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Prologue:


One Evening in 2302 AD, Thirty Miles off the Galapagos


THERE WAS A SPARK of light on the wide sea, no other visible in miles of rolling darkness. It wasn’t a fixed point. Sometimes it seemed to wink out, sometimes to wander along the line of the black horizon, only to double back on itself in an aimless sort of way.


Anyone crossing the surging distance toward it would have seen gradually the pale outline of a ship, the spark resolving into a window in her aft cabin. Her running lights were extinguished. She had no fear of encounters on that empty sea where she stood on and off, nor any desire to let passersby know she was there.


Closer to, now, and the observer would have found her size staggering. Four great masts, a sequoia forest of reefed sail, her shrouds and spars quartering the night sky like Mercator lines. White and sleek as a sleeping seabird, all smooth modern form; but through that yellow window, a glimpse of an older style. Dark wood, rich paneling, red and blue and gold. The interior seemed to have been designed by someone very fond of pirate films. Much brass and elaborate carving, to the point where taste was definitely in question. The cabin’s centerpiece was its vast bed.


What the observer saw next would depend on who, or what, the observer was.


A human observer—though it is unlikely a mere human could swoop in with such omniscience—would see a single man lying in the exact center of the red-and-gold pirate bed.


The man was sleeping, sprawled in exhaustion. There was a certain tension in his long body that failed to relax even so, and his eyes darted behind his eyelids in uneasy dreams. He had not slept well since the night when Mars Two had died, with all its citizens, as the result of his error in judgment. His name, by the way, was Alec Checkerfield, and he was the seventh earl of Finsbury.


He was a lanky fellow, quite tall but built solidly. He wore pajamas violently patterned with palm trees and vahines, not at all the kind of thing you’d expect a hunted man to wear. He had a long broken nose, and high broad cheekbones. When he rolled over, he exposed something strange twining up the back of his neck. It looked like a silver tattoo, in a pattern of vaguely Celtic-knot complexity.


It was not a tattoo, however. It was a subcutaneous wire hooking Alec up to the artificial intelligence sailing his ship, for Alec was a cyborg. Not at all some human-machine hybrid with a whirring ocular implant and a toneless voice, oh dear no; that sort of fashion went out generations before Alec was born. In any case, being a peer, he could afford the most elegantly understated cybernetic implants.


So much for what the hypothetical human observer would notice.


It would be rather more likely that a surveillance drone would see all this, zooming in across such distance, noting such detail. And a surveillance drone, having the ability to tune in to the ship’s system, its cameras and indeed to Alec’s own cyborged brain, would see a great deal more.


It would see, for example, two other men lying in the bed, at extreme arm’s length from Alec on either side, who appeared to be his nearly identical brothers.


The virtual man who slept, or tried to sleep, on the left, looked slightly older than the other two. He lay stretched on his side, one hand under his pillow as though groping after something he’d hidden there. He wore only ivory-colored drawers of an antiquated design. His name was, or had been, Edward Alton Bell-Fairfax.


The virtual man on the right was not asleep at all. He lay on his back like an effigy on a tomb, clad in a flowing white shirt of even more antique design, his arms crossed on his chest. He gazed with an expression of despair on the gimbal lamp, which rocked gently as the ship crested each rolling swell, and which had dimmed itself to the comforting glow of a nursery light. He wasn’t comforted. His lips moved for a while in silent prayer. Tears welled in his eyes.


He could hardly be blamed. He found his present situation bizarre and intolerable, as you might if you, too, were Nicholas Harpole, burned as a heretic in 1555 but now inexplicably alive and drifting in a twenty-fourth-century ship, with a pair of your clones.


He looked away from the lamp and up to the single red eye of a surveillance camera. After a long moment he ventured to say:


“Spirit, dost thou watch in the night?”


Instantly awake, the virtual man on the left rolled over and sat bolt upright, taking aim with the very real pistol he’d fetched from under his pillow. Its muzzle was a bare two inches from the face of Nicholas on the right, who recoiled from it. Alec, between them, opened startled eyes but lay motionless, staring at the pistol in confusion.


Any hypothetical human viewer would be confused, too. Without a way to tap into Alec’s brain, he or she would have seen only the man in the bed’s center sitting up, pointing a gun at empty space to his right. And the cold glare and military bearing of the man were not those of anyone who would ever wear vahine-patterned pajamas by choice. This was because virtual Edward had just seized control of Alec’s real body.


Edward! Belay that! said a gruff male voice, from a speaker concealed within a carving of a Spanish galleon. It was the voice of the artificial intelligence that ran the ship, and not—as one might be forgiven for supposing—a pirate hiding behind the panel.


Edward exhaled, shaking, but did not lift the pistol.


“Ghost or no ghost,” he said through his teeth, “if you start that damned praying again, I swear I shall kill you.”


“Do it, Homicide,” said Nicholas, “an thou darest!”


Edward regarded Nicholas, moving the pistol away only regretfully. During his life, which had ended abruptly in 1863, he had been what was known at the time as a Political; which meant he had done things for Queen Victoria’s government that would have horrified that good lady, had her cabinet ministers ever seen fit to tell her about them.


Alec began to hyperventilate. He wasn’t a particularly oversensitive person, but his nerves had been rather strained lately.


“Are you nuts?” he yelled. “That’s a disrupter pistol! In bed? You want to burn a hole through a bulkhead? How’d you get it out of the locker, anyway?”


D’you really reckon he’d tell you, Alec?


“You don’t know either, do you, machine?” said Edward with a sneer. “When your little pivot-lenses aren’t turned on the locker, you can’t see it. And neither one of you noticed,” he added, turning to Alec and Nicholas.


Well, now, Mr. Bell-Fairfax, sir, thank you for telling me, to be sure. It’ll be a cold day in Hell afore I takes an eye off you again. Put that bloody pistol away.


Sullenly Edward set it on the bedside table. “I may as well, after all,” he said. “Since I’ve precious little chance of sending Nicholas to Heaven, where he belongs, instead of this wretchedly crowded bed. But you’re a fool to sleep without a weapon in reach, Alec, you really are.”


“Sleep? How am I ever going to get any sleep?” said Alec, flailing with his fists. “We’ve got work to do tomorrow! How are we going to break into Options Research if you two fight all the time?”


Stand to! You calm down, now, matey, old Captain Morgan’ll take the helm. That goes for you too, Mr. Bell-Fairfax, yer worship.


Muttering, Edward lay down and punched his virtual pillow savagely.


A word or two of explanation might be helpful at this point. Neither Edward nor Nicholas were ghosts, technically; but during their respective lifetimes each had carried in his brain, quite unknown to himself, a sort of black box. This device recorded in electromagnetic analogue every sensation, thought, and emotion experienced from the moment of its installation (immediately after birth) to the moment of death.


These recordings were made because neither Edward nor Nicholas were human, technically. They were Recombinants, as Alec was, and they had been made (very, very illegally) by an all-powerful cabal of scientists and investors known collectively as Dr. Zeus Incorporated, or more usually just the Company, which also possessed the secret of time travel, among other things.


For reasons that will not be gone into immediately but involved ensuring its own existence, the Company had needed a Recombinant. A prototype was designed, DNA engineered to produce it, and three test embryos cloned from one blastocyst. They were then scattered across time, implanted in human mothers by hard-working immortal Company operatives. Being, after all, test runs, the prototypes were not made immortal.


Nicholas and Edward, completely unaware of their destinies, nevertheless fulfilled them and died untimely if necessary deaths, whereupon the recorded sum of their lives went into their Company project files. Alec, however, had not died.


Like his—clones? brothers? other selves?—Alec had certain abilities completely unguessed-at by his shadowy creators. Unlike them, he was born into an era of advanced technology. When, as a child, he had been given a cybernetic companion, he had not only been able to modify it to suit his tastes, he removed the safeguard that prevented it from breaking any laws in the fulfillment of its primary directive, which was to protect and nurture him.


The astute reader will have guessed that little Alec had liked pirate stories.


Captain Morgan (as Alec had named his companion) persuaded adolescent Alec to have himself modified with implants, so that he could exist simultaneously in three-dimensional space and in cyberspace with the Captain.


Being a sensible artificial intelligence, the Captain set about solving the mystery of Alec’s existence. Upon discovering that his fairly unhappy childhood could be laid directly at the door of Dr. Zeus Incorporated, Alec and the Captain embarked upon a campaign of revenge and exposure. Unaware they were being cleverly manipulated by the Company to accomplish its goals (I said it was all-powerful) they stole one of the Company’s time shuttles and had a number of adventures that ended more or less disastrously for Alec and a lot of other people, though not for the Company.


With its purpose for Alec fulfilled, the Company relaxed, confident in the expectation of his disposal when the time shuttle exploded, as it was scheduled to do. This failed to happen, however, because:


In the course of his adventures with the time shuttle, Alec blundered into a Company penal institution located deep in prehistory. There he encountered one of the Company’s cyborg slaves, the hapless Botanist Mendoza, an immortal marooned in the past for reasons which included her knowledge of the Company’s Recombinant project. She had discovered Project Adonai by sheerest chance, when she had the misfortune to encounter, fall in love with, and fail to prevent the untimely deaths of first Nicholas and then, three hundred years later, Edward.


She was, moreover, a Crome generator, the only immortal with a bizarre condition cursing its possessors with apparent psychic ability. Consequently her emotional health was not quite what was desired in an immortal, which was another reason she’d been confined to the agricultural station.


Upon meeting Alec, Mendoza slept with him, accepted his proposal of marriage, and passed on to him certain classified information to assist him in his goal of bringing down Dr. Zeus Incorporated. She also disconnected the explosive device on the shuttle that was intended to destroy Alec once his usefulness to the Company ended.


When, after several tragic accidents, Alec managed to equip his very large yacht with a time transcendence drive so he could go back to rescue Mendoza, he discovered that Dr. Zeus Incorporated had got there first. The unfortunate lady had been arrested again, and consigned to some even more obscure prison. Plundering Company files in his furious attempts to discover where she had been taken, Alec inadvertently came across the Recombinant project data. Most unwisely, he downloaded the whole thing, learning thereby the extremely unsavory truth about his own existence and, moreover, receiving the entire contents of both Nicholas’s and Edward’s black boxes.


Alec promptly had a nervous breakdown. Goodness, wouldn’t you, at this point? And, unable to assimilate Nicholas’s or Edward’s memories, Alec developed a dissociative personality disorder and gave them independent individual existences, complete with virtual physical bodies in cyberspace.


At least, that was the only rational explanation for what happened.


After attempting (and failing) to administer drugs to banish Alec’s unwelcome guests, the Captain decided to let them stay, since both Nicholas and Edward had strengths and skills that might prove useful to Alec.


Got it? All clear so far?


The Captain’s experiment was not proving an unqualified success, since the three Recombinant gentlemen discovered they couldn’t stand their own company, and struggled constantly for control of the one real body they shared. One thing upon which they did agree, however, was the urgent necessity of finding and rescuing Mendoza.


To this end, they hunted down their guilty creators and extracted at gunpoint the name of the prison where Mendoza was now confined: a site known only as Options Research.


Then they fled, away through time to an empty night ocean, where they were presently attempting to rest while the Captain devised a plan for Mendoza’s rescue.


A soothing tone emanated from the speaker, double-pitched to Alec’s and Edward’s differing brainwave patterns. Alpha rhythms were induced. Both men relaxed instantly, unconscious in seconds. A human observer would have seen the bed’s single occupant watching the light once again, weariness and infinite regret in his eyes. This had become Nicholas Harpole’s habitual expression, and he was now solely in control of Alec’s body.


From where it had watched in a corner a creature emerged, a nightmarish thing like a steel scorpion with a skeletal face. The human observer might be excused for starting, for this was no virtual creature; it was a quite solid servounit enabling the Captain to manipulate objects in real space. It extended a mechanical member and grasped the pistol, scuttling away with it to the weapons locker. Even Nicholas, who had begun to get used to its appearance, edged back when it passed him.


Here, Nicholas, lad, said the Captain soothingly. What aileth thee? What can I fetch thee?


“Hast thou no mortal form?” asked Nicholas, shivering.


To be sure I have, lad. A tiny holoprojection cone emerged from the camera and seconds later a man appeared to stand beside the bed, big, black-bearded and villainous-looking, though his expression was kindly. Nicholas stared, fascinated even as he was repelled. He jumped when a hologram of a chair materialized behind the Captain, who sat down into it. “There now. Nothing to frighten thee.”


“I charge thee, Spirit, tell me! Dost thou serve the devil?” Nicholas demanded.


“No, sir, not I.”


“Dost thou serve God, then?”


“Well, no, sir, being what I am, which is to say no more than a device. I was made to serve Alec, sir, d’you see? Like a clock or a lute, to tell him the hour or cheer his heart. Or a dog, to guard him as he sleeps. Too low a creature to be damned or saved. Therefore, fear me not.”


“How canst thou speak with a man’s voice?” asked Nicholas.


The Captain waved his hand dismissively. “Why, sir, even a bird may be taught speech, mayn’t he, a raven or a parrot? Wherefore not then a clever mechanism? If a jack can be made to strike the hour in a clock, he may be made to speak, too; and such am I. Speak with me, then, and ease thy sick grief.”


Nicholas stared at him, marveling at the detail of the illusion: the movement of the Captain’s beard when he spoke, the creak of the insubstantial chair when he shifted his weight.


“But I am no more than thou art,” Nicholas said at last, bitterly. “A made thing, an alchemical homunculus. How shouldst thou comfort my soul, when neither thou nor I have souls, but only spirits? So might a clock comfort an astrolabe.”


“Ah, well, sir, I’ve no soul, to be sure; but it might help to talk, all the same.”


Nicholas lay back with a sigh, and gazed at the lamp.


“I have been disputing with myself,” he said, “since I have awakened into this unnatural life of horrible marvels, on the nature of Almighty God.”


“And how doth that make thee feel, lad?” inquired the Captain. Nicholas drew a deep breath and went on:


“In regarding now the thing I am, that standeth outside mankind like a phantom, and observing how the world waggeth these late ages, and seeing the low truth of creation (which evolution my reason must accept, though my heart sickens)—I cannot reconcile myself with the several proofs, laid before mine eyes, that contradict my faith.”


“Well, that’s a predicament, to be sure. You ain’t the first one to run aground on it, neither.”


“What have other men done, Spirit?” Nicholas pleaded.


“Why—I reckon they worked it out as best they could, sir. Some folk paid no heed to the contradictions. Some dumped the whole Bible and went over to the Goddess, though that ain’t turning out no better, it seems. Most folk don’t trouble with religion at all, like my Alec. He gets along fine.”


“He feels no pain?” Nicholas cried. “He feels no horror at this void of pointless time?”


The Captain stroked his beard, scowling. “Well, he didn’t use to, when he thought he’d just go out like a light once he died. You showing up like you done puts a new look on everything, don’t it? Wherefore I might prepare me for squalls . . .” He cocked an eye at Nicholas. “What dost reckon it’ll take thee to work out an answer to that crisis of faith of thine?”


“I would a thousand pounds I might study Scripture again. Oh, that I had my books that were burnt!” Nicholas gripped the blanket with both hands.


“Then turn and look there, sir. See that text plaquette on yer night table? The thing what looks like green glass in a little window frame. Go ahead, pick it up. The other lads is both asleep, they won’t hinder thee. That’s a book, sir, of the kind we use in this day and age. My boy hath it to look at figures, but it hath a million texts in it beside. I’ll just open it for thee.”


Nicholas caught his breath. The dark glass lit up and bright letters appeared, informing him that he beheld THE OLD TESTAMENT, diligently corrected and compared with the Hebrew, by William Tyndale and finished in the year of Our Lord God A. 1536, in the month of September at Vilvorde.


He was struck speechless.


“D’you like that, eh? Look, when thine eye comes to the bottom of the page, the book knows and goes on to the next one for thee. Nor needst thou a candle, for the book maketh its own light. Be’n’t it a wonder, lad?”


“Ay,” said Nicholas, immersed in the translator’s preface. He pulled himself away with some effort and looked at the Captain in awe. “I had Tyndale’s New Testament when I lived. Is he still read amongst the generations, after so long?”


“Well . . . in certain circles. His work ain’t lost, anyhow; trust Dr. Zeus to see to that.”


“Then one martyr at least did not waste his death,” said Nicholas, sighing as he turned the plaquette over in his hands.


“Now, Nick, lad: see canst thou find there a God what don’t insult a man’s reason, eh? For I reckon my boy might need to grapple with the Eternal afore long, and I’d just as soon I had an answer for him what makes sense. Thou’lt have any books thou desirest, so it’s done. I got other folks’ holy scriptures, too. Buddha and that lot.”


“. . . Ay,” said Nicholas, drawn in again by the bright letters.


“But set it aside for tonight. Th’art best to get some sleep.”


Nicholas set aside the plaquette reluctantly, and lay back to compose himself for rest. The Captain unobtrusively generated a certain tone. Nicholas slept then, sound.


The Captain sat a moment longer, regarding the wide bed and its occupants. He shook his head, muttering to himself; then vanished, along with his chair, to turn his attention to plotting the ship’s course for tomorrow’s journey. The skull-headed servant crept out and opened one of the portholes in the room, to let in the fresh night air. Then it went to a hamper at the foot of the bed. There it pulled out a bundle of grubby socks and shirts, and crawled away with them in the direction of the ship’s laundry.










One Evening in 300,000 BCE


IT WAS AN UNDISCOVERED island in a shallow unnamed ocean, uncrossed yet by longitude or latitude. It was not large, no more than a few miles square. It had no topographical features of note, neither mountains nor cliffs. Its beach simply rose gradually from the water and, after a space of level rock and sand, sloped gradually down to the opposite shore.


There was a building on the island, long, low, and windowless, like a warehouse. It had one door, and beside the door was an old couch, and on the couch sat an immortal, watching the sunset thoughtfully.


If this has given the impression that the place was silent and still, nothing could be further from the truth.


He sat motionless in the midst of a flurry of wildly moving things, the immortal did, and have I mentioned yet that he was very, very large? Massively mighty, with great thick hands and feet, a nose so big it was nearly comical-looking, big pale eyes under a vast cliff of a brow. Not much else of his features could be discerned, hidden as they were by an enormous tow-colored beard. You wouldn’t be looking at him anyway, if you were there, to wonder what his face might be like. You’d be looking at the things he’d made, the things that were moving without cease.


The things all seemed to be part of a perpetual motion machine, belts, wheels, and pulleys driving and charging a generator that was hooked up to a refrigeration unit. There were other, smaller systems going, too, that seemed to be powering other machines somewhere inside the building. The motive power for all of them was supplied by human limbs.


Legs mounted on a wheel ran frantically round, feet pounding endlessly on a treadmill. Arms thrashed and beat like hammers, their galvanic pumping harnessed to drive a complex geared mechanism. Flexible tubes supplied the parts with fluids to keep them from deteriorating. Creak, creak, thump, thump, round and round, and in the slanting light of evening, shadows circled like the shadows of birds across the old giant’s face.


Presently he moved, too, reaching from the couch to open the door of the refrigeration unit. He brought out a beer, twisted its neck off, and settled into near-immobility again, now and then lifting the beer for a sip. The sun got lower and redder. It lit the emblem on the front of his coveralls: a clock face without hands. The immortal sat and thought.


Then, abruptly, his eyes brightened. He’d had an idea. He lifted and drained the beer; then flung the empty bottle away. It struck a nearby mountain of other such bottles, clattering and rolling down. He ignored it. Lithe as a big cat he was on his feet, stalking through the door into the building that resembled a warehouse. He pulled a chain and dim illumination began to fill the place, increasing steadily as the desperate limbs quickened their pace outside.


By the light of their effort was revealed an open work area, a steel table surrounded by unpleasant-looking machines, and by racks of gleaming tools and instruments. Against one wall, furniture had been arranged in a square to define living space: chair, table, bed, dresser, personal items, a place to prepare meals. Against another was a steel filing cabinet.


The work and living spaces occupied only the front quarter of the warehouse. All the rest was rows and tiers of shelves, stretching away into impenetrable shadows. As far as the eye could see, there were metal boxes stacked. They varied in size and shape, but none were larger than a coffin; none smaller, than, say, a hatbox.


The immortal (his name, by the way, was Marco) went straight across to the nearest row of shelves. Here he paused, cocking his head to listen.


You couldn’t have heard the sound, if you’d been there. Perhaps you ought to get down on your knees now and give thanks that you couldn’t, and weren’t. Marco could hear it, however. He looked keenly along the shelf and went at last to a certain box. He pulled it down, as easily as though it weighed nothing, and carried it out to the steel table.


Here Marco punched in a combination of figures on a lockpad on the box’s lid. With a hiss and a sigh the lid rose slowly, folded back slightly on itself. Marco looked into the box at its occupant, grinning. In his light pleasant voice he said:


“Hey, Grigorii Efimovitch, I’ve had an idea.”


What had been an immortal named Grigorii Efimovitch could no longer see, but knew Marco was looking at him. The mouth was already open in a silent scream, the eyes wide and staring as eggs.


It might help you at this point to know that Grigorii Efimovitch was there because he deserved to be, or at least had felt he deserved it when he had gone voluntarily to this time, this island, this warehouse. He had willingly submitted to entering the metal box. Of course, he might have changed his mind since. Far too much time had passed for his fate to be altered now, however, even if he had been able to tell Marco.


Marco busied himself with arranging the table just as he wanted for what he had planned. He set out instruments, jars of chemicals; lifted Grigorii Efimovitch out to sprawl, trailing, on the steel surface. He pulled on a black rubberized raincoat, or something that looked a lot like one, and carefully worked transparent gloves on over his massive hands. He stepped out into the fast-fallen darkness and got himself another beer.


He drank, belched gently, and selected an instrument from the table. Grigorii Efimovitch had begun to twitch uncontrollably. Marco waved the beer at him in a consoling gesture.


“Well, you never know. We just might do it, Grigorii Efimovitch. Wouldn’t that be great?”


Grigorii Efimovitch’s eyelids fluttered. If this was an attempt to communicate it was lost on Marco, who breathed deeply and stood straight, setting down the beer. A gleam came into his eyes, a sparkling and terrifying joy.


“Father of battles, Judge of the dead,” he said, “grant that your servant may find at last the means to send your suffering children to perfect and irrevocable oblivion. Be merciful, Death.”


He leaned down then over the table, raising the instrument he had chosen.


“It’s showtime,” he said.










One Morning in 2317 AD, Mount Tamalpais


THE ROGUE CYBORG begins his day.


Does he step out of a gleaming steel cubicle, flex his huge muscles, and pull on his skin-tight leotard? Nope. He yawns, unzips his sleeping bag, and crawls out, to sit on the edge of his camping cot, staring blearily into the dark morning and rubbing his unshaven chin. He hasn’t shaved in a few days. Time kind of gets away from you when you’re a Rogue Cyborg.


Thinking he should maybe grow his beard back, he pokes around for shoes, sticks his feet into them, and shuffles down a long dark corridor, leaning into an alcove as he goes to grab a teakettle. Farther down the corridor is an access portal, which opens to his groping hand. Sunlight floods in, and though it is filtered through fathoms of green leaves the Rogue Cyborg grimaces and blinks. He hasn’t been topside on a sunny day in weeks. Spring must have arrived, he reflects.


After scanning carefully and finding no possible hazards, he emerges into a wilderness of fearful beauty. The precipitous slope is thickly forested, dark redwoods towering above oak and laurel. If he cared to glance out over the treetops below him he’d catch glimpses of green mountain meadows, steelblue sea, even the distant spires of a magnificent city; but the Rogue Cyborg isn’t a scenery man. All his attention is fixed on the stream, the little cataract of white water dropping from ledge to ledge.


Stepping carefully through the ferns, so cleverly he leaves no print, he leans over and fills his kettle. It’s a big kettle and takes a while to fill. He looks about him the while, an edgy expression in his black eyes, and rubs his stubbly face with one nervous hand. There might be bears. There might be park rangers. There might even be Company security techs lying in wait. Life isn’t easy when you’re a Rogue Cyborg.


His name, actually, is Joseph, and on this particular day in the year 2317 he’s just over twenty thousand four hundred years old, and he never, ever started out to be a Rogue Cyborg, but, well—shit happens.


Having washed, shaved, and made himself a mug of something that might pass for coffee if one needed it really badly, Joseph took the mug and wandered farther into the depths of the mountain that was presently his home.


He entered a vast cavern, smooth-sided and dry, stretching out over subterranean acres and lit by the blue radiance of five hundred regeneration tanks arrayed in tidy rows of vaults. A few of the vaults were unoccupied. Perhaps a dozen contained what appeared to be ordinary men and women, floating in sleep. All the rest were occupied by giants, hulking males seven or eight feet in height, massive of limb. Their skulls were broad-domed, helmet-shaped. Their brows were clifflike, their noses enormous. They drifted and dreamed in eerie silence. All of them, with one exception, wore circlets of copper on their brows, like drowned kings.


Joseph strolled along the aisles, sipping from his mug. He was making for one vault in particular, whose occupant differed slightly from the rest of the sleepers.


This was one of the giants. He alone wore no copper circlet, and he seemed to be recovering from terrible injuries. His great body was scarlet with new tissue, blood-charged where cruel wounds were in the process of closing over. There were cicatrices to indicate where parts had been reattached after avulsion: an arm, a leg, an ankle, and—unthinkably—his head. The face was nearly all healing scars.


Fearful as he was to look upon, his was the vault before which Joseph paused.


“You know, Father, if I didn’t know better I might almost mistake you for one of the others now,” Joseph told the giant. “I mean that. Seriously. You look great. Well, not great, but a hundred percent improved, okay?”


The giant, apparently lifeless, did not respond. Joseph had another sip of his not-coffee and nodded.


“Definitely on the mend. So! What’s happening? Not much. Nobody’s caught me yet. Abdiel left again last month, but I told you that already, huh? He didn’t remember us this time, either. I wonder how many poor morons like him are wandering around, doing classified work for the Company? That’s another dirty little secret we’ll have to dig up one of these days, huh?


“Let’s see, what else is going on? Looks like spring has finally arrived. Maybe I’ll go down to the Pelican soon, catch up on the local news. Not that there ever is much up here, but that’s okay with me, you know what I mean? Go down and maybe repair something for Mavis and get myself some cider . . . or some of that special persimmon cider . . . or some of Mavis maybe . . .” Joseph sighed with longing. “I’ve told you about Mavis, right? Boy, you’d like Mavis, Father. She’s got these—” He sculpted the air with his free hand in a vain effort to describe what Mavis had.


“And, uh, maybe it’s a good idea to go down there anyway,” Joseph continued, after a poignant silence. “For a reality check, huh? Make sure they’re all still alive. Because, Father, sometimes when I wake up . . . Sometimes I get scared I’ve been asleep up here too long. Like, I’ll go down there some night and the place will be in ruins, all the mortals dead long ago. You know?”


He shivered extravagantly, his whole body shook.


“Oh, yeah, absolutely,” he said. “Time for some cider.”


He turned and bustled off to begin his day at one of the data terminals, probing randomly through the files of Dr. Zeus Incorporated for dirty little secrets.


Hours later Joseph emerged from his access portal and picked his way down the slope, until he found an ancient strip of cracked asphalt that wound along the face of the mountain. In the red light of the waning day he thrust his hands into his coat pockets and marched along cheerily.


He felt swell. All dressed up for a night on the town! Most of his clothing was a little out of date, but clean and presentable. All the same, he made a mental note to hike into San Francisco soon and hit another clothing store. How long since the last nocturnal raid now? Five years? Ten? Of course, it wasn’t smart to steal things too often. Sooner or later he was going to make a tiny mistake, miss some surveillance device and blow his cover. Then he’d have to run again, and running would be pretty damned awkward right at the moment.


Still, he hated looking like a bum.


Winding and switching back, the road took him steadily down, in and out of ravines dark with evergreens and across broad slopes purple with heather. Bone-chilling wind blew in off the gray sea, but as he descended Joseph saw the yellow lights of the little farms and shacks where the mortals lived, and that warmed his heart. So did the yellow lights of the boats moored in Muir Harbor. In the twilight gloom he found at last the nearest fragment of what had been California State Highway 1, and strode along it through the alder forest to that intersection with the harbor road where stood the Pelican Inn.


The Pelican had been there a long time. It was rumored to have been transplanted, brick by brick, from some English village, back in the twentieth century when wealthy men still did things like that. It was named for the ship in which Sir Francis Drake had set out when he’d sailed off to loot the Spanish Main.


It had once been a very expensive bed-and-breakfast hotel, bar, and five-star restaurant. Various wars, political secessions, and natural disasters had altered its fortunes. Over three centuries it had been successively a triage hospital, a barricaded freeholding, a farmhouse, a partial ruin, and other things. But, situated as it was at a crossroads in a picturesque cove, as soon as civilization had reasserted itself enough to provide some traffic, the Pelican had evolved back into an inn.


Even a reasonably prosperous one, in this year of 2317. Plenty of trade from the local farmers and fishermen. Plenty of real money from the rich people who moored their pleasure boats in Muir Harbor, eager to get away from the General Prohibition in San Francisco.


Not that there was anything all that immoral to be had at the Pelican, of course, beyond homemade ciders and ales and fish dinners. Mavis paid a fortune in bribes to local law enforcement to be able to serve even those; but the people from the big boats wanted the thrill of the forbidden, and spent hugely for it.


Sometimes Mavis paid the local law enforcement to dress as picturesque smugglers, too, and they would lounge in her bar and leer pleasantly at the guests, or tell stories about desperate chases over the hills with kegs of mead. The guests would buy them drinks and would usually stay over an extra night. The local economy thrived to no end.


Joseph saw the amber windows as he pushed forward through the dusk, heard the chattering mortal voices, breathed in the sea air and wood smoke. He felt again the surge of relief that they were still there, not yet dead, not yet receded into his interminable past. He was singing as he sprinted across the lawn and up the flagged steps, under the wooden sign with its carved enigmatic seabird.


As he sang he nearly ran into Keely, one of the waitresses, who was making her way through the passage between the bar and the main parlor with a tray of drinks. She was a nice girl, bosomy, looked like a timid swan. He grinned at her.


“Hi there, sweetheart.”


“What kind of song was that?” she said, not quite trusting him not to grab her and turning so as to put the tray between them.


“What?”


“That song you were singing when you came in.”


“That? That was a marching song, honey. Real old. ‘If I had one denarius, I’d buy us all a round of drinks; if I had two denarii, I’d buy myself a pig; if I had three denarii, I’d hire somebody to kill the Decurion,’ and so on and so on,” Joseph said, grinning again, so happy to be there in the warmth and the smell of food and musty old booze. She knit her brows.


“What’s a D-Decurion?”


“Oh, just some jerk,” he said. She rolled her eyes at him and turned to resume her progress toward the main parlor.


“The holoscreen needs tuning again,” she told him over her shoulder.


“I’m on it,” he said, and slipped into the bar, ducking nimbly under the gate. The big bartender turned scowling to confront the intruder, but put the wrench down when he recognized Joseph. He indicated the holoscreen with raised eyes.


“You fix that piece of crap, you get a cider, how’s about that?” he said. Joseph squinted up in dismay at the multiple images.


“Jeepers. What is this, the Migraine Channel? Gimme a leg up.”


The bartender hoisted him obligingly, and he sat on the counter and groped in his coat pocket for the case of tools he carried. It’s useful being a cyborg, even a rogue one, when you have to realign a holoemitter. Mortals think you’re an itinerant electronics genius, and so it’s all right that you’re a faintly shabby little man who never seems to have much money.


Joseph didn’t really need the tools, but he made a great show of using them anyway, and presently the holo images resolved and sharpened into one image, brilliantly clear in the dark midair: Mars, with the glassy dome and radiating green lines of the Martian Agricultural Collective near its equator, as a solemn voice lauded the courage of the first settlers sponsored by Areco. There was a half-hearted cheer from the patrons in the dart alley.


Joseph shivered, thinking that today’s courageous settlers were tomorrow’s vicious terrorists. He didn’t feel like thinking about the Mars Two disaster right now, though; this was a happy occasion, and Mars Two had another thirty-five years of blissful ignorance of its fate. He leaped down and took a little bow, then turned to the bar expectantly.


“So, am I good or am I good?”


By way of answer the bartender thrust the big embossed glass mug into Joseph’s hand. He took it smugly, strutted away to the parlor, and found himself a dark corner with a view of the fire. There he settled in with his back to the wall, and tasted his cider. Dark and dry, strong stuff. From the bouquet, he judged it to be first crush of Gravensteins from Sebastopol, thirty miles or more over the hills.


Yes, even eternal life could be good sometimes. He closed his eyes and listened: twenty-six mortal hearts beating. There was Keely complaining to the cook, and there was the pompous documentary voice droning on about Mars, and there was a breathless couple in Room Three talking about shopping in San Francisco, and there were Nelson and Silvio, the cops, bragging about their smuggling exploits to a pair of guests who exclaimed in awe, despite the fact that the boys were laying on the pirate accents a little thickly. Darts plunking into the board. Somebody unused to real alcohol getting sick in Room Seven. Rush of cold air, smell of the sea and the green alder trees, somebody coming in—


Instantly Joseph was on his feet, peering around the corner into the hall. But it was okay: two more well-groomed people in yachting clothes, murmuring in delight at how quaint everything looked, on their way to the bar. He settled back into his seat and relaxed, drank more of his cider, watched the fire.


He recognized Mavis’s firm tread long before she came around the corner. He got to his feet, doing his best to look dignified and respectable for her, as he ought to look if he were the former executive consultant he always claimed to be. He knew she didn’t believe him, though in fact he’d been a consultant to a lot of people, including pharaohs, in his time; but that was okay. Their relationship wasn’t built on belief.


She hove into sight like a Spanish galleon, and looked him up and down.


“So it’s you again?”


“Yes, ma’am,” Joseph said, giving her his most ingratiating smile. “Just stopped by on my way up the coast. Going to a business conference in Seattle, you know. Oh, and I had a look at your holoscreen. Works fine now. Just needed a little realignment.”


“Really? How nice. As long as you’re here, you might look at a couple of other things that need realigning,” she told him quietly, slipping a key into his hand. “And take a shower first. I’ll have some supper sent up.”


Sometimes it’s just great to be a Rogue Cyborg. Not only can Rogue Cyborgs fix holoscreens, there are a whole bunch of other useful things they can do better than mortals.


He left before daylight, because she preferred that, and made his way back to the mountain as the sky paled. The sun was rising red, blazing on a wall of sea-fog when he slipped furtively up his little canyon and disappeared into the darkness under the trees.


The Rogue Cyborg began another day.


He shrugged out of his good coat and hung it up, poked around in his kitchen alcove and found some not-coffee left over from the previous morning, reheated it (it couldn’t taste any worse, after all), and poured himself another mugful. Then he walked back into the mountain, through the blue light of the regeneration tanks, and stopped finally in front of the vault where the hideous giant floated.


“You’re looking good, Father,” said Joseph thoughtfully, taking a sip from his mug. “I think your eyes are starting to grow back. The only thing that’s still got me worried—”


The giant in the vault moved abruptly, thrust out one hand in a clawing gesture and struck the transparent wall. Joseph leaped backward and dropped his not-coffee, although (being a cyborg) he was able to catch it before it hit the floor.


“Holy smoke!” he said. He watched spellbound as the giant flattened his palm against the transparency and felt his way along it, like a one-armed mime defining a wall.


“Oh, my gosh, oh, my gosh—” Joseph said, scrambling up the ladder. “Father!” he yelled, “Father, are you—”


A hand came plunging up out of the blue, sweet-scented fluid and seized him by his shirt collar. Swift as thought it pulled him down, into the tank.


Joseph’s oof of surprise emerged as an air bubble and floated before his astonished face, so viscous was the bioregenerant medium. And so warm, and so perfumed, and so comfortably oxygenated it was, that he could have drawn in a double lungful and lost himself in the primal pleasures of the womb, had he not been in more peril at that moment than he had faced in most of his immortal life.


After transmitting frantic inquiries and receiving no response, he gave up and hung there in the enfolding warmth, unresisting as the terrible giant pulled him close. The blind face grimaced wildly, but the head lay slack on one shoulder; the left hand gripped him beyond hope of escape. Slowly and painfully the other hand rose, the one on the arm that had been severed and reattached.


It splayed its fingers over Joseph’s face, reading his features. It traced the shape of his eyes and did not gouge them out; murmuring a prayer of thanks, Joseph reached up and took the big hand in both his own. He began to spell out a message in universal code.


The giant, Budu, became motionless and focused all his attention on the message, which said something to the effect of: Hello, it’s Joseph, remember me? Please don’t disable me. I rescued you from Chinatown but you’d been there a long time and you were in really bad shape. You’re in a regeneration vault. It’s now the year 2317. I finally accessed the code you gave me and found the other Enforcers, but a lot of bad stuff happened that I can’t explain fast and I had to run, just like you did. The Company doesn’t know we’re in here.


Joseph paused, at a loss for what to say next and terribly afraid the giant was too damaged to understand him anyway. Budu let go his collar, however, and groped for Joseph’s hand instead. With his able hand he spelled out: How bad is it?


Joseph floated there in shock a moment, and Budu patiently repeated his message before Joseph signed back: You were poisoned with something and Victor says he’s sorry, he didn’t know, and then somebody hacked you in pieces—


The giant interrupted him. Know that, he signed. Remember and have run self-diagnostic. Meant how bad political situation?


Joseph signed back: Bad bad bad bad bad.


Budu grimaced again. He spelled out: We wear clock faces yet?


He was referring to the rumor, believed by immortals who feared the worst about the future, that by the twenty-fourth century all cyborg Company personnel would be obliged to wear a certain emblem. It would represent a clock face without hands, supposedly denoting their triumph over time, but in reality enabling the mortal masters to distinguish them from everyone else, and, perhaps, round them all up.


Not yet, Joseph signed.


Budu signed: Who rules?


I don’t know, Joseph replied.


Labienus rules? inquired Budu.


Not that bad, Joseph signed back.


Labienus caught?


Not yet.


More grimacing from Budu. Joseph went on to sign:


All alone, Father, so lonely, I watch them and I think nobody knows about us but I don’t know what to do. I’m trying to repair you. You can tell me what to do and I’ll do it. Do you want revenge? We can do that—2355 is coming. We can get them if we set the Enforcers free. I found the Enforcers but so many others lost now. Good operatives. I lost my daughter. I lost my friend. I can’t find them. Please tell me what to do. Please . . .


As he signed the last word over, faster and more clumsily, Budu lifted his hand away and used it to pull Joseph in close. He held Joseph’s head a moment in the vast angle of his scarred neck, then released him. Taking Joseph’s hand again he signed: We will find them.










One Afternoon in 2302 AD


The three men sat around the table, doing their best to ignore one another.


Nicholas was peering into the bright screen of the plaquette, so caught up in the Bible it was doubtful he’d have noticed if a gun had been fired next to his ear, though the Captain Morgan was riding out heavy weather. Rain beat against her portholes, when it wasn’t shouldered aside by glass-green sea sweeping high.


Alec sat next to him, trying not to watch over Nicholas’s shoulder as the words flitted by. He’d never been able to read or write much more than his name, though as a well-educated aristocrat of the twenty-fourth century he had at least a passing familiarity with the letters of the alphabet. In the past few days, though, ever since the unwelcome arrival of his previous selves, the meaning of written words had begun to glimmer through to him.


He didn’t want to think why this might be happening. He certainly had no interest in reading an ancient religious text that was synonymous with oppression and bigotry. Nevertheless, he couldn’t stop himself from following the cryptic letters, trying to piece meaning out of the old-fashioned speech. The storm he scarcely noticed, habituated to gales as he was. He merely felt with his toes for a floor-batten to brace himself against the roll of the ship. He did it purely out of habit, since Nicholas, in control of his body, was the only one actually experiencing any pitching just now.


Edward sat across from them, drumming his fingers on the table.


He didn’t particularly care for Alec, and he thoroughly despised Nicholas, but he found himself wishing that one of them would leave off reading so he’d have someone with whom he might talk. He would very much have preferred to have been talking to Mendoza, and only the thought that he might do so in the near future enabled him to tolerate the other two men.


The storm made him uneasy, too; long-dormant instincts were insisting that there ought to be someone somewhere howling orders to take in sail, or bare feet pounding on the deck above his head, or an occasional freezing slop of white water flying down the companionway. And he ought to be anywhere but sitting still in this warm, dry, curiously scentless place doing nothing.


But after all, by the terms of the mutual agreement the three of them had worked out, it was Nicholas’s turn to use Alec’s body. Nicholas wanted to read the bloody Bible, and until his turn was up, there was nothing to do but sit here and watch Alec’s lips move as he tried to read it, too. It was at least amusing to imagine what Alec was making of it.


Edward reached out experimentally and attempted to stop the swinging of the lamp on its gimbal. No use; it moved right through his virtual hand, a sensation—or lack thereof—he found unsettling. He tried harder. Nicholas moved his left arm involuntarily, and looked over at him with a frown.


“Sorry,” he muttered.


Commander Bell-Fairfax, sir? I wonder if I might have a word with you now.


Edward started. The other two failed to notice. The voice had come from inside his head, instead of out of the ship’s intercom system.


Well, yes, sir, seeing as how our Alec’s able to hear me this way—no reason why you can’t, too.


Edward’s eyes narrowed. He watched the hanging lamp swing from its gimbal.


And did I mention you can talk to me the same way, sir? No reason to disturb the other gentlemen with our little chat, is there, lad?


I’m not your lad, Machine.


Why, to be sure, sir, I’d forgot. Sorry about that, sir, it won’t happen again. But I thought you might be interested to know, sir, that I’ve got a location on Options Research at last.


Well, bravo! How soon can we get there?


Oh, more or less instantaneously. The generators is all charged up now. It’s what we’ll find, once we gets there, that’s got me looking out for squalls.


Spare me the picturesque seaman’s lingo, if you please. I had my fill of that in the Royal Navy.


So you had, sir, and how careless of me to forget. Must be a lot of painful memories there, what with you being court-martialed, I reckon. It’s just my natural admiration for anybody what was able to run afoul of Article Twenty-Two without getting hisself hanged at the yardarm. I do humbly beg yer pardon. But you see, Commander Bell-Fairfax, sir, if my information’s correct it’s going to be easier to get into Options Research than to get out of it again, if you take my meaning.


Guarded, is it?


I reckon you’d say so, sir, aye.


I’d have expected that of a prison.


It . . . ain’t exactly a prison, sir. It’s designated as a medical facility.


A hospital, you mean?


No, sir, I don’t, unless there be hospitals where folk go to get sick, instead of well. It’s a laboratory for experiments, d’ye see?


Good God.


Not a pretty thought to contemplate, sir, no, and it’s my good fortune yer a tough-minded bastard like me, because I don’t know how I’d ever break this to my little Alec. This place’ll make Cawnpore Well look like a church picnic.


The Captain watched admiringly as Edward controlled his panic and replied:


Don’t talk rot. Mendoza is an immortal; they can’t hurt her, whatever they do to their other prisoners.


They can’t kill her, but . . . all the prisoners is immortals, sir, that’s just the trouble. And so’s the guard.


Edward ignored the implications of the first sentence. Guard? Just one? It ought to be easy to get past him, then.


Begging yer pardon, sir, I don’t think so. He be one of them Enforcer Class operatives.


What, the old monsters I was designed to replace? Edward studied his fingernails with a show of unconcern. Only one?


Aye, sir. Most of ’em was tricked into surrendering and got put into some kind of semi-eternal sleep, on account of they was suspected of mutiny. That’s what the Company’s most afeared of, you see, sir. Think about that Frankenstein book, sir, and imagine that there doctor’s trouble multiplied by three thousand.


Hmm. We needn’t concern ourselves with them, then. Need we?


Well sir, we still got that one to worry about. The first and the worst of ’em all to rebel, name of Marco. The Company gave him a special job. Seems he’s the guard at Options Research. He’s also the only staff member. Doctor, lab, and disassembly technician.


Disassembly?


Now, then, son, yer not a baby. I’m telling you all this because you can take it; how many cold-blooded murders did you commit for queen and country? Stiffen that upper lip, now. Options Research is where they send the immortals they want to get rid of. The defectives, the malcontents. Or the ones like yer lady, who know too much.


Edward sagged forward at the table. Alec glanced over at him and started.


“Are you all right, man? You want some lunch or something?”


“I should like a glass of brandy, if you don’t mind,” Edward said.


“Okay.” Alec obligingly created a virtual one. It materialized at Edward’s elbow.


“Thank you,” Edward said, lifting it and gulping. Alec continued to watch in concern until Edward glared at him, when he looked away and tried to focus again on Ecclesiastes. Wind screamed in the rigging, and rain rattled sidelong on the glass, spattering like shot. Edward breathed deeply, calming himself.


That’s a good gentleman. No sense upsetting the others, is there, now?


Stop fawning and tell me the rest. Have they killed her? Is all this for nothing?


No, sir, nobody’s ever been executed there. That’s their problem. See, the men who founded Dr. Zeus—at least, the ones who think they founded Dr. Zeus—would dearly like to know how to undo what they done when they made their immortals.


Wrought too well, did they?


Exactly, sir. All the Company can do is send the ones they want to disable to Options Research. And even so, this Marco ain’t figured out the trick. All he’s been able to do is damage ’em.


Slowly and casually Edward lifted his virtual glass and swirled the brandy, looking into it. Are you saying that he’s torturing the prisoners?


Well, sir, the idea is to overcome the programming that makes ’em keep on living. And if he can make ’em want to die badly enough, you see—


Edward closed his eyes for a moment.


Has she been tortured? he said at last.


There was a long silence before the Captain answered.


I wouldn’t know that, sir. This is a real classified matter, you see. There ain’t hardly no data available on the prisoners, once they’re sent there.


Edward drank the rest of his brandy.


You said we could get there instantaneously. For God’s sake, why aren’t we there now?


Because you need to prepare, if yer going to rescue her. I wanted you to understand what yer going up against, d’ye see? This is an Enforcer you’ll be facing.


An immortal. Can he be duped? Bribed?


Not likely, sir. He’s got all yer cunning, and all Nick’s righteous zeal. This is holy work to him, it’s why they been able to keep him there. And he’s bigger and stronger than you.


What chance do I have, then?


Ah, well, sir, it ain’t as bad as all that. Here be the trick with the Enforcers: they weren’t made self-protective like the other immortals. They were made to


go in swinging, never mind what kind of odds they faced. I reckon Dr. Zeus realized it’d be stupid to make a fighter what was too careful of his own skin.


I see. Can they be disabled?


Aye. Injure ’em enough and their bodies shut down, go into fugue for self-repair. But could you stay alive long enough to do for him afore he done for you? Anything you did, you’d have to do at point-blank range or he could dodge it; and I don’t like the idea of you getting that close.


There are ways. Edward examined his empty glass. A straight stab into the kidneys. Attack from behind, lay the throat open and get away quickly.


And if you didn’t get away fast enough? He’ll do his job, sir, even as he’s going down. A little like you when you died, if you don’t mind me making the comparison.


Have the courtesy to imply quotation marks around the word “died,” if you please. I’m quite sure the Company has my own body preserved somewhere. In any case, I ought to have some advantages over this Enforcer. Edward set his glass down. He may have been a terror in battle, but I daresay he’s never had much experience killing by stealth. Oh, Machine, the things I’ve done! What luck for me there’s no Hell after all. We’ll see if the old monster can match the young one.


Just you remember that if he gets his hands on you, it won’t be you dying; it’ll be my Alec. And the girl will be lost there forever.


Very well; let’s see for means. There are no guns in Alec’s weapons locker that aren’t too large and obvious. I want knives, small sharp ones that can be concealed. Paring knives will do well enough. An ice pick, a cobbler’s awl, even a sixpenny nail if a sharp enough point can be set on it.


That’s clever now, that is. Leave it to me, sir, I’ll just send Billy Bones down to the machine shop. We’ll take no chances, eh?


None. And you’d best begin plotting an evasive course through time, an itinerary as it were. Places to hide once we’ve rescued her. Look into this event shadow business.


Aye aye, sir! And may I say it’s a pleasure to serve under you, sir?


Edward laughed bitterly, silently. He lifted his eyes again to the golden circle of lamplight, the floating bubble of warmth and quiet . . . beyond which was the rage of the vast ocean, freezing annihilation, torrential chaos.


Halfway through the Song of Songs, Alec leaned forward to peer at the text more closely. “Hey!” he said. “This is about sex, isn’t it?”


“Art thou not ashamed?” Nicholas snapped, in exasperation.


“Oh, let the boy alone,” said Edward. They both turned to stare at him.










Very Early One Morning in 2317 AD


AT 2:46 A.M. on March 14, 2317, the security cameras at Marin Medical Supply registered a break-in. The shipping door was clearly seen to open, admitting a blur that no amount of analysis could resolve into a recognizable shape; and after a period of thirty seconds it closed again. There were no thefts apparent at the time. Only months later, during an inventory, was it discovered that a Belltone Auditory Enhancement unit was missing from the warehouse stock, as was a Belltone Standard Vocoder. These were small and pocketable items, however, and their loss was put down to shoplifting.


“There we go,” said Joseph, gasping as he hauled himself over the edge of the tank. He made his slippery way down the ladder and toweled dry before kneeling to install the tiny speaker at the tank’s base.


Budu still floated in blue light, welted and horrible, but about his throat was a tiny white band with what appeared to be a jewel set in its center. It was in fact the Belltone Standard Vocoder, and the Belltone Auditory Enhancement unit nestled out of sight in the ruin of Budu’s left ear.


“Okay. Testing, testing, can you hear this? Can you talk to me?” said Joseph.


Budu moved slightly in his vault.


“I Hear You,” said a flat mechanical voice.


“Yaaaay! It works, Father.” Joseph shook his fists above his head. “We’re up and running. This ought to do until your transmitter decides to come back online. Boy, I’ve really missed conversation, you know? If it wasn’t for Abdiel and the folks down at the Pelican, I’d have gone nuts by now.”


“What Is The Pelican,” the voice asked.


“Oh . . . just a local bar,” Joseph said, looking guilty. “I sneak down there sometimes, when I feel like mortal company.”


“Security Risk,” the voice said.


“I know. I’m sorry,” Joseph said. After a moment Budu extended his left arm and placed his hand against the wall of the tank. The electronic voice continued:


“You Met Abdiel,” it stated, or inquired. “The Defective Who Keeps These Places. You Did Not Disable Him.”


“No. I didn’t need to,” Joseph said. “He’s easy to fool and anyway, if I’d taken him out, who’d do the maintenance on the other bunkers?”


“Good,” said the voice, “I Lied To Him, Too. The Company Would Notice If He Were Offline. You Found All The Other Bunkers.”


“Yeah.” Joseph nodded. “I finally accessed your damn code. That wasn’t what got me in trouble, though.”


“What Got You In Trouble,” Budu said.


Joseph was silent a moment before he swallowed hard and said: “A friend. His name was Lewis. He meant well, he was only trying to help me find Mendoza, but he made a couple of mistakes. The Company set him up and took him out, and almost took me out, too. It was dirty, Father. It was the dirtiest thing I ever saw. He was a good operative. He didn’t deserve what they did to him.”


“Who Is Mendoza,” Budu said.


“My daughter.”


“Ah.”


“I’ve been searching for her since 1996,” Joseph added morosely. “The worst part is, even if I found her I don’t know that she’d be glad to see me. None of the kids I rescued ever cared for me much. Not like your children, Father.”


There was another long silence. Budu’s head moved slightly, twitched from side to side, but he was still unable to raise it.


“One Of My Children Did This To Me,” he said. Joseph’s eyes widened.


“Victor. Yeah, he told me. Jeez, Father, how? He’s a little guy like me, he could never have taken you on. What happened? You didn’t really—” He halted. Then he summoned his courage and pushed on: “You didn’t really start that cabal within the Company, did you? Those bastards spreading plagues among the mortals? Tell me you didn’t.”


“I Did,” said the expressionless voice. “And I Paid For It.”


Joseph didn’t say anything in reply, but he sank back on his heels. After a moment Budu continued:


“After I Disobeyed Our Masters I Was Arrested And Taken From Antioch For My Hearing. I Disabled The Security Techs And Ran. The First Thing I Did Was Remove My Datalink To The Company.”


“But—I had to have mine removed surgically,” Joseph said. “You didn’t cut open your own face! Did you?”


“I Did What I Had To Do. That Was In 1099. When I Had Healed I Ran As Far As I Could. I Searched And Found The Bunkers. I Saw What Our Masters Had Done To My Men. I Broke The Numeric Location Code And Found Their Names. They Were All In The Bunkers Except Me And One Other.”


“Who?”


“Marco.”


Joseph seemed to draw into himself at the name. He shivered and said, “The guy who started all the trouble?”


“He Had Been Assigned To A Place Designated As Options Research. Have You Heard Of It, Son.”


“No,” Joseph said. “It doesn’t sound good, though.”


“Not Good. I Stole A Temporal Cargo Transport And Went To See Him. Our Masters Keep Him To Punish Preserver Class Operatives Who Disobey. He Can’t Kill Them, But He Tries. I Told Him To Join Me. He Would Not Leave That Place. Punishment Has Become His Work. Do You Understand.”


“I guess so,” Joseph said. He had gone pale, was shaking. The voice continued:


“I Left Him. I Lay Low In Europe Until The Fourteenth Century. I Saw The Black Death. I Watched What It Did. I Saw That There Might Be A Way To Continue My Own Work In Spite Of Our Masters.”


“But not by killing innocent people,” Joseph said, almost weeping. “You wouldn’t do that, Father, not you! Please—”


“No. Guilty Only. Let Me Finish. I Tracked Down Preservers I Knew Were Angry As I Was. Some Were My Sons. They Listened To Me. We Formed A Cabal. We Began Work. We Developed Disease Cultures That Would Kill Selectively And Die Too Fast To Spread Out Of Control.


“The Plan Was To Release Them Where Killers Were In The Mortal Population. Armies. Prisons. No Innocents To Die. But The Preservers Argued With Me.


“Labienus Said Overpopulation Was Killing The World. He Said I Was Targeting The Wrong Groups. He Said Killers Should Be Used To Do Our Work For Us. He Said Plagues Should Be Loosed On Overbreeders, Defectives, All Who Consume Without Producing. The Lesser Nations. The Poor.”


Joseph blinked back tears in silence, as the pitiless voice went on:


“I Overruled Him.”


“The bastard must have decided to double-cross you,” Joseph said.


“He Waited A Long Time. Our Cabal Grew. Then He Said We Should Bring In Victor. I Disagreed. I Knew Victor Disliked Me. But Labienus Said Victor Was An Executive Facilitator And Could Be Useful. In The End I Agreed. We Waited Until The Next Great Event Shadow And We Set The Trap.”


“The 1906 earthquake in San Francisco,” Joseph said.


“Yes. So Many Company Operatives In The City Then. Easy To Contact Victor In All The Confusion. I Was To Lure Him To A Place With One Entrance. Once I Had Him There Labienus And Others Would Join Me. We Would Have Persuaded Victor To Work For Us. He Would Have Had No Exit. If He Refused We Would Disable Him. One Against Six. He Would Have Disappeared.”


Joseph shuddered. “You wouldn’t disable an innocent operative? That’s as bad as what Dr. Zeus is doing.”


“Victor Is Not Innocent. I Led Him To The Trap. Made Him The Offer. He Refused. But Labienus And The Others Never Came. Unless I Disabled Victor He Would Go Straight To Our Masters And Report Me. Labienus Betrayed Both Of Us.


“They Had Modified Victor. He Didn’t Know. They Made Him A Reservoir Of Poisons, Son. Biological Weapons From Our Own Group’s Facilities. I Scanned Him. Viruses Designed For Specific Targets To Lie Dormant Until Activated By Specific Signals. I Was One Of His Targets.”


“Labienus designed the viruses, didn’t he?” said Joseph wearily.


“Yes. Victor Spat On Me As We Argued. It Entered Through A Scratch In My Skin. I Was Paralyzed. I Might Have Reset And Self-Repaired, But He Sent Mortals To Finish Me.”


“The guys with hatchets?”


Budu’s shoulders twitched, the closest he could manage to a shrug. “The Mortals Who Owned That Cellar. I Had Killed Some Of Them. Only Justice. When The Earthquake Came It Buried Us All. I Went Into Fugue. Rotted In The Debris Layer Until You Found Me. Only Justice. I Should Have Known What Labienus Would Do. Did He Set Plagues Loose.”
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