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EXTRACT FROM THE JOURNAL OF

THE BOTANI ST MENDQZA

150, 000 BCE (nore or |ess)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

flow

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

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

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

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

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

foll ow ng orders, of course.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

If only he'd cone for ne.

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

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

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

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

avenged hi s death.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

Vell, little girl, what'll it

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

I was four years old.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Speak of the fall of Rome and it occurs!

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

He has cone again.

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

| still can't quite believe this.

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

But what if we have broken the pattern at last?

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

was i npossible. Only cyborgs can fly these things.

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

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

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

H m of course. Wio else would it be?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

t here?"

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

I ncor por at ed?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Was t here?

Was t here?

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I grow vegetables," | said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

He sipped his tea and | ooked at it in



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

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

up the tomatoes.

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

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

sl ave! "

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

al one when | neet the man?

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

t ub

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

God, CGod, God

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

Al ec' s shoul ders.

God?

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

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

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

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

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

Gosh, what a coi nci dence

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

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

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

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

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

And | didn't know the half of it yet

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

pl ans may be.

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

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

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

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

| may yet.

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

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

[ ain there studying himall night,

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

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

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

will surely suffer one day.

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

br eakf ast .

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

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

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

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

"I like "em" he said.

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

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

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

| ot better looking, in shining arnor."

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

"You believe in that stuff?"

"Not really,” | said. "Do you?"

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

"Were you raised in any religion?"

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

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

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

O thodox Vodou. | think she

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

"Ch, no."

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

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

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

"A synagogue?"

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

"Santiago de Conpostela?" | was stunned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Yes. | saw those."

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

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

erection.”

He snickered in enbarrassnent.

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

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



before you try to take it anywhere else."

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

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

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

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

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

So | drove the third nail into nmy coffin.

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

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

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

Is ny nortal darling even hunman? | wonder ed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

i nessentials |ike confort.

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

backl ash.

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

that worried-dog | ook again.

"What's Latin?"

My God, the progress of human know edge.

"like, Latin American?" he asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

What have | done?

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

record... hmm

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

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

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

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

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

were able to nove east,

where they encountered tribes with whomthey could not interbreed successfully

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

aggr essi on.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

been, one day, to burn in that fire.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It's so strange, waiting to see.

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

t hi ng has happened.

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

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

Al ec there were no dinosaurs in this time period.

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



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

speci alist come to see di scovery?

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

Qui afortis est ut nors dilectio dura s

Extract fromthe Text of Document D

6 Maye 1579

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

whi ch sure the illvsione was to conceal

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

| yke the noones beans then sun

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

m nded to see any farther thervnto.

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



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

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

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

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

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

bet yde

12 Maye, 1579

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

THE YEAR 2350:

THE MEETINGS OF THE | NKLI NGS NOUVEAU

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

i ncendi ary devi ces, or venonous reptiles.

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

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

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

t hey' d have a brai nstorm ng session.

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

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

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

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

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

di agnosed an eccentric by the authorities.

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



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

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

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

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

"Chatty, old man!" he said heartily.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

scribe a particular imoral act that had become possible with

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



but only slightly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Chaps, " suggested Rutherford.

"Yeah, chaps, | neant."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Eh?" Ellsworth-Howard scow ed at him

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

"Ch. Ckay."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Denobi | i zed?" said Rutherford.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"What ' re we gonna do?"

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

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

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

"What | egends?" Chatterji asked.

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

sl eeping until King Arthur comes again."

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

Ell sworth-Howard irritably.

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

engi neered. Do you under st and?"

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I hate this bloody century," quavered Rutherford.

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

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

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

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

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

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

THE YEAR 2324:

Smart Al ec

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

eni gmatic.

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

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

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

t here any chance there might still be pi-

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"What ?"

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

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

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

"No. "

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

hand| e?"

"No. "

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

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

"How cone it's crimnal?"

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

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

sweet s because

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

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



Lady, so no scaredy-cat's gonna tel

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"She divorced your daddy, baby."



"What' s that nean?"

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

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

i ke ne? Everybody el se does."

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

t hen

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

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

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

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

hi ding himin her breasts.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

and never ever cone out.

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

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

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

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

Derek and Lulu had exchanged gl ances over his head.

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

to cry.

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

pr ot est ed.

"No, no, son-"

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

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

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

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

br eat h.

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

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

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

"Wth cannons?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

ki ds, back in the old days."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Al ec was speechl ess.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

i ndi vi dual needs.

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

order.

said Al ec, rubbing his coat sleeve



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

i ncluded in all nodels.

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

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

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

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

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

"Nope," said Al ec sol emmly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"What ?"

"WIl you give me a nane?"

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Ch!" Alec smiled.

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

“Uh- huh."

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

di stant crash of breakers and a faint crying

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

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

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

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

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

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



"Can you tell me anything about your numy?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Yes, please," Al ec said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

har der -

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

it does."

Al ec reached up and pushed a light. It flickered, and the Sea Captain's coat
was no | onger blue but bright yellow.

"You see? This is what | neant when |I told you that |I can ook |ike anything
you want me to-" Sea Captain told him but Al ec had already grasped the
concept perfectly. G eefully he pushed again, and again. The Sea Captain's
coat turned green, then purple, then scarlet.

Di scourage! Scarlet/mlitary context/violence/unsuitable! "Al ec-"

"So all these lights can make you | ook different?" Alec |ooked up at them
specul atively.

"That's right. Think of it as the biggest, best paintbox in the world!" said
the Sea Captain, dutifully shelving its discouragenment directive for the
encouragenent one, as it was

programmed to let positive feedback take precedence whenever possible.

"Ww, " said Alec, his eyes glazing slightly as the whol e busi ness began to
make sense to him

The Playfriend was pleased with itself. Score! @Guidance in creative play
accepted! In spite of the fact that it was bei ng hanpered by that damed
anomal y, which sinply refused to be anal yzed. Self-congratul ation seened to be
in order.

But there were lots of other glowi ng lights on the quarter-deck.

"What do these do?" Alec ran farther do