Truth
by Robert Reed

The author tellsus” 'Truth' is a companion piece to 'Veritas (July 2002). When | started working
onit, | assumed that it would neatly parallel the first story's plot: a small group of invaders from
the future hellbent on conquering a more primitive world; but that vision was soon thrown under
the bus. And, as so often happens when | am enjoying a project, stuff happens that is as surprising
tomeas| hopeit isto my audience. Thisis also thefirst story I've written while linked to
Wikipedia. My research there and el sewhere on the Internet has probably been noticed by
government software.” 1

Three dayslater, | dill hadn’'t met our prisoner. But | had invested nearly sixty hours watching what
seemed to be agentlelife that revolved around old novels and classic movies. | took note of his postures
and motions, and | tried gauging his reactions to what he was seeing on the page and screen. But most
interesting to me were those occasiond moments when he did nothing but stare off in some empty
direction. | wouldn’t let mysdlf guesswhat he was thinking. But the black eyeswould open wide, and the
handsome features would quickly change their expression. Smiles lasted longer than frowns, | noticed. |
saw flashes of pity and scorn, mild embarrassment and tight-lipped defiance. A few staff members
volunteered opinions about the prisoner’ s mind. He wasreflecting on his childhood, some offered. Others
claimed he was gazing into our shared past or the looming future. But what | focused on was an
appealing and graceful face that moved effortlesdy between emotions—the well-honed tools of the
consummeate actor.

Twice each day, the prisoner was ushered into along exercise yard built specificdly for him. Hisgait was
aways rdaxed, long arms swinging with a metronome' s precison and the elegant hands holding
five-pound weights, shaped like dog bones and covered with soft red rubber. | thought of an aging
fashion modd marching on the runway, except he lacked amodel’ s wasted prettiness or the vacuous
gaze. He was endlessly pleasant to whichever guard was standing at the locked door. | paid close
attention to his attempts at conversation, hiswords lessimportant than his charming tone and the
effortless, beguiling smiles. Most of the staff was under ordersto never spesk with the man, which made
for intriguing games of will. Somehow he had learned each guard’ sfirst name, and he wasn't shy about
using what he knew. “How’ sthisday of ours, Jm?’ he might ask. “Isit the best day ever? Or isjust me
who thinksthisway? Fed the sunshine. Listen to these birds singing. Does't thiskind of morning make
you happy to your bones, im?’

There was no sun underground, and there were no birdsto hear. But after twelve years and five months
of captivity, one man seemed to be absolutdly thriving.

| watched the five daily prayers, the sdat. But | didn’t intrude when the prisoner used the bathroom or
shower. (Let others record what he washed and wiped. | could check the database later, if | found
reason.) While he dept, | sipped coffee and kept passing tabs on his snoring and the busy dreaming
brain. Delicate instruments buried insde his Tempur-pedic mattress tried to convince me that they
provided awindow into that unknowable soul. But there were no ingghts, of course. That’ swhy those
nights were opportune timesto pick my way through an endless array of summaries and reports, clinica
dataand highly intelligent, utterly useless speculation.

A favorite teacher once told methat our bodies are epicsfull of treachery and important residues. That's
why | turned again and again to the medica data. Samples of the prisoner’ sfluids and flesh and histhick
black hair had been digested and andyzed by alaboratory built for no other purpose. Three thousand



years of medical science struggling to turn meat and bone into anarrative that | could understand. But in
most cases, my subject’s DNA was remarkably unremarkable—save for afew dozen nove genes
tucked into the first and fifth and nineteenth chromosomes, that is. The dental evidence was unusud, but
not remarkably so. Thefirst x-rays had revedled an old break in theright wrist that never heded
properly. Later, moreintrusive examinations had found an assortment of microscopic featuresthat might
mean much, unless they were meant to midead. Only ahandful of quaified experts had been dlowed to
examinethat body in full; yet even those few voices managed to produce a chorus of contradictory
opinions about the man’ s nature and origins. Was our prisoner telling the truth about his birth and life?
And if not, from where did he come and what could he possibly represent?

Of course those medicad masters were shown only a nameless patient and a carefully trimmed,
srategicaly incomplete biography.

In adozen years, only nine people had been given full accessto every transcript, test result, and digital
image. | was one of the nine, or so | had been promised. One can never fed too certain about a
government’ s confidences, particularly when it involvesits degpest, most cherished secret.

The prisoner was known as Lemonade-7.

That designation was entirely random. But the copious records showed that yes, he was given that drink
once, and after two Spshe said, “Too sour,” and ordered that it was never to be brought to him again.

“Ramiro” wasthe name he went by. And for reasons that might or might not be significant, he had never
offered any surname.

“So what about Ramiro?’ Jefferson asked.
“What do you mean?’

“When will you actudly get to work on him?’
“That'swhat I'm doing,” | replied.

Jefferson was the prison’s CIA adminigtrator. Thishad been his post from the beginning, which was
remarkable. In any norma operation, he would have been replaced by a sequence of ambitious, usudly
younger types. New guards and fresh staff would have come and spent their dlotted time and then gone
away again. But that would have swollen the pool of individuaswho knew too much about matters that
didn't exist, and what the public had never suspected would have soon leaked out into the world.

“I redlize you' re doing work,” Jefferson said. “But are you ever going to talk to Ramiro?’
“Actudly, I’'m spesking to him now.”

Jefferson was a short, squat fellow with thinning brown hair and a close-cut beard that turned to snow
years ago. Hisfiles gave the portrait of an officer who had been asuccess at every stage of his
professiond life. Running this prison was an enormous respongbility, but until last week, he seemed to be
in complete control. Then events took a bad, unexpected turn, and maybe more than one turn, and the
sress showed in hisimpatient voice and theirritability that seeped out in conversation and during hisown
prolonged silences.

Jefferson glared at me, then looked back at the monitors.

“Okay,” hewhispered. “Y ou' re gpeaking to him now.”



“Inmy head,” | said. Looking at Jefferson, | used my most ingratiating smile. “1’m practicing. Before |
actualy gointhere, | want to fed ready.”

“You've had five daysto prepare,” hereminded me.

Circumstances put atimetable on everything. Two days had been dlotted to afull briefing, and then | was
brought here, and for three days | had enjoyed the freedoms and pressures of this ultra-secure
compound.

“Collinswent raight in,” said Jefferson.
Collinswas acertified legend inmy little business.

“Right into Ramiro’s cell and started talking with him.” That was twelve years ago, but Jefferson still had
to admire what my colleague had accomplished.

“He dso stopped the torture,” | mentioned.

Jefferson shook hishead. “Heliked claiming that, | know. But everything about the interrogation was my
cdl. I’m the one who put an end to the cold rooms and deep deprivation.”

| offered aless-than-convinced nod.
“And by theway,” he continued, “I was responsible for bringing Collinsin from the Bureau.”
“I guess|’dread that,” | admitted.

“And | just happen to be the hero who let your colleague work however he wanted, whatever method he
thought was best, and fuck those hundred thousand orders that WWashington was giving us then.”

Theold bureaucrat still had abelly full of fireand bile. He offered avery quick, completely reveding grin,
gtting back in his chair while thinking hard about past glories.

“But you didn’t sdlect me, did you?’
“I guessnot,” hesaid.

“Collinspicked me,” | said. “Last year, wasn't it? Not that anybody told me, of course. But in case he
couldn’t serve anymore, | was hisfirst choice as areplacement.”

Jefferson shifted hisweight, saying nothing.
“I'll grant you, the candidate list is short. But you' d have to admit, I’ m rather well regarded.”
Jefferson shrugged.

“If youwant,” | mentioned, “1 can suggest aviable candidate to replace me. In the event you lose dl faith
in my methods”

Hewastempted. | saw it in hisface, particularly in thedy smile.

“But that would mean more delays,” | warned. “And | doubt if my replacement would be as effective as
rTe”

“You'reacocky gd, aren't you?’



“It hasbeen said.”
“Help you get ahead, doesit?’
“It helps keep me sane, mostly.”

Jefferson turned away, staring at the largest screen. The prisoner was Sitting at his desk, reading Jane
Augten in Portuguese. The date and time were fixed in the bottom right corner: August 5%, 2014. Three
minutes after threein the afternoon.

“Beforel gointhere” | began.
“Ya,]?i

“Tell me about thefirst days,” | said. “Before you brought in Collins. Right after Ramiro was caught . . .
what was your mood, early on?’

“My mood?’ His smile grew bigger and sourer, wrapped around apainful memory. “Y ou can imagine
what | wasthinking. March 2002, Osamawas till the big mongter, and some stateless warrior dips
across the Canadian border with five kilos of bomb-grade U-235. That' swhat | was thinking about. But
hisluck hit astretch of black icein Montana, and the state trooper found his Maxima flipped on its back,
this bastard behind the steering whed, unconscious.”

| had seen hundreds of images of the crash scene.

“The man'’ sfingerprints were unknown. His passport and identity were quality fakes, but we couldn’t tell
which foreign power had done the work. Nobody knew who he was. Al Qaeda, or Iragi, or was he
something else? All we knew wasthat, at the very least, our prisoner was part of somebody’s A-bomb
project.”

“Y ou needed to know everything, and asfast aspossible.”

“How many likethis guy werethere?’ Jefferson turned in my direction, but never quite made eye contact.
“And would his associates be happy hitting New Y ork or Washington? Or did they have moreterrible
targetsin mind?’

| found it interesting: The person most familiar with thefull story was il jolted with asmple replay of
known events. Jefferson tensed up as he spoke about that heavy lump of gray metd, shaped like a
cannon bal and hidden by the sparetire.

“Wedidn't know anything,” he continued, “but it was obvious our man was the biggest trophy in the
ongoing war. That’ swhy another Maximaand acompliant corpse were rolled off that M ontana highway,
the crash restaged and the wreckage burned up. It was treated like an ordinary accident. Now our
prisoner had a good reason to miss his next clandestine rendezvous, wherever than might be. Because he
was officidly dead.”

“You unleashed alot of specidigts,” | said. “Working their delicate magic on his stubborn corpse.”
Jefferson didn’t like my tone.

“Y ou had to makethecall,” | continued. “The stakes seemed treacheroudy high. The proverbid fusewas
burning down.”

“Don’t give methat attitude,” Jefferson warned. “Y our career has seen its share of hard interrogations.”



| admitted, “It has,” without hesitation. “And believe me, | will never question those early decisons.”
What was the point now, after al?

Jefferson heard resignation where none was offered, and because he was agood career officer, he made
his festures soften.

“A frudtrating subject, the records say.”

“Hewas”

“Hard interrogations and potent drugs, in tandem. But how much good did al that do?’
Hedidn't answer.

| asked, “ So who figured it out first?’

“Figured what out?’

“Ramiro’slig,” | said.

With only hiseyes, Jefferson smiled. “1t'sdl in thefiles”

“I don't dways beievewhat | read.”

“No?’

“But heré’ smy understanding of the story,” | said, leaning forward. “For five months, that man was
abused relentlesdy. Every hdf-lega method was applied to him, often severa at once. Then you brought
inafresh crew—old KGB hands, as| understand it—who brought tricks that made everybody fedl
Hell’ s breath. And what did you get in the end? Nothing. Y our prisoner gave us nothing. He didn't offer
any name. Hedidn't even utter an intelligible word. He screamed on occasion, sure. But only after his
elbows were pulled from their joints. And the cursesweren't in any known language.”

| paused, waiting.
Jefferson said nothing.

“And then one day, when hisarms were working again, he motioned to hisinterrogators. He indicated
that he wanted a paper and a pen. And when those items were delivered, he filled severd pageswith
|etters and numbers—peculiar looking to the untrained eye, if not out-and-out bizarre.”

Theorigind list was Sitting in an important vault. | pulled out one of the three copies that had been made
snce, the writing neat and legible, with afew artigtic flourishes, particularly inthe5sand Ts.

“Sotdl me” | said. “Who figured this puzzle out?”

Jefferson named one of his staff. Then he quietly reminded me, “It'sal in therecords.”
“No,” | said. “I think the geniuswasyou.”

Surprise turned to wary pleasure. With asmug little wink, he asked, “How could it be me?’

“Because you would have gotten the first look at hislist. And you're abright, bright fellow with alot of
hobbies. | know that because I’ ve checked your filestoo. | think what happened isthat something he
wrote jogged aleftover memory from your school days. In particular, from astronomy class. Thefirst



sequencein each lineis obvioudy aposition in the sky, if you know the subject. But it takes a bigger legp
to redlize that the second sequenceisadate.”

“It took me five minutes,” he boasted.

“Easy to do, aslong as you understand that the dates are based on the Idamic calendar. The significance
of both notations, taken together, would have been answered on maybe a dozen websites. But that
answer was crazy. And it left you with amuch bigger puzzle sitting insde acold, cramped cdll. Eventhe
earliest dates on Ramiro’slist occurred after hisincarceration. And each one marked the day and
position of a supernova bright enough to be noticed by earthbound astronomers.”

Jefferson put hisarms around his chest and squeezed, shaking his head with an enduring astonishment.
“Y ou were the one, weren't you?”’

He admitted, “ Yes”

“But you didn’t trust your indght,” | suggested.

“Likeyou sad. It looked crazy.”

“Soinavery generd fashion, you told your subordinate to seeif thelist might just have something to do
with the sky. Because you're asmart player, and if your wild ideadidn’t pan out, you wouldn’t be held
accountable.”

Jefferson knew better than to respond.

“And how long did you haveto wait?’ | asked. “ Before the next supernova sprang into existence
precisely where it was supposed to be?’

“Y ou know.”

“Sevendays,” | answered. “ And that' s when you were certain. Sitting in the cold room was something

far more dangerous than afew pounds of uranium. Somehow our terrorist, or whatever he was, knew the
future. Againgt dl reason, Ramiro could predict celestid eventsthat nobody should be able to anticipate
inadvance.”

Tired, satisfied eyes closed and stayed closed.

“That’ swhen you went out and found Collins. An entirdly different species of interrogator. A smart,
relentless craftsman with a history of convincing difficult peopleto talk about anything. And for twelve
years, you have sat here watching your prize stdlion dowly, patiently extract an incredible story from
your prisoner.”

Jefferson nodded, smiled. But the eyes remained closed.

| stared at the creature Sitting inside his spacious, comfortable cell. And with ameasured tone, | reminded
both of us, “Thisisthe most thoroughly studied individua in theworld. And for along time, he has given
us the exact minimum required to keep everyone happy enough. And as aresult, he has maintained
control over hisnarrow life. And yours.”

Jefferson findly looked & me, squirming alittlein hischair.

“Fuck timetables,” | said. “1 think that I’m being exceptionally sensible not to march in there and offer my
hand and name.”



“I seeyour point,” he dlowed.

“To betruthful? Thisentire situation terrifiesme.” | hesitated, and then said, “It’ snot every day you have
the opportunity, and the honor, and the grave responsibility of interviewing somebody who won't be born
for another one hundred years.”

Jefferson can write the history however he wants. Callins' arrival waswhat brought real, substantive
changesfor the prisoner. The still nameless man was unchained and alowed to wash, and under newly
imposed orders, his guards brought him clean clothes and referred to him as“ gr.” Then after the first
filling breakfast in twenty weeks, he was escorted to a comfortably warm room with asingle folding chair
of the kind you would find in any church basement.

In those days, Collinsworked with a partner, but the two agents decided that it was smarter to meet the
mysterious visitor on a one-to-one basis.

Coallinscarried in hisown chair, identica to the first, and he opened it and sat six feet from the prisoner’s
clean barefest.

For along while he said nothing, tilting his face backward so that the overhead light covered him with a
warm, comforting glow. | have watched thet first meeting twenty times, from every available angle. The
interrogator was abald little man, plain-faced but with brilliant blue eyes. | knew those eyes. | first met
Callinsinthe late nineties, at some little professona conference. From acrossthe room, | noticed his
perpetud fascination with the world and how his effortless, ever-graceful charm dways found some
excuse to bubble out. Collins had ugly teeth, crooked and yellow. But his smile seemed genuine and
aways fetching, and the voice that rose from the little body was rich and deep. Even hisidle chatter
sounded important, asif it rose from God’ s own throat.

For afull ninety seconds, the interrogator made no sound.
The prisoner calmly returned the silence.

Then Collins sat back until the front legs of his chair lifted, and he laughed with an edge to hisvoice, and
waving hishand at the air, he said in good Arabic, “We don't believe you.”

In Fard, heclamed, “Wecan't beieveyou.”

And thenin English, hesaid, “I’m here to warn you. One lucky guesswon’t win you any friends.”
“Which guessisthat?’ the prisoner replied, in an accented, difficult-to-place strain of English.
Those were thefirst words he had uttered in captivity.

“Y ou have some passing experience with astronomy, I’ [l grant you that.” Callins had the gift of being able
to study arcane subjects on the fly and then sound painfully brilliant. For the next sSix minutes, he lectured
the prisoner about the stars, and in particular, how giant stars aged rapidly and soon blew up. Then he
camly lied about the tools available to the Hubbl e telescope and the big mirrors on top of Hawaii. “Y ou
had accessto thisdata. Obvioudy. In your previouslife, you must have sudied astronomy. That’swhy
you took the chance and gave us some random dates, and by pure coincidence, afew stars happened to



blow up in just about theright dices of the sky.”
A thin smile and adismissive shrug of the shoulders were offered.

“Or maybe you are genuine,” Collinsalowed. “ Theimplication, asfar as| cantell, isthat you can seethe
future. Which isinsane. Or you know the future because you came from some to-be time. Which seems
even crazier, at least to me. But if that’ strue, then | guessit means| should fed lucky. Just being in your
presenceisaprivilege. How many times does somebody get to meet agenuinetimetraveler? ”

Slence

“Butif that’strue,” Callins continued, “then | haveto ask mysdlf, ‘Why spring this on us now? And why
this strange, cosmic route?”

The slence continued for most of aminute.

“We can't break you,” Collinsfinaly pointed out. “Beieve me, | know how these thingswork. What
you' ve endured over these weeks and months. . . any norma person would have shattered ten different
ways. Not that you' d be any help to us. Tortureisasingularly lousy way of discovering the truth. Beaten
and electrocuted, the average person ends up being glad for the chance to confess. To any and every
crimewe can think of, particularly the imaginary misdeeds. But everybody here has been assuming that
we' re dedling with anormal human specimen. And what | think is. . . | think that isn't the case here. Is
it?

The prisoner had athin face and thick black hair that had been shaved to the skull, and in amultitude of
ways, he was handsome. His teeth were white and straight. His shoulders were athletic, though captivity
had stolen some of his muscle. He was mixed-blooded, European ancestors dancing with severa other
races. The best estimate of his age put him at thirty-two. But nobody had yet bothered to examine his
geneticsor hisingdes. We didn’'t appreciate that hisindifference to pain had organic roots, including
nove genes and buried microchines that insulated both his body and stubborn mind.

“Okay, you want usto believe that you' re specid,” Collinssaid.

The prisoner closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he took a dramatic breath and then said
nothing.

“But | don’t think you appreciate something here. Do you know just how stupid and dow governments
can be? Right this minute, important people are thinking: So what? So he knows afew odd things about
the sky. I’'m impressed, yes. But I’ m the exception. Maybe there are some bright lightsin the
adminigtration who see theimplications. Who are smart enough to worry. But do you actudly know who
gtsinthe Ova Officetoday? Do you understand anything about our current president? Heis possibly the
most stubborn creature on the planet. So when this clever game of yoursis presented to him, how do you
think it sgoing to play out?’

The prisoner watched Collins.

“Wewon't torture you anymore. | promisethat.” And after along sigh, Collins added, “But that isn't
what you care about, I’ m guessing. Not redly. Something else mattersto you. It deeply, thoroughly
matters, or why else would you be here? So let’ s pretend for the next moment that your list of
supernovaeistrue. Y ou can seethefuture. Or, better, you come from there. And if it is possible to travel
intime, then | guessit stands to reason that you aren’t alone, that others made the journey with you.”

Here the prisoner’ s heart quickened, half adozen machines recording the visblerisein hisinterest.



“I’'m guessing you're part of agroup of timetourigts. Isthat about right?”

In Callins copious notes, written severa hours later, was the open admission that he had taken a chance
here, making an obvious but till bizarre guess.

“Y ou come from some distant age,” he continued. “Y ou' re the child of an erawherethisisnormal.
People can easly trave into their past. And who knows what other miracle skillsyou have a your
disposal? Tools and weapons we can’t imagine. Not to mention the historic knowledge about our smple
times. Yet hereyou are. Y ou' ve been gitting in the same closet for five months, and after al thistime,
maybeit’ sfinaly occurred to you that your friends and colleagues—these other visitorsfrom
tomorrow—nhave no intention of rescuing you from thistedious mess.”

In myriad ways, the body betrays the mind. With the flow of the blood and the heet of the skin, the
prisoner’ s body was showing each of the classic sgnatures of raw anger.

“If I was part of ateam,” Collins began, “and we leaped back athousand yearsinto thepast . . .”
Then, he hesitated.
The prisoner leaned forward dightly, waiting.

“TotheHoly Land, let’s suppose. And suppose | was captured. The Saracens don’t know what to
make of me, but just to be safe, they throw meinto their darkest dungeon.” Collins sat back, his chair
scrapping againg thetiled floor. “Well, S, | can promise you this. | would damn well expect my friends
to blow aholein the sonewall and then pluck me out of there with agood old futuristic Blackhawk
helicopter.”

The prisoner leaned back.
Quietly, in that accented English of his, he said, “One hundred and forty years.”
“That's how far back you jumped?’

“A littlefarther, actudly.” The prisoner grinned faintly, mentioning, “We have been among you now for
severd years”

“Among us?
“yYes”

“Andwhois‘we ?’

“Our leader. And hisfollowers.” The prisoner paused, smiling. “We call the man Abraham.”
Coallins hestated. Then he carefully repeated the name. “ Abraham.”

“Thefather of three great religions, which iswhy he took that important name for himself.”

“Y ou came here with Abraham.”

“yes”

“And how many others?’

Slence



Collinswas not acting. He wasworried, hisfingers shaking despite the room’ s hest, his voice trembling
dightly as he asked, “How many of these friends came with you?’

“None”

“What. .. 7’

“They arenot my friends,” the prisoner stated.
“Why? Because they won't save you?’

“No.” Thethin facetilted backward, teeth flashing in the light. “Because | have never particularly liked
those people.”

“Thenwhy join up?’ Callins put his hands together, squeezing the blood out of hisfingers. “Why go to
the trouble of legping back to our day?’

“| believed in thelr cause.”

“Whichis?”

No answer was offered.

“Y ou want to change the future? I sthat your grand purpose?’
The prisoner shrugged. “In one fashion or another.”

Coallinsleaned close, and for thefirst time he offered his name and an open hand. “Y ou' re being helpful,
gr, and | thank you.”

The prisoner shook the hand. Then he quietly said, “ Ramiro.”
“Isthat your name?’

“yYes”

“I’'m pleased to know it, Ramiro.”

“Don't put me back into that cell again, Callins”

“But | haveto,” theinterrogator replied.

Ignoring that answer, Ramiro said, 1 have a set of demands. Minima requirementsthat will earn my
cooperation, | promise you.”

“Two names and the vague beginnings of agtory,” Collins countered. “That won't earn you much.”

“And | will ask you this: Do you want to defeat the invaders?” When it served his purpose, Ramiro had a
cold, menacing smile. “If you ingst on mistregting me, even one moretime, | will never help you.”

“| don't have any choice here,” Collinstold him.
“Yes” said Ramiro. “Yes, you do.”
“No.”



Then the prisoner leaned back in his chair, and through some secretive, till mysterious route, he woke a
microscopic device implanted inside hisangry heart.

For the next one hundred seconds, Ramiro was clinically dead.

By the time he was fully conscious again, calls had been made. Desperate orders had been issued and
rescinded and then reissued. Careers were either defined or shattered. And the only soldier froma
secretive, unanticipated army was given every demand on alist of remarkably modest desires.

My home was an efficiency gpartment no bigger than Ramiro’ s quarters and only dightly more
comfortable. But | was assured that no tiny cameras were keeping tabs on me. Asa creature of status, |
a so enjoyed communications with the outs de world—albeit strained through protocols and eectronic
filtersrun by intelligence officers Stting in the field station outside the prison. And unlike our number-one
citizen, | was free to move where | wished, including jogging aong the wide, hard-packed sat streets that
combined for alittlelessthan sx kilometers of cumulétive distance.

No one had ever predicted “tempord jihadigts,” as Abraham’ s agents were dubbed. Uranium-toting
terrorists suddenly seemed like aminor threat by comparison. Callins' first interview resulted in a secret
and very chaotic panic roaring through Washington. Black ops funds were thrown in every direction.
Ground was broken for haf a dozen high-security prisons scattered across the world. But then some
wise head insde Langley decided that if time travel ers were genuine, then there was no telling what they
knew, and if they were inspired, there were probably no limitsto what they could achieve. A tropical
idand might look fetching in the recruitment brochure, but how could you protect your prisoner/asset
from degth rays and stedlth submarines? How would any facility set on the earth’s surface remain hidden
from prying eyes? The only hope, argued that reasonable voice, was to hide underground, and short,
efficient logidtical lineswere only possible inside the United States. That’ swhy the last prison to receive
funding was the only onefinished and staffed: an abandoned sdt mine set beneath Kansas, provided with
abank of generators and layers of security that kept everyone, including most of its citizens, happily
confused about itstruest purpose.

Each guard was avolunteer, most of them pulled from submarine duty. To qudify, they couldn’'t have
closefamilies, and like everyone on the skeletd staff, they were forewarned that leaves would berare
events, and brief, and subject to various kinds of shadowing.

Most people didn’t even gpply for leaves anymore, preferring the safety of the underground while
padding their retirement funds.

Lifeinsde the salt mine was never unpleasant, | wastold. My superiors—those gray-haired survivors of
these last decade-plus—liked to boast about the billions that had been spent on full-spectrum lights and
conditioned air, plus the food that most of the world would be thrilled to find on their plates. But nobody
went so far asto claim that | was fortunate, nor that this posting was a blessing. The terms of my
assgnment were grim, any success would bring repercussions, and nobody with half abrain told me that
thiswas an honor, or for that matter, a choice.

Collins dot had to befilled, and | wasthe new Callins.

“Mdam?



| showed the guard my ID and badge.
“| don’'t need them, ma am. | know who you are.”

| was adow, sweat-drenched jogger who had dugged her way through three kilometers of dressed-up
tunnels. Technicdly the guard was off-duty, and he was using hisfree timeto fling acolorful hand-tied fly
into what looked like an enormous water-filled stock tank.

“Any bites?” | asked.
“Afew.”
“Trout?

| knew the water was too warm for trout. But the questions you ask often define you in astranger’s
mind, and | thought it was smart to start with amistake.

“Bluegill,” hetold me,
“Redly?’ | sounded interested.

Hewas abig strong man, akid when he arrived here and still younger than me by quitealot. Butina
society where males outnumbered femal es ten-to-one, | had to be an object of some interest.

“Ever fish?" he asked.
“No,” | lied.

He thought about offering to teach me. | saw it in hiseyes, inthetilt of hishead. But then he decided on
caution, forcing himsdlf to mutter afew colorlesswords. “ They bite, but they’ retoo tiny to keep.”

Surrounding the tank were huge plastic pots, each one holding atropical tree or atrio of shrubs. Some of
the foliage was thriving. Most just managed to limp aong. | could see where afew million dollars hed
gone, and | suppose it helped the cave dwellersto coexist with living plants. But | could aso imagine that
asckly lemon tree stlanding under fancy fluorescent lightswould just as surely defeat asoul or two.

“What'syour name?’ | asked.

He began with hisrank.

“Your first name,” | interrupted. “What do friends call you?’

“Jm.”

“Hi, IJm. I’'m Carmen.”

To the boy’ s credit, he saw through me. “Y ou dready know my name. Don’t you, ma am?’
“Camen,” | indsted.

But hewouldn't say it. Hereded in hisfeathery fly, pinning the hook to the largest eydet, and then he did
amodesily convincing job of packing up histackle. He didn't want to stop fishing, but my presence made
him uncomfortable,

“So you know who | an?’



Jm nodded.

“And maybe you’ rewondering if thisisacoincidence, our paths crossing in the park like this?’
“Itisn’'t,” he dated.

“Probably not,” | agreed.

Surrounding the stock tank was anarrow cedar deck. | happened to be blocking the stairs leading down.
“Tak to mefor aminute,” | said.

Not as an order, just arequest.

Jm hestated. Then with anervousgrin, he said, “Yesh. | found him.”

“Callins?’

“Yes mdam.”

| didn't react.

“Isthat what you wanted to ask me?’

| nodded. *Y ou found him insde his gpartment.”

“yYes”

My sense of the moment was that the young man was embarrassed, first and foremost. Security was his
duty, and one of the most important citizens of this nameless, unmapped town died during his watch.

“I read your report,” 1 mentioned.

The boy’ s eyes were open but blind. He was gazing back in time, crossing alittle more than aweek,
standing before along dark pool of congealed blood leading to a pale corpse Sitting in bathwater that had
turned chill.

“Did you know Callinsvery wel, Im?’

“Yeah. Sort of.”

“Asafriend,” | continued. “ Did you tak with him much?’
“I didn’t seeit coming, if that’ swhat you mean. Ma am.”

“We often don’t with suicides,” | assured him. “ People expect depression, despair. Afterwards, wetry to
remember ateltale noose hanging from the high beam. But that’ s usualy not the case. And do you know

why?’
He blinked, watching me.

“A personismiserable, let’ ssay. Sad and sick of being dive. Then one day, he finds the perfect solution
to histerrible problems. ‘I'll just kill mysdlf,” he says. And in that moment, his miseries are cured. He can
suddenly amilethrough hisfind days, knowing that every pain will soon beleft behind.”

Jm shook his head dowly, probably wondering if this middle-aged woman was as bat-crazy as she



sounded.

“I knew Coallinstoo,” | admitted.

He sighed, looking at me with curious eyes. The two of us had something in common, it seemed.
“I'll misshim,” | offered.

The man’sface dipped.

Then before | could ask my next question, he looked up. “ Sdt Lake City,” he mentioned.
“What about it?”

“How isit, maam?’

“Carmen,” | indsted.

“Sdt Lakeisjudt fine”

Hesaid, “Good.”

| waited.

Hetook adeep breeth, drinking in the negative ions that were being generated by afiltration system
golen from NASA. Then with atrace of frustration, he admitted, “We don’t get much news down here.”

“1 know that.”

“It'shard. Y ou can never tell what they’ re holding back. 1t's done for good reasons, | know. But we
aways have to wonder.”

“Indian Point,” | offered.

“Y eah, it was four days before we heard anything about that. And then only because somebody with
clearance decided to jump protocols and tell us.”

“Collinsdid.”

“I’'mnot saying,” hesaid. Whichwasthesameas, “Yes”
“Did he explain how awful Indian Point would be?’

Jm didn’'t answer, carefully turning hisred two clicks.

“The reactors and storage facilities obliterated, al of those poisons thrown up by the mushroom cloud.”
My voice broke—an honest shattering. Then | managed to add, 1 watched it al on the news. That wind
carried that shit right over New Y ork, and then Washington and Philadel phia, and dl the mayhem that
resulted. . .”

“Yeah,” Jmwhispered.

“And then to learn that it wasn't just some crude uranium bomb that killed twenty million, no. But afat
fuson mongter that led straight back to Russa. . .”



With anudge, | could have knocked Jim off hisfeet. Almost two years had passed, and the memory was
dtill thet raw.

| promised, “Nothing big has happened lately.”

Jm needed a couple of deep breaths. “But at least . . . are things starting to sSmmer down?’
| shrugged. Honestly, how could anyone assess the state of our world?

“What about the wars?’ he asked.

“Some are worse, some better. It just depends, Jim.”

He gave mealong, studious stare. “Y ou know what? Y ou don't redlly look like a Carmen.”
“I need atall hat covered with fruit?’

“Maam?’ he muttered, puzzled by the cultura reference.

| stepped away from the steps, dlowing him enough room to escape.

But he didn’t move, and with a soft, importunate voice admitted, “ Some of us are wondering. What is
your mission, maam?’

“Toreplace Callins”

That' swhat he wanted me to say, because the other possibilities were too hard to measure, and
probably even moreterrible.

“I'll meet our prisoner tomorrow,” | confessed.

Jm nodded, trying to show nothing with hisface.

“Y ou often stand guard over Ramiro,” | mentioned.
“Everybody getsthat duty.”

“Of course”

He glanced at the dairs.

“So what do you think about the man, Im?’

“I don't know anything about him,” he said too quickly.
| said, “Good,” and left it there.

Then he added, “He seems smart, | guess. But odd.”
“Odd how?’

He had aguard’ s burly shoulders. He used them to shrug, saying nothing else.

“| was hoping, Jm. Maybe you can help me.” | paused, just for amoment. Just to let him wonder whét |
might say next. “What was Collins mood when you waked him back to his apartment?’

And now the shoulderstightened, just alittle.



“I saw you two on the security videos. Walking and talking.”
“| was going off-duty, ma am. Carmen.”

“Coallinsdidn’t visit Ramiro again.”

The young man seemed surprised. “No?’

“Didn’'t he see the prisoner dmost every day?’

“Most days, | guess”

“But that was three days before he killed himsdif.”

“I'll trust you on that.”

“So I'm going to ask you. Officidly. What was Collins state of mind when you waked with him back to
his quarters?’

Jm’seyes gazed into the past.

“Did he say anything?’

“| did mogt of thetalking.”

“Wasthat normd?’

“Not particularly. No, ma am.”

“Y ou stopped at hisfront door for aminute,” | said.

“Yeah. | guess.”

“Did he show you anything, Im?’

“Likewhat?’

“Papers. Something with writing oniit.”

“Wdll, Collins had his black casewith him.”

“But you didn’t seealegd pad, or anything like that?’

Jm tried to see yellow paper, but he couldn’t make himself.
“Under theblood,” | said.

“What?’

“Papers got burned. Somebody incinerated them at |east twice, to make sure every mark was erased.”
“I didn’t know that.”

“How about the coin?’

“I saw that.”



“Besdethe bath?’

“Yes mdam.”

“A dollar president’scoin.”
“I noticed it, sure.”

| waited amoment. Then | said, “ So you walked him and his attaché case back to his apartment. And
Collins said nothing that you can remember?’

“Jugt . ..” 3m held his mouth closed for amoment. Then heforced himsdf to look a me, and with an
impressive taent for mimicry, he used the dead man’ s voice. Deeply, with an appedingly dight Southern
drawl, hesad, “ “Want to hear something funny? ”

“He asked you that?’
“Yes maam.”
“Did hetdl you what was funny?’

Jm shook his head. “Which wastoo bad, | thought at the time. Collinswas rea good at jokes, when he
wantedtobe. ..”

4

Hedlthful food and regular rest, plus years of tempered exercise, showed in the prisoner’ sfit body and
the youthful face. He was wearing beige trousers, a clean white polo shirt and sandals that looked
comfortably broken down. It was easy to confuse him for a middle-management worker in thefinal days
of along vacation. When he heard the reinforced door being unbolted, he stood up. Ramiro didn’t seem
at dl surprised to find astrange woman walking into hishome. “Hdllo,” he said with avoice that had
grown dmost American over the years. Then he offered awarm smile and his right hand.

| introduced mysdlf.

“A lovely name,” was his response. Then the spirit of generosity took hold. He surrendered hisfavorite
chair and asked what | would like to drink. Coffee? Tea? Or perhaps the blue Gatorade he kept cold
indde hislittle refrigerator.

| took the chair and requested green tea.

Therewasn't any stove, so he heated the water insde the microwave. Staring a the revolving mug, he
told me, “It’ svery sad about Callins.”

“Itwas,” | agreed.
“Inasense, hewas my best friend.”
“Thismust be hard for you.”

“Not particularly.” Ramiro seemed to relish how cold that sounded. He pursed hislips and shrugged,
giving me amomentary glance. Measuring my reaction, no doubt.



| stared at the wall behind him, gazing at an enormous photograph of the snow-clad Himalayas.
“By any chance, did you know Collins?’
| waited for amoment. Then| said, “Yes”

That delay piqued hisinterest. Ramiro invested the next several moments studying my face. “How well
did you know him?’

| said nothing.

“Wereyou lovers?’

“Guess,” | told him.

That earned an easy laugh. “1 know you weren't.”

“Why not?’

With acam voice, he asked, “ Do you like honesty, Carmen?’
“Always”

“You aren't pretty enough for Callins. Or young enough, frankly.”
“Fair points,” | agreed. “But how do you know this?’

“Occasiondly the man would entertain me with his stories.” Ramiro glanced a the mug and then stared at
me. “1 don’'t have a passionate life, I'm sure you know. But if only haf of his storieswere true, then the
young pretties didn’t have much chance againg hischarms.”

“Locd girls, werethey?’
“I shouldn't say. Y our fraternization rules areridiculoudy strict.”
| said nothing ese.

Then the microwave beeped, and Ramiro set atea bag into the plain white mug before bringing both to
me. He didn’t use the handle, and when | touched the mug'’ s body, just for an instant, my fingertips came
closeto burning.

He pulled his office chair out from under hislittle desk and sat before me, theright leg crossed over his
|€ft.

“Coallinsand | enjoyed some professional moments,” | began. “In fact, we met long before you happened
dong”

He nodded, smiled.

| waited him out.

Then with asharp grin, he mentioned, “'Y ou must be exceptiondly qualified to receive this posting.”
“I must be”

“May | ask afew questions?’



“By dl means”

“Without giving away secrets,” he began, “what kinds of experiences have you suffered during these hard
years?’

“Arethey hard?”

“I hear little news, and who knowsif it'scomplete.” Ramiro shrugged, laughing softly. “Whichis
Jefferson’sides, | think. Give the subject just enough information to tease out afew fresh, hopefully
useful opinions.” Then he sat back, agood-natured sigh rising out of him. “But yes, Carmen. From what |
havelearned, | think these times are genuindy terrible.”

“Montana,” | said.
“What about it?’
“The day you were found beside the road and captured . . . | was Stationed outside Kabul.”

When interested in any subject, Ramiro leaned forward and stopped blinking, his black eyesfilling up his
face. One examining physician had proposed that the microchinesinsde hisbrain were boosting his
neurologica capacities, and the eyeswere akind of tell. Othersthought it was just a persona quirk.
Whatever the reason, he was using hisinterested gaze on me now.

“Then thefollowing year,” | continued, “they stationed mein Irag.”

“Of course”

“I was sent to help hunt for WMDs. My assignment was to interrogate the old Baathists and such.”
A thin smile surfaced; he saw the punch line coming.

“Of course there weren't any nukes or biologica nightmares. But we didn’'t know that yet. And by ‘we;’

| mean the people on the ground. Washington had strung together the ridiculousintelligence, and the
media beat the drums, and we went into Baghdad and kicked Saddam out of his palaces. Victory was
declared. But then during that window between the cel ébrations and the first car bombs, my assgnment
shifted. That country was collgpsing. Our soldiers were pretty much letting it happen, asfar as1 could
tell. But someone gave me dozens and then hundreds of shackled bodies, plus an ever-changing checklist
that made no senseto me.”

My host leaned back, his chair offering a comfortable cresking. “I can appreciate your confusion.”

“Y ou understand how my gameworks,” | said. “I try to know more than I’ d ever admit to my subject.
But when it suitsme, | can be very stupid. And if she gives me something . . . most of my prisonerswere
femae, | should mention . . . if she offers somebit of intelligencethat | didn’t have, my first responseisto
say, ‘ Oh, yes. We know al about the cement mixer with the fertilizer bomb. Y ou can't help yoursalf with
that crumb of old news.” ”

| had shifted into my best Arabic.

Ramiro was fluent in Arabic and English, Portuguese and Spanish. But his natural tongue was an odd
Creolethat borrowed from each language, plus arich seasoning of peculiar syllables and tech-terms that
wouldn’t exist for another hundred-plus years.

| wished | knew his native tongue. But | wastoo old and cranky to learn it in aworkable span of time.



The prisoner stuck to his Americanized English, asking, “With that checklist, Carmen . . . what sorts of
items made no senseto you?’

“Individualy? Nothing was blatantly strange. But it was the whole goofy package. My bosses were
hunting people who didn’t belong in Baghdad. Who weren't native to Irag, and maybe not even to the
Middle East. | made some discreet inquiries, asking for clearer ingtructions. But nobody knew the sense
behind any of our orders. One of my prisonerswould eventua ly stand out—that’ swhat the generdls
promised. She would bein her late twenties or thirties, or maybe her forties. Her accent might be wrong.
Unless she was exceptionaly good with languages, which was another key to watch for. There wouldn’t
be any genuine records showing her whereabouts more than five years earlier. And athree-star genera
confided to me—to dl of us—that in the worst interrogations, my phantom would enjoy an extraordinary
tolerance for pain and drugs and boredom. And the general promised that when | finally found my girl,
she was going to be worth a hundred bloodied mistakes.”

With adismissive gesture, Ramiro said, “| told Callins. | told everybody. Asayoung man, | purchased a
cheap package of tailored genes and various nano-organs.”

“Of course”
“Common add-on talents popular in my world.”
“To insulate your poor citizens from the ravages of poverty,” | said, nodding agreegbly.

“My warningswere explicit,” Ramiro told me. “1 couldn’t be certain about the genetics of the other
warriors, or their current identities, much less how well or how poorly they would blend into any loca

population.”

“Yougaveuslrag,” | mentioned.
He bristled. Then after amoment, he said, “ Thisisvery old ground.”
“Itis” | agreed.

“Irag,” he repeated. “ Over twenty million people, most of them young. And what percentage of that
population did your colleagues and you process? One percent? Wasit that much?’

“Wetried our best,” | claimed.
“I told Collins. One of the voices mentioned Iraq to me, in passing.”
“It wasn't Abraham?’

“No, it was one of hisassociates. He said Irag was our focus. But even if that was the case, and even if
Abraham and his people didn’t dip out of the country before your noisy invasion. . . well, | wasdways
critica of your clumsy methods and your very poor odds for success.”

“I know. Y ou gave Callinsample warnings”
“Eveninthe smallest country,” said Ramiro, “there are so many dark cornersin which to hide.”
“Y ou warned everybody,” | said.

“And you werefollowing orders,” he said flatly. Then he added, “ Carmen,” with asuddenly friendly,
familiar tone. “But redly, how could your masters expect you to find anybody of substance?’



| paused, just for amoment. “ Y es, it was adifficult assgnment.”

Hedidn’t seem to notice my careful tone. “What about blood and skin?’ he asked. “Were you taking
samples?’

“I wasn't. But some med-techswere doing just that.” | finally pulled the soggy teabag into the air and
spped from the cooling mug. “Everybody had their own secrets to keep. Nobody knew more than a
diver of thewholeincredible sory. | didn’t know samples were being sent back home, thousands of
them, and being tested for key genes.”

“Genesthat might not have been there,” he pointed out. “Or that could be removed or easily hidden.”

| nodded. “We knew your genetic markers, sure. But who could say what we' d find inside another
warrior's chromosomes?’

“Precisdy.”

“But what e se could my people do? We were facing an unexpected threst—tempord jihadistsbornina
distant, treacherous future. What reasonable, effective measures would have hel ped our security?”

Ramiro swiped & the air.
Quietly but fiercdy, hesaid, “I told you what | knew.”
“Of course”

“Once my termswere met, | explained everything to our friend Callins.” His voice rose, cracked.
“Imagine that aforeign power captured the man standing guard outside my door. They would easily
break him. In afew days or weeks, he would confess everything. But whet is the operationa knowledge
of alowly soldier? Doesthat man . .. my friend Jm . . . does he even hdfway comprehend my
importance?’

“Probably not,” | conceded.

“AndI’'m just asmple soldier too.”

“Simple?| doubt that.”

A dy amile blossomed, faded. “What happened next, Carmen?’

“In 2005, | was yanked out of Irag. | was flown back to the States and promised a new assignment. But
before orders came down, they pressed me into helping with certain war games. Very secret, very
obvious stuff. After the endless messin Iraqg, we were going to try to do a better job taking on Iran.”

Ramiro watched me.

“Two strange things happened at that conference,” | admitted. “On thefirst morning, | raninto a
colleague on hisway to aback room breakfast, and | was roped in and told to play aong. It seemed like
achance dedl, but of courseit wasn't. Therewere alot of strange faces sitting with eggs and oatmedl.
And there was Collins. | hadn’t seen that man in ages. God, | thought, he looked tired and pale. But he
practicaly latched onto me. We sat together. This other fellow sat in the corner, watching the two of us. |
think we managed maybe five minutes of catch-up. | told him about coming home. He gave me a cover
story, but he didn’t bothering pushing it too hard. Then one of the unknown faces, aguy Stting at the end
of the table, threw out this odd, odd question.”



Ramiro leaned forward, absorbing my face and soul with ablinkless gaze.

“ “What if you could jump back intime? the gentleman inquired. He was pretending that his question
wasn't serious, that it wasfor shits-and-giggles only. He made himsdlf laugh, asking, ‘What if you and
some like-minded friends gathered together? Say there’ safew dozen of you, acouple hundred at most.
Y ou're going to travel back in time together. But there are rules. Y ou can cover only one or two
centuries, and with restrictions. Y our journey hasto be aone-way. Y ou can carry only alimited amount
of mass. Bodiesand alittle luggage and that’ sal. Therewon't be any return missionsto the future.
There’ sno supply train with fresh M-16s and laptops. And your goa? 'Y ou want to conquer that more
primitiveworld, of course. Y ou are invaders. Two hundred soldiers armed with your beliefs and training
and your superior knowledge, and you' |l have to find some clever way to make your little force strong
enough to defeet the old horse armies.”

Ramiro amiled.

“Of course there was a purpose to hiswacky scenario,” | alowed. “That much was obviousto
everybody there. But the gentleman didn’t offer explanations. For al | know, he wastold that our own
physicists had just built atime machine, and we were trying to decide what to do with our new toy. The
truth never had to get in theway. During afive-hour breskfast, he led a clumsy, haf-informed discusson
that ended up with tactical nukes burning up London and Paris. And do you know why this happened? |
think the show was put on for Callins' benefit. To give him idess, to help guide hisfuture conversations
with you. And meanwhile in those other rooms, the future Iranian war ran itsimaginary, surgical course.”

The prisoner had leaned forward, ebows on knees. Then he revealed something of his ability—his clear
focus, his absolute mastery of detail—when he said, “ Earlier, Carmen. When you admitted that your Iragi
assgnment was difficult. | had theimpresson—tdl meif I’'m wrong—but it seemed to me that despite
some very long odds, you were successful.”

| sad, “I was.”
“Y ou found a suspect? Somebody out of place in our world, did you?’

“Yes” | paused. “A young woman without family. With no paper trail reaching back more than afew
years. She claimed to have worked as alab technician, nothing more, and she had reasonable
explanationsfor the gapsin her records. But she was the right age, and she was very, very tough. |
worked her and worked her, and the only information | got from her was the name of ariver in
Kashmir.”

Ramiro sared a me.

“At least that’ swhat others heard when they listened to the interrogation later.” | shrugged, glancing
down. “I couldn’t tell you what she was saying exactly, Snce she was throwing up at the time. But two
days later, aspecia ops group came and took her away.”

My new friend smiled. Then after amoment or two, he guessed, “ Collinstold you thisnews at the
breskfast, did he?’

“Leter, actudly.”
“Y ou had uncovered one of my sisters. Isthat what he told you?’

“Not in those terms. But Callinstook me out for drinks and mentioned that my girl wasinterrogated by
other teams, and when shefindly talked, she admitted to pretty much everything.”



“Very good,” he said.

| kept my voice aslevel and cool as| could manageit. “ Collinstold methat shewasaholy soldierina
war that hadn’t seen itsfirst shot yet. But that day was coming soon, he confided. And my prisoner . . .
that young woman . . . had promised that our world would be helpless before this mighty hand.”

Ramiro watched me sip the tea. “ Coallins never mentioned the girl tome.”

“That' stheway it should be,” | said.

“Of course”

Then | leaned forward. “1 asked about her.”

Ramiro waited.

“| asked Callinsif shewas till being helpful to us”

“Was she?”

“Not anymore. Since she managed to kill hersdf.’”

A dall’ seyeswould have been more expressive. Very camly, he asked, “ A suicideimplant, wasit?’

“No,” | said. “ She dammed her forehead into the corner of a desk, breaking ablood vessel in her
cortex.” | set down the cold mug of tea, adding, “But now you know why I'm so highly regarded, at least
insomecircles. I’ ve had some measure of success at thisvery odd game.”

To do thisjob, you need an iron ass. The capacity to sit and listen, nodding with enthusiasm, and
remembering everything said while measuring every pause—that’ swhat matters. Find the inconsstencies,
and you can be good at it. Connect this phraseto that sigh, and you' |l earn your paycheck. What years
of experience have shown meisthat inflicting pain and the threat of pain arerarely necessary. It takes
remarkably little to coax the average soul into revedling everything. Extramaritd affairs. Chesting on
critica exams. Dangerous politics. Some years ago, during acommercid flight, | sat besidealovely old
lady who spoke at length about cooking and her husband and her cherished garden, which she described
in some detail, and then she mentioned her husband again. For amoment, she paused, looking in my
direction but seeing something e se. Then she quietly admitted that the poor man was beginning to suffer
from dementia. It wasthat pause that caught my attention. It was the careful tone of her voice and the
way her stedly green eyes stared through a stranger’ s head. Afterwards, on awhim, | checked with a
botanicd guide and learned that an astonishing portion of her beautiful garden was poisonous. She never
said an evil word about anyone, including that senile old man, but her intentions were obvious. She had
made up her mind to kill him, and she was smply waiting for the excuse to use garden shearsand a
cooking pot, summoning Degth.

But my subjects are never ordinary citizens. Asarule, they consider themsalvesto be
gpecia—committed, determined warriorsin whatever grand cause has latched hold of their worthy souls.
But their passons are larger than ours, their enthusiasms having few bounds. Rock music makesthem
pray. Cattle prods and mock executions are exactly what grest men expect to endure. But if you treat



them asfascinating equals, they will happily chatter on, sometimesfor years, explaining far moreto you
than you ever hoped to know.

For twelve years, Collins sat ingde avery comfortable prison cell, listening to one man’ s salf-obsessed
monologue.

Thousands of hours of autobiography begged to be studied. But | didn’t have the time. Even the
summaries made for some massve volumes. | had to make do with an eaborate timeline marked with
every kind of event found in one man’slife. According to my briefings, the enigmatic Ramiro wasbornin
the second decade of the twenty-second century. His family had some small wedlth. The paterna
grandfather was a Spaniard who had converted to the Sunni faith before immigrating to Brazil, and the
boy wasraised in acity that didn't yet exist today—a sugar cane and padm oil center in what was once
Amazon rainforest. A maternad uncle was responsible for Ramiro’ sinterest in astronomy. Lemonade-7
was preparing for along, successful career as sometype of scientist, but at acritica juncture, politics
ruined hisdreams. At least that’ sthe Story that Collins heard again and again. The entire family was
thrown into sudden, undeserved poverty. At seventeen, the young Idamic man had to drop out of school
and find any work. At eighteen, when hewas alega adult, he bought a cheap package of poverty genes
and nanoplantsto help insulate him from his miseries; but, unlike many, Ramiro resisted any treatment that
would make him happy in these decidedly joyless days.

People want to believe that in another twenty or fifty or one hundred years, the earth will grow into an
enduring utopia. But among the prisoner’ s unwel come gifts was anarrow, knife-deep vison of a
disturbingly recognizable world. Y es, science would learn much that was new and remarkable. And
fabul ous technol ogies would be put to hard work. But cheap fusion was always going to need another
couple decades of work, and eternd hedlth was always for the next generation to achieve, and by the
twenty-second century, the space program would have managed exactly two walks on the Martian
surface and afew permanent, very exclusive homes hunkered down near the moon’ s south pole.

Ramiro’ sworld was ours, except with more people and less naivety. Mot of itswedlth and dll of its
power was concentrated in the top one-half percentile. National borders would shift here and vanish
there, but the maps would remain familiar. The old religions would continue struggling for converts, often
through smple, proven violence. But the Idamic Century would have cometo its natural end. Mormons
and Buddhists and Neo-secularists began to gradualy gnaw away at their gains. And in the backwaters
of Brazil, young Ramiro’ sfaith would seem quite out of place—ancther ligbility in hissorry, increasingly
desperate prospects.

But then ateam of physicists working in the Kashmir Free State would build and successfully test the
world' sfirgt time machine.

“| can't bdievethat,” Collins had blurted oui.

Perhaps the prisoner was alittleirritated by hisinterrogator’ stone. There were many moments, early on
especidly, when Ramiro displayed athin skin. But then he made a smile break out, dragging his mood
into asunnier place, and with atight proud voice, he asked, “And how did | come here?’

“Thisisabout me, not you,” Callinsreplied. “I'm just having trouble accepting this preposterous
concept.”

“Y ou want details, do you?’
“I want the science. At least enough to show around and get afew smart-sounding opinions.”

“Of course.” The smilewarmed. 1 assumed thiswould happen.”



Thiswasthefirst interview insde the new sat-mine prison. Despite a self-induced coronary, Ramiro
looked fit and comfortable. His room wasfinished, but little € se was done. Despite copious amounts of
soundproofing, the degp drumming of machinery bled into the audio track—the Army Corpsworking
fast on what they were told was anew secret shelter for the wise heads of their elected government.

“Paper and apen,” Ramiro demanded.

| wasn't thefirgt to notice that while making important notes, our time traveler preferred ancient, proven
tools.

He wrote hard for half an hour, breaking only to mention that he was by no means an expert inthis
esoteric branch of science.

Neither was Callins. But that little bald character had done just enough reading to decipher afew
equations and recognize the general shape of the diagrams. With anod and a poker player’ s guts, he
sad, “Thislookslike you' re playing with the Casmir Effect.”

“Very good,” Ramiro responded.

“Pardld plates set so close together that they tap into the vacuum energies everywhere. Isthat about
right?”

“Something like that, yes”

“I’ve heard ther€ salot of energy inavacuum. Virtuad particles and structuretoo.” Hipping through the
pages, Callins alowed the overhead camerato record everything. “ So what are you doing on this page?
Making awormhole?’

“Hardly.”

“Does't timetravel need awormhole?’

Ramiro sat back. “ That’ savery difficult trick to achieve. And in the end, unnecessary.”
“Why?'

“A pocket of Lorton Energy isfar easier to make.”

“Who'sLorton?’

“Anunborn Augtrdian genius, if that matters. In my day, he wasjust asfamousfor his piano playing as
for hispeculiar physics.” Then Ramiro launched into alengthy and occasiondly self-contradictory lecture
about exotic states and branes and the means by which modest energies can throw matter acrossyears
and entire eons. But there were drict limitsto the magic. Thelarger the mass to be moved, the shorter
gpan it could cross. A substantia building might be thrown severd yearsinto the past, while atiny grain of
sand could find itsdlf resting in the sultry Jurassic.

“Isthat how they tested their machine?’ Collins asked. “Make a probe and send it back, thendigit up in
afoss| bed somewhere?’

Ramiro’samileflickered.
“Hardly,” hesaid.

“Wait,” hisinterrogator said. “| forgot. You told meaready . . . what wasit youtoldme. . . 7’



“The universe isaquantum phenomena,” Ramiro mentioned.
“Which means?’

“Y our physicists have played with avery difficult concept. They cdl it the many-worldsredity, and to an
amazing degree, that modd is correct. Everything that can happen will happen. An unstable nucleus might
explode today or in athousand years, which meansthat if it detonates both eventswill happen. And it

a so explodes during every nanosecond between now and then. In our astonishing, endlesdy inventive
universe, every possible outcomeisinevitable. Every consequence plays out endlessly. The most unlikely
event happens too often to count. And possibility is as easy and perfect asthe great thoughts that pass
through God’ sgood mind.”

Collinswasanatura actor. But many years later, watching the interrogeation, | could tell that he was
impressed. It was't play-acting on his part. Thiswas no feigned emotion for effect. The camera showed
an awestruck gaze and hands that had to find one another, wrapping their fingersinto an elaborate knot.
Collinswas pleased. No, hewasthrilled. For amoment or two, he alowed himsalf to stare at the stack
of papersin hislap, humble and unexpected, and in ways that few people can ever know, he felt
honored.

Then he remembered hisjob—his duty—and quickly returned to the scruffy matters of state and war.

“Okay, it's1999,” he said. “In one redlity, nobody jumps back to our day. Nothing changes, and the
world pushes on exactly as before. Lorton isgoing to be born and stroke the keys and play with his
mathematics—"

“Exactly.”

“But there' sthis other 1999,” said Collins.

“yYes”

“Abraham and you, and the rest of the group . . . they calmly step out into our world. Isthat about it?”

“Except that processwas never calm,” Ramiro mentioned. “ There was a crack like thunder and quitea
lot of dust. Since they occupied afair amount of space, your native air and ground had to be pushed out
of theway.”

“Naturdly.”
Ramiro waited.
“Where?' Collins asked.

Then as Ramiro began to speak, hisinterrogator interrupted, saying, “1 know. It'sin Kashmir. You've
mentioned that before.”

“It was beside the Shyok River.”

“The Shyok? Areyou sure?’

“Of coursel am sure” said Ramiro, brigtling dightly.
“And how many came?’

“One hundred and ninety-ninewarriors,” Ramiro reported.



“You' resure?’
“| didn’t count the bodies. But that number was mentioned to me.”

“Isthat how much mass can be thrown back across one hundred and forty years? About two hundred
men’'sworth?’

“Men and women.”

“How many women?’

“I don't know.”

“Because of themasks. You clam.”

Thefirst interrogation had ddlivered that sour news. Collins had wanted Abraham’ s description, but
Ramiro couldn’t identify any of the tempora jihadists. Every head was covered with athick black fabric.
It was amiraculous cloth, transparent to the person beneath but hiding the faces from the outside world.
And if that wasn't terrible enough, the cloth aso wiped away the character and even the gender of every
voice.

“Very smat,” Collins.
Ramiro nodded agreeably.
“And your |leader, this Abraham felow—"

“I never saw hisface. But please, ask methat question twenty moretimes. | love repeating myself
without end.”

“Sorry,” Callinssad.

Ramiro waited for afew moments. Then he thought to mention, “We a so brought afew persona effects
and some specid equipment too.”

“I haveto ask thisagain,” Callinssaid. “My bossesingg.”

“Asl told you, | can offer only guesses about what kind of equipment was included. My cdll was small,
and it was not respons ble for any of it. | saw some anonymous packing crates. Nothing more.”

“A reasonable step,” Coallinsallowed.
Both men sat quietly.
“Again,” theinterrogator said. “What can you tell me about Abraham?”’

The biography was brief and chilling. Abraham was the only known name for ayoung gentleman who
according to rumorswas born into one of the world’ swedlthiest families. He had invested ten yearsand
his persond fortune preparing for an invasion of the past. What Ramiro knew was minima, and he openly
admitted that he might have been fed lies. But the heart of the plan wasfor theinvadersto comewith little
but make friends with a useful government, and then they would fabricate the kinds of wegpons that
would bring this primitive world to their |eader’ sfeet.

Ramiro patiently told the story again, and then hisinterrogator suddenly interrupted.



“Wait, | know,” Callinsblurted. “It' sthe future.”
“Pardon me?’

“That's how they tested their time machine.” He shook the papersin theair. “If they threw aprobeinto
the pagt, it would only create anew redlity. A separate earth diverging from us. But if they had a marked,
one-of-a-kind object . . . and then let’s say they sent it aminute or aday into the future. . . then
according to this quantum craziness, that probe would appear in every redlity leading out from this scruffy
little moment of ours.”

“Exactly,” sad Ramiro, smiling like along-suffering but proud teacher.

“That' s how your physicists proved it?’

“Grains of marked sand were sent two momentsinto the future,” said Ramiro.
“Huh,” said Callins.

The prisoner sat back in his chair.

“Which makes mewonder,” Collins continued.

Slence.

Then Callins sat back.

“What are you wondering, my friend?’

“What would happen?’ Theinterrogator lifted his hand, holding an imaginary ball before hisgaze. “If you
had atime machine, and you happened to throw, | don’t know, a couple hundred lumps of U-235 ahead
intime?1f you sent one of them every minute or so, but you aimed them to gppear in exactly the same
place, at the same exact moment...d| of that nuclear materia pumped into the sametiny volume. . . what
kind of boom would that make. . . 7’

| watched those ripe moments at least half a dozen times before | was sure of what | had seen. For an
instant, the prisoner flinched. His heart kicked dightly, and the sweet came alittle faster than before. But
what held my interest was Ramiro’ sface, and in particular, how guarded he acted for the next little while.

“I will haveto be careful,” hewasthinking.

“Thismanissharp,” | could imagine him warning himself. “ Sharp and quick, and | need to watch my
seps”

“A good day’ swork?’
“Reasonably exceptiona.”

Jefferson nodded, and then he smiled. Then after careful consderation, he decided not to mention what
was foremost on hismind. “How’ sthelamb?’ he asked instead.



“Ddidous”
“And therest?’
“Everything’swonderful,” | told him. “Thanks again for the invitation.”

Jefferson’ s efficiency apartment was the same as everyone se's, except for every flourish and individua
oddity that he had impressed on itswalls and floor and the servicesable, government-issue furnishings.
Either his housekeeping was thorough, or he had changed his nature for me. He had afondnessfor
Impressionist painters and politica thrillers. The worn carpet implied a man who liked to pace, possibly
while talking on the phone. Only two people were alowed to communicate directly with the outside
world, and even then, we had to accept some inflexible restrictions. Every image that entered or |eft the
prison, and even the most ordinary sound, had to be examined by severa layers of elaborate software.
Hidden messages were the main judtification. Ramiro might have secret talents; who knew what any of his
microscopic implantsrealy did? Those security measures gave voices ahalf-second delay, and the news
broadcasts were delayed for nearly thirty minutes before they dripped their way down to us.

Jefferson’ s small television was perched on the kitchen counter, muted and presently turned to CNN.
Not sure what to say, he glanced at the images coming out of China. | preferred to invest my next few
moments staring at his Monet—a good qudity reproduction, matted and framed above the sofa bed.
Then | sat down my fork and knife, and after wiping the juice from the corner of my mouth, | quietly
announced, “You know, | don’t like him.”

Jefferson turned back to me, trying to guess my intentions.
“Lemonade-7,” | said.
“I know who you mean.”

Picking up my fork again, | showed him a serious, sober expression. “ There' s something about that man .
.. I don't exactly know what . . . but it'sjust wrong . . .”

Jefferson risked a neutral nod.

“Contral,” | said.

“Pardon me?’

“Hedemandsit,” | said.

“Of course he wants control.”

“And he does an amazing job holding ontoit.”
Jefferson shrugged. “In small ways, he does.”

| said nothing.

“But he' still our prisoner. That never changes. Beyond our assurances to keep him secret and safe from
harm, what can he count on?’

“Not much,” | agreed. But then | asked, “But what has he given usin these last five or Six years? What
do we havethat’ s genuindy new?’

With the tips of two fingers, Jefferson scratched his short white beard.



“Does he offer any fresh ingghts now? Is he able to make any one of our warsalittle lessterrible?’
“Y ou know how it is, Carmen.”

“Remindme”

“Thewdl dwaysrunsdry.”

“With our sources, you mean.”

“Of course.”

“Sowhy did Collinsremain here?’

A good poker face reveals nothing, except that it is apoker face. Whichisauseful cluein itsdlf.

“Collinswas better than anybody,” | said. “Nobody else understood the minds and makeup of thesetime
travelers. So why didn’'t he step out into the world, take anew post, and use his hard-earned skillsto
interrogate fresh suspects?’

“Ramiro was hisboy.”

“| understand that.”

“And honestly, | didn’'t want to lose Callins,” he said.
“Thanksfor being honest.”

Jefferson shifted in hischair. “Maybe you' reright,” he alowed. “Looking back, | suppose we might have
gotten more good out of Callins”

“I was scouring the world for Abraham,” | pointed out.
Hearing the name, Jefferson blinked.

“It'sjust that nobody bothered to tell me who Abraham was or how many people he had with him, much
lesswhat these tempord jihadists were trying to do. There were so many layers of security that
responsible, effective work wasimpossible.”

“Why should | defend policies| didn’'t make?’

“| did piece afew thingstogether for mysdlf,” | mentioned. “ At least to the point where | knew there was
something deadlier than d-Qaeda, a powerful and hateful and dmost invisible organization, and it could
be anywherein theworld, and | shouldn’t trust anybody completely.”

The bureaucrat fell back on hisingtincts. “Knowing what you know now, Carmen .. . . do you redlly
believe that you should have been told?’

| didn't react.

“And everybody e sewith high clearances too? Should hundreds and thousands have been brought into
theclub?’

| gave the Monet another glance.

Jefferson bristled. “This operation has had its share of leaks over the years. Sure, most came from higher



up. But | know of threeincidentstied to thisfacility. And we could be on the far side of the moon, as
isolated aswe are. So what happens if we brief everybody who might like to know about Ramiro? In
thirty seconds, nothing will be secret, and in ten minutes, we' |l have forfeited what might be our only
advantage.”

Thefork had grown warm in my hand. “If it san advantage,” | replied, “why aren’t we enjoying some
real success?”’

“Y ou don't think we are?’
| shook my head.

“WEe ve done amarvelous job of undercutting Abraham,” hetold me. “And since he's our main enemy, |
think | should fed proud of my work here.”

| stifled ablesk little laugh.

He noticed. Outrage blossomed, and atight voice said, “1 shouldn’t have to defend mysdlf or my
people.” Which was the kind of noise you make when defending everybody. “Before you take that tone
with me, perhaps we should both remember what our prisonerman who you do not like—has given us.”

Then | smiled and nodded. “My parentslivein Seattle,” | mentioned.
“Exactly. Yed”

Two years ago, government geol ogists announced that low rumblings benesth the Pecific were
precursorsto a substantia earthquake. It was abogus operation, but well staged. As a precaution,
everyone in the Pacific Northwest was told to step outside before 10:30 in the morning, and the highways
were closed down, and the airlines stopped landing and taking off. Sixteen minutes|ater, an 8.0 trembler
hit western Washington, and it might have killed thousands. But insteed of amauling, only afew dozen
perished and afew billion dollarsin infrastructure fell down—amost a nonevent, considering these recent
years.

“Sedttleisthe perfect example,” Jefferson said.

Ramiro had given usthe dates and epicenters for dozens of future eruptions and earthquakes. But |
wasn't thefirst voice to ask, “What kind of person carries those kinds of tidbitsinsde his head?’

Jefferson gave his beard another good scratch.
“An amateur astronomer might remember exploding stars,” | agreed. * But tectonic eventstoo?’

“Themanishrilliant,” Jefferson declared. * Y ou’ ve seen histest scores. Those extra genes and his buried
machinery give him nearly perfect recal—askill, I’ [l add, that he has kept secret from us.”

“Sedttledidn’t hurt hisreputation, either,” | pointed out.

Jefferson needed to look elsewhere. So he glanced at the television, but whatever he saw there didn’t
seem to comfort him.

“I wish he' d given usmore,” | mentioned.
“He can’t do the weather,” Jefferson replied. “Hurricanes are chaotic, and the Butterfly Effects—"
“| don’'t mean wesether.” Shaking my head, | asked, “What about the tsunami off Sumatra?’



“Which one?”
“Theworst one,” | said. “ The day after Christmas, in’ 04.”
His shoulders squared. “ That wasn't my call.”

“But you recommended caution,” | pointed out. “1 read Collins' full report. He asked for some kind of
warning to be released. But you didn’t want usto ‘ give away the store.’” Did | get the cliché right?’

Benesth the white whiskers, sun-starved flesh grew red.
Again, Jefferson said, “It wasn't my decison.”
“I redizethat.”

“In those days, we couldn’t fake this kind of knowledge. Any intervention on our part could have
exposed our source.”

“A quarter of amillion dead,” | said. “And mostly Mudim, too.”

Hewouldn't let me drag him down this path. With asnort, he said, *'Y ou have no idea how difficult this
has been.”

“Tdl me”

He wanted to do just that.

“Please” | said.

But caution took hold, and Jefferson’ s mouth disappeared inside the coarse whiskers.
“IsRamirored?’

Jefferson didn’'t seem to hear me. He bent forward, staring at his own haf-eaten dinner. Then quietly and
fiercdy, hesaid, “A lot of brilliant people have spent years wondering just that.”

“He'salowly soldier,” | mentioned. “Thelowliest of dl, heclams.”
Slence

“So what was Ramiro doing in Montana? Isit the story that hetells? That he was addivery boy bringing
onelittle piece of an ultramodern bomb into our helpless nation?”

Jefferson gave the television another try.

“Maybe heisagenius, and maybe he came from the future. But the poor bastard didn’t know how to
driveonice, did he?’

“Few Brazilians do,” Jefferson snapped.
| showed him anarrow, might-mean-anything smile.
“Do you think that the crash was staged?” hefinally asked me.

“It hasto crossmy mind,” | alowed.



“Which means Ramiro was sent here, and he’ s supposed to feed us al the wrong information. Is that
what you're thinking?’

| sat back, and | sighed.

“Okay, I'll tell you why Collins stayed right here.” Jefferson straightened his back, and he took a deep
breath. “Out in the world, what are the odds of finding a second Ramiro? They’ re minimd at best. Collins
would have bounced from one hotspot to another, wasting his skills. But he remained here instead,
playing the patience game, waiting for one of you to stumble across a genuine candidate. We had agood
plan in place, Carmen. The new prisoner would be brought here and thoroughly interrogated by Collins,
and when the time wasright, Ramiro would be allowed to meet with him, or her.”

“I once found asuspect,” | mentioned.
Jefferson remained Slent.
“A young woman in Baghdad.”

He dlowed that statement to Ssmmer. Then with keen pleasure, he said, *Y ou know the old story about
Stdin, don’t you? One evening, the dictator can't find hisfavorite pipe, and hisfirst assumptionisthat it
has been stolen. So he demands afull investigation. But the next morning, Stalin realizesthat he smply set
the pipein adifferent drawer, and he admits as much to the head of his secret police. To Beria. Which
leadsto avery uncomfortable slence. Then Beria clears histhroat, admitting that three men have dready
confessed to stedling the missing item.”

| showed surprise. “What? Are you claming that my girl wasn't red?’

“I’'ve seen dl of thefiles on her. And everybody € se who |ooked good, at one time or another.”
Jefferson couldn’t help but lean across the tiny table, saying, “When your prisoner broke, she confessed
to every suggestion that was thrown her way. Give her enough time, and | think we could have convicted
her for athousand crimes, including stealing Stain’ s pipe.”

| said nothing. Pretending that this was unwelcome news, | chewed on my bottom lip and refused to look
himintheeyes

“WEe ve had dozens of candidatesin the pipdline,” Jefferson claimed. “But none ever reached a point of
red interest to us.”

“Too bad,” | whispered.

“Y our girl was unique because she managed to kill hersdf. That' swhat kept her gpparent value high. At
least back in Washington, it did.”

| wasdlent.

“By the way, did you ever see the autopsy results? They took her apart cell by cell, basically, and not
onetiny, futuristic machine was found. Just some odditiesin the blood and gut, that’ s al.”

“I tortured an innocent woman? Isthat that what you' re saying?’

Jefferson gave me amoment to dwell on that sorry prospect. | think that if I’ d asked for atissue, he
would have leaped up to help this naive and disappointing cresture.

“Wehave hard jobs,” hefindly sad.



| got up from the dinner table.

“For what it' sworth,” he began. Then he hesitated before adding, “Carmen,” with awarm tone.
“What?' | asked.

“Callinshad alot of deegpless nights, deding with al the possibilities.”

| walked past him, standing close enough to the Monet that the water lilies turned into unrecognizable
blobs of pink and white,

After aminute, | asked quietly, “How many times?’

Jefferson was chewing the lamb. He had to swallow before responding. “How many timeswhat?’
“These unrecorded conversations,” | said, my eyes gtill focused on the gorgeous, senseless painting.
| heard himturnin hischair.

| asked, “When did the secret interrogations begin?’

He decided to stand. “What interrogations?’

“Sometimes Collins disabled the microphones and cameras before entering the prisoner’ squarters.” |
turned, showing Jefferson my best stony face. “1 know it because I’ ve checked the logs and other forms.
Ninetimesin thelast Sx years, some odd software error has caused the complete dumping of everything
that happened between Collins and Ramiro.”

Jefferson considered his options.

| said, “These are very convenient blunders, or they are intentional acts of treason.”
“No,” said Jefferson.

“No?’

“Thoseinterviewswere Collins idea. But | okayed them.”

“Why?

Too late, the man began to wonder if | was playing agame. “I don’t think | need to remind you, miss. |
have the authority.”

“Youdo,” | agreed.

“And I'll tdl you this. Despite what you might believe, Ramiro continued to offer ushelp. Vauable, even
critical ingghts. And we were justifiably scared of using the normal pipdlinefor that kind of news.”

“Nameoneingght,” | said.
He refused to respond.
“| do have the authority to demand an answer, Sir.”

“What if another nation has captured one of Abraham’s people?’ Jefferson posed the question and then
shuddered. “1t' s sobering to consider. Another power, possibly one of our enemies, is keeping



somebody like Ramiro in their own deep, secret hole—"
“What else?’

He winced.

“Give me your worgt nightmare,” | demanded.

“I’m sure you can guessthat.”

“All right,” | said. “ After many yearsin prison, Ramiro happensto mention, ‘ Oh, by the way, my basic
assumptions might have been wrong from the beginning. Maybe Abraham isn't looking for a cooperative
Middle Eastern country. Maybe his sights are focused on awed thier, much more advanced nation.” ” |
laughed sadly. “That is't the sort of news you' d cherish sending up the pipeline, isit?’

Jefferson studied me, once more trying to decide what | really was, and just how adept | might be.
“That |last sesson with Ramiro,” | began.

Squaring his shoulders made Jefferson’ sbelly stick out.

“I can't find any recording of theinterview. Isthat right?’

“Thereisn't any,” he conceded.

| couldn’t decideif hewaslying.

“Callinsdidn’t share any detailswith you. Did he?’

“Why do you think that?’

“Because when there was important news, he dways came straight to you. But that night, he walked
home with Jm.” | used a suspicious smile, pointing out, “ Or maybe there was important news. But he
knew that his audience would never accept whatever he was carrying with him.”

Jefferson looked up and to hisright.

| glanced at histlevision, just for amoment. The civil war in Chinaseemed quite small and smoky, afew
pain-wracked bodiesflicking in and out of existence, asingle tank burning in an anonymous street.

At lagt, Jefferson asked me, “What exactly isyour assgnment here?’
“lsn’'tit obvious?’ | asked.

Then he laughed—amiserable, Sckly utterance—and with atone of confession, hesaid, “Oh, shit . . .
that’ swhat | thought.”

“I'veseenyour arriva gte”

“Haveyou?’



“Not physicdly, no,” | confessed. “And even if | had the chance, | think | would passon it today.”
“Reasonable of you.”
| stopped walking.

Ramiro took two more steps before pausing. His exercise yard was long and narrow, defined by
brownish green walls, and for no discernable reason, his potted plants were hedthier than thosein the
public avenues. Standing between vigorous umbrellatrees, he watched my mouth, my eyes.

“Kashmir,” | said.
He decided to offer anarrow, unreadable smile.

“Y ou couldn’'t know this, but some years ago, | was able to wak on the Indian sde of the disputed
region. It wasn't along vist, but | came away with the impression that Kashmir was one of the most
beautiful and most dangerous placesin my world.”

My comments earned an agreesble nod.
“Did Collinstdl you?Various teams have vigted the Shyok River.”
“He mentioned that, and I’'m sure you know that.”

“Tough work, those people had. Trying to verify the unthinkable, and doing it in what was alow-grade
war zone. That first survey team wastiny and ignorant. They went in fast and flew out again on the same
day, pocketsfull of soil samples and photographs. But the evidence was plain. Something energetic had
happened there. The toppled trees and soil profiles were odd, and obvious. So we came up with a
workable cover story, afable that allowed us to move around the area, and when it was absol utely
necessary, involve Pakistani Intelligence.”

Ramiro’ s eyes remained wide open.

“But that second team didn’t know what the hunt was for either. Our top people were told not to ask for
specifics, but to dwayswatch for detail s that seemed out of place.”

“You said you' d been to the Site,” Ramiro mentioned.

“By VR means.” | placed both hands over my eyes, pretending to wear the cumbersome mask. “Those
agents came home with high-density images. | learned about them when | wasfirgt briefed about you,
and | demanded to be given the chance to walk the site.”

“Didyou learn anything?’
“Much,” | mentioned.
Hewaited.

“Knowing nothing, I might have guessed that some passing god had sneezed. A perfect circle of ground,
big enough for a couple hundred people, had been swept clear. Locals had already carted avay most of
the downed trees, but there was enough debris to give a sense of what the scene had looked like. That
second team dug a trench, took its pictures, and then covered everything up again.” | drew averticd line
with afinger. “A little more than ahand’ slength underground, the old soil waswaiting. It looked alittle
like shale. But according to the data, what was under that line was identicd to the soil Sitting straight
aboveit. And by identica, | mean the same. Pebblefor pebble, sand grain for sand grain.”



“The Lorton Energy was shaped carefully,” he said.
“Seventy feet across, eight feet tall.”
He nodded.

“I like studying the weird crap that they found in the soil. Do you know what | mean? The nano debris,
the occasional busted machine part. Little stuff that we couldn’t make today, even if we wanted to.”

“There would have been more debris,” he mentioned. “ Except our clothes and bodies were thoroughly
cleaned before.”

“Smart,” | said.
Hewaited.

“Of course we needed Pakistani help,” | admitted. “ There was no way to poke around their side of the
disputed border without being noticed. And since they happened to be our loyd aliesin the war on
terror, at least for the moment, we invented some very scary intelligence about an armed group, possibly
Indian radicas, who had dipped across the border in *99. Our mutual enemies had carried gold and
guns, and to help explain al the sampling, maybe enough radionuclides to build afew dirty bombs. They
would have been on foot, wetold our dlies. And they might have had odd accents. Then we asked for
help interviewing theloca people, trying to find anybody who remembered strangers passing through
three years before.”

“Some remembered,” said Ramiro.
| waited.
“Collins mentioned as much.”

“Stories about strangers, yes.” | started to walk again, and Ramiro fell in besde me. “I haven't gone over
al the testimonies. Just afew summaries, that’sdl I’ ve had timefor. But there were witnesses on the
locd farms, and more in a couple of nearby towns. Exactly what you' d expect if alarge group of quiet
pedestrians had come in the night and quickly scattered across the landscape.”

“Most of ushid,” hesaid.

“Naturdly.”

“A few were dispatched to secure transportation.”
“Those who would blend in best, I'll assume.”

“| assumethe same.”

“You and your little cdll hunkered down together.”

With Ramiro beside me, | was keenly aware of how much taller hewas. “In awoodlot by the water,” he
sad.

“And Abraham?’

“| don't know where hewas.”



“I wouldn’t believe you if you claimed otherwise.”
Slence

“After dl, you'rejust aconvert who got lucky. Y ou weren't scheduled to join the invasion. But at the last
moment, one of the chosen warriorsfdl ill—"

“My friend”

“The German, your benefactor. Sure. He cleared your entry into Abraham’ s group. And when he
couldn’'t makethetrip, you did in his place.”

My companion held his gait to the end of the room, and then with the precision of abig zoo cat, he
turned and started back again.

“I have a question about the German.”

“y e

“But fird, let’ stalk alittle more about Kashmir.”

“Whatever you want, Carmen.”

“Even our crude virtua-redity technologies make it beautiful.”
“Our arriva stewaslovely,” he agreed.

“Seeing the mountains and that glacid river . . . it made me sad to think about what' s happened to it
snce”

Hewaited.
| said, “Sad,” once again.
“And | am sorry,” Ramiro volunteered.

“For what?Y ou told uswhat you knew, and we acted on it. Y ou had to pass through Kashmir because
that’ swhere the only substantia time machine existed in your day. Point-to-point transfer isthe way time
travel isdone. And it was your German pal who claimed that Abraham would center his operation insgde
Iraq. Because they had industry and an educated middle class, he said. Because of agreedy dictator and
auseful secret service. Abraham planned to approach Saddam with the fantagtic truth, and if the
Baathists cooperated, there would be riches beyond dl measure.”

“Iragq was adisgppointment,” he allowed.
| nodded in agreement.

We had crossed the room again, stopping short of the door—a heavy meta door with thick glass on top,
asingle guard watching usfrom the other sde.

“I was surprised,” Ramiro admitted. “| expected that you' d find agood dedl of physical evidence.”
“Wedid find some lost nanos in warehouses, and a diamond screwdriver out in the oil fidds.”

He shook his head dowly. “Perhaps you understand why | don’t like these people.”



“They manipulated you.”

Hispacelifted, just dightly. And his hands svung the weightsjust alittle harder.

“Then we bombed Iran hard. And goaded Isradl into mangling Syriafor us.”

We walked until the room ended, and like two cats, we turned and walked back in our own tracks.
“Two more disgppointing wars,” | muttered.

He pointed out, “ Y our leaders made those decisions. | was very honest. | would have handled these
conflicts differently.”

“1 know.”
Then hesaid, “Pakigtan.”
| waited.

“That was a possibility | mentioned to Collins” Histone was frustrated. He sounded like a proud man
who had suffered a public embarrassment. “Very early in our relationship, even before you reached
Baghdad, | suggested to Coallinsthat my people might gravitate to the nearest compliant government.”

“Except the Pakistaniswere our friends. And we had close, close tieswith Musharraf.”
Ramiro amiled. “ Do you trust anyone, Carmen?’

| waved the question aside. “But of course Pekistani Intelligence—our partners on the ground—wasfull
of ambitious souls”

“That' strue”

“The future that we should have lived could have been very ingructive. Somebody like Abraham, setting
hissights on potentid dlies, might identify the name and address of ayoung captain who would have
eventudly ruled hisempire. A fledging Napoleon with connections and toxic ambitions. Leave him alone
for another twenty or thirty years, and he would have earned his power. But patienceisn’t common in
would-be emperors. A man like that would surely look at the temporal jihadists as gifts from God.”

“Collinsand | discussed the Pakistan possibility. In addition to severa other scenarios.”
“I want to talk about Pakistan.”

“Of course”

“Do you know why we hit it next?’

Hetook amoment before shaking his head.

“What did Collinstell you?’

“Its government was on the brink of collapse,” he said. “ A powerful bomb was detonated in 1damabad,
and apeculiar device wasfound in the wreckage. Collins brought the object to me, to ask my opinion.”

“I haven't seen the device mysdlf,” | admitted. “Fromwhat | hear, it’ sStting in avault under the
Pentagon.” And for athousand years, that’s where it would remain, protected by the radioactive
nightmares from Indian Point.



Ramiro lifted one of hisweights, remarking, “It is about this sze, but hollow. Cylindrical and composed
of intricate nanostructuresthat give it some interesting properties.”

“Juiceit up with dectricity,” | mentioned, “and it turnsinvisble”
“| gave ademongration.”

“The machine has astructurd flaw and can't be used. Y ou clamed. But if it functions, it could play a
critica rolein the congtruction of a portable, low-energy time machine.”

Ramiro lowered the weight, saying nothing.
“I trust everyone | know,” | mentioned.
He glanced a me, hisgaze curious. Alert.

“What | trust isthat people will always be people. They will do what they want, and when you search for
motives, rationality provesto be aluxury. Fear and love and hatred: those are the emotions that count for
something. And everything that involves us comes naturdly from our human beest.”

“A reasonable philosophy,” hereplied.
“What if Abraham was busly fabricating anew time machine?’
Ramiro said nothing.

“Our nightmare kept getting worse and worse,” | continued. “By then, we had anew president. A chance
for fresh beginnings. But what if our enemies were trying to cobble together asmall, workabletime
machine? They could bring it into our country and drive it wherever they wanted to go, and with modest
amounts of power, they could aim at the future, launching the makings of bombs. It wasjust like Collins
suggested early on, wasn't it? The jihadists could launch atomic bombs or the ingredients for achemical
attack.” My voice picked up momentum. “We wouldn't have any defense. Deadly, unbeatable wegpons
sent through time, invisible to us now. This moment. Abraham’ s people could travel from city to city, and
ten years from today, a a predetermined instant, our entire country would be wiped clean off the earth.”

We paused, turned.

“That' swhat they made meread,” | confessed. “After | got my chance to walk beside a beautiful virtua
river, that apocalyptic scenario was shown to me.”

Ramiro nodded.

“Of course we went into Pakistan,” | said. “| would have atacked, in an ingtant. Any responsible
president would have been compelled to do nothing less. Because Abraham might have been hiding in
Idamabad or Karachi, probably in some baby potentate’ s guest room, and we had to do something.
Didn't we? Another little war, another stack of wreckage to poke through. But maybe we' d find enough
thistime, the kinds of evidence to show uswhere to go next, and who to hit next, and maybe even get a
prisoner or two worth interrogating.”

Ramiro let me passinto the lead.

“Pricks,” | muttered. Then | dowed and looked up at him, saying, “It’ stoo bad about India. Too bad.
But afew dozen nukes dropped into their citiesisalot better than total oblivion for us”

My companion dowed, amost stopping, and with a patient, dmost soothing voice, he asked, “What



about the German?’
“Your friend?’
“Y ou had aquestion about him,” Ramiro reminded me.

| stopped atogether. Something in my posture worried the guard on duty. But as he started to work the
door’slock, | waved to him, ordering him to remain where he couldn’t hear our conversation.

“I’'m sure Collins dready covered thisground,” | said. “He was awaysthorough. | just haven't found it in
thefilesyet.”

“What do you want to know?’

“His name was Schwartz?’

“yYes”

“And you met him outside Madrid? In the refugee camp where he worked as a counsdlor, right?’
“yes”

“He became your sponsor. He was the one who converted you to Abraham'’ s cause—the violent
overthrow of aflawed, weak past—and then he worked hard to have you accepted into his group.”

“Collinsand | thoroughly covered my history.”
“But on thelast day, your friend got sick.”
“A grainof flu. Yes”

“That we haven't seenin our time.” | stood close to Ramiro, letting his face hang over mine. “Y our
people didn’t want to spark an unnecessary pandemic, particularly in a population you wanted to use as
andly.”

“Schwartz was disgppointed.”

“Just disgppointed?’

He shrugged. “Devastated is a better—”
“Did you makeit happen?’

Ramiro blinked.

| took one step backward while staring at him. “Did you infect him with the flu? Just to free up adot for
you?”

The prisoner stared at me until he decided to stare at one of the bronze walls. “ That isan interesting
proposa.”

“Coallins never asked that?’
13 NO_”
“Didyoudoit?’



“No, Carmen. | didn’t do any such thing.”

“That’ sgood to hear,” | alowed.

He nodded.

“Intwelve years, Callins never asked that question?’

He shook his head and smiled, saying, “Hedidn't.”

“But could Abraham have thought that you did such awicked thing to your friend? Isthat possible?’
“I have no ideawhat the man considered,” he said.

“But both of us canimagine the possibility. Am | right? A person might do the treacherous and horrible,
just to get his chance to jump back through time.”

The disgust looked genuine, but not particularly deep.

“Thisiswhat | believe, Ramiro. | believe that thereisn’t one question, no matter how unlikely or silly or
outright insane, that you haven't already anticipated. At one time or another, you have considered every

angle”

His next smile was cautious but proud.
“Whatever you are,” | said.

“What do you mean by that, Carmen?’

| closed my mouth, my heart damming hard and steedy. “| think you' re ready to say anything,” | told him.
“Anything. If it suited your needs, short-term or long, you would happily admit to inoculating Schwartz.
Or you' d agree that yes, Abraham was suspicious of you. Unless you decided to confessthat you have
been his most trusted agent from the beginning, alowing yoursdf to be captured, and then happily causing
usto step everywhere but where we needed to be.”

“That,” Ramiro dlowed, “isasingularly mongtrousimage of me.”

Then with no further comment, he swung the weightsin his hands, continuing with hismorning exercise,

| rode our smallest elevator to the surface, passing through the concrete-block field office and severa
more layers of security. One of the CIA girls gave me alift to the nearby airstrip. As she drove, we
chatted about safe subjects. The weather, mostly. And then she smiled in a certain way, mentioning
Collins. “I haven’'t seen much of him lately.”

| sad, “He sbrutdly busy.”
“Oh, sure”

Collinswas a cat locked in abox. In her mind, he was nothing but aive. Since there was no good reason
for her to know what happened underground, she knew nothing.



“I'll tell him you asked,” | lied.
She amiled. “Would you? Thanks.”

An old Globemaster was waiting on the runway, bound for undisclosed places but called out of the sky
to snatch me up. Its crew had strict orders not to speak with their important passenger, which meant that
| sat alonein the dark along with the rest of the cargo—a pair of battered Humvees and crates of medical
supplies bound for some desperate place. My seat had the luxury of atiny window, but there wasn't
much to see, what with the clouds of black smoke from the burning Saudi ail fields. But night found us
over Missouri, and we crossed into awide pocket of relatively clear air. The stars were exactly where
they belonged, and | had the best reason to believe that none of them would explode in the near future. A
power outage had struck Kentucky. A wildernesslay beneath me, broken only by afew headlights
creeping along and the occasional home blessed with generators and extra fud to burn. Who wasthe
culprit tonight? At least two homegrown insurgencies had been playing hdl withthe TVA lately. But the
power grid was tottering on its best day, what with every reactor mothballed and barely afart’s worth of
hydrocarbonsfinding itsway to us.

| didn’t belong in thisworld.

Someyears ago, | had cardlessy stepped off my earth, entering arealm that only resembled what was
home. | waslogt, and it was the worst kind of lost. No matter how hard | looked, | couldn’t decipher
which day and which hour had transformed everything familiar and happy.

Wasit in’99, when the future decided to invade us?
Or in’ 02, when Ramiro was found just south of the Canadian border?

Neither moment felt worthy of thiskind of didocation. There were too many waysto redraw the
following events, to many reasonable acts that would have minimized the damage wrought by faceless,
nameesssouls.

Even our early wars seemed incapable of obliterating so much.

But then we hit Pakistan, with India s gracious help, and despite our assurancesto obliterate the Mudim
A-bombs, the Pakistanis managed to hit their neighbor with haf ahundred blasts, pushing our find aly
back into a peasant state, desperate and starving.

Three months | ater, fifty million were dead and the ash of the murdered cities was beginning to cool the
world. That'swhen a half-megaton nuke hidden in abarge wasfloated in close to the Indian Point
reactors north of New Y ork City. A cold front was passing through, and the resulting mushroom cloud
threw up an astonishing array of toxins. Everything to the south was doomed. Infrastructure and millions
of humans, plustrillions of dollars and the last relics of aworking economy—all these good things were
lostinagngle act of undiluted justice.

Like most people, | watched the horror on television, from the safest room inside my helpless house.
After years of government service, | had temporarily |eft the military. | was burnt-out, | believed. | was
actually considering going back to college. To teach or learn; | didn’t have any definitive plan yet. | have
afair amount of imagination, but those following days and nights were too enormous to wring so much as
atear from me. | couldn’t grasp the damage, the horror. Grest cities were rendered unlivable, perhaps
for athousand years. My countrymen, now refugees, were spreading akind of inchoate, embryonic
revolution asthey raced inland. And during the worst of it, my government seemed unable to make even
smple decisons about martia law and protecting our other reactors, much less mobilizing our shrinking
resources and pitiful manpower.



That was the moment, & least insde my little circle of interrogators and ex-interrogators, that Abraham
became a known name: Theterrorist’ sterrorist.

He was amastermind. He was a disease and a scourge. But even then, the most informed rumors
avoided any mention of timetravel.

People who knew Ramiro’s story naturally assumed that Indian Point was the work of temporal jihadists.
My government was temporarily hamstrung by the ideathat their enemy had launched their bomb months
or years ago, and there was no way to know where the next blast would blossom. It was amost good
news when the event-team digested the nuke' sisotopic signature and ruled out the bizarre. What we had
witnessed was a plain hydrogen warhead—an old Soviet mode—that had been smuggled into the
country by one of our countless, and to thisday sill nameless, enemies.

Two yearsago, | couldn’'t cry. But that night, Stting alone in the big overloaded aircraft, | began to sob
hard. Sob and moan, but aways trying to remind myself that in our quantum universe, every greet event
was nothing but the culmination of human decision and human indecision, chance and caprice. The
poverty and despair surrounding me was vanishingly small. Our earth was just one thin example of what
was possible, and because it was possible, this history was inevitable, and why did people waste their
time believing that we could ever be specia in God' s unbounded eye?

After thetears, | got up to pee.

Turbulence struck before | could get back to my seet. | ended up taking refuge inside one of the
Humvees, bdting in asthe entire plane shook and turned wildly. Obvioudy, the earth’ s atmosphere was
furious at the damage we were doing to it. Even the most rational mind dides easly into amentality where
ancient forces focus their rage on what looked like afat, hel pless, soon-to-be-extinct mechanica bird.

Somewhere in the jumping darkness, an alarm sounded.
Then after along five minutes, and with no visble change in our circumstances, the blaring stopped.

The only voice | heard emerged from the cockpit. “Who would you fuck first?" he screamed. “Ginger or
May Ann?’

“Why not Lovey?’” an older, wiser voice asked. “ She' s got the money!”

| laughed somehow, and | held tight to the seat beneath me, and with no warning whatsoever, we
dropped hard, plunging through the last of the mayhem. Then the air cdmed abruptly and the flaps
changed their pitch as the big wings brought us around and down onto agreet long dab of brightly lit
concrete.

Thetires screamed and survived.

Then thelightscame upingde, and | findly saw my Humvee wasn't just old, but it had seen afew
firefights. Bullet holes and shrapnel gouges begged for repair, but someone must have thought: Why
bother? Since we never brought equipment home from the Middle Eat, | was | eft wondering if thiswas
LA damage. Or Detroit. Or just the run of the mill unrest that doesn’t earn national notice.

Asthe plane taxied, acrewman cameto retrieve me. | rather enjoyed that moment when he stood beside
my empty seat, scratching histired head, wondering whether the only passenger had fallen overboard?

| sdd, “Hey.”

Hesad, “Maam,” and then regretted that tiny break of the orders. Without another sound, he showed



me to the hatch and opened it moments before aladder was whedled into position, and | stepped out into
what was aremarkably cool August night, pausing just long enough to thank him.

But he was dready wrestling the hatch closed again.

A singlelimousine waited on the otherwise empty tarmac. | had expected a convoy and probably a quick
ride to some bunker or heavily guarded warehouse. But in timeslike these, important souls preferred to
dip about in tiny, anonymous groups. The Globemagter revved itsjets and pulled down the runway,
fighting for velocity and then dtitude. | reached the limousine just asthe runway lightswerekilled. A pair
of secret service agents emerged and swept me for weapons. | can’'t remember thelast time I’ d held any
gun. | bent down and dipped into what proved to be an office on whedls. | would have been more
surprised if the presdent was driving. But only alittle more surprised. He offered his hand before he
amiled, and his smile vanished before he was done welcoming me.

No pleasantries were offered, or expected.
| sat opposite him and sengbly said nothing.

He needed ashave, and a shower too. Which made mefed alittle lessfilthy after my trip. | kept waiting
for thevoicethat | often heard on the news—the deep voice that reminded us how the struggle wasn't
lost and courage was essential. But what | heard instead was atired bureaucrat too impatient to hold
back hismost pressing questions.

“What happened to Callins?’
“1 don’t know,” | answered.
“Suicide, or murder?”’

| nearly said, “Yes.” Sincethisisaquantum universe, and everything that can happen does happen.
Without hesitation or shame.

But instead of humor, | offered, “1t wasasuicide.”
“You'recertan?’

“Basicdly.”

Hehadto ask, “Why?’

“I warned you,” | said. “I’m not acrimina investigator. But | think that’ s the way Collinswould have
killed himsdf. At home, quietly, and without too much pain. But if somebody had wanted him dead—"

“What about Jefferson?’

| shrugged. “No, he wouldn't have been that nest or patient. Jefferson, or some associate of his, would
have shot Collins and then planted evidence to makeit ook like asuicide. At least that’s my reading of

things”

The president wanted to fedl sure. That mood showed in hisface, his posture. But he couldn’t stop
thinking about Jefferson. “What about the prison’s security?’

“Y ou're asking is there an agent on the premises. One of Abraham'’ s people, maybe?’

His mouth tightened.



“That | can’'t answer,” | cautioned. “Redlly, | wouldn’t even know how to figureit out. If | had thetime.”

He brigtled. He had invested alot of hopein me, and he expected at least theillusion of results. With a
dramatic flourish, he opened a plain folder waiting on hislap. Then with alow grumble, he asked, “What
about Collins?

| wanted past thistraitor-in-our-midst talk. But my companion happened to be my government’s most
important citizen, and he was exactly as paranoid asit took to successfully represent his people.

“Was Callins one of them?1 don't think s0.”
“Y ou know the emergency council’ sreport,” he muttered testily.
“Which part? About the future knowing al our secrets? Or the DNA masking Abraham’ s people?’

“I mean everything.” The president took along moment to frame his next comments. “They didn’t show
their faces, and for obvious good reasons. Even without Ramiro’ s testimony, it’s hard to deny the
possibility—the certainty—that profound genetic manipulation will be possble in ahundred years. Under
those masks, the bastards could have looked identical to anybody from our world. At least anybody who
happened to leave behind hair or aflake of skin.”

The emergency council was acheerless room filled with scared speciadists—off-plumb scientists and old
sci-fi writers, plus a couple of psychics who happened to get lucky once or twice about future disasters.
They had accessto secrets, including scrubbed synopses of Ramiro’sinsights. And during one pitiless
night, they asked each other how could our fight, begun with so many good intentions, have gone so
tragically bad.

Their answer was the worst nightmare yet. Among Abraham’ s soldiers were there perfect duplicates of
men and women who would have served in our highest offices, starting in’ 01?7 Before our eection, they
could have dipped into the United States and replaced each of those historic figures. Unknown to us, the
worgt monstersimaginable would have worn stolen faces and voices. And later, sitting in Washington,
those same pretenders could have done untold damage to the innocent, helpless world.

That scenario seemed to explain everything—bad decisions, incompetent methods, and the miserable
follow-upsto each tragic misstep.

Paranoia had never enjoyed such an acidic, maicious beauty.

The file wasimportant enough to leave open, and | caught one long glimpse. Which waswhat the
president wanted, | suppose. He was eager to prove to me just how awful everything had become.

On top was a photograph, afamous face gazing up at the camera. The man was elderly now, shaved
bald and very weak and far too thin. Each bruise was ugly and yellow, and together they defined the
color of hiscowering face. Was this where we had come? Taking our own people into acellar to starve
them and beat them, dl in the vain hope that they would finally admit that they deserved this horrid
treatment?

“Jeffersonis Jefferson,” | maintained.
The president closed thefile.
“And Callinswas dways Collins”

He sighed. “Areyou as sure as you are about the suicide?’



“Even more so,” | declared.

“But there was one day last year,” the president began. Then he made arather clumsy show of pushing
through morefiles, lending aband officiousnessto the insulting moment. Thiswaswhat my leader had
been doing while waiting for my plane. Thumbing hisway through old security papersthat meant nothing.

“I don't care about last year,” | said.

“Collinswent missing,” he snapped. “He was out on leave, and for fourteen hours, the man dropped out
of contact with everybody.”

“He explained that later,” | pointed out. “ The man was exhausted. He needed to be aone and regroup.
And that’ swhat | believe.”

“Youdo?

“More and more.”

“Hewasn't one of Abraham’s agents?’

“If hewas, then maybel am. And you aretoo.”

My reply wastoo awful to consider. | read revulson in the man’ sface and hisfists. And | kept thinking
that if | had bothered to votein our last eection, | never would have hel ped dect this dangeroudy
incompetent man.

“I am not one of them,” he whispered.
“Maybe you are, and you don't know it,” | said.
“What do you mean?’

“If our enemies can remake their faces and blend in everywhere, then why not rewire the thought patterns
ingde other peopl€ s heads? If they have that kind of magica technology, then why not inoculate the
world with atailored virus that makes everybody into loya Mudimswho have no choice but to accept
the wisdom of this never-seen Abraham?’

Here was one proposition that had never been offered to the president. And he responded exactly as|
expected, eyes opening wide, seeing nothing.

| laughed it off.

He hoped that | wasjoking now, but he didn’t dare mention my suggestion again. Instead he posed one
find question. “And why did Collinskill himsdf 2’

“Remember the dollar?’ | asked.
“On the bathroom floor, they found a coin in the blood. Do you remember that detail from the reports?’
He had to admit, “No.”

“Callinsdidn’t see or speak to Ramiro for three days. Other than that, nobody remembers him doing
anything out of the ordinary. But | have reason to believe that our prisoner gave him something.



Something new. Something that was so difficult to accept that it took three days for Collinsto wrestle
with the concept. And then what theman did . . . I’'m guessing this, but | would bet my savingsonit . ..
Collinswent into his bathroom and ran awarm bath and got a knife and then flipped the coin. And the
coin happened to come up tails.”

“Which means?’

“It' saquantum+-inspired game. In thisredlity, tails meant that he would dit hisveins and bleed out.”
“Andif it was heads?’

“Then Callinswould have done something alot more difficult.”

“And what would that have been. .. 7’

“Show the entireworld what Ramiro gave him.”

“And what was that, do you think?’

“I wish | knew.” My laugh was grim and sad, and it suited both of us. “Inmy mind, | keep seeing Callins
gtting in that bathtub, flipping the coin, working it until he got the answer he wanted.”

A phone st between us rang once, very softly, and then stopped.

The presdent gestured &t the invisible ky. “ Another plane’ s heading west. It' |l arrive in another hour or
two.”

Hiswave was asignal; my door suddenly popped open. It was till summer, but | could fed frost
threstening.

“Dol 4ill havefull authority?’ | asked.

Again, the presdentia phone rang, begging for attention. He offered me anod, saying, “For thetime
being, yes”

“Full authority?”
113 Ya”
“Thank you, Sr.”

He stared at me for another moment. Then he quietly asked, “What do you think our world’ s chances
ae?

“Very poor,” | offered.

“WW?!
| had to say, “With peoplelike usin charge, Sir . . . our enemiesdon’t haveto do much at al.”



The sound was soft but ingstent, coming from the middle of my apartment door. | heard thefirst rap of
the knuckles, but | did nothing for what seemed like avery long time. Aware of the bed beneath me, |
looked at my handsin the faint blue glow of the nightlight, and then | turned and gazed at the red face of
the clock on the edge of my nightstand. Eight minutes after three in the morning, | read. Twice. Then the
knock quickened, and | sat up and put on my only robe and took the time to find my dippers before
letting my vidtor ingde.

“Y ou're not watching,” Jefferson began.

| said nothing.

Helooked at the darkness and rumpled sheets, his expression puzzled. Then hisfacefel back into akind
of breathless horror.

“What?’ | asked.
Hecouldn't say it.

What passed for the outside was gloomy, not dark. A single guard stood in the middle of the enormous
tunnel, meeting my eyes before she retreated into the shadows.

After my guest stepped insde, | sad, “Comein.”

Once the door was closed, Jefferson turned on my ceiling light. Then he showed me atired, frazzled
expression that set the tone. “Now Russia has been hit.”

“Hit?’

“Bad.”

| said, “Fuck.”

“Moscow,” hetold me.

| sat on the edge of my bed.

“Haf amegaton,” he muttered, standing in the middle of the small room, hands dangling at his sides.

| stood up again, dippers popping as | waked to my teevison. Thefiltering software had alot of work
to do before we could be trusted to see the news. That’ s why the thirty-minute delay, and that’ swhy the
world before me was nearly two thousand seconds in the past.

A handsome Russian was Sitting at anews desk, speaking quickly but with asurprising measure of poise.
It was easy to believe that Jefferson was wrong. Nothing awful had happened. Not understanding the
language or the Cyrillic lettering streaming pat, it was easy to embrace the doubts assuring you, “Thisis
nothing. Nothing.”

Then the feed switched abruptly, picking up CNN. An older but equally attractive newscaster sat severd
thousands of milesfrom the tragedy. But he didn’t have any trace of Savic stoicism. Practicaly
screaming, he declared, “1n the morning, without warning, Hell was released just amile from the
Kremlin!”

Jefferson collgpsed in my only chair.

| reclaimed my bed, watching the first in a series of inadequate views of an unfolding disaster. The flash



was only as bright as the amateur equipment could absorb. Theimages jumped, and | could hear people
screaming in Russian . . . and then the cameraand | were being carried into the subway, the screen going
black when the power abruptly shut off . ..

The next view was aten-second snippet from some high-rise far enough away to be spared by the blast.

The third was from someplace very close, and more recent. A digital camerawas shoved over a
concrete wdl, showing afirestorm that was starting to grow wings.

“It'sther turn now,” | whispered.

Jefferson didn’'t seem to hear me.

| glanced at my guest and then looked away. “Russiaamost seemed to be blessed,” | mentioned.
“Thisisbad, Carmen.”

“Yegh.”

“No,” hesaid.

| sared a him. “What do you mean?’

The last decade had been relaively sweet for Russia. Pragmatic and naturally authoritarian, it had
managed to avoid most of the mayhem. And it didn’t hurt that when the Middle East turned to smoke
and warlords, the Russians happily sold their oil and natural gasto the EU and afew sdlect friends,
increasing their own wedth many times over.

Again, | asked, “What do you mean?’
Jefferson dipped his head.

Thetelevision jumped to the BBC. The Prime Minister had afew sturdy words to offer about giving
support to dl thevictims of thislatest misery.

| muted the sound.

Which helped Jefferson’ sfocus. With aconspirator’ swhisper, hetold me, “1 wasjust in touch with
somebody.”

“Who?’

He named the CIA director, using the friends-only nickname.
| said nothing.

Jefferson gave my brown carpet along, important study.
“What dseiswrong?’

The man looked old and extraordinarily tired. What he knew was so urgent that he had to practicaly run
over hereto tell me. But now he lacked the courage to put into words what a confidential voice had told
him five minutes ago, from the other end of asecureline.

“Has there been another exploson?’ | prodded.



“No,” he managed. Then he added, “Maybe.”
“ Shit, Jefferson—"

“Do you know how we were after Indian Point? Down here, | mean. We were terrified that the big
assault wasfindly coming. But then we heard that an old Soviet warhead did the damage. Which meant it
wasn't Abraham.” He breathed faster, hisface red asablister. “ And this bomb wasn't Abraham’ s either.
Theyield and isotope readings point to it being one of ours. One of eight.”

“Eight? What eght?’
He rubbed hisbelly.
“Just say it, Jefferson.”

“I just learned thisfor thefirst time,” he reported. “ After Indian Point, when everything wascrazy . . .
Washington dead and millionsfleeing . . . somebody with the necessary skills ripped open an Air Force
bunker and took out eight high-yield marves, any one of which matcheswhat we' re seeing here. . .”

| said, “Fuck,” once again.
He nodded.

“But thefailsafes,” | said. “ Soviet bombs are one thing. But how could somebody make our damned
things detonate?’

“Likel said, these people have kills.”

The horrific images had returned, and we watched in slence for another minute or two.
“What's Russadoing now?’ | asked.

“Their presdent’sin St. Petersburg. And he' stalked to our president two, maybe three times.”
“The Director told you this?’

“yYes”

“ Seven more nukes?’

“What if somebody wants payback for Indian Point?’ he asked me.

Or himsdif.

“But the Russansweren’t reponsible” | said. “ At least not directly, they weren't.”
“But what if we' reresponsiblefor this?’

“Who's‘'we ?’

Wearing an interrogator’ sface, he stared at me. “1 know where you went last week, Carmen. Believe
me, | have friends. | have connections. | know whose limousineyou sat insde.”

| stared back at him.

Then | carefully told him, “No. We had nothing to do with Moscow. Our president’ s too scared of



phantomsto pick afight with an old enemy.”

Jefferson bristled dightly. “What do you mean?‘ Phantoms 7’
| didn’t answer.

Hesaid, “Carmen,” twice, and then gave up.

A truce was declared, ushering in ten minutes of silence. | pushed the television back up to acomfortable
volume, and using e-mail and my private sources, | pieced together a chain of events roughly the same as
his

“Their president wantsto believe our president,” | reported.
Jefferson nodded.
“But if there’ sa second attack . . .”

Helooked a me. For thefirst time, he had the roving eyes of ahealthy male. Asif emerging from afog,
Jefferson redlized that he was Sitting in awoman’ s gpartment and she was wearing nothing but a
nightgown and dippers and afuzzy old robe.

If only to change the desperate mood, he wanted sparks.

| pulled the robe across my chest. Then | told him, “Y ou should go back to your apartment.”
Hesaid, “Maybe.”

“Now,” | said.

He stood stiffly and looked at me. Suddenly | could see Jefferson at his high school dance, standing
bes de the wrestling mats, too smart to bother asking any girl to accompany him out onto the gymnasium
floor.

Againg my wishes, | fdlt sorry for the poor guy.
Then | ushered him to the door and shut and locked it.

Alone, | dowly dressed, and after another hour of television, | stepped out into atunnel that was
beginning to go through the motions of dawn.

In the brightening gloom, | walked.
Then| ran.

| was pounding along my favorite stretch when | passed the round pond with its bluegill and asingle
dragonfly. Standing on the wooden deck was our resident fisherman. “Hey, Jm.”

He dmost jumped at the sound of my voice.
“Any bites?’

Hesaid, “Hi, Carmen,” and rolled his head. Then he flicked the fly out onto the windless water, and after
apause and a couple of degp swallows, he said, “ Somebody just told me something.”

“What' sthat, Jm?’



Looking at his own hands, he explained, “It'sthisguy | know. He works security upstairs. And | know
it' sagaingt every order, and we aren’t supposed to talk—"

“Y ou heard about Moscow?’
“And St. Petersburg.”
| had just enough timeto ask, “What about St. Petersburg?’

Then the darms began to blare—throbbing, ingstent noises meant to jangle every nerve—and the
fisherman threw down his gear and sprinted toward the nearest elevator. But he wastoo late. Thefield
station on the ground had declared alockdown emergency, and according to protocols, every exit
disabled itself. Just once, Jm struck the steel door of the eevator with afist. Then after amoment of
quiet muttering, he returned to the pond. His face was as white and dead as the sdt surrounding us. Not
quite meeting my eyes, he said, “I’'m sorry, ma am. That won't happen again.”

And then he picked up histackle and silently struck out for home.
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For nine days, our prisoner was alowed to keep his normd routine. Guards brought hot meals, clean
clothes, and the expected little luxuries. His plumbing and lights worked without interruption, and at
gppropriate intervals, we spared enough power to brighten his exercise yard. The only significant change
wasthat | stopped meeting with Ramiro. But he didn’t mention my absence, not once, just as he refused
to discusswhat must have been obvious. The shrill darmswould have been audible from insde hiscell,
and lessthan an hour later, the first in asequence of deep, painful rumbles passed through the
surrounding salt bed.

Fued waslimited, which waswhy the tunnd lights were kept at amidnight glow. And that' swhy the
vegetation began to wither and drop leaves, including ingde Ramiro’ syard. The dying umbrellatrees
garnered afew extraglances, | noted. Then after Six days, Ramiro’smilk turned to the dried variety, and
therewas asudden influx of fried bluegill in hisdinner, and the banana dices on his morning yogurt were
brown at the edges. But his guards provided the largest clues. Even adoppy observer would have
noticed the miserable faces. Not even the hardest professiona could hide that level of raw sadness.
Ramiro would have kept track of which guards skipped their watch and who was pulled early when they
felt themsalves about to start blubbering. But again, he didn’t say one word that was at al removed from
the ordinary.

Jefferson was aminor revelation. That sturdy old bureaucrat threw himself into the disaster, holding
meetings and ordering studies. Key machinery had to be identified, inventories made of every spare part.
Our generatorswereindustria fud cdls, and it was aminor victory when two extra barrel s of methanol
were discovered behind apile of construction trash. For two days, the practicdity of hydroponics was
explored. But a determined search found no viable seed, save for some millet and cracked corn meant
for hisassistant’ s pet parakeet. Our home was a prison, not along-term refuge. But at least there were
ample stocks of canned goods and MRES, and the water and air were agreeable to purification. Plus,
there were quite afew handymen in our ranks. Most estimates gave us a least Sx months and perhaps as
many as eight months of comfortable security. That was a point worth repesting each day, at the
beginning of our mandatory meetings.



With nobody watching us, Jefferson was free to transform himself. He announced that there were few
secretsworth keegping anymore. Only Ramiro remained off-limits. Then hetold the grim, brief history of
our latest war. All of uswere invited to his gpartment to watch the recordings that he' d made of news
broadcasts and secret communications, and then the fina pitiful message from thefield station. Few
accepted hisinvitation, but that didn’t matter. Word got out quickly enough. Everybody knew what had
just transpired, and the long-term prospects, and in afashion, just how extraordinarily lucky we had
been.

Throughit al, Jefferson dispensed clear, critica directions aswell as praise and encouragement, plusthe
occasional graveyard joke.

| preferred to keep to mysdlf, investing my waking hoursin the endless study of Ramiro.

Sometimes when he was aone, the man would suddenly grin. | had never seen that expresson on him
before. It wasn't ajoyful look, or wistful. What | saw was an empty expression—a broad sycophantic
look that | have seen in other faces, on occasion, particularly when people are struggling to believe
whatever thought islurking behind their bright, blind eyes.

Ramiro would fall adeep at hisusud time, but then he’ d wake up again, usualy around threein the
morning, and lievery ill, staring up into the darkness for an hour and sometimes much longer.

Instead of new books and movies, he requested titles that he already knew—asif granting hismind an
easer, more familiar path to walk.

Ontheninth day, | had atall cold glass of lemonade brought with hislunch, and he drank it without
complant.

On the tenth morning, Jm opened the cdll door and said, “Sir,” before ushering the prisoner down the
short hall to the exercise yard. After the usua bookkeeping, he took his post insde, stlanding before the
only door. Some of Ramiro’ s guards had shown worrisome symptoms. But after hisinitid panic, Jm had
turned outwardly cam, sturdy. Maybeif | had paid closer attention, | would have seen some clue. But
then again, even the best interrogator must accept the ideathat she knows more about the beginnings of
the universe than she will ever learn about the shape of aperson’strue mind.

But Ramiro noticed something.

| don’t know what it was or why then, but after afew trips back and forth in the yard, the prisoner
paused, passing one of the rubberized weightsto his other hand and then bending down, picking up the
thick dried and very dead leaf from the floor beneath the starved tree.

For along moment, he stared at Jm, saying nothing.
They were ten feet gpart, and the guard was watching everything.

Normal procedures demanded a second guard be on duty outside. She was watching on monitors and
through the two-way glass, and sensing trouble, she set off aslent darm. | arrived half aminute after a
backup team of armed warriors, and two steps ahead of Jefferson.

In that span, nothing had changed.

Maybe Ramiro was waiting for an audience. But | think not. My guessisthat he still wasn't surewhat he
would say or the best way to say it, and like any artist, he was smply alowing time to passwhile his
invisble brain struggled to find the best solution.



Through the monitors, | watched the brown leaf dip free of hishand.
“So, Jm,” said Ramiro. At last.

Jm didn’'t move, and he didn’t make any sound. And if hisface changed, the expression didn’t register
on the security cameras.

Asif getting ready to unwrap awonderful gift, Ramiro smiled. It was an abrupt, startling expression
followed by the joyous, dmost effervescent words, “ So how’ s your home town these days? How is Salt
Lake City doing?’

Jm sagged againgt the door.

From outside, Jefferson ordered, “ Get in there!”

“No,” | ordered.

The backup team ignored me.

“No!” | sepped in front of them and looked at Jefferson. “ Y ou tell them. Who'sin charge here?’
With atight Sgh, Jefferson said, “Wait then. Wait.”

Jmwas crying now. In amatter of moments, aweepy little boy had emerged and taken charge.
| told the guardsto back away from the door.

Jm muttered afew words, too soft for anybody to understand.

“What' sthat, Im?’ asked Ramiro.

Nothing.

“I can only guess,” the prisoner offered with awarm, infectious tone. “ Another nuclear weapon must
have struck another reactor. But this one was closer to us, wasn't it? And the wind must have blown
those poisons over the top of us.”

That was adreamy, hopeful explanation, consdering the circumstances.

“So we' re temporarily cut off down here. 1sn’t that about it, Im? And we' |l have to wait what? A few
weeks or monthsto be rescued?’

“No,” sad Jm.
Finding success, Ramiro smiled.
“Am| wrong, Jm?’

The response was abrupt, and vivid. With astring of awful sentences, Jm defined the scale of the new
war and its brutal, amoral consequences.

“Everything above usisdead,” he declared.
Ramiro’ssmilewavered, but hewouldn’t let go of it.

“About a thousand nukes went off, and wildfires are till burning, and the entire continent is poisonous



dead. Thefidld officeis abandoned. We aren’t getting any messages from anybody. Not a squesk.

W€ ve got some security cameras working, our only connectionsto the surface, and they’ re only
working on battery power. It sthe middle of August, but thereisn't any sun, and judging by what we can
see and what we can guess, it isn't even reaching forty below at noon. . . !”

Maybe Ramiro had genuine hopesfor hisdirty nuke story—an awful but manageable nightmare. But this
nightmare was more plausible, and he must have known that for severd days. Y et he refused to react. He
did nothing for one, two, three bregths. Enormous events had pushed him farther than even he could
handle, and discovering what might be aweakness on his part, the prisoner suddenly looked logt,

perhaps even confused, unable to conjure up one thin question, comment, or even aword.

And then Jm pulled hiswegpon.

The pistol would work only in hishand, and its ammunition was smd| and lightweight, designed to bruise
and break bones but never kill. That'swhy | told everyone, “No. Leave them done!”

My ingtincts were looking for arevelaion.

But other peopl€ singtincts overrode my order. The guards pushed me away and started working at the
door’ s stubborn locks. For afew seconds, nothing happened. Neither man spoke or moved. But then
Jm set the gun’sbarrel againgt histarget’ seye, and | heard aquiet thump, and the bullet shattered the
back of the socket before burrowing itsway into the miserable, dying brain.

Ramiro dropped the weights, one striking hisright foot. But he didn't appear to notice. Unblinking eyes
stared at the corpse twitching on the floor in front of him. The prisoner wasimpressed. Enthralled, even.
Perhaps he had never seen aman die. Cities and nations had been destroyed, but carnage had remained
cool and abstract. Until that moment, he never appreciated just how messy and smple desth was, or that
he would have to take a deep breath before regaining his bearings, looking up dowly before noticing me
standing in the open door.

“So thisiswhat you wanted,” | said. “ The death of humanity, the end of theworld . . .”
“No,” hewhispered.

“Areyou sure?’

He duggishly shook hishead.

“Or Abraham wanted this,” | suggested. “ A nuclear winter, the extinction of our species.”
No reply was offered.

| stepped over Jm and then stared up into Ramiro’ sface, allowing him no choice but to meet my eyes.
Quietly, | said, “ Thereis no such creature as Abraham, isthere?’

Hedidn't react.
“And no army of tempord jihadists either.”
His eyes closed.

“Just you,” | perasted. “You'rethe only timetraveler. Fifteen years ago, you arrived donein the
backcountry of Kashmir. Y ou brought no more than what you could carry on your back, including the
uranium and afew odd gizmos from your world. Then you littered the Middle East with just enough



physica evidenceto giveyour story legs. Likethat bomb in Idamabad, right? Y ou set that up before you
cameto America. And then you let yourself get caught in Montana, which was your plan from the

beginning.”
His shoulderslifted, ashrug beginning.

| grabbed his chin and shook him. “Why send an entire army? Why bother? When asingle soldier armed
with theright words can do just aswdll . . . that’ swhat thisisabout . . .”

Ramiro opened hiseyes.

Animpressed little smile began to break loose. He asked softly, “And when did you redlize this,
Camen?’

“Always,” | admitted. “But | couldn’t believeit. | wouldn't let myself even admit that it was possible. Not
until 1 saw aphotograph of aformer officid with my own government, bloodied and terrified, and |
redlized that our own hands had donethat to him.” | shook his chin again. “ That’ swhen | saw what made
sense. Finally. Maybe there was an Abraham, but if you happenedto behim.. . .”

Ramiro laughed, and with acat’ s grace grabbed my wrist and yanked, stepping out of my grip.
“Who' sthe prisoner here?’ | muttered.

Thelaugh brightened.

“And who isthe torturer?’

He offered adight and very quick bow.

“But why?” | wanted to know.

“Carmen,” he began. “Bedieveme, | could offer athousand plausible stories. But how would you know if
| was being truthful, in whole or evenin part?’

“Try itanyway,” | sad.

But he backed away, waving both hands asif to fend off those temptations. “The point is, Carmen . . .
your world was deserving. Almost every outrage that has happened to you has been judtified. A
necessary, reasonabl e revenge has been taken. And these many years. . . dmost every day that | have
gpent in your world, Carmen . . . has brought me untold plessure. . .”
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Last year, during an officid leave from the prison, Collins managed to dip away from hisofficid escorts.
His shadows. | can only speculate what he did during most of the day, but fourteen hoursisavery long
time, if you have agood plan and the discipline to make it happen. My persona knowledge extendsto
two hours spent together during the afternoon, inside a second-story room at a Red Roof Inn just outside
Denver. Despite Ramiro’ sindgstence to the contrary, I'm not unlovely and | have my charms, and his
interrogator and | had been carrying on an infrequent but cherished affair—five surreptitious encounters



over the course of an ugly decade, moments where sex and sexud talk could dominate over the secrets
of date.

| never discussed my work with him, and he dmost never mentioned his.

But Denver was different. | stepped into a darkened room to find a changed man. Collinswas pale and
much heavier than usual and obvioudy exhausted. After an hour of Sweat and modest success, we gave
up. | talked about showering, and he talked about dipping away in another minute or two. Thenfor a
long while, we just sat Side by sidein bed, and in that way people in our world would do, we began to
list the friends and associates that had died because of Indian Point.

Until that moment, | didn’t redlize that Collins had been afather. Not that hewas closeto his
fifteen-year-old son, but the unfortunate boy had lived on Long Idand with hismother. Thefdlout plume
blocked every bridge to safety, and like amillion others, they spent the next severa days chasing astring
of promised rescue ships and rumors of airlifts. Callins' best guess, based on a couple of sat-phone calls
recelved near the end, was that they had managed to survive for aweek or eight days, and then both
died, probably during the Idip riots.

“Sorry” isaweak word. But | offered it anyway.

Thisman that | didn’t truly know silently accepted my sorrow. Then hetried to shrug, and with ableak
resignation that | couldn’t understand at the time, he mentioned, “ This could have turned out differently.”

When haven’t those words been valid?

With hisdeep, godly voice, Callins said my name. Then he smiled—a crooked, captivating smile on his
worst day—and quietly asked, “Why are we doing what we do? Anymore, what are we after?’

“It'sour job,” | offered.

He saw through those words. “Bullshit, darling. Bullshit.”

“Y eah, but we' re il the good guys,” | said.

Then we both enjoyed asorry little laugh.

“I'll tll youwhat I'm doing,” he said, shaking hishead. “Every day, I’ m trying to save theworld.”
“Oh, isthat al?”

He kept smiling, though he didn’t laugh. He let me gareinto his eyes, taking my measure of hissoul. Then
carefully, dowly, he said, “Y ou once told me about thiswoman. Do you remember? Y ou met her on
some cross-country flight. Y ou got her to talking, and she eventualy confessed her plan to kill her elderly
husband. Do you remember that anecdote?’

“Sure”

“Didyou ever follow up onit?’
“What do you mean?’

Hedidn't haveto explain himsdif.

With adefensive growl, | admitted, “No, | haven't bothered.”



“Why not?

| could have mentioned that it wasn't my particular business, or that | never knew anything of substance,
or that no crime had been committed. But | didn’t offer excuses. Instead, | admitted, “ The woman loved
her husband. Agree with her or not, | don’t believe she would have harmed the man to be cruel or out of
convenience”

“And you' re sure that she loved him?”’

“l could tell,” | said.

“And | believeyou, Carmen.”

| sat quietly, wondering what was this about.

“Y ou know, you' re very good. Piecing together clues, | mean. Reading the subject’ s emotions, their
intentions.” Then he laughed, ingsting, “Maybe you' re not quite my equa. But there’ s nobody better than
lﬁ”

Just then, | could not read that man. | had absolutely no clue what Collins was thinking.
“Saving theworld,” he repested.
| waited.

“I"'m working on something huge,” he admitted. Then with awise little sneer, he edited hiscomment. “I'm
working on somebody huge. A subject unlike anyone you' ve ever met or even imagined.”

| didn’t want this conversation. He was breaking our most essentid rule, bringing work into our bed.

“That manisgill holding some big secrets,” Callins confided. “All these years working on nobody but
him, and | till haven't gotten to his core.”

| climbed out from under the sheets.
“If I could just get what | wanted from the guy,” he muttered.
| said, “ Stop that.”

With sharp disappointment, Collins stared at me. It took several moments for him to decide what to say
next. Then he offered what had to be the most cryptic and peculiar excusethat | had ever heard.

“If he givesmewhat | want,” he began.
A genuine smile broke across his weary white face.

“If he shareswhat he knows, Carmen, | can save the world. Not once, but athousand times. A million
times. More times than we could count . . . and now wouldn'’t that be alegacy worth any cost?’

12



We decided to throw the prisoner into Jefferson’ s gpartment, accompanied by haf a dozen pissed-off
guards, and the guards were ingtructed to sit Ramiro down before the television, and in sequence, play
the Apocaypse recordings for him.

Jm'sbody was carried away, and Jefferson found himsalf standing alone with me. He asked thewalls,
“So what do we do with him next?’

“What do you want to do?’

My colleague refused to look at my eyes. “Our food islimited,” he pointed out. “Ramiro congtitutes more
than 1 percent of our population. At this point, can we redly afford to keep him dive?’

Then he braced himsdif.
But | surprised him, saying, “Agreed,” asif | had come to the same inescapable conclusion.

But our methods seemed important, and that’ s what we were discussing when one of the guards
returned.

“Lemonade-7 wants paper and apen,” she reported.

“Give himwhatever hewants” | said.

She glanced at Jefferson.

He nodded.

“And tell him he doesn’t have much time,” | ydlled as she ran off.

For afew moments, Jefferson studied me. But he didn’t have the ssomach to ask what he wanted.
Instead, he quietly admitted, “Maybe you' reright, Carmen. A bullet issmple. But shoving him out on the
surface, letting him fend for himsdlf . . . that makesmoresense. . .”

Y et that left various logistics to consider. One of the elevators had to be unlocked, power had to be
routed back into it, and every passenger except Ramiro had to be protected from the radiation and cold.
Those necessities took dozens of people nearly two hours of determined labor, and then somebody
mentioned that a short-wave antennaand Geiger counter could be set up on the dead prairie and spliced
into the evator’ swiring—helpful inspirations, but cause for another hour delay .

According to the guards, Ramiro remained cooperative and busy. Unblinking eyes paid close attention to
the news broadcasts, particularly during those desperate minutes when city after city suddenly quit
transmitting. Each of his guards seemed to nourish adifferent impression of hismood. The prisoner was
relishing the daughter, or he was numbed by what he was seeing, or maybe he was only pretending to
watch events play out on that tiny screen. But every witness agreed: the prisoner’ sfirst focuswasinfilling
the yellow pages of thelegal pad, his head dropping for long intervals, that delicate artisan’ s hand
scribbling dense equations and weaving diagrams and sometimes adding a paragraph or two in hisunborn

hodgepodge of alanguage.

It was early afternoon when he set down the pen. A few minutes later, without explanation, he was
brought to the elevator. He was still wearing dress trousers and a short-deeved shirt, plus hisfavorite
sandas. But the two volunteerswaiting for him were haf-hidden insde layers of cumbersome gear.

Ramiro handed the filled pad to the shorter figure.



| didn’t look at hisgift. | knew what was on it. With both hands, | folded it in half and handed it to the
nearest guard. “It’ salittle goddamn late now, isn't it?” | snapped at him.

“Maybe enough people will survive,” he offered.

| tried to cut him open with my gaze. Then | turned and shuffled through the open stedd door, my
oversized fireman' s boots clumping with each step.

Jefferson checked his sdearm, picked up the makeshift antennaand Geiger counter, and followed me.

There was just enough room for our equipment and three bodies. Jefferson pulled his oxygen mask aside
and gave afew fina orders. Then the door shut, and with a sudden crotchety jolt, the eevator started to
climb, shaking dightly asit gained momentum.

“Do you understand what | just gave you?’” Ramiro asked.

“Of course | understand,” | said.

“Tell me, why don't you?’ Jefferson asked.

Ramiro smiled, but he sounded uncharacteridticdly tense. “Timetravel isnot particularly difficult.”
Neither of usreacted.

Hesaid, “Lorton Energy is cheap, if you know theright tricks.”

| looked only at Jefferson. “ Thefirst time Ramiro wrote about Lorton and Casimir plates, hedidn’t give
usthosetricks. He pretty effectively mided our scientistsinto chasing the wrong methods. But of coursea
man who remembers the dates and positions of dozens of supernovae—a creature with that kind of
faultless memory—would eesily digest the plansfor aworking time machine. That’ swhat Collinsreslized.
Eventudly. He didn't mention it to anybody, but for these last years, Collinswas chasing the tool s that
would alow usto go back in the past, like Ramiro did, but thistime make thingsright.”

Jefferson shook his head. “Y eah, but each incursion in the past isa separate event,” herecadled. “If he
jumped back, he would accomplish what? Setting up anew time line?’

“Except we could send back amillion teams,” | replied. “ A million attempts to make amends, and each
new history owing its existence to us.”

No one spoke for amoment. The only sound wasthe air rushing around the racing elevator.

Then Jefferson turned to Ramiro. “ Y ou gave Collins the time machine. But then for some reason hekilled
himsdf.”

“Ramiro gave him more than the time machine,” | explained. “He dso told him the rest of the story. How
he had come aone, and there was no Abraham, and every tragedy that had happened to the world was
directly tied to what Ramiro had said to Collins, and what Collins had unwittingly fed upstream to the
gullible and wesk.”

Jefferson put ahand on hispigtal.

| watched Ramiro’ sface. If it weren't for the tightness around the mouth and the glassinessto the eyes, |
would have imagined that he was relaxed. Happy, even. Maybe he was assuring himsdlf that these years
and his sacrifices had been agreat success. Not perfect, no. But who could have guessed that Moscow
would have been nuked? Which meant that in countless redlities—realms not too different from ours—he



had achieved exactly what it wasthat he' d set out to achieve here.
“And Collinsdidn’t expect that part?’ Jefferson asked.
“That'smy guess,” | admitted.

His hand dropped back to hisside.

A few moments later, the eevator began to dow.

My earswere popping. | felt my heart quicken, and | judged that Ramiro was breathing faster too. A
sudden chill waslegking into the devator, and | mentioned it, and then | suggested, “We should put on
our masks.”

Jefferson looked tired and angry. He wiped his eyes twice before making himsdlf strap the oxygen mask
over hisweepy face.

| left mine off for the moment.
“I don't think you wanted thisworld to die,” | said.
Ramiro didn’t respond.

“Y ou were hoping to hurt alot of people and leavethe rest of uswiser,” | continued. “ At least that's
what you told yourself. Except what redly inspired you was wielding this kind of power, and you won a
lot of fun for your troubles, and now it’ sfindly over. Y ou’ re done. WE re going to throw you into the
cold, into the wasted darkness, and you'll have to sstumble around until you die some miserable way or
another.”

Ramiro made a soft, odd sound. Like when abird cheepsin its deep.
The elevator had nearly stopped. | stood facing the prisoner, my back flush against the door.
He smiled with awesak, vacuous charm.

In the end, the prisoner was defiant but terrified, utterly trapped but unable to admit his sorry
circumstances. He believed that he was till in charge of hisfate. Arrogance saved for this moment made
him smile. Then he said, *'Y ou know quite abit, Carmen. I’ ve been impressed. But you should redlize
that | won't dlow any ignoble, indecent finish for me.”

The elevator door began to pull open.
Ramiro’ s eyes never closed, even once he was dead.

Behind me, ayoung woman’ svoice—avoice | knew from my ride to the nearby airstrip—called out,
“Hello?Yes? Canwe help?’

The day was bright and warm.

Two men suddenly dropped to their knees. But Jefferson stood again, stripping off the mask and then his
heavy outer coat, staggering into the functioning, fully staffed office, findly stopping before awindow that
looked out over aflat, gloriouslandscape and a sky of endless blue.

“Everything wasfaked?’ he whispered.



“Everything,” | sad.

“The newscadts, the communications?”

“Digita magic,” | mentioned. “ And playacting by red people, yes.”
“The security cameras.”

“Easy enough.”

“But | felt thecold,” hesaid.

| started to explain how when the elevator started to rise, adozen portable air conditioning units began
cooling down the top of the shaft.

“But wefdt the explosons, Carmen!”
“Thosewerethe easiest tricks,” | admitted. “A few tactica nukes thrown down some nearby oil wells.”

He pressed hisface againgt the warm glass, not fighting the tears anymore. Maybe he was crying out of
relief. But in my case, | was crying for Jm, and for Callins, and for countless dead soulsthat | couldn’t
put namesto. Behind us, amedica team was working hard to revive a man who refused to return to the
living. When they findly gave up, we went to look at Ramiro’slimp body.

“Do you think he saw?” Jefferson asked.

| knelt and closed the eyes.

“Intheend,” he perssted, “do you think he redlized just how badly you tricked him?”
“Yes” | sad.

| said, “No.”

Then | stood and walked away, adding, “It happened both ways, and more timesthan | would careto
count.”



