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To the man himself.



Desideratissime
Quia fortis est ut mors dilectio …




PROLOGUE

A Long Time Ago …

Before the first stone was set in Zimbabwe’s wall…

Three boys went out one morning to fish in the river. They were too young to go by themselves, but they went anyway, taking a boat. The current pulled them away swiftly, and they traveled a long time, and soon they had no idea where they were or how to get back to their village.

They drifted close to the bank of the river, and one of the boys jumped overboard and tried to swim to shore. Crocodiles caught him, and pulled him down. The other two boys stayed in the boat, terrified, and it drifted on.

Then the river passed through a forest, where branches hung low over the boat, and as they passed under, one of the boys jumped for a branch and pulled himself up. But he screamed and, looking back, the last boy saw that there was a leopard making its way along the branch.

The last boy stayed sensibly in the boat where he was safe, all that day and all the night, and in the morning the boat drifted near to a herders’ camp. He waved to them from the boat, and they came down and pulled it from the water.

Their leader was a pale fox-faced man. He heard the boy’s story. After looking the boy over carefully, he took him aside. Did the boy know the story of how, after evil came into the world, God sent an ark down to help men? How it came traveling on the rainbow, filled with copies of everything that lives, and tools for all the arts?

Of course the boy knew that story. The man explained that he and his fellow herders worked for God, and they were busy collecting animals for another such ark, because another great evil was coming someday. He asked if the boy would like to help God, and the boy, who loved God, said that he would like that very much.

So the boy was taken away from the world, and woke up later in great pain in a hospital ward, with his head bandaged. There he found that what the fox-faced man had told him was not exactly true: he was indeed to work at saving things in a great ark for the future, but he would be working not for God but for someone called Dr. Zeus Incorporated. On the other hand, he would never die.

In the centuries to come, when the boy had become a man, there were times when he regretted the bargain. Dr. Zeus Incorporated took in all the man contrived to save, greedily, and stored it away, not for the good of humanity but in order to make stockholders wealthy. Dr. Zeus Incorporated manipulated nations and events in order to guarantee profits, with a complete disregard for the human suffering it might cause.

Nor was Dr. Zeus all-seeing as a god ought to be; for though it had mastered the arts of time travel and immortality, it seemed to be blind to whatever might lie beyond 9 July 2355 AD. It was whispered among immortals that Dr. Zeus might fall on that date, destroyed perhaps by an intracorporate war. Perhaps history, perhaps even time itself ended on that day.

The man learned, moreover, that many of his fellow immortals had likewise become disillusioned with their eternal work. Some had come to hate the mortal humanity they served. Some had begun manipulating nations and events on their own account, with an eye to rebellion. They had no callous disregard for human suffering; they positively delighted in it. Sometimes the man wondered whether he was the only one who remembered the reason he had been given eternal life.

He made his own plans. He raised his own armies. There were times when he was tempted to rise in rebellion himself. But, laughing ruefully, he would tell himself that he had learned one priceless law by which to live, in his childhood: Keep your arms and legs inside the ride at all times until it has stopped moving.

So far, it has not. But the day is coming.


PART I

Fez, 9 July 2355: The Game

The man is seated in his study. He has the gravity and silence of a pillar of black stone. There is a lot on his mind today, for the great evil about which he was warned so long ago has almost arrived. At last he rises and, putting his hands in the pockets of his modern tailored suit, advances to an inlaid cabinet in the corner.

After opening its doors, he takes out a box and returns to his chair.

He considers the game in its box.

It’s an old shatrang set, non-electronic, carved sometime late in the twentieth century. The white pieces are real ivory, perhaps the last to be made before the ban on that particular animal product. The black pieces are ebony. The board is inlaid with these substances too and the workmanship is a little raw, an example of the deliberate primitivism that was in vogue during that period of history.

Contrived or not, the set summons memories. Many of them are terrible memories. The man lifts out the ebony Elephant, shatrang’s nearest equivalent to the Bishop in chess. Its diagonal movement is limited to two squares in any direction, but like the Knight it can jump, most unexpectedly for those unfamiliar with the game. This piece ought to be an African elephant, but the artist has depicted it wearing an Indian elephant’s howdah on its broad back, like a pavilion perched on a domed hill. Within the howdah, two tiny dark figures cling to each other.


CHAPTER 1

The Hill. Where? When?

Baby was born and, surprise! She was a little girl. There was great rejoicing in the hill about that, because girls don’t happen very often. Quean Barbie was elated, enchanted: to have produced a wonderful baby girl made her feel very grand. The Uncles were all very happy, too, especially Uncle Ratlin, who was the cleverest person living in the hill.

But Baby’s novelty wore off fairly soon, and it wasn’t long before Quean Barbie got tired of carrying her around and irritably handed her off to the poor stupids to be cared for. If they hadn’t been so stupid, they could have told Baby not to feel too badly about this: Quean Barbie loved having babies but always tired of them quickly, and always forgot about them in the excitement of making more.

Baby figured this out for herself, however. Baby wasn’t stupid.

No, Baby was clever, like Uncle Ratlin; like Quean Barbie, she could make the stupids do things for her. So life wasn’t so bad for a while, in the hill. The stupids brought Baby nice things to eat when she told them to, and made things to amuse her when she told them to, and every so often Uncle Ratlin would notice her when he wasn’t busy, and though she couldn’t make him do things very easily he was always nice, telling her stories about what fun they’d have when Baby was the new Quean.

Once Baby understood that she was going to be Quean, her life became much more complicated. All of her vague feelings of dislike for her mother had a center now, and her sense of herself was strengthened. She was more than Baby who was a girl, who was clever and gave orders. She was Baby who ought to be Quean! She had hair, as Quean Barbie had hair, though not so much. Quean Barbie had a vast bouffant of crystalline tresses, carefully woven up for her by the stupids every morning, while Baby’s was cobwebby and thin, stuck up like little bushes and weeds.

Quean Barbie had clothes, too, of every color and description, brought back for her by Uncle Ratlin when he had time but most frequently by the stupider Uncles, who were easier for Quean Barbie to order around. It was hard for them to find the sort of clothes she wanted. The big people of the houses didn’t seem to keep many gowns like ladies on the holoset wore, which was what Quean Barbie preferred, and the Uncles sometimes had to break into four or five houses in a night before they could get a pretty gown for the Quean.

Baby didn’t need to do that. She simply sent one of the stupids to fetch her one of Quean Barbie’s dresses, and as an afterthought ordered him to bring Quean Barbie’s hairbrush, too. For about an hour Baby was very happy, turning this way and that in her new finery and swept-up do, admiring her reflection in the stupids’ big black eyes.

But then! Quean Barbie came raving out of her chamber, flailing away at the poor cowering stupids who attended her, screaming for her hairbrush. When her wide gaze fell on Baby, what shock! What slit-eyed rage followed, what hissed nasty names like Slut and Whore! Fortunately Baby was very fast, and the stupids too stupid to get out of the Quean’s way as she chased after Baby, so that Quean Barbie fell down and Baby got away.

Baby was on her own after that, hiding out in the parts of the hill where no one ever went. It was a very old hill and the kin had been there a long time, so there were tunnels and rooms long forgotten, heaped to the ceilings with trash, vacated when they’d become too full to use. Plenty of room for Baby to hide and never get caught. More: there was a forgotten tunnel to the outside, giving Baby her own private exit.

The first time she ventured up and out, she expected to see a maze of houses and streets. That was what the Memory insisted was there, a town full of brutal big people, the hairy ogres who were the hereditary enemies of Baby’s race. No; only a sky sparked full of white stars and a hillside all bushes, and a long way off across fields a yellow spark from one little house, and beyond it the mounds where houses had used to be.

Baby crept out in the cold, shivering in her little rag of a dress, and ventured all the way across the fields to the house. It was much bigger once she got there, edging her way around the cattle pen and the big muddy transport parked outside. She looked through the windows and saw the big man who lived in the house, sprawled before his holoset with his big muddy boots off, just watching the holo slack-faced the way Quean Barbie did.

Baby knew what to do then, all right; the Memory served her well. With just a little coaxing the man yawned, got up and opened the door to her, and never even saw her as she walked in at knee level and followed her nose to where he kept his food. She wandered through his kitchen, poking into things, nibbling idly, helping herself to what was nice, spitting out what wasn’t. She carried away a bright printed paper box of biscuits, marching back to the big man where he still stood, staring vacantly out at the night through the half-open door.

Before she left, however, Baby spotted something else she wanted: there on the back of the big man’s chair was a crocheted afghan, made long ago, pink and green acrylic fiber. Baby thought it was beautiful. She took it, wrapping it about her little shoulders as she left the house.

The big man closed the door after her and returned to his chair, where he yawned again and frowned at the holo program, thinking he must have nodded off for a moment.

Baby stopped on her way back, diverted by the big beasts in the cattle pen. They were even easier to coax than the big man, and it took her only a minute to find the right ones and get a nice hot drink.

Full and warm and very pleased with herself, she started back to the hill as the eastern sky was paling. She could do everything now! Really, she ought to have a proper name, the way Uncle Ratlin and Quean Barbie had. What was the grandest possible name for such a clever little girl? The Memory helpfully served up fragments of talk, big words with a vague sense of meaning.

She decided on Princess Tiara Parakeet.

But later, huddled in her own private warren, Tiara had to admit that she didn’t have it all yet. A Quean didn’t curl up alone in her chamber, all by herself. A Quean had lots of kin around her, and a bright-glowing holoset to watch, and Uncles and the occasional big man to talk to. When Queans cried, they cried proudly, noisily and angrily, because they hadn’t been given enough presents, and not because they were little and alone in the dark.

It was the Memory that sent Tiara poking through the trash rooms, where the panel light was dimmed because of all the piled clutter. One of these rooms had been, long ago, where the Queans’ big men were thrown away when they died. Tiara knew you couldn’t talk to big men anymore when they turned into bones, but she might play that they were still alive and talking to her, telling her how clever and pretty she was.

All thought of this particular game vanished, however, when Tiara finally pushed the door open and got into the bone room.

There were plenty of old bones, nasty rattly pieces of big men that Tiara didn’t much like the look of, and she saw at once that they wouldn’t do at all for pretend kin. But there was also a whole big man sprawled there, discarded like the rest!

No … not exactly a big man. Tiara stood and stared at him, and gradually the Memory told her everything: this was one of the big people’s slaves, the clever immortal machines that looked just like them. Cyborgs. They worked for the Uncle of all the big people, who was called Dr. Zeus Incorporated.

The slaves were evil; the big people sent them to plunder poor little kin and steal their clever works. They had always done this, and the kin hadn’t ever been able to stop them until one day, at last, a clever Uncle had devised a way to break the slaves. He’d even succeeded in catching one; though the slave had gotten away after. Such a long time, then, the Uncles had hunted for the slave, trying to catch him again, and many Uncles had been lost. It had become one of the epic stories of their race.

Though he had been finally captured, of course; kin never gave up when they wanted something. It was one of the things that made them better than the big people.

Why, it had been Tiara’s own kin who had captured the slave at last, famous Uncle Zingo! Though he was dust now, poor old thing, but famous dust anyhow. And Uncle Ratlin himself had been the one to kill the slave, trying and trying with the different inventions until he’d made one that was deadly enough to do the job. Tiara didn’t understand the big words and concepts that the Memory gave her, about biomechanicals and electromagnetic pulses and disruption, but it had been a great day indeed for Uncle Ratlin when he’d finally killed the slave.

Ever since, Uncle Ratlin had gone more and more among the big people, about his business in broad daylight even, and brought home wonderful presents for Quean Barbie. There was a great plan that was going to make them all very happy one day, that would avenge the kin and bring about the ruin of the big people and their slaves forever, and it all hinged on Uncle Ratlin’s invention.

But in the meantime, the dead slave had been thrown in here and utterly forgotten. Kin never wasted thought on that for which they had no further use. That was another of the things that made them better than the big people.

Tiara picked her way into the room and stood looking down at the dead slave critically. Really, he didn’t look very bad; much nicer than all those old bones. He would do, she decided, for pretend kin.

But what could you play with a thing that couldn’t talk back to you? Tiara thought about it and her little face brightened. She ran off to her own hiding place and returned in a moment, carrying the pink and green acrylic afghan and a beer bottle she had filled with spring water. Sitting down beside the dead slave, she pulled his head and shoulders into her lap and awkwardly wrapped him in the afghan; then she tilted the bottle to his lips, pretending to feed him, spilling water down his waxen face.

“Pretty little baby, pretty little baby,” Tiara crooned. “Drink your nice milk and go to sleep.”

She had, like all the rest of her race, the power of absolute concentration on what interested her at the moment, fixation to a degree that would baffle one of the big people. So intent on her game was she, it mattered nothing to her that the dead slave trembled abruptly, that his mouth opened and fastened on the neck of the bottle, that he proceeded to gulp down the water.

“Good little baby,” Tiara sang approvingly. “Such a good baby, he drinks it all gone. Isn’t he clever! Mummy’s very pleased with him.”

The slave lay still, gasping for breath. She lifted the bottle away and he moved his lips as though he were speaking, but Tiara couldn’t hear anything. “Oh, he’s parched, he’s parched and dry, he needs a whiskey to tell that story!” she sang. “Does he want a whiskey, then?”

The slave might have nodded, or it might have been a shiver. Tiara decided to play it for a nod and jumped up, running off to the spring for more water. She returned in triumph and settled back down, lifting his head and holding the bottle for him. “Drink, drink!” she chanted. “And grow up big and strong.”

He finished the water and sighed, and his head sagged back on her arm. His lips moved again and this time she heard him speak, distinctly, a whisper of thanks.

“He can talk to me,” she squealed in delight. “Talk to me more, slave!”

His eyes opened. She exclaimed, and leaned down to peer into them. They were a lovely shade of twilight blue, the prettiest eyes she had ever seen. All the kin had eyes like black water, except for some of the smarter Uncles; none such a nice color as this slave’s eyes. They did not seem to see her, though. His lips moved again and the voice was clearer:



“… I have been a word in a book,

I have been an eagle,

I have been a ship on the sea,

I have been the string of a harp,

I have been bespelled a long year inthe foam of the sea … “



“Oh, no you haven’t, silly,” said Tiara. “You’ve been only here for years.”

The slave blinked, looked confused. At last, “Little girl?” he inquired.

“You have to call me Princess Tiara,” she informed him.

“Princess Tiara,” he repeated. “Where are we?”

“You’re in my hill, slave-baby,” she said.

His face screwed up as though he were going to cry. “God Apollo, help me,” he moaned, turning his face away. She took his chin in her hands and turned his face back.

“Don’t cry, little baby. Mummy will take care of you. And we can play kin and you can talk to me and get me presents.”

He took a deep breath, blinking his eyes. “Why, I would love to, Princess Tiara,” he said at last. “But I’m hurt, you see. I can’t move my arms or legs, and I’m afraid I can’t see you, not in any spectrum.”

“Oh!” Tiara dropped the game. “You know why? Because Uncle Ratlin killed you.” She leaned back and studied him, puzzled. “How did you come alive again, slave?”

He appeared to be thinking about it. “I must have reset, or rerouted, and I’ve been in fugue all this time,” he guessed, as though he were talking to himself. He turned his head in her direction. “Little girl? Princess Tiara. Are we in your uncle Ratlin’s room?”

Tiara shook her head and then remembered he couldn’t see. “Oh, no. We’re in the room where the dead big people get thrown away.”

“Ah,” he said, shuddering. “So I’ve been thrown away? How long have I been in here?”

“Always,” Tiara said. Her tiny brows drew together in a frown. “Uncle Ratlin will be mad. You were supposed to be dead.”

“Oh, but—” How rapid the slave’s breathing became. “You don’t want him to be mad, do you? And if you tell him I’m still alive, he’ll want to kill me again. And if he does that, I won’t be able to talk to you. You see?”

Tiara saw. “It’s a secret,” she decided.

“Oh, yes, Princess Tiara, it’s our secret. Please?” The slave’s voice shook. “You won’t tell anyone I’m alive in here, and I can talk to you, and play all the games you like.”

“But you’re broken,” Tiara pointed out.

“Well, that’s true, but I might get better. I’m sure I would, if I had enough time,” the slave argued earnestly. “I couldn’t even talk or think before, and then you gave me water to drink, and just listen to me now! I’m talking and thinking like mad.”

“I’ll get you more water,” Tiara announced.

She got up and ran from the room, not noticing his cries of: “Wait! Little girl! Princess! Oh, please, for gods’ sake, don’t leave me!” When she came back after refilling the bottle, he turned his face at once as he heard her come in. “Princess Tiara?” he called desperately.

“Don’t cry, little baby,” she said, putting the bottle to his mouth. He gasped and drank again, so quickly some of the water spilled and ran down like his tears.

“Thank you, sweet little princess,” he gasped.

“I like that.” She smiled. “Tell me I’m a sweet little princess again.”

“Oh, you are! You’re the dearest, sweetest little princess there’s ever been.”

“Tell me you love me.”

“I love you!”

“And I love you,” she emoted, clasping her hands together and tossing her head back. “You are my perfect treasure, and I die for wanting you!”

The slave’s mouth worked oddly. “My dearest love, you must never die,” he cried. “Surely if you die the stars will all go out!”

“That’s nice,” she told him, her eyes shining. “You talk beautiful.”

“I will always talk beautifully for you, Princess, I promise,” said the slave. “I just wish I could sit up and play, too. If only I could see! Will you look for me, dear little princess, and tell me: have I still got both my legs?”

Dutifully Tiara leaned over and looked, though she knew perfectly well. “Yes,” she sang. “Ten fingers and ten toes, why, he’s perfect!”

“Both my feet are still there, then? And my arms and hands?”

“Yes, my treasure.”

“Apollo be thanked. Am I cut, my dearest? Have I wounds anywhere?”

“My poor brave hero.” Tiara pretended to weep. “They have murdered you entirely, there is blood in your beautiful golden hair.”

“Is there?” The slave blinked, frowning. “Yes. I remember that. He tried to open my skull. So there’s a wound in my head, my love?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Ha. Well, don’t trouble your heart, my darling.” The slave ran his tongue over his lips. “If you’ll look after me—if you’ll bring me water and food—my body will have what it needs to begin repairing itself. I don’t know how badly I’m damaged, but if I can regain some function—any function—” The slave began to tremble, and calmed himself. “Why, what a grand time we’ll have. And I can tell you stories—do you like stories, Princess Tiara?”

“Oh, yes,” she assured him.

“Well then! Do you know, I was a Literature Preservation Specialist—” The slave’s voice broke. He swallowed hard and went on, “And what that means is, I know every story in the wide world. I will be your own storyteller, princess dear, and nobody else will have such fine stories told. Only to you will I tell them. Will you like that?”

“More than anything, my prince,” said Tiara and sighed. Then, in a completely sensible voice, she added, “Except you aren’t really a prince. You’re just my slave.”

“Ah! Yes, but only your slave,” he insisted. “I would be slave to none but the beautiful Princess Tiara. I’m afraid if you tell anybody I’m here, they’ll come take me away from you.”

“Nobody will do that,” Tiara told him, patting his cheek. She knew how to keep secrets.

There was no time, inside the hill; except in Quean Barbie’s chamber, where there was a chronometer of ingenious design to remind everyone when her favorite programs were on. With that exception there was no day or night, no sense of days or weeks passing or what that might mean.

But there were the stories, and the little rhymes the slave knew. For a long while there was Cinderella and Puss in Boots and Hickory Dickory Dock, intoned in his weary patient voice from the moment Tiara yawned and sat up until the moment she’d yawn and snuggle down beside him. She had dragged her scraps of blanket and dead-leaf nesting into the bone room and made a cozy place there against the slave’s body. She left it only to find food and drink for them.

Plenty of water from the spring, and pale fish blind as the slave was blind from the dark pool under the rock. From the world outside there were berries, and hazelnuts, and bird eggs. There were snails. The slave had shuddered at these, at first, and then made a game that they were escargot with garlic butter in white wine sauce. Sometimes Tiara would creep down to the farm and take anything that appealed to her from the big man’s kitchen, and sometimes things from his yard. Once there were towels left out to dry on the line overnight, and Tiara carried them away gleefully; for as her slave began to get better he could feel the cold, and she liked to wrap warm things about his shivering body, or wad them between him and the stony floor.

As Tiara got older and more skillful she learned to milk the big beasts into a jar, and would carry it back to her slave with scarcely a drop spilled. Then they’d feast on the cream, and with his throat refreshed the slave could go on with the astonishing stories, about Jason and the Argonauts, about Odysseus, about Rama and Sita.

Tiara loved her slave. With just a little food and care he became much nicer to look at: the wound in his head healed over and he regained use of one of his arms, dragging himself upright to lean against a wall. Nor was he loud, as the big people were, but soft-spoken, and as self-effacing as the stupids that served Quean Barbie. Tiara assumed this was because he was a slave.

The only trouble she would ever have with him was when he would cry. Sometimes he’d begin to cry and be unable to stop, and shouting at him or stamping her feet never helped; so she learned those were the times to play Mummy, and kiss the tears from his cheeks (she liked the salty flavor) and stroke his hair and sing to him. It was a strange feeling for Princess Tiara, rocking him in her arms until he’d wept himself quiet. It made her Memory come, flooding her little mind with images and words she’d never imagined. It made her heart ache.

How long does it take to tell all of the Ramayana? The Iliad? The Kalevala? All the stories of the Arabian Nights? The Cattle Raid of Cooley? Every myth and legend an immortal mind might compile in two thousand years of careful work? And telling them once would never be enough, for the devouring attention of a child. There are always stories to be told over and over, until the listener repeats them with the teller, pause for pause, breath for breath, word for ceaseless word, unappeased, unappeasable.

Quean Barbie, up in her warm chamber with her captive suitors and her silent attendants, watched game shows and soap operas and Elvis holoes. Down in the dark, Princess Tiara drank of a different brew, began to grow into another kind of Quean entirely.

Her tastes did form around romances, as she grew. Every tale of chivalry and passion the slave had ever sung when he’d been a troubadour, she loved: Tristan and Isolde, Arthur and Guinevere, Pelleas and Melisande. Every jongleur ditty about Robin and Marian. All the Shakespeare love plays, acted out in the slave’s beautiful voice and with the gestures of his one good hand. Heathcliff and Cathy, Jane Eyre and Mr. Rochester enchanted Tiara. When he recited Alfred Noyes’s The Highwayman for her, she wanted it every night after that for years.

Princess Tiara grew small high breasts, and began to develop a certain interest in the slave’s anatomy. No use; he couldn’t make those parts work, damaged as he was, and he explained that it wasn’t good for a little girl to start that sort of play too early anyway. Carefully, phrasing with exquisite tact, he made a request. She agreed, and the next night she went down to the farmhouse and rummaged around in the big man’s bedroom as he slept. She returned in triumph with a pair of thin cotton dress trousers, and helped the slave pull them on over his nakedness. Once his man parts were covered she forgot all about them. He did look so funny, with the big baggy trousers rolled up on his thin legs!

But the clothes made him happy, and Tiara liked making her slave happy.

Now that she had breasts, now that he had trousers, the long hours of talk changed. There were still stories, but he also told her about History. He had lived a long time and knew a great deal, and he knew how to make it interesting for her. Every king or emperor or president had had a great lady who’d loved him, after all, and a story could easily be related in terms of what Theodosia had bid Justinian to do, or Eleanor bid Franklin. And he made the big world seem such a wonderful place! It was quite a shock of connection, the day Tiara realized that all the stories he’d been telling her hadn’t happened inside the hill but must, of course, have happened in the big world outside.

Yes, that was a jump into another dimension. None of those people in the stories lived in cold rooms full of trash, or waded shivering through dewfall to steal food. There were elegant places where rain didn’t cascade down the walls in winter, where things were fixed when they broke, where nobody had to hide in the darkness.

“I want to go out there,” she informed the slave.

“I wish we could, dearest Princess,” said the slave wistfully. “We could walk in the beautiful city of London, under the blossoming trees in Regent’s Park. We could stay at Claridge’s. We could dress splendidly and go to an elegant restaurant. I would wave my hand for the seller of roses and he’d come, just like that, and lay his wares at your feet. A waiter would bring us champagne. All the men passing by would fall in love with you.”

“And would I be more beautiful than their dreams and hearts’ desires?” Tiara asked.

“Oh, yes, child,” the slave replied, and stretched out his hand and found her face. He traced its contours, the tiny nose and chin of exquisite delicacy, the high-domed brow and enormous eyes. “Oh, Princess, you’ll break hearts in your time.”

“Why can’t we go right now?” Tiara pleaded.

“Time,” the slave replied. “I’m not at my best, I’m afraid, and you’re still so little, dearest. One fine day, though, you’ll be a grand lady; and if I’m lucky, one day my legs will repair themselves. Then, if you’ll lead me by the hand, we might go away together.”

“What will it take to make your legs work again?”

The slave smiled wryly. “A few months in a regeneration tank would do it, but we haven’t got one of those, have we, my love? I suppose if we could get room service in here we’d have a chance, and wouldn’t that be nice? Regular meals, so dear Tiara could grow tall and poor old Lewis’s biomechanicals had the fuel they needed to repair themselves.”

“You mean we need more food,” she said, focusing sharply.

“Mm-hm. Vitamins, minerals, and iron,” he said airily, draping his arm around her. “We’ll have them someday, I’m sure. Coquille St. Jacques, oysters creole, curried shrimp. Crème brulée, asparagus soufflé, café au lait. You’ll be lovely in watered silk and pearls, and all the splendid gallants will fall on their knees to beg you for the honor of just one dance with the rare and remarkable Princess Tiara Parakeet.”

She snuggled in under his arm, but her mind was still busy. “Will you be very jealous, when I have lots of lovers?” she wanted to know.

“Oh, a bit, I suppose,” he said, leaning his cheek against the top of her head. “But, really, how could I be greedy? I can’t keep you all to myself, a beauty like you.”

He had begun to hum a little tune, a waltz composed in a place and time very far from that dark room stacked with the moldering dead, when Tiara looked up at him and asked: “Have you ever loved anybody besides me?”

The waltz trailed off into silence.

“Once upon a time,” the slave said quietly.

There was a silence again, and Tiara prodded him. “Once upon a time?”

The slave drew a deep breath, and in the clear voice with which he had recited before kings at Tara he began: “This is a story about two lovers. It is the best love story I know, because it’s true.”

“Star-crossed lovers?” Tiara wanted to know.

“Oh, yes, terribly. They suffered torment, and prison, and death. Nations and powers conspired to keep them apart. But they always found each other again, you see? And at last they went away together and were never parted anymore.

“Once upon a time … a little girl sat in a cell like this one. It was dark and cold in there, and the little girl was frightened and all alone.”

“But I’m not alone,” said Tiara.

“No, dearest. You have me. But this little girl didn’t have anybody, yet.

“Her name was Mendoza.”

 

Fez, 9 July 2355

The man sets the Elephant back in its place, picks up an ivory Pawn. He reflects that there had been a certain political agenda in the mind of the carver; all the white figures are clearly agents of nineteenth-century imperialism. The ivory Pawn could be a controleur, a company store accountant, a missionary: high collar and hat, pointed beard and mustaches. In pose he is stiff as a wooden idol, he has none of the dynamic lines of the other pieces. Only his face is alive. His teeth are bared in a grimace of Viking ferocity, his staring eyes round with malice.


CHAPTER 2

Hollywood, 7 August 2330

The Benthamites had finally come for Forest Lawn.

It wasn’t the first time open season had been declared on a cemetery. Centuries earlier, San Francisco had decided her civic space was at a premium and relocated her founding population (who were in no condition to protest the change of address) to a potato field some miles south of her borders. The former San Franciscans in question, however, were granted neat new plots and crypts, in fact a nice necropolis of their very own, in compensation for being evicted.

Not so the residents of Forest Lawn in Hollywood. They might reasonably have expected that politics could no longer touch them, but they’d have been in for a surprise.

The Benthamites followed the tenets of Jeremy Bentham, nineteenth-century social philosopher and reformer. Most of his ideas were fairly radical, for their era: utilitarianism, coercive law, applying calculus as a means of evaluating human happiness. His thinking on mortuary arrangements, however, was truly original.

Why, he asked, were the deceased such slackers? Instead of crumbling away in boxes and reserving to themselves two yards of land that might be put to better use for food production, they ought to be of some service to humanity! He drew the line at cannibalism, but did feel that the human corpse had a host of uses both practical and decorative, which only mere religious superstition prevented from development.

To name but one possible way in which Mortality might serve Utility: attractive persons might have their bodies preserved postmortem and presented to friends as an alternative to statuary. Mr. Bentham himself willed his body to his college in the eager expectation of becoming his own memorial shrine.

Alas, the science of taxidermy wasn’t quite equal to Mr. Bentham’s hopes, and the best efforts only produced a sort of macabre doll that was kept in its own handsome cabinet except when it was annually wheeled out and propped up at memorial dinners. Mr. Bentham faded from the memory of all but his unfortunate beneficiaries and readers of Ripley’s Believe It or Not!, until the late twenty-second century when the body of his writings was rediscovered and Benthamism became the latest craze.

Altered, of course, to suit twenty-second century sensibilities. The focus then was on reclaiming the vast acres of real estate lost to public use because they were full of dead bodies. This had become a critical issue on a crowded planet, as over time funerary institutions went bankrupt and abandoned hundreds of square miles of headstone-studded earth.

Enter the Benthamites. Their benevolent organization raised funds to purchase disused memorial parks, which were then carefully excavated. After due archaeological and medical analysis, the bodies were cremated (less dental gold and any personal items with which they might have been buried), the graves were filled in, and the headstones used in the construction of public works buildings. The former cemeteries were rededicated to public use by the living. Low-cost housing, car parks, air transport stations, shopping malls …

And when the new plagues came and devastated that pragmatic world, and the dead outnumbered the living, still the Benthamites continued their good work to the benefit of all. Death had so terrified the moderns that they couldn’t bear contemplation of his white face, mention of his name; the newly dead were whisked away to cremation and never spoken of again. In such an environment, naturally enough the last thing anyone wanted to see on a daily commute or casual drive was a graveyard! So the Benthamites grew in popularity, and therefore in power.

And therefore their ranks were densely infiltrated by the immortal operatives of Dr. Zeus Incorporated.

He usually went by the name of Victor deVere. His immortal body was neatly made and looked well in tailored clothes, so he was something of a dandy. His sharply pointed beard and mustaches were red. His eyes were green and capable of brightness, but generally focused in the flat blank stare of a hunting cat. His skin was white as paper, an unnatural pallor very unusual for an immortal, with shadows like bruises under the bored eyes.

At the crest of Lankershim his car’s propellant motor stalled, and Victor keyed in an order to restart. He drummed his gloved fingers on the dash console while the car growled and thought about it.

As Victor waited, he considered the view spreading out below him: a waste of blowing sand and broken sidewalk that had been the San Fernando Valley, crossed by the unreliable trickle of the Los Angeles River and bounded at the east by the ruin of the old city itself. It was fairly attractive, as ruins went. Morning glory vines had spread rampant over dozens of square miles, hiding and softening the scars of urban war with blue flowers.

The motor started up again, but the car informed Victor that it had lost its programming and asked politely for a destination. Annoyed—for the damned thing had only to go down the hill and around the corner—Victor entered trip coordinates again. The car hummed and sped off with him, down Lankershim and along Forest Lawn Drive, in the shadow of Mount Hollywood.

At the gatehouse the security tech on duty nodded and let him through. He left the car, which was having another directional crisis, and walked on up to the modular shelter—surmounted by its holographic image of Jeremy Bentham’s staring effigy—that was Labienus’s office.

Labienus was sitting out on the deck, enjoying the afternoon sunlight. He was an immortal, a smooth-faced man with the gravitas of a Roman senator, though he had only been a legionary commander. He had clasped his hands about one knee and was smiling out at the old cemetery, which was certainly busier than it had been in its heyday. At the distant edges earth movers filled in looted sites, and along the fence neat rows of potted saplings awaited planting. Nearer in, a flatbed moved slowly between the opened graves, as security techs loaded up coffins to be taken away to the long work shed for evaluation.

“Look at it all, Victor,” said Labienus. “The opened graves, the tombstones strewn about. What’s it remind you of?”

Victor turned to regard the scene. “An old engraving of Judgment Day,” he replied.

“Just what I was thinking!” said Labienus. “Too, too funny, don’t you agree? Another myth brought to life by the Company. Here we are at the end of time and the earth is indeed giving up her dead. And, unless I’m mistaken, this particular spot once had an angelic visitation. Wasn’t it here? It was a movie location before it became a graveyard, I remember.”

Victor accessed briefly. “You’re referring to D. W. Griffith’s films? Angels hovering over a battlefield or some such nonsense?”

“Yes.” Labienus waved a hand. “It was filmed on this very spot. Just picture them here now, blowing their trumpets, dangling above the crypt lids.”

“Hilarious,” Victor told him, and sat down. “You seem happy about something.”

“It’s been a successful day,” said Labienus. “Two celebrity corpses.”

“Really!” remarked Victor. “Who were they?”

“Bette Davis and Stan Laurel,” Labienus informed him.

“Have we got buyers?”

“There are enough parties interested in Davis to put her up for auction. There’s only been one response on Laurel, but it’s the collector who owns Oliver Hardy and is trying for a complete set, so I think the Company can name its own price,” said Labienus, grinning. The sale of human remains was of course strictly illegal, but there were wealthy cinephiles who were willing to pay handsomely for the ultimate in private shrines to the celebrated dead.

“A neat bit of business,” agreed Victor.

“And we’ve located three more Company caches,” Labienus continued, referring to the hermetically sealed coffins that had been filled with loot and buried to preserve them. “Mostly full of mid-to-late-twentieth-century goods. One’s full of first editions of books. The others seem to be paintings and canisters of film.”

“Films, eh? How appropriate.” Victor looked idly at his chronometer. “Care to join me in a gin and tonic before I assail that mountain of correspondence?”

“Yes, thanks,” said Labienus, and stretched luxuriously. He transmitted: Something else, too. Quite a little St. Valentine’s box turned up today.

Victor felt a wave of nausea, but his face showed nothing as he stepped inside the office and opened the refrigeration unit. Found something special, did you?

Oh, yes. AIDS victim named Jason Smith, went to his eternal reward in 2007. He was in our loving hands his last six months and sealed in a biogen box immediately postmortem. The virus had mutated in him, you see, become something really wonderful. It’s been percolating away all this time and ought to make quite a splash.

Victor fished out the gin and tonic and after a moment’s further search found a fresh lime. Methodically he pulled on transparent sanitary gloves over his white ones. Quite calmly he mixed the drinks and replied: I suppose you’ll need me to escort him somewhere.

China, of course. Again. Population density’s jumped up unacceptably in the last three years. Can’t have that, after all.

Even this close to our conquest? Stolidly Victor cut slices from the lime.

Especially this close.

I suppose I’ll be working with a local operative in the area?

One of our best men: fellow named Hong Tsieh. He’ll do most of the work, actually. You’ll have but to deliver the merchandise.

Easy enough, Victor transmitted, and stepping back out on the deck, handed a drink to Labienus. “Here you are. Cheers, old man.”

“Here’s to health,” said Labienus, snickering at his own joke as he lifted his drink in response. Victor smiled and drank, holding in his mind the image of Labienus’s severed head rolling off the deck and down the hill, perhaps not stopping until it bounced into the river and tumbled away over stones to the sea …

But Labienus’s head did not go down the hill until the rest of him went with it, strolling away to his car, which took him off to his comfortable quarters in the walled enclave of Old Hollywood. Victor retired to his desk in the office and set about answering Labienus’s correspondence, covertly recording everything he found.

There was little of interest to the Company in his communications, nothing to directly implicate Labienus in the Plague Club conspiracy. Labienus was far too careful, and anyway there was no need for proof; the Company knew perfectly well that Labienus had been releasing viruses into the mortal population for centuries. Victor had been told to turn up the contacts, the associates, to draw in gradually the edges of the net. Hong Tsieh, whoever he might be, was the real prize this evening.

Victor forced access to Labienus’s private files and began scrolling through the correspondence file headings, largely out of habit. The texts of the communications were no longer there, of course, cannily long deleted; but one never knew what might turn up. It was, at least, something to do on this miserable posting. Victor had been a mole in Labienus’s organization for just over two centuries now and would gladly have exchanged places with any of the unfortunate residents of Forest Lawn, no matter how transitory their state.

“Sir?” There was a sharp double knock on the door. “Sendeb reports we’ve located another celebrity.”

Victor sighed and pulled his attention away from the scrolling dates. “Which one?”

“Buster Keaton, sir.”

Victor raised his eyebrows. Early cinema pioneers generally commanded high prices, if they were well known. “You’re sure it’s not Diane or Michael?”

“It says Buster on the headstone, sir. He’s in great shape, too.”

“Bring him up here,” Victor ordered. “I’ll notify Sotheby’s tomorrow.”

He settled back and focused on the dates again. To his annoyance, he noted that they had sped by more quickly than he had anticipated: all the way back to June 2083. He scrolled up again and then halted.

There. 15 July 2083. Message from: V. Kalugin. Subject: Concern.

Nothing else. Victor scrolled ahead with infinite care, into 2084 and beyond, but there were no other message headings from V. Kalugin. He withdrew his consciousness from the files and leaned back, folding his gloved hands in his lap, staring at the wall.

Vasilii Kalugin had disappeared long ago. He hadn’t been anybody important within the Company, a Marine Salvage Specialist of low rank, but Victor had been searching for him for decades. Kalugin’s wife had asked him to search, and Victor loved Kalugin’s wife, and so Victor had sought Kalugin faithfully. Honorably, too.

Even so, he had never been able to find a trace of the man beyond a last communication dating from February 2083. Here now was the heading of a message dated four months later, and to Labienus, of all people.

What had been happening in July 2083? Labienus had been busy, to be sure. That was the summer the Sattes virus had swept through the prisons, and then the armed forces, of the world. Labienus had boasted, since, that that had been his finest hour: he’d managed to eliminate the criminals and the warmongers of all nations in one stroke. The virus had begun in late May in North America. By mid-July it had circumnavigated the globe, crossing Siberia to Kamchatka and then working its way down into Japan …

Kamchatka? That had been Kalugin’s last known location. He’d been doing something classified in Kamchatka. But here was proof that at the very moment the Sattes virus had hit there, he’d communicated with Labienus—who was responsible for the virus. Had Kalugin found something out?

Could he have been such a fool as to accuse Labienus directly? Unfortunately, Kalugin had been a fool.

The double knock sounded again. “Sir! We’ve brought him.”

Victor pushed back his chair. He got up and went out to inventory the corpse of Buster Keaton for the Company’s sales catalogue.

Mont St. Michel, 10 August 2330

Following the devastating tsunami of 2198, Mont St. Michel had been rebuilt, almost entirely at Company expense.

Appearances had been preserved—this was France, after all—so the visitor approaching on the air ferry from Jersey might still watch as its fairy-tale spire loomed from the sea mist, as its thirteenth-century battlements and quaint village became visible. Within, however, the granite rock now housed a secure labyrinth of rooms and corridors constructed to withstand wave, wind, earthquake, or bomb blast. The causeway to the mainland had never been rebuilt, for ecological reasons (or so it had been explained at the time) and so the Mont once again enjoyed the protection of violent tides and shifting fields of quicksand.

This cut back on the tourist trade a bit, but the Company (which now owned Mont St. Michel, due to France defaulting on a debt) didn’t mind. Nor did the French, really. The place was exquisitely kept up, and moreover now housed the world-class Grand Musée de Rennes, a glorious shrine to French culture, which anyone might visit if he or she had the proper academic credentials.

Victor didn’t need credentials. He stepped down to the landing pier with the mortal tourists and made his way past the ticket kiosks to a private entrance. The guard posted there nodded and let him in; locked the gate behind him. Three minutes later Victor stepped from an elevator and emerged in the corridor outside the Chief Curator’s private suite. The guards posted there nodded, too, but they paused to transmit news of his arrival to Aegeus before they let him in.

“Victor!” Aegeus half rose behind his desk, smiling. “Have a seat, please.”

He was an immortal, solid and blond, with the look of a respectable public official. His office looked like an antique dealer’s showroom. Victor, seating himself, didn’t bother to stare at the massed wealth there: the paintings by Gericault and Renoir, the Cocteau lithographs, the holosculptures of Marcel Gigue, the gold and crystal and calfskin and teak that had been whisked out of the paths of armies and secured away here, for Aegeus’s private appreciation.

“How was your journey?” Aegeus inquired, settling back in his late-eighteenth-century chair. On the lapel of his suit coat he wore the enamel pin representing a clock face without hands. Among the higher-ranking immortals, the pins had become cynically chic, a perverse statement of identity.

He did not offer Victor a drink from the decanter on the table at his side, though the glasses were Waterford and the ice in the silver bucket was fresh.

“Uneventful,” Victor replied. He proceeded to relate the substance of his conversation with Labienus. Aegeus listened, frowning thoughtfully.

“Hong Tsieh, eh?” he said at last. “Another Facilitator. I’d never have suspected, but we’ll set a trap accordingly. Good work, Victor! Our masters will be pleased with you.”

“What about the other matter?” asked Victor. “The body of Jason Smith. Do you want me to divert it and deliver something harmless?”

Aegeus made a face. “Regrettably … you’ll have to follow through on that one, Victor. Deliver as intended.”

Victor blinked. His pale face went a shade paler. “Innocent mortals will die,” he stated in a calm voice.

“Can’t be helped, I’m afraid.” Aegeus smiled sadly and shook his head. “History records the outbreak of a virulent and previously unknown autoimmune disorder in Nangjing in two months’ time. It’ll kill thousands and there’s not a damned thing we can do about it. Pity, but there you are. Labienus will pay for it, rest assured.”

Privately Victor doubted this. Aegeus had been assuring him that retribution was just around the corner for Labienus for decades now. There was always some reason to delay his arrest a moment longer, some previously unguessed-at lead that must be followed up.

“So I’m to deliver the, the body as ordered? The disease culture? Work with this Hong Tsieh?” Victor asked.

“I can’t think of anybody else I’d trust with the job,” Aegeus told him, nodding. “It’ll be hard, I know, but you’ve the spine for it. Save any mortals you can, of course. And observe Hong Tsieh closely. This opens up a whole new field of investigation. We’ll need to root his people out, see what they’re up to. I’ll expect a full report in, say, six months’time?”

“Very well,” said Victor, rising to his feet.

“Good man. You’re going straight back to Hollywood, I suppose?”

“I thought I’d overnight in Paris,” Victor answered. “I never miss a chance to stay at Les Andelys if I can manage it.”

“That place where Cazaubin was sous-chef?” Aegeus looked sincerely interested for a moment. “Excellent choice! Do enjoy yourself, please. You’ve certainly earned it.”

He turned with an expression of dismissal and began to study something at the terminal that rose from the surface of his desk. Victor found his own way out.

But he did not go to Paris.

Fez, 11 August 2330

There was a certain quarter of the old city no longer very fashionable, close as it was to the vast power station. Here rose the white wall of a private home, high and nearly featureless, revealing nothing of what might lie beyond it. There was an old door painted blue; far up there were narrow windows, and their carved screens were also painted blue. Anyone who took the trouble to follow the wall around would discover that it enclosed five acres, and would conclude that this was the private compound of some very successful businessman or minor prince.

In a way, it was both. It was the Company HQ for Suleyman, Executive Facilitator, Regional Sector Head for North Africa. It had also become a place of sanctuary, a harem, and a family home.

Victor walked unhurriedly toward the blue door. He neared it and it opened from within, silently, and he stepped through: a white man in a white suit disappearing into a white wall. The door closed.

A mortal servant made obeisance to him, and led him down a dark cool passageway. Halfway along, another immortal stepped out from a side passage a mortal wouldn’t have noticed and fell into step beside Victor. Victor had expected this. He didn’t react.

“Is it another plague?” inquired Latif. He was Suleyman’s son-in-immortality and he was lean and tall, with the harsh aquiline features of a black corsair.

“Yes,” Victor told him. “But—is Nan here presently?”

Latif raised an eyebrow. “No,” he replied. “She’s back in Paris.”

“Just as well, I suppose,” said Victor.

“You have some news for her?”

“Possibly,” said Victor. Neither of them said anything more until the mortal had led them farther into the depths of the house and up a flight of echoing tiled stairs. They came to a door and the servant bowed, made to slip away. Latif put a hand on his shoulder.

“Tea,” he ordered. He looked aslant at Victor. “Two glasses, one chlorilar cup.”

The mortal was mildly shocked but hastened to obey.

“Come in, Victor, please,” said someone with a deep voice from beyond the door. Latif opened the door and they went in.

Suleyman was seated at a low table, upon which a shatrang board had been set up. Four mortal children knelt opposite. Three looked up to stare as Victor and Latif entered but the fourth kept her gaze fixed on the board. Her little fists were clenched. Seeing that a game was in progress, the immortals waited. As they watched, the child reached out and moved one of the pieces.

“You want to sacrifice your Vizier?” Suleyman inquired. Horrified, the child shook her head. Suleyman glanced up at the immortals. “You were distracted by my guest,” he told the child. “You may withdraw the move.”

“Thank you, lord,” she said, and hastily put the game piece back.

“You need to learn concentration to the point where nothing, not the walls of the house collapsing where you sit, can distract you from the game,” concluded Suleyman, and rising from the table he ordered the game positions to print. He collected the hard copy from the rosewood console housing his credenza and passed out the sheets to the children. “That’s all for today. Take these home and study them this week. And, tell your parents, tuition is due with the next lesson! The poor old tutor has to be able to buy bread, after all.”

There were some giggles at that, there were uncoordinated salaams, and the children ran from the room, waving their homework as they pattered away through the house. The game pieces retracted slowly into the tabletop and an inlaid panel slid into place above them. Suleyman turned his attention to Victor.

“It’s China, this time,” said Victor. “Nangjing.”

“I was afraid of that,” Suleyman replied. “Sit down, won’t you?”

Victor sat. The servant brought the tea. The mortal knelt a respectful distance away as the immortals drank tea and chatted about weather, global politics, the investment market. He watched, fascinated, as the white man sipped from the cheap disposable cup. Had Lord Suleyman intended an insult to his guest? But they seemed on the best of terms.

Victor finished his tea and crushed the cup in an easy gesture. The mortal stared when Victor withdrew a little roll of transparent chlorilar bags from an inner pocket and tore one off. He tucked his used cup inside, sealed it with fastidious care, and set it on the tray. The mortal knit his brows in comprehension. Some biohazard? Perhaps the white man had been ill. That would explain why he was still wearing his gloves. The servant made a mental note to tip the bag down the fusion hopper without touching it.

When they had refreshed themselves, Latif gestured for the tea things to be removed and the servant departed with them. Victor leaned forward and in a low voice related the events of the previous thirty-six hours.

“Damn,” said Latif, when he’d finished. “How long does Aegeus think you’ll put up with this, anyway? He’s got to know you know they’re working together.”

“He knows I have no choice, so my opinion doesn’t matter,” said Victor wearily. “And they aren’t allies at all. Aegeus will let Labienus do his dirty work until the day of the Silence, and then he’ll have him arrested and condemned, with sincerest outrage, no doubt. Labienus is perfectly aware the Company is allowing him to lay waste to the mortals. He despises Aegeus for a hypocrite. And he’ll make damned sure he takes out Aegeus’s faction before they can arrest him.”

“If we’re lucky, they’ll be so focused on getting each other they won’t pay attention to the rest of us,” said Latif.

“Oh, they have their plans for the rest of us,” Suleyman told him.

“Me, at least,” said Victor with a bitter laugh. “I stumbled across the memo. Probably a good idea, in my case, but it really would be a shame about the rest of you.”

“We’ll do what we can, Victor,” Suleyman said, and reached out to thump Victor on the shoulder in sympathy. Victor flinched at his touch.

“Careful, for God’s sake,” he murmured. “You never know.”

There was a brief awkward silence and then Latif said: “So what was that you said about finding somebody?”

Victor sighed. He explained what he’d seen in Labienus’s correspondence files. The other two men listened closely. Before he had finished, Latif was groaning and putting his face in his hands.

“That would be just like poor old Kalugin,” he said, leaning backward. “To be so clueless he’d go to Labienus, of all people, with whatever it was he’d found! It had to have been some big smoking gun about the Sattes virus, wouldn’t you think? Since it was hitting where he was working right about then? And Labienus must have had him taken into custody as soon as he’d finished his job. Maybe even invited him up to MacKenzie Base to make a full report. Kalugin would have gone, too.”

“But Kalugin’s not in any of the storage bunkers,” said Suleyman, stroking his beard. “If we knew where he’d gone after his mission—”

“Where do you go on leave that’s near the Arctic Circle?” Latif wondered. “What the hell is there to do? I know Russians don’t mind it up there, but still. Why’d he take his R and R in such a godforsaken—”

“Unless he didn’t,” Suleyman said in a dull voice. Victor looked up at him.

“But his record says—”

“Nan’s been proceeding on the assumption, all these years, that that was true,” said Suleyman. “He went on leave and then disappeared. But, you know, he generally used his leave time to visit Nan. Why didn’t he do the same on that last occasion?”

“What was his mission?” demanded Victor, as an idea occurred to him. There followed a silence as the realization hit all three of them: Kalugin had been a Marine Salvage Specialist, which meant that his work involved securing things the Company wanted that would otherwise be lost in shipwrecks. Unfortunately for Kalugin, the most economical and effective way to accomplish this usually involved going down with the ships when they sank.

Suleyman closed his eyes. The silence resumed and deepened, as all three immortals accessed swiftly through the historical record for the year 2083. There wasn’t as much as there might have been; the Sattes outbreak had caused an immense event shadow on history in that year. Mortals had been so preoccupied with the horrors of the plague they hadn’t documented much else. But Suleyman found it at last, focusing on entries relating to the Russian navy.

On 21 July 2083, the navy had launched a prototype miniature submersible, the Alyosha, powered by an experimental fusion drive—which would have been the first successful one, if the Alyosha hadn’t been lost that day in the Bering Sea.

The record stated that her sole crewman had been awarded honors posthumously, but his name was not recorded.

Suleyman grimaced and transmitted his findings to Latif and Victor. Latif swore and jumped to his feet. “I bet they left him down there,” he yelled. “Oh, man, he’s still in the damn submarine—”

Victor bit his lower lip. He bit it hard enough to draw blood, and a bright drop welled. He sighed and drew out a tissue, dabbing the blood away carefully. Then he busied himself with taking out another chlorilar bag and sealing the tissue inside it. He put the bag in his coat pocket and said, in a preternaturally calm voice, “We mustn’t tell Nan.”

The Aleutian Basin, 25 August 2330

“What the hell are these?” Latif demanded, scowling through the viewport. “Volcanic vents? What do they call them, black smokers? These aren’t on the maps.”

“It may have been in somebody’s interest not to report them,” observed Victor.

“Maybe,” said Latif. “Or maybe whoever had the job of mapping this stretch just blew it off. Not a lot goes on up here anymore.”

Victor nodded.

“Well, this is really peachy,” continued Latif. “All these fumaroles spewing out sediment just full of metallic crap. You could hide anything down here; the sediment would bury it and the metals would keep anybody’s sensors from picking it up afterward. No wonder nobody ever found the Alyosha.”

“Do we have any chance of finding it now?” asked Victor.

“If we go to blue-sound scan for this section of the grid, we might,” Latif replied. He gave the console new orders. Then he leaned back in his seat, stretching. “And we wait. You want a beer?”

“I wouldn’t mind one,”Victor replied. Latif got up and paced back through the cabin to the refrigeration unit. He pulled out two beers and returned to the console, as the Met Agwe continued its underwater search. The immortals sat drinking their Red Stripes, staring out into the gloom.

“You’re not going through all that business with disposable cups and bags right now, I notice,” said Latif.

“There are no mortals here I might infect,” Victor replied.

“You really have no idea when it goes on or off?”

Victor shook his head. “Something in my programming of which I’m unaware, perhaps. Or a signal Labienus generates, when he requires my particular talent. As far as I know I’ve only been used twice—three times, perhaps. I test my blood on a weekly basis, but I’ve never been able to predict an episode.”

“Mm.” Latif shook his head. “Whatever goes down when the Silence falls, I hope Labienus gets it in the neck.”

“He doesn’t see himself as an evil man, you know,” said Victor. “He sees the mortals as the source of all evil. His dream is for a restoration of the Golden Age: no more wars, no more pollution, no more wretched little human race. Only a few of us immortals, flitting about like fairies through the replanted forests and happy beasts.”

“That’d get old real fast,” growled Latif.

“Aegeus, on the other hand,” said Victor, “doesn’t want the mortals exterminated. They’re an exploitable resource. What would we do for waiters and busboys, after all? To say nothing of other uses. We’ll still need them to compose their music and paint their paintings and write their novels for us to enjoy, since we immortals are incapable of creating art.”

“Well, we weren’t made to create things. We were made to save them,” reflected Latif. “Although … I don’t think I’d agree that we don’t create art. You remember Houbert?”

Victor rolled his eyes.

“All right, I know he was a big…” Words failed Latif. “But you have to admit he was a genius at design. Those pavilions he’d put up for his parties. All the special effects. I was at a New Year’s Eve ball once where he … “His voice trailed off. Victor looked at him. “You know who else tried to create?” Latif went on at last. “Lewis. You remember him? The little Literature Preserver we’ve never found?”

Victor shivered. “I remember him.”

“I knew him from the time I was a neophyte, at New World One. He was sort of pathetic, but a nice guy. I ran into him on a job one time in New Zealand, back in the early part of the last century,” said Latif. “At a transport terminal. He was working on an adventure novel he’d spent years writing. He’d found an old picture of a mortal who used to work for the Company, some spy named Edward Bell-Fairfax. Lewis was fascinated with him. Wrote this epic about him being some kind of Victorian James Bond. Showed me some of it.”

“That’s rather unusual, I must admit. One of us, writing? Was it any good?”

Latif shrugged. “I don’t know.” He frowned out at the dim world beyond the viewport, turning the beer bottle in his long hand. “It was crap, actually. But he tried. He had the inspiration, for all the good it did him. At least he wasn’t one of those poor amnesiac bastards we pulled out of the Bureau of Punitive Medicine—” He leaned forward abruptly and peered at the screen where the blue-sound images were playing out. “What’s that?”

Victor ordered the Met Agwe to pause, then proceed forward slowly. “It’s cylindrical.”

“It’s about the right size.”

“It seems to be in one piece.” Victor called up the single surviving photograph of the Alyosha. The two immortals compared it to the image on the screen.

“Mostly in one piece,” amended Latif after a moment. He activated the sensors again. They listened, sifting through the gibberish that was dissolved iron, copper, zinc …

Latif stiffened. “There.” He enhanced the image, the sensor readings. The two immortals sat there gazing at the screen a moment before Latif rose in his seat. He stalked back to the alcove where his pressure suit hung waiting, silent as the man entombed five fathoms below the Met Agwe‘s keel.

 

Fez, 9 July 2355

Suleyman takes out the Viziers, ivory and ebony, and compares them.

They’re more similar than other pieces in the game, for all that the artist was depicting different cultures. One is robed in a djellaba, one wears a tailcoat, but both look wise and dishonest. Both smile, fingering their beards. About the feet of both, reaching up with gestures of supplication, are carved smaller figures: the envoys of conquered tribes? Toadies? Petitioners? Lesser ministers?


CHAPTER 3

The Masters of the Universe at a Private Meeting, York, 2318:
 They Deal with the Breaking Scandal

“It’s not fair,” said Bugleg miserably. “We didn’t make that Options Research place. We didn’t send anybody there.”

“Well—we sort of did,” said Rappacini.

“Some of us did,” said Freestone. “Not me, though.”

“It was one of them made it really awful,” Rossum pointed out. “All we wanted was a place to do tests on the operatives. We never said to torture them.”

“We just wanted a way for them to not be,” agreed Bugleg.

“If only nobody had found out about Options Research,” said Dippel with a sigh.

They were scientists. They were all young men, and though they had been born to different races and nations, there was something disconcertingly similar in their smooth uneasy faces. Their clothing was uniform as garments can be without actually being uniforms, plain functional garb, no complicated fastenings, no particular style. They sat around an oval table with a polished white surface that invited scribbling. In the center was a can of bright-colored doodlepens, which had been placed there to encourage creativity. Nobody was drawing anything on the table, however, creative or otherwise.

“We shouldn’t have put one of the big mean ones in charge, I guess,” said Dippel.

“That was probably a mistake,” admitted Rappacini.

“And he didn’t even find a way to terminate them,” said Freestone, shaking his head. “Even though he was supposed to be superintelligent.”

“They’re all supposed to be superintelligent,” objected Rossum.

“Maybe they can’t be terminated after all,” said Rappacini.

“What did we have to go make them not die for?” wondered Bugleg, staring at the table.

“Well, it seemed like a good idea when we came up with it,” said Dippel.

“But now they’re really mad at us,” said Bugleg.

He was referring to the immortal servants created by Dr. Zeus Incorporated, and their somewhat understandable outrage at the discovery of a covert base, hidden in the deep past, where some two hundred missing immortals had been imprisoned for research purposes. Suleyman had liberated them, and gone public with the story. Some very fancy plausible denial indeed had been necessary, with blame shifted to the renegade immortal Marco, who had run the place, and who was now (fortunately) missing.

“Everything’s happened so fast with this Company,” complained Rossum. “One minute it was all just this really good idea and the next minute it was all this awful causality stuff that had already happened without asking us.”

“Like those toy things,” said Rappacini. “What are they called? You’re just winding a crank playing a nice little tune in a box and then all of a sudden a lid flies open and this scary thing jumps out.”

“Schrödinger’s cat,” said Rossum.

“No, something else,” said Rappacini in frustration, and held out his arms and waggled them to suggest the thing he was trying to name. “Anyway I never liked those.”

“We wrought not wisely, but too well,” said Freestone.

“Don’t talk like that!” cried Bugleg. “You sound like one of them!”

“No, they sound like me!” said Freestone with some heat. “We’re the human beings here. We made them, and not the other way around. They might have forgotten that, but I certainly haven’t. How are we going to stop them from taking over, that’s the question we should be asking.”

“Well, the only thing we can do is not make any more of them,” decided Rappacini. “And keep trying to find a way to terminate them ourselves.”

“Ah, but how?” said Freestone.

“We were too smart,” said Bugleg, shaking his head.

The meeting broke up, as it usually did, in hand-wringing. Bugleg was still wringing his hands as he left the conference room and followed the tunnel to the parking garage.

He was a rather pale man, going bald early and attempting to hide it with a comb-over. There were a lot of medications he might have taken to regrow hair, but he distrusted them. Bugleg distrusted most things. He had big dark worried-looking eyes and weak features, and was a genius in his particular field, which happened to be chemistry. He knew very little about anything else, however.

Certainly he didn’t know enough to look before he got into the agcar that pulled up at the garage mounting block. It was his habit never to look at the driver, because the drivers were cyborgs, and Bugleg was frightened of cyborgs, even though he had helped to create them. He didn’t notice, therefore, that there was no head visible above the driver’s seat. He just edged well away from the door once it closed for him and sat there watching his own white fingers as they knotted themselves together in his lap.

But he did notice, eventually, when the agcar failed to pull into the parking garage in his hotel. He looked up in alarm and finally realized that there was wild countryside out the windows. This was because his agcar had long since left York behind and was now merrily speeding along the A59.

Bugleg made a little terrified sound.

“Took you long enough to catch a clue, didn’t it?” said a voice from where the driver ought to have been. To his horror, a face came leering around the side of the driver’s seat. Bugleg screamed at it.

“Oh, come on,” said the owner of the face. “Not so bad, am I? I’d have thought you’d cry hello, and isn’t it Old Home Week? Perhaps you’d like a closer look, so you can see there’s nothing to fear you in little me.”

Bugleg shrank away as the creature scrambled nimbly into the backseat beside him, and settled itself in comfort. The agcar sped on.

“Don’t mind the floatymobile,” said the creature, waving its hand. “I’ve tinkered with the console. It’s programmed to drive itself now. No nasty big cyborg slaves to hear us, you see? Just kin here. You and me.” It poked him, grinning.

It was something like a wizened child—or perhaps a little man. It wore a man’s clothing, a fine-cut business suit of Harris tweed. It was shod in similar elegance, wore expensive sun goggles and a shapeless hat. Somehow, though, there was something inexpressibly dirty about it. A sense of leaves and twigs in its thin gray hair, mud on those polished shoes, a faint hint of a moldy smell. Bugleg gasped and burst into tears.

“What’re you wetting your knickers for?” scolded the creature. “Haven’t the eyes to see, have you? But they’re our eyes, I can tell. Stop that weepiness now!” It reached out and slapped him, quite hard. Bugleg gulped and cowered, but he stopped crying.

“You haven’t caught a clue yet, alas.” It sighed, pulling off its sun goggles and hat, and leaned forward to stare very hard at Bugleg. “Look, you dim booby. Don’t you see it?”

Anyone else looking on would have already realized—as Bugleg was only now beginning to realize—that there was a certain similarity between the two of them. Big head on a spindly neck, dead-pale skin, sparse hair, same weak features and pursed mouth. Only, the creature had a meager gray beard and mustaches like bits of gray string hanging down, and its big green eyes were sharp, malevolently intelligent.

“You—you—how come you look like me?” said Bugleg at last.

“Like I said,” the creature told him, “we’re kin.”

“I don’t have any family,” said Bugleg.

“Don’t you, though? Adopted by somebody, I’m sure. Raised among them, like all the others. You’ve had brothers and brothers your Dr. Zeus Incorporated has bred and raised, generation on generation down, cousins by the dozens, too. Mixing their big blood with ours to get themselves brainy little hybrids, since their tribe’s too stupid to come up with their grand inventions by their own selves.”The creature bared its teeth, tiny teeth like a baby’s. Bugleg himself had never lost his baby teeth. He blinked now, trying to comprehend what he was being told.

“You’re lying to me,” he said. “You’re some kind of monster.”

“Not I,” snapped the creature. “I’m a man! I’m the disinherited right human heir to all their grand places, the original white man, and so are you. Have they bred the Memory out of you, stupid? You don’t know the story we all know, how we were smarter than the big tribe from the get-go of time, flying in our ships when they was still smacking chips off flint to make themselves tools for their clumsy hands? But they chased us, stole our inventions from us, so we had to hide ourselves. How could you not remember? We’ve all got the Memory.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” said Bugleg. The horrible little man glared at him a long moment, and then looked around the inside of the car. On the seat between them was a small box of disposable chlorilar gloves, kept there by Mr. Bugleg in case he had to touch anything dirty. His visitor pulled on one of the gloves and, before Mr. Bugleg had time to protest, thrust his hand into Mr. Bugleg’s open mouth.

“Wowf—aughf—ack! You scratched me!” cried Mr. Bugleg, when the hand had been withdrawn. The creature ignored him, neatly pulling the glove inside out as he removed it from his hand. He tied the wrist shut and tucked it away inside his coat.

“I’ll do a bloody DNA test, then, and prove it to you. They’ve been enjoying themselves in the sun whilst we’ve hid under rocks in the damp, all these centuries of the world. They stole our children to breed, so we stole theirs. You and me both came from that game! But they cheated, see. They made themselves slaves who could go back through time, and do their thievery for them. They created the cyborgs.”

“No,” said Bugleg. “I did that. I mean, I was on the design team.”

“They was using you to do it,” the creature jeered. “Think they’d ever have come up with Pineal Tribrantine Three by themselves? Not likely! And you did your kin proud anyhow, because their clever weapon’s turned in their hands now, hasn’t it? Fine Dr. Zeus is scared to death of his cyborgs. Wishes he’d never made them.”

“Yes!” cried Bugleg, suddenly comprehending. “They’re mean, and now they’re mad at us, and we can’t make them go away. They’ll take over!”

“That’s right. So Dr. Zeus came crawling to us of all people, sent his big men in their gray coats to ask ever so nicely whether we couldn’t help them. Oh, please, nothing will make our cyborgs die, would you ever give it a try?” whined the creature mockingly.

“What?” said Bugleg. “Dr. Zeus is just a logo. Nobody came crawling to you.”

“That’s what you think, ducky,” the creature replied. “It was before you were born, but it was your Company, don’t think it wasn’t. Old Uncle Zingo was there and he told me the whole of it, how it was sweet to see them go down on their big knees, pretty please! Well, he graciously said yes, and they made sure we got what we needed to experiment. And what I’m here to tell you, my big stupid hybrid cousin, is: we’ve kept our part of the deal. We’ve done it at last. Come up with a way to solve your problems.”

Bugleg’s pulse raced. “You can make the cyborgs—be not immortal?”

“Can and have, I say!” the creature assured him. “I’ve come up with a stuff that’ll kill them dead as doorknobs.”

But Bugleg had turned his face away, was cringing again. “Not kill them,” he said. “Killing is wrong. We just want—”

“Say no more,” purred the creature, holding up a hand. “You want a nicer word? Say my stuff will terminate them. Better still, say it’ll switch them off. Because they’re not really people, are they, now? Just things you made.”

“Yes,” said Bugleg, brightening. “Yes! Just things. And they’re mean.”

“And you need to switch them off.”

“Yes. Because they do bad stuff.”

“So they do! But we’ll stop them, you and me. I’ve got something that’ll switch them off forever and aye, melt their machine hearts inside them.” The creature pulled a fine enameled case out of his breast pocket. He extracted something and held it up with a flourish. “Allow me to present my card.”

The beautifully embossed letters said S. RATLIN in large type, and underneath in smaller type the word chymist, followed by a commcode and an office address in a Celtic Federation country. Bugleg being unable to read, however, stared at the card in painful incomprehension. “You have to tell me what it says,” he said petulantly.

“Aw, Christ, you’re no fun at all,” said Ratlin, and gave the card a little shake. In a clear voice it recited its text aloud.

“Chemist?” Bugleg sounded it out wonderingly. “But that’s what I do, too.”

“Big surprise,” Ratlin said. “No, silly, you take the card; it’s for you, so you can contact me when you need to. See? Just slide it in the READ port on your console and it’ll give me a knockknock. Now. How do you want to administer the nastiness?”

“What?”

“The stuff I’ve made, to shut down your cyborgs. It has to go inside them,” Ratlin explained. “Can you call ‘em all in and tell ‘em it’s vitaminery they’re supposed to get? Have ‘em all drop their britches for a nice injection?”

Bugleg was astonished at such cleverness. But, as he thought about it, certain objections presented themselves. “They’re too smart,” he said at last. “We made them so they get all their vitamins out of their food themselves. They never need injections. So if we were all, ‘We’re going to stick you with needles now’they’d know something was funny.”

“Hm, hm. And if you gave ‘em pills to swallow they’d suspect that, too, wouldn’t they?” growled Ratlin, knocking his knuckles against his forehead. “Too obvious, pills.”

“They’re programmed to scan everything they eat and drink.” Bugleg sighed. “That makes it hard. They don’t eat or drink anything bad for them.”

“Hmm.”

“Except—” Bugleg’s eyes widened as realization hit him with unaccustomed force. “They do eat and drink bad things! Like, uh, meat. And those drinks people used to drink. Coffee. Wine. You know.”

“Vices?” Ratlin grinned at him. “Your precious slaves have vices, have they? Well, now we’ve got ‘em by the short and curlies. Think, boy. What’s their most favorite vice of all?”

Bugleg wrinkled his nose. “They call it Theobromos,” he said with distaste. “It’s, like, chocolate. It’s full of nasty things like hormones and it makes them … drunk. They eat it whenever they can.”

“Well then,” Ratlin said, rubbing his spidery hands in glee. “We’ll hide the stuff in chocolate. They’ll bolt the nice chockeys down and bang! That’ll be the end of your problem.”

“That’s so smart,” cried Bugleg in admiration. “And … and right, too. Because if they were nice, they wouldn’t eat that stuff.”

“No, of course they wouldn’t. Use their own sinful appetites to bring ‘em down, why, it’s only justice.”

“Yes. Only… we can’t do it yet,” said Bugleg, the excitement fading from his eyes. “There’s the Temporal Concordance. It says they don’t get terminated during recorded history. So the only time we could, uh, switch them off would be after the Temporal Concordance runs out. When the Silence falls.”

“The Silence … “Ratlin tugged at his beard. “Hm. That’s in the year 2355, right? Thirty-seven years away. Hellholes, I’ll never live so long. I’m terrible old, as kin goes, all of thirty. Even you may not live so long. We go quick through the world.”

“We can live that long if we take Pineal Tribrantine Three,” said Bugleg.

Ratlin peered at him in amazement, and then grinned like a saw blade. “So we might. Your clever medicine keeps the years away from your cyborgs, don’t it? Oh, yes, you’re kin and no mistake. How do we get us some Pineal Tribrantine Three?”

“I can make it in my sink,” said Bugleg proudly.

“That’s a boy,” yelled Ratlin, bouncing in his seat. “Devious and deep. Oh, we’ll do great things together, we two. And how do we get us some Theobromos to tamper with? Lots and lots of it?”

Bugleg’s face fell. “It’s hard to get,” he admitted, knitting his brows. “All the nice countries stopped making it. It’s against the law. You can only get it in the countries where they still do bad things like, um, selling meat and alcohol.”

“Like the Celtic Federation?” Ratlin inquired craftily.

“Well—yes.”

“Where I keep a business office, where I strut around unbeknownst to the big tribes, because I’m High Hybrid and can pass for one of them? What if I was to go into the business of making chocolates, eh? Lovely dainties to tempt your cyborgs? And the cleverest part is, we’ve got thirty-seven years to set the trap! By the time we spring it, your slaves’ll fall for the trick, because they’ll have been happily stuffing themselves with Ratlin’s Harmless Chocolates for thirty years and more. They’ll be so used to ‘em they won’t even think to scan.” Ratlin’s voice rose to a happy scream.

Bugleg drew back a little nervously, but his heart was racing. “Then—we’d have all we needed,” he said. “The only hard part would be making sure the cyborgs all ate it at the same time. There are a lot of them.”

“Right. Timing’s everything. Logistics! Got to work that out. Well, you leave all that to me.” Ratlin put his sun goggles back on. “They’ll never suspect a thing.”

Paris, at That Very Moment

“How stupid do they think we are?” said Aegeus, looking disdainful. Ereshkigal—dark, slinky as an immortal Siamese cat—shrugged and set the surveillance device on automatic record again.

“You don’t think it’s true, do you?” she asked. “It’s impossible. Nobody’s ever manufactured a poison we couldn’t detect.”

“And I’m quite sure they haven’t now,” Aegeus replied. “Though all the same … if there were such a substance, we’d want to be certain it didn’t fall into the wrong hands. In fact—”

“In fact, if we had it—” Ereshkigal anticipated.

“It might come in damned useful against any eleventh-hour purges by the other cabals,” said Aegeus. “Yes! Well, well, see what’s to be gained by an adequate budget for intelligence?”

“What should I do now?” inquired Ereshkigal. “Let them go ahead with their plans and monitor their communications?”

“Exactly,” said Aegeus. “Give them all the rope they’ll need. At the last possible moment we’ll step in and confiscate their work. We’ll see who gets terminated then.”

“You’re so clever,” she told him, settling back on the divan.

“Aren’t I?” He settled back beside her, smiling. He made a gesture, an exceedingly ancient one, of sexual invitation.

“Now, now.” She shook a finger at him. “You didn’t call me all the way from San Francisco for this, did you?”

“No,” he admitted, looking annoyed. “You need to know something.”

“I see,” she replied, and her body at once lost its pose of languid sensuality. “What exactly is it I need to know?”

“There’s a … client, of the Company’s, a rather special case,” Aegeus said. “He’s been living in Europe the last few centuries. He’s decided to come home to California.”

“Centuries?” Ereshkigal’s eyes widened.

“Yes. You’re to coordinate his relocation with his handler. See to it that everything goes smoothly. There are a few specific lies that must be told, and you’re the woman to tell them.”

“Centuries?” Ereshkigal repeated. “What do you mean? Is he one of us?”

“Not exactly,” said Aegeus.

“He’s either one of us or he’s a mortal, Aegeus,” said Ereshkigal.

“I said he was a special case,” Aegeus reminded her. “You worked in New York at the end of the nineteenth century, as I recall. Do you remember the millionaire, William Randolph Hearst?”

“Of course I do,” said Ereshkigal. “But he was mortal.”

Aegeus snickered. “Only temporarily, it seems,” he replied. “It’s a long story.”

Montreal, Simultaneously

“It took them long enough,” said Labienus, setting his surveillance device on automatic record again. He looked nothing like Aegeus, yet somehow they shared the same indefinable look of public probity, dignity, and authority.

“How likely is it they’ve actually managed to find a toxin that works?” wondered Nennius, who might be brother to either the aforementioned immortals. He scowled as he sipped from a glass of sherry.

“Oh, very likely,” Labienus assured him. “They’ve had that little drone you gave them to experiment on for, how long now? Five decades?”

“Thereabouts,” said Nennius. “There wasn’t that much to Lewis; you’d think they’d have finished him long ago.”

“Perhaps they’ve been perfecting it, whatever it is.” Labienus poured himself a glass. “Here’s to the waters of Lethe! There really are too many of us anyway. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of our immortal brethren actually jump at the chance to die, when the time comes.”

“And leave the world for us to bustle in? Bravo,” agreed Nennius. “You’ll monitor the tiny cretins closely, I suppose? Be prepared to step in at the last possible moment and grab the goods?”

“What else?” Labienus smiled. Nennius raised his glass in salute.

“I’ll set my best people on it. Now! The reason I came out here in such a tearing hurry is, I’ve got a private collector who’s willing to pay anything for the corpse of Harry Houdini. The only catch is, he wants the monument bust as well. Can you arrange it?”

Labienus made a face. “The bust’s available. The corpse, unfortunately …”

“Ah. It’s in bad shape?”

“Not exactly. It’s not there, that’s the problem. When we got his coffin open, it was empty.”

“Damn,” said Nennius, mildly outraged.

 

Fez, 9 July 2355

Suleyman sets back the Viziers and draws out the ivory Rukh, turning it in his hand. It’s a heavy piece, depicted as a crusader-era stone tower in the Norman style. On the battlements stand two scowling warriors in generic European army uniforms. They are disproportionately large. At their feet crouches a dog, his ears and muzzle sharp points, and his head is lifted as though he is baying at the moon.


CHAPTER 4

The Castle in the Clouds, 2333

Time for the news!

The big boy set down his little dog and stood up. He sighted along the row of tiny holoprojectors mounted through the room at eye level (his eye level, anyway) and focused sharply on the first one to send its picture flaring into light and color, about halfway down the wall. He began to snap out a staccato rhythm with his fingers.

As the opening fanfare sounded he was abruptly there in front of the floating image, watching as the first snippets of program teaser played. Just as the commercial interlude was beginning, a projector on the wall opposite put forth its lit image, commencing a news broadcast from another region. He whirled and absorbed its lead-in; whirled back as another image appeared, and darted to another apparition as it came, and so to another and another, as the whole of his long study glowed with a babel of voices and bright forms.

By this time the big boy was moving rather too fast for a mortal eye to follow, and it was just as well. Any mortal would be profoundly unsettled watching his movements, which resembled a bizarre dance, sort of a cross between the rushing assault of a grizzly bear and the effortless glide of a hummingbird between the vivid ghosts. Image to image to image, he was actually managing to watch all thirty news programs simultaneously.

His speed wasn’t the only unsettling thing about him. It was impossible to tell his age: twenty? Twenty-two? There was a blank innocence to his face that recalled childhood. His eyes were blue-gray, set close together above a long straight nose; his features were even and smooth, his mouth a little pursed. And yet there was a certain grimness to the young man impossible to explain, the gravity and isolation of a granite mountain range.

His little dog had prudently found herself a place under a chair, well out of range. The big boy was a kind master, but to be stepped on by William Randolph Hearst—even by accident—was very, very bad.

Anyway, she hadn’t long to wait; within three minutes the phantoms had begun to fall silent, wink out. News programs weren’t very long in the year 2333.

The big boy slowed in his dance, turning before the last of the images went dark, frowning thoughtfully. Then he paced back along the length of his study to the work console at the far end, by the windows. Click, click, click, his snapping fingers punctuated his progress. He seated himself before the console, took up its buttonball and settled down to work.

His buttonball, by the way, was of the old-fashioned variety with alphabet option as well as all modern commands. The big boy could read and write. It was only one of the many things that set him apart from the mortal public he guided, and only one of the reasons he took it upon himself to guide them.

RED PLANET MARS SEQUENCE TOO LONG, HE WROTE. GIVE THE AMERICAN VIEWER A BREAK! DON’T MAKE THEM SIT THROUGH A LECTURE CLASS ON THE HISTORY OF SOCIALISM. FIND SOME MORE SUCCINCT WAY TO MAKE IT REAL TO THEM.

CELTIC FEDERATION CLIP GOOD. MAKE THIS A CONTINUING FEATURE. POSITIVE CLIPS, DANCE, WEAVING (BUT AVOID MENTION OF WOOL), CALLIGRAPHY, AND ABOUT THREE EPISODES INTO IT AN OVERVIEW OF HISTORY. SUGGEST: SIR WALTER RALEIGH INVENTED GENOCIDE, RESPONSIBLE FOR LUNG CANCER? BUT NOT SO BLATANT WE GIVE THE BRITISH CONSUL AN EXCUSE TO SQUAWK AGAIN.

WHAT HAPPENED TO TEXAS-MEXICO TREATY SEQUENCE???? PUNCH UP IMAGES! IF YOU CAN’T GET GOOD FOOTAGE THERE USE STOCK SHOTS AND DOCTOR THEM.

He sent this message and began another. His little dog, having ventured out from under her refuge, trotted across the room and curled up at his feet. She settled her head on her forepaws, ready to nap. Then she lifted her head and stared around suspiciously.

The big boy noticed at once. He looked down at her. “What is it, Helen?” he said. His voice was unnerving too, high and soft. During his mortal lifetime, it had been described as the fragrance of violets made audible.

She whuffed and jumped to her feet. He turned his cold gaze out into the room, following the direction of her attention.

Everything as it ought to be: his room much the same as it had looked for the last four centuries, his Gothic pieces neatly ranged above the surveillance equipment, his fabulously ancient books in their sealed cases, the portrait of his mortal self—somewhat older than he appeared now—staring back at him from its accustomed place above the long polished conference table. A mortal man would have been fooled.

And how likely, was it, after all, that anybody could get past his surveillance system up here on La Cuesta Encantada? Even if they made it over the perimeter boundaries and into his high gardens, La Casa Grande itself was well protected from any but invited guests.

But the big boy got to his feet, picking up the little dog and tucking her into the corner of his arm. She snarled at the unseen presence, uttering terrible threats in little-dog language. He touched her muzzle and smiled at her, briefly, before his face resumed its dead implacable expression.

“You may as well take a breath,” he said quietly. There was a gasp from beyond the far doorway as someone followed his advice.

“Damn,” said someone, “I forgot about the dog.”

He dropped into the doorway—apparently from somewhere near the ceiling—a short, dark man in a slightly rumpled business suit. Nervously he shot his cuffs, smoothed his hair, stroked his close black beard and mustaches to neatness. With a final tug at his lapels, he turned and regarded the big boy with a dazzling smile. “Hey, Mr. Hearst, how’s it going? Long time no see, huh?”

Hearst raised an eyebrow. “Joseph Denham,” he said.

“Gosh, it’s been a while since I used that name. But, yeah, it’s me.” Joseph adjusted the knot of his tie. “You’re looking great these days! And I mean that sincerely. So you got your castle back again, after all these years. It must have felt swell to come home.”

“Mr. Denham,” said Hearst, “can you give me a good reason why I shouldn’t call my security team and advise the Company of your presence here?”

“Yeah,” said Joseph. “I’ve got some information you need, Mr. Hearst. Trust me—you really should hear me out.”

Hearst looked at him in silence a long moment. “I can do that,” he said at last. He turned and indicated a chair with his gaze. “Come in and sit down, Mr. Denham. And I’d like to ask you a couple of questions first, if I may.”

“Sure! No problem,” said Joseph. He crossed the threshold and went straight to the offered chair, where he made himself comfortable. Hearst picked up the hand unit of a household communications device—rendered in best Retro style to resemble a candlestick telephone—and waited a moment.

“Mary? Send up a tray with a couple of glasses of ginger ale, please. Thank you.”

“Gee, thanks,” said Joseph.

“You’re welcome.” Hearst sat down across from him and leaned forward to put the little dog on the floor. She went straight to Joseph’s shoes and became very interested in sniffing them, now and then reminding him she was on duty with a stern whuff. Joseph did his best to ignore her, saying only: “She looks just like the one you had the last time we met.”

“She’s a descendant, actually,” said Hearst, watching the little dog. “I call them all Helen; makes it easier, in the long run. Of course, everything’s in the long run now.” He raised his eyes to Joseph. “At least, I think it is. Maybe you’ll be able to tell me about that, Mr. Denham.”

“Okay,” said Joseph. “What do you want to know?”

“Quite a few things,” said Hearst, looking at him steadily. “First: were you involved in that Bureau of Punitive Medicine place? Were you partners with Marco, that immortal who went crazy?”

“No,” said Joseph. “Absolutely not. I was searching for somebody myself when I found the Bureau. I couldn’t tell anyone directly, but I tipped off Suleyman, the North African Section Head. I figured he’d rescue those poor bastards if anybody would. But no, I am not now, nor have I ever been partners with Marco. What else did you want to ask me, Mr. Hearst?”

Hearst watched the little dog for a moment. “What’s going to happen in the year 2355, Mr. Denham?” he said at last.

At that moment the elevator clanked and began to descend behind its brass grille. Hearst held up his hand in a gesture indicating they should wait, and Joseph nodded. The elevator rose again and a mortal woman emerged, bearing the tray of drinks Hearst had ordered. Hearst thanked her and she departed. Joseph cleared his throat as the elevator descended once more.

“So you’ve figured out about 2355, huh?” he said.

Hearst nodded. “Dr. Zeus Incorporated gives us all manner of tidbits of information about the future world, but I’ve noticed that I’m never told about anything occurring later than the year 2355. No investment information beyond that year at all. Why? And that absurd magazine they send me, Immortal Lifestyles Monthly—well, if you read it carefully you notice that there are no references to anything written or created after that date. No books after the year 2355, no pictures, no inventions, nothing!”

“Yeah,” said Joseph, reaching for his glass and taking a sip of ginger ale. “We call it the Silence. Have you asked the Company about it, straight out?”

“I’ve made certain inquiries,” said Hearst. “I have yet to receive a plain answer from anyone.”

“No surprise there. The official answer is that 2355 is when Dr. Zeus finally goes public, when immortals will finally be able to live openly.” Joseph swirled ice in his glass and looked sidelong at Hearst. “They say they don’t give us any movies or whatever from after that time because we’ll be able to discover them for ourselves. I don’t think anybody has ever believed that.”

“So you’re saying that you don’t know, either.” Hearst looked down at his little dog. Joseph shook his head.

“There’re theories. Global cataclysm in that year, for example. Or that there’s an intracorporate war, and the winners maintain transmission silence after 2355 so nobody in the past knows who wins or how. You want to know what I think?”

“Yes, I do.”

“I think that’s the year when the Company doublecrosses its immortals. We’ve worked for them from the beginning of time—immortals like me, anyway; you’re a special case—with the promise that one day we’d finally get to the wonderful Future and share the great stuff we’ve spent all our lives obtaining for Dr. Zeus. I think it’s a crock. I think they’ll come up with some way to finally kill us, or disable us, and cancel out their debt. You want to know why I think that, Mr. Hearst?”

“Please tell me,” said Hearst.

Joseph stood up and looked Hearst in the eye. “Because they’re doing it already. That’s why I’m on the run, pal, that’s why you got that request to let the Company know immediately if you ever saw me again. You want to know the truth about the Bureau of Punitive Medicine? The Company ran it themselves! Marco was just the guy they had standing guard there. It was a research facility they had, to find a way to reverse the immortality process.”

Hearst nodded. “I was afraid it was something like that.”

“And it was just the tip of the iceberg,” Joseph said, beginning to pace. “The Bureau was only one of the places the Company locks away operatives it doesn’t want anymore. There are at least seven others, not as bad as the Bureau but holding more people. I’ve seen ‘em, Mr. Hearst. And there’s worse.

“You remember Lewis? The guy who worked with me in 1933?”

“The fellow Garbo was so taken with, yes.” Hearst smiled at the memory, but Joseph’s eyes were like flint.

“You should have seen what the Company did to him,” he said. “They handed him over to—to an outside agency, let’s say. So he could be experimented on, like a lab rat. Nice, huh? I know, because I was there. I nearly got caught, too. If you followed their orders right now and called the Company, they’d do something worse to me.”

“I’m not given orders,” said Hearst, with a momentary flash of human emotion in his eyes.

“You don’t think so?” said Joseph. “You’ve done everything the Company wanted you to do for them. They’ve given you stuff in return—hell, they made you immortal, you own Company stock—but you aren’t calling the shots, friend.”

Hearst sat silent a moment. At last he reached down and snapped his fingers for Helen. She came at once. He stroked her, scratched between her ears. “I assume,” he said, “that you’re not taking this lying down? You immortals, I mean.” He smiled for a second. “We immortals.”

“You got it,” Joseph said. “We’re immortal, we’re indestructible, and we can outthink them. The only advantage they’ve got is, they know everything that’s going to happen up to 2355 and we don’t. Kind of levels the playing field, huh? But it also gives us hope, Mr. Hearst. See—what if we’re what happens after 2355?”

“A war in Heaven?” said Hearst. “The Titans rising in rebellion against Zeus? It seems a chancy business, don’t you think?”

Joseph shrugged. “We’ve already had the eternal punishment thing, at the Bureau. So what have we got to lose?”

“I don’t know that I haven’t got a great deal to lose,” said Hearst. “You haven’t shown me any proof yet.”

“Hey, you want proof, and I don’t blame you one bit, friend. My group has managed to get hold of some of the Temporal Concordance. You know what that is, right?”

“It’s the logbook of the Future,” said Hearst, “the Company’s record of everything that’s going to happen.”

“Yeah. The one we’re never allowed to see, except a little at a time, so we can be where they want, when they want us to do their work for them. We found a section.” Joseph reached out with his index finger. “May I?”

Helen snarled. Hearst closed his hands around her and blinked as Joseph set his fingertip between Hearst’s eyes. “Downloading—” said Joseph, and Hearst felt a shock wave, a sudden expansion of his memory. It was a sensation not unlike being hit in the head with a bundle of newspapers hot off the presses. Dates, events, names filled the place behind his eyes.

“Oh—”

“There you go,” said Joseph. “You feel a little dizzy, right? Don’t worry, that’ll pass. I only gave you a tiny bit but boy, have you got a scoop! You can beat all the other news services to the draw for the next three years. But you’ll also find private communications in there, between officers in the Company, stuff we weren’t meant to see. You can draw your own conclusions about it. I’ll be back in touch in a few years to see how you feel then, and whether or not you want to do business, okay?”

He rose to his feet. Hearst put up a hand. “If you please,” he said. “I’d like to know how you got past my surveillance.”

Joseph grinned. “Hell, Mr. Hearst, I’m over twenty thousand years old. Remember? I can get past a few cameras and motion sensors. Though I’d appreciate it if you’d take me off the record.” He gestured at the holocams that had been steadily observing him. “I’ll bet you can do that, huh, a clever film editor like you?”

“Unnecessary. You have my word I won’t tell the Company you were here.”

“I believe you, Mr. Hearst, honest, but you know what? They go through all your surveillance records routinely anyway,” said Joseph.

“No, they don’t!” said Hearst.

“Yeah, they do. You know Quintilius, your Company liaison? That’s part of his job. The Company doesn’t trust anybody, least of all its own people. The only reason some Company security officer isn’t hearing everything we say right now is because my datalink implant was disabled a long time ago.” Joseph tapped the bridge of his nose. “And they never installed one in you, I guess because you’re a special case. Or maybe they figured you have so much surveillance on yourself already, there was no point in spending more to duplicate it.”

He stepped back and looked Hearst up and down in an admiring kind of way. “I have to tell you, I’m impressed with the job they did. You’re really unique, you know?”

“You keep saying that I’m a special case,” said Hearst, rising to loom over Joseph. “What are you implying, exactly?”

Joseph retreated another couple of paces, but smiled disarmingly. “Hey! You’ve been a stockholder for four centuries now, you know the Company product. You know they never, ever make adults immortal. They always start with little children. Except for you! You were the only exception there’s ever been to the rule. You’re smart enough to figure out there’s something fishy about the year 2355; you must have wondered about yourself, too, huh?”

“I did ask about it,” said Hearst. “I was told I have an unusual genetic makeup.”

Joseph’s smile got wider still. “Oh, yes, you could say that. They didn’t lie to you, Mr. Hearst, not about that.”

“Why don’t you explain, then?” Hearst scowled down at him.

“Next time,” said Joseph. “I promise. Really.”

He winked out.

Hearst was only momentarily surprised. Turning his head and scanning for the trajectory of Joseph’s departure, he exhaled in annoyance. “Stay,” he told Helen, setting her down in his chair, and then he winked out, too.

Down through La Casa Grande he sped, faster than mortal eyes could have followed, over his high fences, pursuing the fading blip that was Joseph in hyperfunction; but the head start was too great. On a knoll of rock he halted and stood peering out across the miles of his domain (for everything within mortal sight, and immortal sight too, for that matter, was his). He could just make out Joseph’s signature, fading into the coastal mountains to the north.

“Darn,” he said. After a moment he put his hands in his pockets and walked slowly back up his hill, thinking very hard as he went.

Just as he came to the wide staircase below the Neptune Pool, a tour vehicle pulled up and he heard the docent say excitedly: “Ah-yah! This is very special, everybody. See that man? That’s Mr. William Randolph Hearst the Tenth! His ancestor was the one who originally built this wonderful place. He came here from Europe and saved it all when there wasn’t any more money to keep it open to the public! Wasn’t that nice of him? We don’t get a chance to see him much, because he’s very busy—”

Hearst ducked his head in embarrassment and considered hurrying away, but reflected that it wouldn’t really be polite to do so; there were a dozen mortal faces pressed to the windows of the tour vehicle, staring at him eagerly. He gave them a shy smile and stood there on display while the tour group disembarked and came rushing over. It was largely a party of reenactors, wearing passable early-twentieth-century costumes. One carried a SoundBox blaring out early jazz music. Hearst winced. He preferred modern music, on the whole.

He shook hands, answered a few questions, and hoped they’d all enjoy their visit to his house before he departed with the excuse that he had work to do.

As he stepped across the threshold of La Casa Grande, he wondered plaintively why contact with mortals made him so uncomfortable. It was easy to love them in the abstract, delightful to plan for their welfare; even now his heart warmed at the thought of their enjoyment of the splendors of his great house. He loved listening to the tourists’ reactions, as the docents pointed out this particularly fine Flemish Madonna, or that marvel of Persian figured tile. He was a little lonely when there weren’t guests downstairs, trooping through his echoing halls. He liked watching their progress on the surveillance cameras.

But he never liked looking into their mortal faces, clasping their mortal hands, talking to them. He never had, honestly, even when he’d been a mortal man himself. Only the endless building plans, only the work made him truly happy.

Nothing really mattered, except the work.
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