aren't you? Perhaps you can answer nmny
guestions! Have | been nade imortal ? Has the Society acconplished its

pur pose?"

There was a | ong, |ong pause.

What Society would that be, now, sir? the Captain inquired politely. He was
scanning Alec with great care, noting

that his brai nwave pattern was distinctly different when Edward was speaki ng.
"The Gentl emen's Specul ative Society, of coursel W were about to found an
epoch of science. W were to conquer death and transformthe world," Edward
sai d.

There was another |ong silence, broken by a bitter |laugh from N chol as.

"Fool ," he said. "Hast thou no understandi ng? W are dead nen, thou and I. Yet
thou art not in Hell, nor I in Heaven neither; and the reason is, we have no
soul s to go thence. Sone necronmancy created us, no nore but honmunculi." He

pointed at Billy Bones. "Look how the boy hath made a brass head to sail his

ship! And | o, the sane al cheny hath nade the boy and us."

Edward' s eyes narrowed. "Medi eval theological rubbish. | tell you, |I was one

of a brotherhood of nen working to bring a gol den age to manki nd! W were on

the brink of wonderful things when I|-"

"Thou wert never one of their nunber,” N cholas said. "Thou wert no nore than
their tool, and when they'd brake thee, they cast thee away."



"Liar!" Edward took a menacing step toward Ni cholas. Alec felt hinmself pulled
cl oser too, and struggled to draw back. Edward's progress was arrested. He
turned, glaring at Alec. Alec shoved him He felt real, and when he threw a
punch at Alec, Alec seized his wist and felt the heat of solid flesh, the
texture of his sleeve. As they struggled, |ocked together, Al ec saw every tiny
detail of the brass cuff |inks Edward wore, with their device of a foul ed
anchor. Al ec shuddered. Edward for his part was peering in baffled rage at the
tiki pattern of Alec's shirt.

"Beat it, dead man!" Al ec grow ed.

Er, excuse ne, sirs-said the Captain.

"Speak when you're spoken to, machine,"” snapped Edward.

Ch, aye, sir, to be sure. Captain Henry Morgan at yer service, sir, and | was
just trying to do ne duty like |I was programed. Wth respect, sir, | believe
| can throw sone light on the subject of yer Society, Commander Bell-Fairfax,
sir. Perhaps you didn't have tinme to take in the contents of this

here file when everythi ng happened so quick just now, but if you'll have a

cl oser | ook-

The Captain excerpted the dossier on Adonai's second sequence, the sane text
and pictures that a certain trio of |earned gentlenan had studied at their
leisure in Regent's Park. He fed it directly to Alec, nodifying the signal to
accommodat e Edward's brain patterns.

Edward stiffened and went pale. Alec let go of his arm

Sorry about them autopsy pictures, sir, | reckon they're a little distressing.
Edward col l apsed into a sitting position.

"Damm them " he said at last. He covered his nouth with his hands.

Aye, sir, that'd be ny feeling on the subject, too. Now then, gentlemnen-I
reckon you'd better sign articles anpbngst yer-selves to keep the peace,
because you ain't in no position to quarrel, d'you see? And let's put cards on
the table.

Yer Society's called Dr. Zeus I|ncorporated nowadays, Conmander Bell - Fairf ax,
and they conquered death, all right; but they ain't exactly brought about no
gol den age. What they done is anass nore power and weal th than anyone's ever
had, nostly by making thenselves a lot of immortal slaves to get it for them
But they wanted to nake sure history turned out to their profit, so they
needed a few dirty tricks played. That was why you were nade, sir.

"Dam them " Edward repeated, raising his furious countenance. "They told ne
it was for the greater good of mankind. They used ne. My God, the blood I've
spilt! The things |'ve done!"

"Call not on thy God," N cholas told him "Science had all dry worship, and
civilization. And here thou art, now, no nore man a ghost in the earth, wth
no clai mon Heaven."

"As if you could ever get to Paradise," replied Edward angrily. "You did your
share of brawing and lusting after wenches, if | read your nenories aright.
And can you read mine? Can you read the boy's?" He grinned in savage
anusement. "Your God's been pitched off Hi s throne long since, it seens.”

"I was no nurderer-" began N cholas, and then flinched

at the data Edward was sending himin a pitiless flood. He caught his breath,
absorbing the inpact of the scientific discoveries, the advances in

schol arship, the inevitable dwindling into insignificance of issues that had
mattered nore man his life. He closed his eyes, turned his face away, but he
couldn't stop his understandi ng.

"You see?" said Edward. "They're all happy pagans nowadays. Wen they take the
trouble to worship at all. Enlightennent swept npost of that nonsense away, and
good ri ddance!"

"Ch, leave himalone," said Alec, growing alarmed, for N cholas, doubled over,
was mute and wi de-eyed, regarding through his fingers the horror of the void.
"Look, man, don't feel too bad-1 knowit's got to be a shock, finding out your
religion's dead, but we've got this new thing called nonselective altruism so
people are still-"

"My death was wasted,"” said Nicholas quietly.



Not quite, sir. You did preach that sernon, when you was tied to the stake and
the fire waited for you. Maybe you recollect? You inpressed the good peopl e of
Rochester no end afore you burned, sir. One boy named Crokeham he was so

i nspired by what you said, he run away to sea just so he could fight for

Engl and. Sail ed the Spani sh Main. Went ashore with a |landing party on an

island, all hot to kill hinself a Spaniard, and what he found there-
Edward lifted his head. "Document D," he said in amazenent.
Aye, | see you've guessed. He found sonething that didn't ought to have been

there in 1578. Drake nmade damm sure nobody tal ked, but he wote it up in his
| ogbook and gave it to Elizabeth's nministers, with an eye to nationa
security. They didn't know what to make of it, so it sat in the classified
Crown archives until 1852. You know who found it there, Conmander

Bel | - Fairfax, don't you? And you know what he done with it.

"The Santa Catalina Expedition," said Edward.

"But-Catalina' s where Dr. Zeus has its |aboratories,” said Al ec.

Ri ght you are. So you see, N cholas? If you hadn't preached that sernon, the
Conpany mi ght never have been

founded. Not that an old sailor |ike me understands paradoxes in tenpora
physics, mind you, but that's the way it |ooks fromhere. If our Edward was a
pawn for Dr. Zeus, weren't you the one as nade the opening nmove in the gane?
Ni chol as sat staling. Edward gave a brief |augh

"What a nest of snakes," he said.

Aye, sir, you nmight say so. And all of "embiting their tails.

Silence followed this observation, until Nicholas cried out.

"Rose!" he said hoarsely. "I left thee anpbngst devils-"

"Not devils," said Edward, sitting bolt upright. "The Society. Good God! Your
Rose and my Dol ores-they were one and the same. And you-" he turned to Al ec.
"Mendoza," said Alec, as the inplications hit him

"She was an imortal creature,” said Nicholas. "Their slave. God forgive ne.
CGod forgive ne. | never knew until the last-and | thought she could di sobey
them™

She could. That's why she were a prisoner when you nmet her, Alec. She'd run
af oul of her masters, trying to keep Conmander Bell-Fairfax herefromgetting
killed. Edward bl anched.

"But that neans she-" Alec was unable to conplete the thought.

| said she was a cyborg. She'd had a bit nore than a porting interface
installed, though, lad, if you want the truth. | been trying to tell you this,
but you didn't want to hear. She was a living machine, like yer old friend

Bl ai se. The di fference was, she |oved you. She knew who you were, and she knew
you 'd been set up to die again, just like these two fine gentlenen. So she
di sconnected the intercept and saved yer life.

"You mean-she was one of those things?" Alec's voice shook with horror. "I
slept with a machi ne?"

Edward turned and sl apped his face, with such force his head rocked on his
shoul ders.

"I'f you ever speak of her that way again, I'll kill you," he said. "You fee
di sgust, do you, a thing like you? For a machine da Vinci hinself night have
desi gned? Good God, | was enchanted once | knew For the little while | had to
know. "

"Listen to nme, boy," said Nichol as desperately. "She could

not help what they made her! \Wat art thou, to despise her? WIt thou betray
her, too?"

"Thing indeed." Edward glared at Alec. "Has it penetrated that thick skull of
yours yet, Alec? She preserved your life, even though she rmust have known what
they'd do to her if she were caught. What wi |l happen to her now?"

Al ec saw the dark field of his nightmare again, the pits of flane.

Now, son, you got to renmenmber she's immortal. They can't execute her. They got
ot her reasons for wanting her kept hid, too. But Dr. Zeus has his ways of
deal i ng permanently with such folk.

"Consigned to everlasting fire," said Nicholas in a faint voice. He had gone



white as chal k.

"No, you nedieval inbecile!" Edward clenched his fists. "You still have no
grasp of the truth, have you? Leave your angels and devils in the trash of

hi story, where they belong. The Society's been the real eneny fromthe first!
W' ve been their slaves, no | ess than she, duped and cheated the same. Look at
what we' ve seen through this pathetic boy's eyes!”

"Who're you calling pathetic, you bastard?" shouted Al ec. Edward ignored him
"See what's beconme of the enpire for which | gave ny life," he continued. "And
you, with your grand martyrdom that was supposed to win you a pl ace anongst
CGod's elect. Vs it worth it, man? Was it worth | eaving her in her chains?"
"Thou wert ready enough to turn her to thy masters' purpose, even when thou
wert Kkissing her breasts," snarled N chol as.

Now, then, gentlemen, how much good will it do the lady if you waste tine
fighting? As | was trying to explain, Alec, afore you opened that file-sorry
now, ain't you?-1 don't know where she is. Al the record showed was that she
was arrested on the order of sonebody naned Cive Rutherford. Not a word about
where she was sent.

"Then we need to find this Cive Rutherford," said Edward.

Ah, | can see yer a bright fellow and no m stake. W'Ill do just that, sir;
only we'd best lay over here a day or two first, because we ought to
reconnoiter and plan afore we make another junp through tine.

"But they could be doing anything to her!" said Al ec.

Just now it's 2215, son, if you'll remenmber. This Rutherford |ubber ain't even
going to be born for another century yet W can't wring any answers out of him
until he done the deed, can we? And, begging yer pardon-it wouldn't hurt you
gentlemen to get used to one another aforehand, if you don't mind ny saying
so. |I'd wager it's a little inconvenient to slouch about like this, three
fellows with only one body between 'em

"What do you nean, one body?" Edward said. "There are three of us."

Why, so there are; but all | can see less'n | |ooks through Alec's eyes is
one, M. Bell-Fairfax, sir. The one what ain't dead. Alec.

"It's true," said Alec. "You keep grabbing nme when you want to do sonething."
"Ch." Edward | ooked nonplussed. "Although... | may as well, really, because
you don't seemto have put your body to particularly good use on your own
account What a wasted life you' ve led!™

"Ah, piss off," Alec told him Edward chuckl ed.

"It only goes to prove ny observations about the privileged classes. England' s
gone backward at a singular rate since ny day. An earl who can't read? If you
hunted with your hounds rather than sailed, you' d be perfectly at home in
brother Nicholas's tine."

"I's it even so?" Nicholas snmiled unpleasantly. "N nmium ne crede col on, puere.”

That' Il do! the Captain said, as Edward flushed and | ooked unconfortabl e.
"It's a dead | anguage anyway," he nuttered. "Uterly pointless.”
VWll, | reckon you three gentlemen nust be one and the sane man; you couldn't

hate yerself so nmuch, otherw se. For the |lady's sake, though, you best |earn
to get al ong peaceably.

It was a difficult period of adjustnent. The Captain had been prepared to give
Al ec a massive injection of an antipsychotic drug as soon as Edward's guard
was down, but Edward's guard never seened to go down, and the phenonenon of
the distinct brai nwaves for each personality continued. Hinself an artificial
personality with unusual abilities, the Captain found the idea of a

di sassoci ative personality disorder something of a challenge. He decided to
see if there was a way to make Alec assimilate his previous selves, rather
than bani sh them Both Edward and N chol as had know edge and strengths that

m ght be useful to Al ec.

Not that this was particularly evident in the first few hours of their life

t oget her.

The three men found that, though they could nove independently, they were
unable to get nore than a body's length fromone another. Each one experienced
i ndependent physical sensations and appetites, regardl ess of who was in



control of Alec's body, but only the controlling personality was able to
satisfy his urges.

Twenty-fourth-century cuisine did not suit at all. Nicholas was inpressed by
the variety of food available on board a nodern ship, but found it appallingly
bl and. An experinment to renedy this with hot pepper sauce had di sastrous
results. Neither he nor Edward cared for the various soy-derived dainties in
their brightly colored irradiated pouches, either. Edward wanted a grilled
beef chop very nuch, and becane extrenely profane when he was made fanili ar
with twenty-fourth-century vegetarian civic ordi nances. He then prow ed

t hrough the sal oon, searching in vain for cigars and cognac.

Sneeringly he inspected Al ec's antique weapons coll ection and pronounced it
the only thing of interest he'd seen so far; went up on deck and damed with
faint praise twenty-fourth-century sailing technology. N cholas, for his part,
was horrified to discover there wasn't a single book on board.

On the other hand, the Captain Mrgan's bathroomwas an i medi ate success, to
the extent that over a two-hour period three bars of soap, two bottles of
shanpoo, every avail able drop of hot water, and all the clean towels were
used.

They di scovered that they could rempove their clothing, and that it was
possi bl e to shave and conb one's hair on an individual basis, as |long as one
used Alec's body while one did so. Both Nicholas and Edward were startled by

t he buzzing

shaver, but inpressed by the job it did. Alec found his face smarting by the
time N cholas had finished shaving, however.

Too, though Edward mi ght don his Victorian attire, Al ec and N chol as renai ned
naked until each one dressed hinself individually. Alec was able to pull on
the fresh clothing that Bully Hayes had laid out for him but N cholas picked
up his skinmpy bundle in distaste.

"These hose stink," he grunbled. "What am| to do?"

"You ought to have had the sense to have died fully clothed, like ne," said
Edward snugly, inspecting his reflection in the steany mrror.

Beggi ng yer pardon, sir, but since yer an insubstantial soul -

"I amno soul, since | was nmade, not begotten! | am nothing nore than spirit,"
Ni chol as corrected the Captain with sone asperity.

Edward snorted. "Are you certain you're even that much?"

Ni chol as turned to reply, but realized he was by no means certain. The void
opened before himagain, the ruin of his universe.

"Not even that," he said. "Am1? Neno, nihil et-"

"Stop it!" A ec snapped at Edward. "Isn't this hard enough w t hout screw ng
hi m up worse? You want ne to downl oad you a map so you can see how small your
Great Britainis now? | can practically step across it, man. No." He turned to
catch Ni chol as, who was col |l apsing, by the shoulders. "It'|Il be all right He's
just a nean bastard. Look, you want to see Mendoza again, right? Rose? W have
to save her, don't we?"

Ni chol as | ooked at himw th sick eyes, but he nodded.

"So let's not worry about, er, cosnmic stuff,” said Alec. "One thing at a tinmne.
You want clothes like you used to wear?" He accessed N chol as's nenories
briefly. Then he wote for N cholas's clothing occupying the enmpty shelf of

t he towel cupboard. When he opened the cupboard to see, there it was: a

conpl ete set of clothing, circa 1555, in sober black, with a fresh white
shirt.

That's ny cl ever boy!

"By Jove, that's a useful trick." Edward frowned. "I wonder if it would be
possible to dress properly for dinner?"

| shouldn't wonder, sir, if you ask our Al ec nicely.

"Don't talk rot! If he can do it, | certainly ought to be able to," said
Edward, and as N chol as dressed hinsel f Edward went through any nunber of
psychic contortions attenpting to make a di nner jacket materialize in the
cupboard. None appeared, despite his best efforts.

"What the hell does the boy do?" he shouted at |ast. "Substance can't be



sinmply imagined into being. What is it, A ec, sone sort of mathenatica
formula for converting matter?"

"No, it's nothing like that. It's just code,"” said Alec. "I don't think about
it. I just make it happen. You really can't do it?"

"No!

Wll, now, ain't that a shane? | reckon our Alec has the edge on you in that,

Conmander; but, you see, he's done this sort of trick in cyberspace for years.
Per haps you'll | earn one day, sir.

"I could try to show you," Alec said, smrking. Edward | ooked at himw th
narrowed eyes. Nichol as, nmeanwhile, had slipped on his black scholar's robe
and stood fully dressed, |ooking down at hinmself in amazenent.

"I threw off this gown in a roomin England. How | ong ago now? The rain was

beating at the little window ... And Rose lay in the bed waiting-" Hi s voice
br oke.

Al ec patted himawkwardly on the shoulder. "It'll be all right," he said
"We' || get her back. You'll see.”

"Thou shalt get her, boy," nmourned Ni cholas. "Not |, and not that proud ghost
neither. I amnot e en so much dust as she could hold in her hand. Wat have

we to do with flesh now?"

"I mean to find out,"” Edward said, turning to him "You tasted the pepper
sauce acutely enough, didn't you? And you enjoyed the hot water and the
perfuned soap. Why should it be any different with the joys of the flesh? By
God, if we're some Frankenstein's nonster of strangeness, why not glory in it?
["l'l own | thought you were a conplete idiot, young Al ec, but you do seemto
have powers of mnd beyond the range of nornal nen."

' Thanks so rmuch." Alec curled his lip. "You don't understand anything about
reconbi nants, do you?"

"I understand ignorance and superstition when | see it," Edward replied. "If
Sci ence created us rather than the Al mghty, what then? I'mdamed if [|'1]
cringe and apol ogize for it. Since you and | have been given this unnatura
life, Nicholas, let's live it! For we've got work to do, gentlenen. My |ady
bid ne set her free. She won't care what | am"

That's tellin' 'em | ad!

"Thank you," said Edward coolly. "There is also the matter of revenge. For al
we know, CGod intended to make us His instrunents to punish our presunptive
creators. It seenms to be what man-nmade nonsters do. Let's find out, shall we?"
The Captain Mdrrgan rocked on quiet gray water under a gray sky. It was
suitably like linmbo to depress the spirits of an ordinary man, |et al one one
with Alec's problems. He retreated to the sal oon as darkness fell, closely
foll owed by his previous selves. They crowded around the table while Coxinga
brought a tray of supper for Alec: grilled fish and baked asparagus tips in
white w ne sauce

"Now, that's sonething like!" said Edward, eyeing it He muscled control away
fromAl ec | ong enough to sanple the fish

If you please, sir! You let my Al ec have his dinner, now

"It's okay," said Alec norosely. "I'mnot all that hungry, actually. Wat 1'd
really like is a drink."

Not in yer present condition, son. Anyway, it all went over the side after yer
little accident, except for the cooking wi ne.

"Not the thirty-year-old denlivet," groaned Alec, putting his head in his
hands.

"Ch, that really is too bad," condoled Edward with a certain insincerity,
nmunchi ng aspar agus.

Afraid so, lad. If you behave yerself, we'll get nore one of these days.
"That's a consolation, at any rate. One can still obtain some decent liquor in
this mserable-1 beg your pardon!" Edward broke off as control was wested
from hi m by Ni chol as.

"What need hast thou of nmeat?" Nicholas told him returning the plate to Al ec.
"Let the boy eat, thou wetch."

"I"'ma man, you know," nuttered Alec. "And |'m not stupid."



"No indeed, you've apparently quite the superior intellect in this day and
age," said Edward. "CGod help us all." He

changed his tone as a thought occurred to him "Here now. That little trick
you worked with brother N cholas's clothing-do you suppose you could create
anything el se? Wat if you could make a veal cutlet and sone new pot at oes
materialize out of the ether?"

"Like this?" said Alec irritably.

"I should of course prefer themon a plate," said Edward through his teeth,
picking a nicely breaded cutlet out of his lap. "Damm you, boy, | hope you can
| aunder these trousers. Never mnd; we've made John Calvin over there snile
which is probably sinful and therefore worth the inconvenience."

"I only wish you'd asked for soup,” Alec retorted, but he read Edward's
menories. A noment |ater a dish of blue willow pattern appeared before Edward,
bearing the meal he had requested as well as haricots verts and a gl ass and
bottle of claret, vintage 1859. Edward bl i nked.

"That," he said in awe, "is the last neal | had in London, at Redking's.

| - Thank you, Alec."

"What about you?" Alec said to N cholas, who was gaping at the | aden table.
"You want anything? | bet you'd be happier if you weren't hungry."

"How can a spirit hunger?" said N cholas. "But an thou coul dst sumon eel pie
and a pintpot of ale, in the sane w se, boy-"

"Stop calling me boy," said Alec, but he sutmmoned them Nichol as picked up a
spoon cautiously, broke the pastry crust. A plune of steamrose, bearing with
it the fragrance of eel pie. N cholas's pupils dilated. There followed a
reverent conversational silence, broken only by the scrape of knives on china
and pew er.

Now, that's what | like to see! My fine gentlenen all m nding their manners
and getting al ong.

"Don't fawn, machine," Edward said. "Wat about Cive Rutherford? Have you
tracked hi m down, yet?"

Aye, sir, that | have. Turns out he's one of the teamthat worked on yer
project, sir, Adonai

"I's he now?" Edward's eyes grew mean and small. "Rutherford of Rutherford,
Chatterji, and El |l sworth-Howard? That's convenient, | nust say. W can conbi ne
busi ness with pleasure.™

"We're not going to kill anybody, are we?" said Al ec.

"I't m ght be necessary," Edward said, taking a sip of claret.

"I will do no nmurder, Edward," Nicholas said sternly. "Nor shalt thou. What,
hast thou not had thy fill of necessary deaths?'

"That's true enough,"” Edward said at |ast, |ooking away.

The Captain made a noi se as though he were clearing his throat and conti nued:
The record shows he's al so a nmuseum curator. He's got charge of a historica
architectural nonunent-row of houses in London, all done up so tourists can
see how people used to live in the old days. He lives in one of "em and if
he's the curator | reckon he'd be at home nost days.

"What's his address?" Al ec asked.

It says here No. 10 Al bany Crescent, London NW. Edward choked on his w ne.

"I grew up in that house," he gasped, as Al ec thunmped himhel pfully on the
back.

"No ki ddi ng?"

"But it can't be the sane. It nust have been pulled down |ong ago." Edward
recovered hinmself. "Or bonbed. Wars seemto have swept over London |ike so
many juggernauts since ny time. Damed inconpetent idiots. W were beconing a
world power!"

Wl |, nobody's a world power anynore, sir, if that's any consol ati on. Except
for Dr. Zeus I ncorporat ed.

"I know where Al bany Crescent is,
once. "

Ni chol as frowned and Edward | ooked intrigued. "A thief, were you? And an
earl's son? What were you doing, playing at being Prince Hal ?"

Alec realized. "I broke into a house there



"Ch, go shrack yourself. | wasn't stealing! Balkister and | were just |ooking
for a place to get drunk in out of the rain. London's full of old enpty
houses, see, because there aren't nearly as many people as there used to be,"
Alec said. "O maybe nobody can stand to live there. God knows | couldn't."
"But thou canst find thy way there, and bring us to this man?" N chol as sai d.
"Yeah. No problem"

Oh, | reckon you'll find it a bit nore conplicated than that, me boys. The
police my not be |ooking to question our Al ec anynore, but Dr. Zeus m ght
still be hunting him This ship's just a bit conspicuous, nmore's the pity. You
won't be able to dock at Tower Marina this time. O ever again, likely.

"I knew | shouldn't have laid out all that noney for nmporing nmenbership," said
Al ec, slightly stunned. "How are we going to get into London?"

You'll conme up with ways and nmeans, Commander Bell-Fairfax, sir, | shouldn't
wonder .

"I can get into or out of any city on Earth," Edward said, draining the |ast
of his claret. "Leave it to ne." He pushed away his enpty plate and | ooked
sidelong at Alec. "I don't suppose you'd care to try to materialize brandy and
a good cigar?"

"Ckay," said Alec, and they appeared on the table, conplete with a matchstand
and anot her tankard of ale for N chol as.

"Aaah," Edward gl oated. "Capital. Young Al ec, you are decidedly a nan of
parts."” He struck a match and lit the cigar; taking a sensuous drag, he |eaned
back in his seat. "Mrf. There now It is conclusively proven. W' ve gone to
Heaven after all."

"Mocki ng knave," nuttered Nichol as, waving away the cl oud of snmoke. He lifted
his tankard and drank, however.

"And is this Courvoisier?" Edward raised the brandy snifter to his nose and

i nhaled. "You're a man of taste as well, my boy. W may nake somnething of Alec
yet."

"You couldn't get out of Los Angeles," said Al ec suddenly.

"Eh?" Edward frowned at him

"You didn't know how wit hout getting caught. Mendoza had to help you." Alec
was astoni shed at the unfam liar nmenory he'd accessed, seeing a dusty pueblo
and sere brown hills under a darkening sky. "Just |ike she hel ped ne, when
crashed. "

"So she did," said Edward after a nonent. He bl ew a thoughtful snoke ring.
"This much hasn't changed, at least. Over cigars and brandy, we tal k about the
| adies. O one | ady,

in this case. Gentlenen, | give you Dolores Alice Elizabeth Mendoza." He

rai sed his gl ass.

Ni chol as sighed. "When she rode into old Sir Walter's garden, she was called
Dona Rosa Anzol abejar."

"All she ever told ne was, her name was Mendoza," said Al ec.

"I wonder what her true nane is?" Edward savored his brandy. "The nystery,

that was one of the things I |oved about her. Wo was she? How could a wonan,

| et alone such a young girl, understand so perfectly what it was to be a
political unless she were one herself? To say nothing of her other abilities.”
"Even so it was with nme," said N cholas sadly. "I sought to know the truth;
and even when | had found it out, | knew nothing. Save only that she | oved ne.
The poor child watched nme ranting in the fire, and | saw ny | east word was a
knife in her heart."”

"How coul d you do that?" demanded Al ec, seeing his nmenory. "You wanted her to
die with you! That's horrible." The image fromhis dream the field of death,
canme abruptly before his eyes. He turned his face away, to find hinself

| ooking into Edward's cold | evel gaze.

"Were we any kinder to her, you and |?" Edward inquired. 'Though, I'll grant
you, neither of us went so far as to actually ask her to destroy herself." He
| ooked at Nicholas. "That's your own particul ar distinction, man of Cod."

"I thought to save her imortal soul from Satan," said N cholas, staring into
his ale. "I wanted to bring her unto the Lord." His voice grew faraway. "Yet



God He knows she was innocent enough of sin. It was | lusted after her from

the nonent | saw her little face, though |I lied and said not so to ny heart.
She did no nore than offer me half an orange for courtesy's sake. | wanted to
lick the sweet juice fromher hand, and have her on her back there in the |ong
grass..."

"What a fine godly hypocrite," Edward chuckl ed, exhaling snoke. N chol as just
stared at him terrible bleakness in his eyes, and then said:

"Ay. So | was, and it cost me Heaven in the end. WIIl you hear?

"When | suffered in the fire, nmy pain was grievous; but there came a roar in
m ne ears and a burst of light, and | was gone out of mine agony like a bird
set free. And | ascended, as | thought, toward Heaven. Methought | saw the

ki ngdom of CGod, |ike a pleasant garden for His elect, and | rmade haste to go
in.

"But the Lord Hinself refused me entrance. Wierefore may | not rest, | cried.
Have | not suffered to bear witness to Thee, nmy God?

"I ndeed thou hast, quoth He. But this is neither thy place nor thy time. Thou
art alone, N cholas! Were is the girl?

"l was ashaned, and | said: Lord, she would not cone.

"And the Lord said: Go forth, then, for |I tell thee thou shalt never cone near
to Paradise until thou bearest her along with thee.

"And | fled lamenting fromthe presence of God, and woke here, to know nyself
for the vile thing | am™

"When will you stop this netaphysical nonsense?" said Edward wearily. "But |
suppose you've no other way to |l ook at the matter, born as you were in an age
of superstitious piety. Qur life-forces have been kept intact somehow, can you
understand that? The goal of the Society was always inmmrtality. Politicals
like nme, but invincible! And | was prom sed resurrection in the flesh myself,
when ny time cane. | was told that even death was no nore than an injury, from
whi ch Sci ence woul d heal ne."

"You're both deluded,"” said Al ec, shaking his head. N cholas scow ed at him
and Edward tipped ash off his cigar before replying:

"By no neans. The Society-or the Conpany-may have lied to ne about a good nany
things, but it's obvious they did find sone way to preserve ny intellect. And
| shouldn't be at all surprised if ny own proper body isn't being kept as
well, in sone electrical sarcophagus, or perhaps a magnetic bottle of
life-sustaining fluids, until it can be revived."

Al ec shuddered and Ni chol as | ooked askance. "That is rank al cheny,"” he said.
"Science," Edward corrected him He bl ew another snoke ring and grinned at

Ni chol as. "And hard luck for you, old man. | doubt very much whet her even the
nost advanced

nmedi ci ne can reani mate a bucketful of ashes. The Conpany clearly preserved
your life-force as well, to what purpose | cannot inagine, but you

t houghtl essly |l et your body go up in flames! You may as well make the best of
sharing the prem ses with young Al ec here; you're unlikely to get any closer
to eternal life."

"Ch, shut up,"” Alec told him "I don't know what you are, but | know nobody's
figured out any way to make a corpse back cone to life yet. \What about those
aut opsy pictures? You're dead, and you deserve it!"

"And yet, | live." Edward had another sip of his brandy, snmiling. "Even

Ni chol as lives. Explain that, young genius."

| can explain it, son

"The machi ne has opinions? This should be entertaining," said Edward.

| wouldn't get so high and mighty if | was you, Commander Bell-Fairfax, sir.
You ain't nothing but a stored file ny boy downl oaded by accident. The only
reason you think yer alive is because his brain's able to run yer progranm and
our Nicholas's programtoo-at the sane tinme he's using it for his own

t hi nki ng.

"I's that what it is?" Alec |ooked sick with relief. "So I'm not crazy!"

No, no, son, it's only because yer brain's so special that yer able to have
this kind of disassociative personality-the Captain sought for a nore positive



spin. Er, what you are is multiple personality-abled. See?

"Alikely story," scoffed Edward. "And I'll thank you to retract it, when |I've
been restored to ny own flesh. Once we've rescued Dol ores, | rather think
finding where they're keeping ny body shoul d be the next order of the day,
shoul dn't you? The sooner we can dispense with this intolerable living
arrangenent, the better.”

"Yeah, well, we'll see who she feels Iike snuggling up to then, won't we?"
said Al ec contenptuously. "A live man, or sone kind of pickled zonbie |ike
you. "

Edward gave hima long, hard stare before shruggi ng and taki ng another drag on
his cigar. He blew snoke in Alec's face and sai d:

"You've still no grasp on the situation, have you, boy? But

Dol ores will understand. She and | are of a kind. |I'd begun to guess what she
was, even before she let the truth slip. The Society clainmed there would be a
way to make immortal creatures and di spatch them through time itself, to do
our work. | thought she nmust have been sent to assist me. But | couldn't ask
her until the business was over, and by then it was too | ate.

"And then at the |last, she said-" Edward paused, his face clouding. "She told
me she was a prisoner in tinme. She begged ne to cone back and break her

chains. | had no idea what she neant. It had never occurred to ne that the
Soci ety woul d countenance the creation of imortal slaves" He | ooked at Al ec
with aversion. "How could | have known that a blunderer |ike you would find
her in her prison?"

Al ec clenched his fists. "I went back for her."

"But too late." N cholas shook his head. "Thou hadst thy vanities to attend to
first, thine anbuscades and treasons up am dst the cold stars. Yet | did the
same. If 1'd let ny lust rule ne I'd have stolen her away and fled from

Engl and, and would to God | had! But not |I. | went vainly after righteousness
and | eft her trapped here. And when at last a snmiling villain came to her, she
must have thought-"

"What, thought | was you?" Edward bl ew another smoke ring. "She didn't cry

your name at the height of passion, brother. And what passion! | coul dn't
i magi ne how a virgin girl-" He halted.

"l had her nai denhead,"” N cholas informed him

" But - "

"But she was a virgin with nme, too," said Alec. There was a silence while they
consi dered the contradiction, before Edward gri nned.

"Good God, she nust be nade like the houris in Mahomet's paradi se! And she
knew tricks | thought only the wonen in the souk could do. | suppose she had
her education at your godly hands, brother Nicholas, in which case |I'm obliged
to concede there's nore to you than neets the eye as well!"

"Don't speak of her this way," said N cholas, giving hima deadly |ook. "Thou
who never |oved her."

"I tell you |l did, man," Edward said, all the banter going

out of his voice. He put down his cigar. "I thought she was superb. Lustful as
Aphrodite, and wi se as Athena. She seened to think we were made for each
other. And we were, by God! She's nine, not the dammed Society's chattel ."
"She was going to marry nme," said Alec. "I asked her, and I'mstill the only
one with a real body, so you can just- just-"

"Let me guess. Piss off?" Edward inquired in a bright voice.

"Ch, shut up," said Alec miserably. "I guess she only |oved ne because of you
two. Figures, doesn't it? She..." He stopped, struck. "She rmust have known
about us. That we were Reconbi nants and everything! Don't you think? And she
didn't care."

"How shoul d she care, who was scarcely a creature of flesh and bl ood hersel f?"
said Nicholas. "Though she at |east began as a nortal child, not an unnatura
scrap of flesh in an alenbic's wonb."

"How d' you know t hat ?" Al ec asked him

Ni chol as raised his pint and drank deep. "Her father admitted it to nme," he
said, with an extraordi nary expression of malevol ence. "No true father of



hers, understand ny neani ng, yet he that bound her into eternal |abor for his
masters. Doctor Ruy! A neddler and a poi soner, and were he not deathless |
would kill himwith my two hands, should he ever cross ny path again." He

| ooked sullenly at Edward. "There's necessary murder for you."

Edward nmerely gave himan ironic smle and drank nmore of his brandy. Al ec sat
| ooking fromone of themto the other

"There might be a way to find out how much she knew about us, anyway," he

said. "l guess you both can read witing, can't you?" The concerted | ook of
scorn they gave him nmade himflush. "Hey! | can do lots of things you can't,
you know. "

"Undoubt edly," Edward draw ed, reaching for his cigar again. "Though | intend
to become your equal in thempretty damed qui ckly. How does one control your
Anci ent Mariner, for exanple?"

That's for ny boy to know and you to find out, ain't it, sir?

"Rest assured | will," Edward said.
"Peace! \Wierefore, boy?"
"She left witing," Alec said. "I brought it with ne fromthe station but |

can't read it, and-"

"Good God. There was a book, wasn't there?" Edward sat bolt upright. "Wat did
you do with it, Al ec?"

Five mnutes later they were settled down around the table again, with fresh
cigars and brandy for Edward and nore ale for N cholas, exam ning the book
under the light of the ginbal I|anp.

It was a big book, very rough and hand-made in appearance, and it consisted of
three sections sewn together. The first part was witten on gl ossy sheets of
somet hing i ndestructible, brightly printed on their reverse sides with

pi ctures of seductive-looking cuisine. They were in fact opened-out |abels for
a popul ar soy protein product. The ink varied here in color and thickness; the
writer had evidently been experinmenting with thinning agents. Toward the

m ddl e of the text a satisfactory unifornity had been achi eved, and remmined
consi stent thereafter.

The second part was of machi ne-cut white paper, crunbling with age, a printed
text here and there annotated in the sane hand as the first section, with a
written postscript. It appeared to be the transcript of a hearing.

The third part was the shortest: nore of the bound |abels, covered in closely
witten text to about hal fway through. The witing had broken off abruptly.
There were sonme thirty pages follow ng, blank, clean and new I ooki ng.

"That is her hand," said N cholas in a guarded voi ce.

"Is it?" Edward clanped his cigar in his teeth and opened to the first page.

He renoved the cigar, blew a stream of snoke and read aloud: " | ama
botanist. I will wite dowmn the story of ny life as an exercise, to provide
the illusion of conversation in this place where I am now al one-'" He broke
off, froming. 'This is a diary. | wonder whether we really ought to ..."

"Dost thou scruple, thou?" scoffed N chol as.

"I have my standards where a lady's heart's concerned," Edward said. "Besides,
one never knows what one might find."

"Please,"” said Alec. "I only had her for a day. Wat if we

never find her again? | |oved her, 1've got to know what she said!"

Ni chol as pointed in silence to a line near the bottomof the first page, where
the words Dr. Zeus I|ncorporated appeared. Edward nodded grimy.

"We've no choice, then, really," he said. "Have we, gentlenen? Sorry, ny |ove.
Let's see what you can tell us."

Edward began again to read aloud. Hi s cigar, forgotten, burned itself out to
gray ash. There were tines when Alec had to explain puzzling text references
to the other two nen. There were times when Nicholas had to do the same. They
read all night.

Gray nmorning was breaking over the sea when Edward fell silent at |ast and

| eaned back fromthe table. Nicholas's eyes were red and swoll en; he'd wept

hi nsel f out hours earlier. Alec sat gazing at the other two men with contenpt.
"You bastards," he said hoarsely. "You tricked her, didn't you?"



Edward was silent, but Nicholas raised his head.

"Tricked her?"

"You know what | nean." Alec |eaned forward across the table, stared at

Ni cholas with a ghastly parody of a seductive smile. "Bet you did it a mllion
times, didn't you? You just look into their eyes-and you sort of focus right
here, don't you, and you think about how nice it would be to get themin bed.
And then they do just what you want. And they think they |ove you, until it
wears off."

"No!" Nicholas protested. "I only persuaded her-that gift was the grace of
God, charisma, that | mght save souls! And if |ove were the nmeans-if she..."
H s stammers died away into silence. He closed his eyes, white as a ghost.
"Ch, Jesu, what have | done?"

"Merely used a superior force of will," said Edward sharply, though he did not
| ook up. "A natural gift you were born with, owing nothing to superstition. If
you never enployed it toward noble ends, at |east you did better than the boy.
Alec, did it never occur to you that you night have become something nore than
a seducer?"

"Sooner that than what you becane, man,
Edward stiffened, but did not respond.
"l should never have been born," said Alec. "None of us should ever have
existed at all. Wy did she | ove us?"

Edward reached for his brandy and tossed it back in a gulp. "But she did | ove
us. Here! You machine. Captain Mrgan, d you call yourself? Set a course for
London in the twenty-fourth century, however you do it. W' re going after
Cive Rutherford."

Aye, sir! But you might want to let our Alec get sone sleep first, eh? You'l
all need yer wits about you

"W will, by God," Edward said, rising to his feet behind the table. "Shall we
retire, gentlenen?"

Al ec nodded grimy. He stepped away fromthe table. Edward and N chol as

foll owed hi mw thout another word.

JANUARY 22, 2352

London was fogbound, all her postcard views grayed out and |ost. Her
streetlights had only just extinguished thensel ves, but there was nobody to
see: her few citizens were still huddling in their warm beds, asleep or snugly
congratul ating thensel ves mat there was a full half hour yet before the alarm
shrilled.

The Thames was quiet at Waterl oo Bridge, the fog drifting | ow and sil ent over
its glassy surface. Suddenly the fog lifted in a puff, as if blown by a gust
of wi nd, though there was no wind. Seconds |later there was a di sturbance in
the water, a roiling, a steam ng, and anyone standing on the bridge night have
t hought a submarine had unaccountably just surfaced in the river bel ow
However, there was no one standing on the bridge at that hour

Wthin seconds the | ong sl eek shape had stabilized, and the glassy shell that
formed her upper surface lifted a little-just enough for a man to emnerge,
squeezi ng through awkwardly because he was a rather long nman, stripped to
bat hi ng trunks, clutching in one arma waterproof duffel sack. He dropped into
t he Thames and swam hastily ashore. No sooner had he found his footing in the
Thanmes mud than the unidentified floating object slid away up the Thames in
the direction of Charing Cross New Pier, where it lurked anmong the pilings.
The man remai ned, however, shivering violently in the

cold. He retreated into the shadows under the bridge and, taking clothing from
the duffel sack, dressed hinself. The last thing he took fromthe bag was a

pi stol of some kind. He thrust it out of sight into his coat, wadded up the
bag and stuffed it into a pocket, and clinbed up to the Enbankment through the
ruins of the old police station.

Shortly thereafter, persons venturing out to the public transport stops al ong
Charing Cross Road were dismayed to note the presence of a very tall denented
person, lunbering along uncertainly and talking to hinself. It wasn't only
that his eyes were red, his hair wild; he was dressed nost inappropriately.

Al ec said. "You shracking assassin.”



H's long winter coat flapped open to reveal that he wore nothing nore
underneath than a tropical-pattern shirt, shorts, and a pair of canvas boating
shoes. He | ooked like a derelict who had been on a Hawaii an hol i day.

Ms. Beryl Wnford-Singh trenbl ed as he approached, meking herself as small as
she could on the transport bench and praying that the transport would arrive
bef ore he came near enough to assault her. She gasped with relief when she
spotted the transport rounding Pall Mll. The lunatic gasped too, and backed
into the nearest doorway.

"God's wounds," she heard himcry. "Quiet, you idiot! It's nothing nore than,
er, some kind of omibus. Isn't it, boy? It's only an agtransport. Don't be
scared. Come on. People will |ook at us."

But in fact nobody was | ooking at him After the first glance, people were
determ nedly averting their eyes. Several of themfelt rather guilty about it,
because by law it was every citizen's duty to report reality-chall enged
persons to the nearest public health nonitor, that they might be taken off to
hospital . However, this law failed to take into account the irresistible human
urge to confer invisibility on those who dressed badly and babbled to

t hensel ves in public places. Ms. Wnford-Si ngh was al ready quite incapabl e of
seeing the lunatic as he paced on and halted, gaping up at a nmenorial statuary
group dating fromthe early twenty-first century.

"That's new since ny day! Persephone, isn't it? Ay. Ravished away down ne
tunnel to the underworld by Hades, with his hounds chasing after. So it is.

Rat her an onmen for our

quest, wouldn't you say?" The lunatic peered nore closely. "W was Di ana
Spencer? Conme on, we're wasting tine."

The transport stopped in front of a grateful Ms. Wnford-Si ngh and opened its
doors. As she fled through them she did think she heard a voice saying

pl aintively: "Now, where the deuce has Shaftesbury Avenue got to in five
hundred years?"

One alert junior clerk, watching fromthe transport w ndow, did notice that
the tall person bore a marked resenbl ance to the nysterious Hangar Twel ve Man
in the Mars One surveillance footage, still being shown nightly in the hope
that viewers might provide authorities with an identification. The junior
clerk's eyes brightened, and he | eaned closer to the glass for a better | ook
He realized that the tall man was gesticul ating and speaking to the air next
to him as though an unseen person stood there. The clerk pronptly | ost

i nterest and sighed, reflecting on the hopel ess nonotony of his young life as
Ms. Wnford-Singh dropped heavily down on the seat beside him

The tall man did find his way to Shaftesbury Avenue w t hout being arrested,
and there seenmed to orient hinself. He | oped away at once with a determn ned
stride, his long coat blowi ng out behind him In a few nore m nutes he stood
peering into Al bany Crescent, an extraordi nary expression on his face.

"Look at it," he nmuttered. "OF all the places to have survived half a

mllennium | mght have known. 1'll bet the drains are still blocked. So that
was your house, there? Number ten? Yes, unfortunately. | know how you feel. My
pl ace in John Street gets me the sane way.

"Thou liest! This is sone pal ace, surely. Yes, | suppose it would seemthat
way to you; but then, you were born in a thatched hut, weren't you? Besi des,
this isn't one house, it's lots of houses all stuck together. Well, and canst
thou effect an entry? | think so. | was pretty drunk, though. Never nind, boy.

It's coming back to ne now. "

He proceeded into Al bany Crescent and stood, rubbing his chin thoughtfully,
surveying the long curve that fronted on a park. It was entirely deserted.
"How did you break in, Alec? Well, it wasn't nunmber ten

It was this one here on the end. See down those stairs? There's a kitchen-|
know. Down there, now. Before soneone sees. But-Do as you're told!"

He scranbl ed down the kitchen-stairs at No. 1, which were heavily overgrown
with rose branble, and crouched in the shadows by the door.

"OM | tried to tell you, man. Never nmind. Is this the door? No. It's been
repl aced. That's a new | ock, an el ectronic one. Canst conmand it, then?



ought to be able to. Let's see." He drew a plug fromthe torque about his neck
and inserted it in the lock's port. "W're in! Cone on, then. Cose it behind
you. "

He stood in shadows and dust, |ooking around warily. There was nothing in the
room but a ni neteenth-century cooking hearth, a nmass of brick-red rust. There
were caster-stains on the linoleumto show where | ater appliances had sat for
long periods of tine, and a fewirregular holes in the walls and floor. The
man shi vered

"This is what it is, to be a ghost! Through there. There ought to be stairs.

But this isn't nunber ten! Wat's the point-you'll see.™
The room beyond was in worse shape, darker and dirtier. There were stairs
against the far wall, |eading upward. The man crept up them and easily forced

t he ol d-fashioned | ock at the top.

He stepped out into what had been the entry hall of the house and paused,
getting his bearings. Then he paced slowy forward, over the marble parquet
floor, to the swirling nmosaic roundel at the base of the curving stair. Light
filtered in through the fan above the door, revealing a parlor opening out to
his right. Dust and cobwebs there, a black yawning fireplace, boarded-over

wi ndows.

"Wherefore hath this been left to tine and the worn®?" wondered the man.
"Damed if | know. Look at it all! Draperies gone, potted pal ns gone, servants
all gone. So much for Britain and her glory. Er-it's like | said, you know?
There's nmore houses than people now, and nobody wants to live in the crunbly
ones." He lifted his face, scowing. "It snells dead. Enough of this.

Upstairs, quick march.”

He went up into the house, ascendi ng through nore shadows, nore cobwebs, and
brought themat last to a little door in nme wall of what had been the
servants' dornitory.

"Here we are, gentlenen," he said, crouching down. "Rather smaller than I
renenber ed, but what can one expect?" He took a firmgrip on the handl e of the
door and pulled. The door tore away fromthe wall, trailing its rusted hinges,
to reveal a darkness beyond, partially blocked by an ancient water tank

"Hm" The man put his head into the darkness. "This may be difficult.
Difficult? You're nuts, it's inpossible. W can't fit through here." He
regarded the | ong passage that stretched away under the slates of the roof,
the whole length of the crescent. It was floored only with wooden beans wi dely
spaced over plaster, and obscured at regular intervals by nore of the water
tanks. "No? We must and will, unless you' d prefer knocking on M. Rutherford's
door and asking to be invited in. Don't be a coward. 1'll show you who's a
goddam cowar d! "

He thrust his shoulders in past the tank, and after a considerabl e anmount of
straining and withing got in one leg and then the other. Bal ancing on a

rafter, bracing hinself against the wall, he stood slowy and found his head
in a mass of cobwebs
"Aaagh! Keep calm Don't step between the rafters, or you'll fall into the

room bel ow. Now, this can be done. Quickly, beamto beam watch your feet.
Count the doors. W'll want the ninth one after this. Go!" Shuddering, he
began to sidle along the passage, as the rafters creaked om nously under his
wei ght .

"Here we are," he said presently. "Nunmber ten. See?" Ginning, he ran his
fingers over a pattern of scratches on the wood of the low sill. Just visible,
in the chink of fight stream ng between two slates, were the straggling
letters E-D-WA-R-D.

"My old hideaway. Rather conforting, don't you think?" he said, testing the
door with his fingertips. "Nothing left of Her Britannic Majesty's Enpire, but
by God I left nmy mark on something. Just get us out of here, man. | think this
rafter's cracking." He struck the door a careful blow and it flew open
admtting himinto blinding light. Ctawing forth on his hands and knees, he
found hinself in what was plainly an attic.

Rat her too plainly an attic. There were three or four old



trunks, picturesquely decorated with antique steaner |abels, and a
dressmaker's dummy. There was a battered farthing-hal f penny bicycle |eaning
against the wall, with a broken cricket bat and a hel net from some |ong-I ost
war. There wasn't a speck of dust on anything.

"This is a museum exhibit," said the man. "Thank you, | had drawn that
conclusion. Is he here, then? Downstairs, very likely. Yeah." He got carefully
to his feet and dusted hinself off, picking cobwebs fromhis wild hair.
Reachi ng inside his coat, he drew out the pistol and checked it. Then, with a
col dness and conposure in his face that woul d have astoni shed the cringing
citizens who'd seen himtalking to hinmself in the Charing Cross Road, he
opened the attic door and descended the steps beyond in perfect silence.

"Mre tea?" Rutherford offered the pot. Chatterji swirled bits of chamonmile in
the bottom of his cup and nade a face.

"No, thanks. 1'll have another muffin, though."

"There you are." Rutherford extended the plate and Chatterji hel ped hinsel f.
"\What about you, Foxy?" He waited patiently as the inport of his words sank in
on Ell swort h-Howard, who was working his slow way through a bow of bran
flakes in soy emul sion. Ellsworth-Howard' s new nedi cati on made himvery calm
you could say that much for it.

"Yes please," he said at last, and Rutherford | eaned over and refilled his

t eacup.

"There you are." Rutherford took another muffin hinself, and daubed it with
fruit paste. There were no clandestine dairy products at his table today;
snuggl ing butter and cream had becone too dangerous since the Mars Two
incident, with all the increased border surveillance. Still, nobody would ever
catch the Hangar Twel ve Man. M serabl e cl osure had come when Chatterji was

i nforned that the Conpany had recovered the stolen shuttle, wecked, and found
bits and pieces of Al ec Checkerfield inside.

"Now then." Rutherford dabbed at his mustache with a napkin. "What do you say
we have a | ook at our dream journal s? Chatty?"

"Well-er."” Chatterji drew a small plaquette fromhis coat pocket. "There's not
much, I'mafraid, and | don't appear to have been given any unconsci ous

i nsights on howto create a better security tech. Mstly |I've just had

ni ght mares. "

"Ah, but you never know. The creative genius may have given you an insight
expressed synbolically, don't you see? Like that chem st fellow " said

Rut herford. "Dreamed of snakes biting their tails, and woke up to realize that
benzene nol ecul es nmust be circular.”

"Yes, but-1 dream about Shiva and Kali. On Mars," Chatterji said, and

Rut herford gri maced. They had all agreed never to bring the subject up again.
"Ugh. You want to schedul e another session with Dr. Cannon, Chatty. Very well
then, I'lIl share ny dreans.” Rutherford took up his plaquette and thunbed the
pl ayback function. After a nmonent the roomfilled with the sound of his voice,
thick and blurred with sleep

"hem uh, very interesting, twentieth January 2352, half past five in the
nmorning and | was, er, in some kind of police museum rows and rows of wax
dunmies in old police uniforns. sone of them had clubs and sonme even had guns,
at least | think they were guns-"

"Did they ook anything like this?" said the very tall nman who appeared in the
doorway, leveling a disrupter pistol at them Rutherford dropped his plaquette
in his surprise. It fell to the floor and the sound of his recorded voice

st opped abruptly.

"Al ec shracking Checkerfield," said Ellsworth-Howard t hrough a nout hful of
bran fl akes.

"Anmongst others,"” said the tall man. "Get his buke! Get it before he can send
an alert. Wat's a buke? That thing there, sticking out of his bag, see? Ah."
He crossed the roomswi ftly and confiscated El |l sworth-Howard' s buke, shoving
it into his coat pocket and placing the bell-nuzzle of his disrupter to the
back of Ellsworth-Howard' s naked head. Rutherford shrieked. Chatterji's hands
flew to his nouth.



"Whi ch one of you is Cive Rutherford?" the tall man inquired

"But - buh-but you're dead," cried Chatterji.

The man | ooked inpatient and put his thumb on the pistol's safety; then his
eyes widened with horror. "Yikes, Edward, hold on. There aren't lead bullets
inthis thing, it shoots microwaves! It'd fry his brain bad enough if he were
ordinary, but with those rivets, his head' |l explode."

He drew back the gun an inch or so, as if considering, and his facial
expression becane aloof. "Trust the Irish to devise something like this. On
the other hand, one thing | did learn in ny long years as a political is that
there really is no such thing as a clean kill. Well then, gentlenen! A
particularly nasty death for your friend, unless you speak up. Is dive
Rutherford in this room please?"

"I''mdive Rutherford!" he said.

"Cood. M. Rutherford, where is the woman Mendoza?"

"Who?" Rut herford gaped.

"One of your slaves," Edward said, curling his lip. "The Botani st Mendoza. You
had her arrested and transferred to an unrecorded |ocation, just after that
unfortunate incident on Mars. Tell me where she is.”

"I don't know," squeal ed Rutherford, and Ell sworth-Howard shuddered as the man
exhal ed inpatiently and took a firnmer grip on his pistol. But then the face
changed, and the voice was different too as N cholas said: "But he's unarned,
Edwar d. "

"Who' s Edward?" said Chatterji in spite of his terror
"Just hit himor sonething, okay?" Alec said. "I don't want to kill anybody."
"OfF course you don't want to kill anybody." Rutherford nastered hinself enough

to attenpt a soothing tone. "You're a good man, Alec. You're a hero, not a
villain. On, when | think of the tines |I've dreaned of neeting you-and to have
it happen like this!" Tears welled in his eyes.

"I asked you a question," said the hard cultured voice that had done nost of
the tal king. "Where is the woman Mendoza?"

"Edward was the nane of the s-second one," Chatterji said suddenly. "In the
second s-sequence! Edward Sonet hi ng Sonet hi ng, uh, Fairfax."

"Edward Alton Bell-Fairfax," Edward corrected him "At

your service, formerly; now very much his own man. | really am going to shoot
your friend, here, if you don't answer my question. Were is the wonan
Mendoza?"

"Ch, nmy CGod, he's g-gone nmad," nmoaned Chatterji.

"Hardly. It seens to be sonething akin to denonic possession, even if N chol as
partakes nore of the angelic in our particular case." Edward sounded w ckedly
anmused. "No, M. Rutherford-and | assume you nust be Francis Chatterji ?-no,
we're all three here to confront you, our sinful creators, just as in Ms.
Shel | ey' s book, though without all the tediumof a chase to the North Pole.

Al ec, you've got this weapon set at mninumwave! That'll take far too much
time." Edward adjusted the dial on the top of the pistol. "There now. Maximum
Dreadfully sorry, M. Ellsworth-Howard-1 believe? I'"'mafraid they' Il have to

conduct your funeral with the casket closed, unless the undertaker can
contrive a wax replica of your head-"

"Options Research!" said Ellsworth-Howard. He would have said it sooner, but
he was finding it difficult to think at the best of times these days.

"I beg your pardon?"

"I sent her to Options Research,"” Rutherford said. "But it's a departnent, not
a place! | don't know where it is."

"We can find out fromhis buke, Edward," said Alec. "Conme on, let's |eave

t hese creeps and go rescue her."

"Alec, please." Rutherford held up his hand. "Please listen. There's been a
terrible m sunderstanding. W created you in good faith! W thought you were
going to do great things for humanity. But we were used, Al ec! The Conpany had
its own agenda all along. Do you see?"

"I saw Elly Swain, you little bastard," said Alec. "How many ot her people
suffered to bring your wonderful creation to life? And Edward and N chol as had



nmot hers too, didn't they? You treated "em|like animals. Wat kind of good
faith was that?"

"I't was necessary." Rutherford stood up in his agitation and tried to pace,

but Chatterji pulled himback down. "Nothing great is got wi thout cost. And if
three wonen suffered sone shanme and disconfort, it would have been worth it.
Oh, Alec, what you might have been! What you are'' Ruther-

ford' s voice broke. "CGood God, you're the hero | always wanted to be. If not
for Mars-look at you. Orphaned and free, sailing in your ship with its pirate
flag, having adventures, dying heroically and popping up alive again. You sway
others with just the sound of your voice, you're clever and strong and
fearless. You're Peter! You' re Arthur and Robin Hood. You're, uh, Frodo and
Mowgl i and Ki m and Sinbad and-and the boys in the Narnia books and the boys in
Castl e of Adventure and-"

"\What about Pinocchi 0?" said Alec quietly. "Sonmebody you could put through
hell and it wouldn't matter, because he wasn't a real boy?"

"Al'l right, | deserve that," Rutherford said, weeping. "But you have to
under st and about the wonman. She was your downfall, you see, every tinme! Your
evil angel, if you will. W had to put her away. She held you back, she

tangl ed you- you'd never have acconpli shed anythi ng-"

"She | oved ne."

"But we | oved you, too! And we understood your destiny."

"What destiny? To keep getting nyself killed in stupid ways?" grow ed Al ec.
"No, no. To give your life in a noble sacrifice for the good of others,"

Rut her f ord adnoni shed him "Because you coul d acconplish things ordinary nen
couldn't do. You were to have been the ultimate hero, born of a virgin even,
eternally resurrected for mankind' s eternal benef-"

"Thou bl asphem ng fool!" Nicholas drew himself up until Al ec |ooked seven feet
tall. "Was it for thy greater glory | suffered in the fire? Hast thou created
me, and sat in judgment on nmy life? Ch, little man, to make a thing like nme!"

"W're sorry! W're so awmfully, awfully s-sorry," whinpered Chatterji, for

Ni chol as's voi ce had becone a thing of terror and power. "We' d never have done
it if we'd known how it was going to t-turn out. Please don't kill us!"

"I can't deny |I'd enjoy it," sneered Edward. "An appetite you set in ny heart.
You nade ne a slaughterer, and gave ne the conscience to tell me it was w ong.
Shoul d | indul ge nyself now, | wonder? Get up, all of you. Lie flat on your
faces on the floor and put your hands behi nd your heads."

Rut herford and Chatterji obeyed at once. El|sworth-

Howard required a shove to remind himto conply before he fl opped down beside
them Alec bound their wists with cut cords fromthe drapes, and then knotted
t he bindings so the struggling of one would only serve to tighten the bonds of
the other two. He went through their pockets and renoved their identity discs,
tucking theminto his coat.

Edward then secured the pistol beside the discs, buttoned his coat carefully,

and went out into the entry hall, with its marble floor and nosai c roundel an
exact counterpart of the one at No. 1 Al bany Crescent. He | ooked around him
gri nni ng.

"Well, good-bye and farewell to you, nunber ten," he said. "For the last tine,

| devoutly hope."

He opened the door, stepped through, and closed it behind him They coul d hear
hi mwhi stling through his teeth as he strode away down the pavenent.

"He never understood." Rutherford gul ped back a sob. "He never understood his
great ness. "

"At least he didn't kill us," said Chatterji faintly.

After a full mnute had gone by, Ellsworth-Howard said:

"Shrack! He took my buke.™"

They still hadn't managed to free thensel ves by Wednesday, when fortunately
the first tour group of the day found them

Al ec Makes His Exit

Al'l the comuters had now arrived at their offices and set about their

weari some duties, so they m ssed seeing Al ec sprinting back through the



streets of London. There were a few tourists on Waterl oo Bridge, and they
turned at the thunder of footsteps as a wild-eyed man of extraordinary height
cane racing toward them If they had not turned, they'd have seen what was
maki ng the hissing noise in the Thanes directly under the bridge.

"CGo," how ed Alec. "Run for your lives! Shoo! Qut of ny way!"

He skidded to a stop in the mddle of the bridge and groped in his coat
pocket, bringing out a tiny bottle | abeled canpari, of the sort once given out
by air transport hostesses. As he was hurriedly unscrewi ng the cap, one of the
tourists inquired timdly:

"Are you a performance artist?"

"Er-yeah." Alec leaped up on the railing of the bridge. "What's that Jason
Barrynore hol 0? War and Peace, yeah? Ckay, this is ny inpression of the drunk
guy." He threw away the cap and tilted the Canpari bottle up, gulping its
contents as he teetered back and forth on the rail. He gagged. The tourists
appl auded uncertainly.

Then he dove forward, right off the bridge, and several of themran to the
rail to see what had happened to him To their

utter astoni shnment, he had | anded on the deck of some kind of enornobus vesse
just below, and was running for a cabin as its transparent done cl osed over
hi m

What happened next was uncertain. Sone of the w tnesses thought the vesse

nmust have been a submarine, because they clearly renenbered seeing it
subnerge. Ot hers insisted the vessel wasn't a submarine and didn't subnerge,
but couldn't say exactly what it had done; only that it was gone before anyone
t hought to take a holo of it. In any case, the story wasn't coherent enough to
make the eveni ng news.

"Let's go," Alec said, strapping hinmself into his storm harness. \Wen he had
finished, Edward and N cholas linked arms with himtightly.

What course, | addie?

"Fifty years back and thirty mles off the Gal apagos. That ought to be far
enough. "

Aye ayel
"And we've got loot, Captain, sir! Three identity discs and a buke bel ongi ng
to Foxen El |l sworth-Howard. | want you to access everything and tell ne where

Dr. Zeus has a place called Options Research.™

To be sure. Hold yer teeth, gentlemen, she's tacking about. \Were do we cone
fron?

"Fromthe sea!" said Alec, and Edward, and N chol as, as the yell ow gas boil ed
up and obscured everything but the menory of the bl ack-eyed woman, the

Bot ani st Mendoza.



