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    Prologue


    “Good evening. It’s Tuesday, August 13, 2312, and this is World News Tonight. I’m Duala Thewlis.”


    “And I’m Aldo Arken. Here are tonight’s top stories. Duala?”


    “Tens of thousands of malcontents continue to swarm around the Seattle city perimeter. The mob is mainly made up of the homeless, the infirm, and the elderly, and has no clear leadership or apparent goal. Of course, they are easily repelled by the city’s standard security field, and Seattle officials say the mob poses no threat to the city’s affluent residents.


    “This is not the first nor the worst incident of its kind. Just last month, a horde of nearly a hundred thousand enraged New Yorkers attempted to cross the Hudson River and storm the newly repopulated and protected Manhattan City. That city’s security field kept them at bay as well, but more than two hundred of the would-be invaders drowned or were trampled in the unprovoked attack. Spontaneous mass assaults such as these are on the rise in North America and mirror those already taking place near other major protected population centers around the globe. Aldo?”


    “World News Tonight asked Western Region Vice Governor Lokus, attending an official Protective Alliance of North America retreat near New Frisco, for comment on the Seattle situation. The Vice Governor admitted that this is becoming a common problem, citing similar incidents at other secure cities across PANA in recent months. However, he declined—as did Eastern Region Vice Governor Narbor following the Manhattan City incident—to send federal troops outside the security field to deal with the mob, saying it would be a ‘waste of manpower’ and declaring simply that the crowds will eventually either ‘leave or die.’ Duala?”


    “The virulent disease caused by the N1E0 virus which last year virtually wiped out the livestock population of India is now sweeping through the Far East and Australia, killing millions of animals used for food, clothing, and farming. This deadly and extremely contagious disease, commonly called the Neo Plague, wreaks havoc in rural areas, where humans and livestock roam in the open without the protection of security fields. For more on this story, we’re joined live by Brian McMahon in Sydney.”


    “Thanks, Duala. I’m standing outside the safety of the Sydney security field, where the Neo Plague rages like a mad croc. Cattle, sheep, camels, feral and domestic animals alike fall prey to its vicious attack, dying by the thousands within days of exposure.


    “Australian officials acknowledge the severity of the outbreak but are quick to remind citizens that they are completely safe inside their cities’ security fields where, of course, all live animals are banned, and assure residents that they should not suffer any personal inconvenience as a result of the epidemic. This morning, Health and Safety Minister Bradley’s office in Canberra issued this statement: ‘While the loss of so many indigenous animals is of course regrettable, the inevitable decrease in the burgeoning nonproductive human population, due to related issues such as famine and disease, is expected to ease the current overcrowding problem in the bush.’


    “Although the Neo Plague is now loose in Australia and spreading uncontrollably through the outback, the government says that its four field-enclosed cities—Brisbane, Sydney, Melbourne, and the Capital Territory of Canberra—should see no ill effects whatsoever. Reporting from Sydney, this is Brian McMahon. Back to you, Duala.”


    “Thank you for that report, Brian. Aldo?”


    “And finally, a story from Nuevo Angeles. Well-known and formerly respected computer scientist Belarus Jonan has died. Jonan apparently took his own life on the eve of what promised to be the trial of the century. Earlier this year Jonan was charged with violating the nearly three-hundred-year-old ban on ‘creating, utilizing, or harboring a sentient machine,’ a capital offense under federal law, when authorities discovered an artificially-intelligent robot at his residence.


    “The robot, which had frighteningly realistic visual acuity, auditory recognition, and speech capabilities, apparently roamed unrestrained about Jonan’s home and, even more terrifyingly, was allowed to interact freely with his wife and small child. Jonan’s claim that he had constructed the robot only ‘to help mankind’ was dismissed as naïve and dangerous. Jonan was arrested and removed from the scene, and over his family’s—and the robot’s own—vigorous protestations, the ‘obscene device,’ as it was called by investigators, was immediately destroyed.


    “Jonan became despondent and uncommunicative in custody, and his attorneys feared he would be unable to participate in his own defense. That fear was rendered moot early this morning when Jonan was found in his cell, dead from self-inflicted injuries.


    “In accordance with statutes concerning offenses of this extreme nature, his trial will proceed posthumously. Duala?”


    “Stay with us; we’ll be right back with sports after the break.”


    

  


  
    


    One


    “Gentlemen, ladies, please!” Assisted by his gravi-lite chair, Borok stood carefully and held up a hand for silence. The din subsided. “This is supposed to be a discussion, not a grudgeball match. We must not attract attention. Even in a private residence, our group is not beyond the reach of government troopers.” The elder scientist scanned his seven colleagues seated around the translucent table. “Denes, I believe you had the floor.” His chair rose to meet him and gently lowered him again.


    “Thank you, Borok,” Denes acknowledged, nodding slightly. “I was just saying that although I do not approve of the total Federal ban on time travel, I do understand their reasoning. We still don't know all the implications of upstream technology. Interfering with the past to improve the future could have sweeping, unpredictable consequences. To test our hypothesis by altering the past, particularly to the extent we are discussing, could literally destroy our present. The year 2312 as we now know it could radically change, and not necessarily for the better.”


    “It has been proven experimentally,” countered Val-Nar in her polite but no-nonsense way, “that the effects of carefully applied temporal adjustments can be controlled.”


    Before Denes could reply, Kyr took up his uncle’s argument. “Carefully applied minor adjustments, perhaps, but who’s to say what’s minor? If the effects of a change grow exponentially with the temporal displacement from its origin, then even minor changes become hugely significant over time.”


    “Ah, there’s the problem,” said Pan-Li, his almond eyes sparkling. “Of course all effects of a given event change cannot be known for certain, but the mathematical probabilities of various outcomes can be calculated with some degree of accuracy.” He reflected a moment before continuing. “To assume, however, that said accuracy is statistically sufficient to warrant such drastic action on our part is at least questionable, perhaps even dangerous.”


    Aurora’s attention drifted from the conversation. She regarded Borok, her husband of eighty-four years, with gentle eyes. She regretted their having become involved in this renegade undertaking in the autumn of their lives. She had dreamed of a quiet retirement, filled with long walks on Pacific beaches, candlelight dinners, and the occasional lunar holiday. Now she feared that dream was gone forever.


    Instead, they had become embroiled in this terrible controversy, they and some of their oldest friends and most respected colleagues, debating the merit—not the possibility, but the merit—of nothing less than changing history itself. She wished with all her heart that they could look the other way, live out their lives in secluded anonymity, ignore the problems of the rest of the world.


    But, of course, that they could not do.


    They were scientists, and Borok a humanitarian above all else. They had dedicated their lives to the betterment of mankind, and now, when mankind needed them most, was not the time to withdraw.


    When she refocused on the conversation, Pan-Li was just finishing. “Dear friends, I cannot vote with conviction either for or against, for the calculable outcome is too vague and the consequences too far-reaching.”


    Aurora leaned forward and spoke at last. “Although Pan-Li is undoubtedly correct about the mathematics of the situation, that in no way addresses the immorality of inaction.” She raised her left hand, and used thumb against fingertips to count off her points. “We have the technological ability to change the past. We have the historical knowledge to identify target events. We have the altruistic and, I dare say, the personal motivation to alter our present time frame. And we have the moral obligation to do so because we're the only ones who can.” She made a fist. “We must act! Otherwise we’re damned to this miserable existence and the whims of Vice Governor Lokus and his troopers. Remember,” she added, quoting a Russian author dead some four hundred years, “All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.”


    “Oh, come on, Aurora,” Kyr chided. “Don’t be so melodramatic. If we do nothing, the worst case scenario is that things stay as they are now.”


    She turned to face him. “Exactly,” she said slowly. Kyr looked down at the table, embarrassed.


    “I beg to differ, Kyr,” Argus offered gently. “I do not believe the greatest danger lies in doing nothing. One worst case scenario, as you put it, is that we continue to defy the law until Lokus’s men hunt us down and imprison us, or worse. Another is that in our efforts to effect positive change, we initiate a temporal wave that so completely alters our present time that we cease to exist. Yet another is that meddling in our own past causes our present to be mutated into something unrecognizable—and even more intolerable than it already is. Personally, I am not willing to be responsible for any of those scenarios.”


    Argus hesitated before offering his opinion. “I believe we should entirely abandon our plans to send someone upstream. Collectively we have an immense amount of knowledge in the matter of temporal modification. I’m confident the Vice Governor would be lenient toward us if we turned ourselves in and offered to lend whatever assistance we can to the government’s efforts to improve society.”


    Val-Nar snorted in exasperation. “The government’s efforts, Argus, consist of doing exactly nothing.” She shrugged. “Why should they be interested in changing things when they already run the world? Why do you think they forbid upstream travel by anyone except themselves? So they can keep everything the way it is, of course!”


    Kyr seemed to recover from Aurora’s rebuff. He roughly pushed his chair back and stood up. “That’s just conjecture, Val-Nar. We cannot presume to understand all the government’s reasons for prohibiting time travel. What we can understand is its desire to preserve the enclaves of civilization that remain, and its unwillingness to risk the loss of those areas to the backward and uneducated masses.”


    Lucinda tiredly ran a hand over her face. “Kyr, you were born into this society. You grew up controlled by this government. You're only… what, fifty? You're too young to know how it used to be. My friends,” she offered, “look around you. We’re already renegades, shunned by our peers and persecuted by our government for daring even to discuss changing the past. Yet we bequeath to our children a world ruled by a military dictatorship. We, the technologically literate, are coddled from cradle to grave by intelligent but indifferent machines that serve us well but do nothing to improve our minds, our bodies, or our society.”


    Her voice quavered as she continued. “This is not the earth of the early two thousands, when man was simply more stupid than malicious. Now our once-beautiful planet is bursting with overpopulation, scarred by constant war, disease, and famine, fouled with the ambitions of an uncaring, unscrupulous cartel of so-called leaders whose only thoughts are for the preservation of their crumbling empire.”


    She paused, sadly drew a breath. “I say we must do whatever it takes, whatever the consequences, to change this world. Whether that change turns out to be for the better,” her gaze circled the table, met everyone’s eyes in turn, “or worse.”


    After a thoughtful silence, Denes returned to the discussion. “Well said, all. However, regardless of our individual opinions, it is clear that further delay only increases our vulnerability.” He turned to his oldest and dearest friend. “Borok, I believe we should vote now and act quickly one way or the other. Who knows when our secrecy may be compromised?” There was general assent.


    “About that there can be no doubt,” Borok agreed solemnly. “One day there will be a knock at the door and the entire discussion will be moot.”


    There was no knock.


    In the next terrible instant, an armored Federal Police cruiser crashed through Borok’s residence wall. Engine roaring and siren wailing, it spat out three heavily armed, black-suited troopers. On each breastplate shone a silver, stylized “L”, the symbol of the Western Region’s Vice Governor, Lokus. Shiny black helmets and dark-tinted visors hid the faces of the attackers.


    Val-Nar was killed instantly, pinned by the collapsing wall and crushed by great pieces of the ceiling as it crashed down around them. Next to her, injured by flying rubble, Argus tried to throw some of the debris off her, but could not. He fell upon her broken body and screamed ineffectually at the troopers. They opened fire on him simultaneously, scattering viscera about the ravaged room as his body burst from the internal pressure created by their pulse rifles.


    The scientists now scrambled over the ruins of Borok’s house like insects startled by a sudden light, desperately searching for escape routes. Only Kyr, the youngest, took offensive action. He jumped onto the nearest trooper’s back and held on. The trooper spun around, trying to throw him off, shouting and swearing.


    But Kyr would not be shaken off. He seemed glued on, impotently beating his fists on the trooper’s helmet as they rotated among the dust and debris in a frenetic, macabre dance.


    The other invaders barked short, hateful laughs, momentarily amused by the harmless spectacle. They stopped laughing when Kyr’s hand found the trooper’s service blade in its belt scabbard. Suddenly realizing what he had, he withdrew the knife and plunged it to the hilt into the trooper’s neck, the two screaming in unison now as they continued to twist and turn amid the rubble.


    Seeing that his comrade was mortally wounded—and therefore of no further value to the unit—the second trooper got a concurring nod from the third, then drew his laser pistol, swept it quickly from right to left, and cut both combatants neatly in half at the waist with its beam. The two stopped spinning; their torsos rested unsteadily atop their hips for a moment, separated but still standing, before splashing to the floor in a bloody tangle of limbs and organs.


    The screaming stopped.


    The troopers turned their attention to the remainder of the group. Kyr’s life had bought the others a few precious seconds. As the remaining five bolted through the back door, Borok called, “Head for my skimmer!”


    The door of the parking shelter opened automatically at their approach, and they tumbled toward it in panic. Borok stood at the door and roughly shoved Denes and Lucinda through, followed by Pan-Li. As Aurora approached, she vainly tried to push Borok ahead of her.


    “Go! Go!” he shouted, but she hesitated, not wanting to leave him for last.


    The troopers appeared at the back door, pulse rifles at the ready. Borok noted with curious detachment the silver “L” reflected in Aurora’s beautiful dark eyes, wide with fear.


    There was no time left. Borok drew a breath to say “Goodbye,” but was dead, his body burst and scattered, before the word escaped his lips.


    Aurora went into shock, her senses overwhelmed. Her knees buckled under her as the next round of rifle pulses ripped open the wall just above her head. Before she could strike the ground, Pan-Li’s lean, strong arms grasped her and easily lifted her into Borok’s skimmer.


    The small vehicle lifted from its pad and screamed at top speed from the shelter. In seconds it had cleared and passed the troopers. One whirled and raised his weapon, but the other placed a gloved hand on the barrel and gently pushed it down with a brief shake of his helmeted head.


    Inside the skimmer, the occupants sobbed in horror and disbelief. Denes punched in the course for their laboratory, still secret—at least for now—from the Federals. Lucinda fought through her tears to engage the autodrive. Pan-Li reached across to hold Aurora’s hand as Denes numbly spun his chair around to face the pitiful remains of the group, now reduced to half their number.


    They lowered their heads and bore their anguish privately for a while as the skimmer silently sped them away from the tragedy. There were no words, nor need for them. The only sounds were the rushing of air past the skimmer’s windows and the hushed sobbing of Aurora, alone now for the first time in nearly a century.


    Then, almost as if at a signal, they straightened simultaneously. Their decision had been made for them: they had to act, and act now. The old friends, now comrades in rebellion, looked at each other, acknowledged and assimilated their collective pain and rage. Slowly, slowly, the grief in their eyes was replaced by grim resolve.


    

  


  
    Two


    Nearly three hundred years earlier, General Dalton Holt sipped his coffee and reminded himself again that retirement was only a few months away. He was a reluctant career man; joined the service late, when he was almost thirty. It had worked out well, but now, approaching his fiftieth birthday, he was ready to be a civilian again. The times were changing, and he had changed with them for about as long as he could. This Air Force was far different from the one he had joined—now it was all automated, computerized, impersonal. Different. Just transferred to this command, he was glad to ride out his time and leave with an uneventful but clean and respectable record. All he had to do was make it to November of this year, 2015, without incident—but he just couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something was going to screw it up.


    He passed the styrofoam cup to his right hand and enjoyed the warmth. The small, windowless bunker beneath the sand of the Nevada desert was a bit chilly, even in the blistering summer heat. Extra air conditioning for the computers, he guessed. The walls were lined with video monitors, keyboards, tape drives, and other equipment, the functions of which he didn’t even care to guess.


    Two civilian technicians sat at computer terminals, busily entering commands and data which were relayed via satellite to the North American Defense Command, or NADCOM, mainframe hidden deep underground the former Grissom Air Force Base near Colorado Springs. The technicians carefully watched their monitors and the status boards on the wall as NADCOM received and implemented their instructions. Holt sighed and shifted the cup back to his left hand. Beside him, Major Richard Pettis was pointing to a detailed graphic on one of the monitors and continuing his leisurely explanation.


    “There they are, General, orbiting together and working as a single unit, carried by the COMSAT-9 military communications satellite. The large cylindrical mechanism on the left is called the cannon; it’s actually the projection unit for the Molecular Disruptor Array, or MDA. The smaller apparatus on the right is the power supply, called the Source. The two are more dependent on each other than you might think. The MDA must draw power continuously from the Source to remain stable, while the Source, because it’s generating so much raw energy, must have the constant drain of the MDA to maintain its own equilibrium. Despite this critical synergy, we have had no serious problems in recent testing.”


    Holt nodded. As he watched the animation, the cannon’s protective cowling receded; the barrel extended from the cylinder and the large crystal-looking end began to glow blue.


    “The Source, General, is one of the new miniature solar power stations. Fed by four large solar panels, it collects, stores, amplifies, and provides massive amounts of electricity to its companion device—in this case, as you can see, the Temple-Mollenhauer Molecular Disruptor. The Disruptor is linked with the recently-developed Kerwin projection engine to create a targetable device that can deliver a coherent beam of high-frequency energy with inconceivable force and concentration.”


    As if synchronized to Pettis’s narrative, the cannon on the monitor suddenly erupted with a blinding flash of blue-white light and shone its brilliant beam down toward the animated earth below.


    “The disruptor beam can disintegrate—in the proper sense of the word, that is, disconnect, unravel—the very molecular structure of virtually any material. It can literally disassemble a substance and reduce it to its component elements, rendering it utterly and completely destroyed. Or, as I like to say, dusted.”


    Holt considered this. Indeed, the Molecular Disruptor Array was a devastatingly destructive weapon. Whether it was presented to the world as an offensive device to end a conflict or as a defensive threat to prevent one, the country that owned it was certain to be feared and respected, if Pettis’s explanation was anywhere near accurate.


    It was.


    The weapon was now in low earth orbit at about 250 miles, and could be aimed with pinpoint accuracy at any location on the planet, given time to reach the proper position.


    Frankly, Holt was more impressed with Pettis than with the MDA. The major had championed the project since its inception nine years ago, and was well known in the upper ranks as a man to watch, and Holt had followed Pettis’s career with interest.


    Early on, Pettis had convinced the Pentagon of the device’s potential as a “defensive deterrent,” and was put in charge of development. Even with his attentive leadership, the project had narrowly missed being scrapped several times for lack of results. On this particular Monday afternoon, Pettis was squeezing a last-minute test out of the MDA to use as leverage at the budget committee meeting the next day at NADCOM Headquarters.


    Holt asked to witness the test, mostly for something to do, and of course Pettis could not refuse his new Commanding Officer. After all Holt had read about the man, he imagined that Pettis would seem almost familiar, but he was wrong. When they finally met that morning, he realized the major’s enigmatic reputation was well deserved. Pettis drove them to the bunker himself, and said almost nothing the entire trip.


    Holt watched Pettis cross the small room and bark orders to the technicians, whom he apparently disliked simply because they were civilians. Towering over the seated men, almost standing at attention, he was the very picture of the Air Force career man, shined and pressed, crisp and sharp. His short-cropped hair was straight and jet black, just beginning to show signs of gray at the temples. He seemed neither excitable nor emotional, and maintained his composure at all times.


    Holt knew other men like that. Showing emotions displayed weakness, they believed. It gave the opponent an advantage—and they considered everyone a potential opponent. Obsessively self-reliant, such men attended to each detail of their lives with cautious, determined aggressiveness. Pettis fit the profile perfectly.


    He was the most self-contained officer Holt had ever seen, totally secure in his cool, logical world. He never seemed to be nervous, yet he was never still. Even when Pettis stood listening to the technicians speak, his jaw clenched repeatedly and he occasionally rose ever so slightly on the balls of his feet. His eyes, a steely gray-blue, reflected not so much his own inner feelings as those of the person facing him. Many people, Holt heard, declined to look Pettis in the eye if given the choice. He had a stare that could make one feel naked and vulnerable, and he used it to its fullest extent when necessary.


    Pettis was a stickler, a perfectionist, and he looked the part. Beneath the impeccable uniform, hard muscles stood out from his slender body. Though he was not tanned, his skin was brown and smooth. His movements were quick but taut, graceful, and conservative, as though practiced. His overall appearance was dark, brooding, almost menacing. The fine black hair on the backs of his hands and the rapidly darkening five o’clock shadow enhanced the image.


    A solemn, incredibly energetic man, Pettis had always been a gung-ho, rah-rah-go-fight-win type. His record was impressive: After joining the Air Force at eighteen, he applied himself to the science of weaponry, and attained the rank of Major fairly quickly, becoming competent in computer science and high technology mostly on his own. Pettis had been in charge of the MDA project almost since its inception, and considered it the weapon to tip the balance of power in his country’s favor. It was his personal contribution to the science of war, his dedicated, if overzealous, attempt to turn the United States into, as he was fond of saying, “Fortress America.”


    Holt admired the energy and enthusiasm of the man, his unwavering dedication to cause. But there was something in the glint of those gray-blue eyes that bothered him. Something about the line of Pettis’s mouth when he grimaced with satisfaction—you couldn’t really call it a smile—made Holt uneasy, as if the features belonged to a wild animal about to pounce. Something… disquieting.


    Still, he shouldn’t let Pettis get to him; in three months, he could turn both Pettis and his pet project over to the new Chief, General Malcolm Fletcher. Fletch would be the fourth Brigadier to lead the NADCOM unit in the nine years the MDB project had been in the works, and Holt would not be surprised if Pettis himself had more than a little to do with the rapid turnover.


    He looked up at the bank of monitors. The target, clearly shown on one of the screens, was a modest five-story office-type building the Army had built at the end of a Nevada ghost town called Tybo, fifteen miles off Highway 6 and two and a half northwest of the bunker. The exceptionally sharp picture was provided, Pettis explained, by a powerful video imaging system housed on the same satellite that carried the MDA.


    “This area has been used for maneuvers for years,” Pettis was saying. “Mostly just infantry maneuvers. But today, today we’re going to do it! We’re going to show the fat cats in Washington that the Air Force has the stones to start rebuilding Fortress America from the ground up!” Holt nodded non-committally; bureaucrats come and go, he mused, but Pettis perseveres. “I’m glad you’re here to witness this, General. All our computer simulations indicate the MDA beam will completely and utterly destroy the target.”


    “You sure it won’t just bore a hole right through the earth and destroy China?” Holt asked, only half-jokingly.


    If Pettis recognized Holt’s remark as sarcasm, he ignored it. “No, General, the MDA’s effects are limited to what it can directly impact from orbit. It cannot reach underground structures, at least not without first clearing any above-ground impediments.” Holt nodded, sighed. “Now if you’ll excuse me, sir, I have to get these civilians in gear, or we’ll never get this test underway.”


    “Certainly.” Holt finished his coffee and, seeing no trash can, surreptitiously tossed the cup into a cardboard computer-paper box under a table.


    Williams, the young technician with the fresh haircut, said, “Target in view and locked locally, Major.”


    “Time?”


    “One fifty-eight, sir.”


    “You mean thirteen fifty-eight, mister?” Pettis snapped.


    “Yes, sir, um, thirteen fifty-eight.”


    Pettis leisurely traversed the small room, hands clasped behind his back, inspecting each of the video screens in turn. At last, he paused at the monitor which displayed the target building. “Bring the MDA up to ten percent power,” he ordered.


    “Coming up on ten now, sir.”


    “Very well; lock coordinates into NADCOM and get final verification from base.”


    The older of the two technicians carefully made an entry at his terminal, waited for the reply from the NADCOM computer in Colorado. He nodded to the younger one, who leaned over to inspect the message. Satisfied, he reported, “Coordinates and power verified. NADCOM has locked the projector on target, source locked at ten percent. MDA assembly shows all green, sir.”


    Pettis took a deep breath. “All right, here we go. Gentlemen—engage Code Blue.”


    Both technicians pecked at their keyboards. Again Williams spoke for them. “Code Blue active. We’re go, sir.”


    “Transfer execution control to mainframe.”


    “Transferring control... NADCOM’s got the ball now, sir, and will execute when ready.”


    A short, tense pause. Holt noticed that despite the bunker’s artificial chill, he and the two technicians were perspiring. Pettis was not.


    “Timer coming through now, Major. Stand by for ten percent execution in... ten seconds.” Pettis, Holt, and the older technician now stared at the target monitor; the younger man reported the countdown as the numbers flashed across his screen. “Five seconds... four... three... two... one...” He lifted his eyes to the monitor also as the timer reached zero. “Mark!”


    The monitor displaying the MDA graphic showed the thin blue beam as it emerged from the projector. On the monitor showing the live feed, the beam immediately touched the target midway up its wall, then thickened, spread, and passed over it. For a few seconds, the building was bathed in a bluish glow. Then the beam was gone. The building still stood, untouched.


    “Target engaged; direct hit, sir.”


    Confused, Holt looked at the other men. They all continued to stare at the screen, where absolutely nothing was happening. Five seconds passed. Ten. As Holt’s uneasiness grew, Pettis whispered, barely moving his lips. “Wait for it.”


    Holt squinted at the building on the screen, where something intangible, indefinable, was beginning to happen. Although the beam was gone, the glow slowly returned until it engulfed the entire building, covering it in a dull blue haze.


    Then, slowly at first, a mass of brilliant, jagged lines began to emanate from the point on the wall where the beam had first touched it. Gaining speed, the lines spread in all directions along the walls, across the roof, and down the sides of the structure, like lightning bolts replayed in slow motion, thousands of them, in the brightest blue-white imaginable. As they touched one another in their zigzag paths, new lines flowed from their intersections and picked up still more speed, splitting the building’s image into infinitely smaller pieces.


    The glow intensified, filling the bunker with color. The lightning flashed through glass, steel, and stone with equal rapidity, zipped around corners, and kept on going. The lines continued spreading and touching and diverging in a kaleidoscopic pattern until the building itself was obscured, and the scene looked like an enormous jigsaw puzzle of blue neon. In seconds, the blue-white glow was so intense that each man in the bunker except Pettis shielded his eyes or looked away from the screen.


    The glow diminished, and the jigsaw lines could be seen again, more numerous than ever, dissecting the building into millions of minute, finely-detailed pieces. The building’s image blurred, then quivered like gelatin. The lines of the window casings and the edges of the masonry became wavy, indistinct, as though the monitor were going out of focus. Holt blinked hard to make sure it was the image, not his vision, that was blurry. For a few moments more the building stood unsteadily, weaving like a drunk about to pass out.


    Then, slowly, the massive structure simply… disintegrated. There was no crumbling or caving in, no imploding walls, no falling debris, just a serene sense of fading away like the final scene of a movie, as the entire building decomposed into dust-like particles. Most of it drifted away in the hot desert wind before it touched the ground; what was left to fall collected in a small heap where the building had stood, and was quickly blown away. All trace of the structure had vanished. Only the eternal desert remained, dry and barren as if the building had never existed.


    It was over.


    The four men in the bunker stared silently at the monitor, at the empty stretch of desert, at the incredible devastation they had just witnessed. Even Pettis seemed too moved to speak. Dalton Holt, his jaw slack, his breathing deep and slow, lowered his head in awe.


    Williams checked his terminal screen. “NADCOM mainframe reports test completed successfully, sir. Powering down now.”


    Pettis stood silent, his gaze still fixed on the screen in front of him.


    “Are… are you sure that was just ten percent?” Holt haltingly asked the young man.


    “Yes, sir. Ten percent. Verified and accepted by NACOM mainframe, and executed under NADCOM’s complete control, without further intervention from us.”


    “Ten percent,” he repeated. “Good grief, son, what does this thing do at full power?”


    “Well, to tell the truth, sir, we don’t know. This test was a bit, um, unorthodox. That is, this the highest output level we’ve ever tried.” He inclined his head ever so slightly in Pettis’s direction. “If you know what I mean. Sir.”


    Holt glanced over at Pettis, still staring at the target monitor with unblinking eyes, clearly oblivious to the conversation going on ten feet away. “Yes,” Holt said quietly, “I think I know what you mean. Why have you never tested the MDA at higher output levels?”


    “The technical committee back at base advises against it, General. They say the MDA is unstable at anything over five percent.” He turned to his terminal and pointed to a column of numbers. “As you see, sir, these figures indicate that in this test, the object vector was already compromised by the time the MDA reached seven point three one percent. The electron suppression alone—”


    “Whoa, whoa,” Holt interrupted. “I get the idea. Tell me, is the fact that this test is… unorthodox, as you say, the reason there are only two of you here?” The techs looked at each other nervously. “It’s all right,” he coaxed. “Does the technical committee know you performed a ten percent test here today or not?”


    Williams blinked and swallowed. “No, sir,” he finally said.


    Holt nodded and looked at Pettis, who still seemed somehow fascinated by the empty target monitor.


    “But they really don’t have to, sir,” the technician continued. “You see, Major Pettis has complete control of the project, and doesn’t require authorization from the civilian members of the staff to perform a test or to do anything else. Our function is merely to execute, analyze, and recommend. It’s really his ball game.”


    “I see. Thank you.” Holt walked slowly across the bunker and stood beside Pettis. “Major,” he began evenly, “about this test. I am amazed by what I’ve seen, but I’m also somewhat concerned.”


    Pettis seemed not to hear. Holt cleared his throat and tried again. “Major, this test was unquestionably successful, but was also unbelievably destructive, and apparently accomplished with only ten percent of the power available to the MDA. Yet according to your technicians, that’s twice the recommended safety limit. Do you even know what this thing could do if pushed further? The destructive potential is…” Holt couldn’t find the right word. He looked first at the screen, then at Pettis, who was still silent.


    Pettis finally turned his head toward Holt, slowly. His lips were stretched into that thin, flat line; his eyes were wide, wild, unfocused—filled with what could only be described as lust.


    Holt looked away, tried again. “Only ten percent,” he finally managed. He swallowed dryly, still searching for an adequate word. “It’s... it’s...”


    “Magnificent,” Pettis breathed.


    

  


  
    


    Three


    The old man closed and locked the door of his store, tried the knob twice, just to make sure. He patted the pocket containing the small paper bag; satisfied, he retrieved his cane from its place on the window ledge beside the door and shuffled off down Davis toward Franklin Avenue.


    It was a warm, bright day in Colby—not too hot, not too cool. Northwest Kansas benefited from Colorado’s crisp mountain air, and the combination of warm sun and cool breeze made for a beautiful day. Just right, the old man reckoned, for a game of softball.


    As he turned the corner at Franklin, he saw he was wrong. Two blocks down, at Willow Street, he could just make out Mrs. Faraday’s boys gathering in the bare dirt playground behind the orphanage. Boys don’t play ball any more, the old man observed, they just huddle together and laugh and smoke and swear and make ridiculous hand gestures for no apparent reason. He approached the chain-link fence that surrounded the huge lot and looked for the one boy he knew would not be with the others. The small, thin fifteen-year-old boy with the dirty brown hair and the sad blue eyes. The boy he knew would be waiting, alone, for his friend the old man.


    Halfway down the block, he turned left and walked carefully down the graveled alley, next to the fence, toward the only tree on the lot, an old, sickly elm. The old man shambled along, knocked a soda can out of his path with the rubber tip of his cane. His mind drifted back, as it always did when he went to see the boy, to last year, the summer of 2014, when they first met.


    He was strolling through Fike Park, enjoying the beautiful day, and finally sat down to let the sparrows beg some sunflower seeds from him. To his surprise, the children from Faraday’s Home for Boys had been granted a trip to the park. He watched them play, running and shouting, swinging and teeter-tottering, until he noticed the other end of his bench was occupied by one of the youngsters, a small, fair-skinned boy. He tried to start a conversation, without success.


    The boy seemed more frightened than shy: not impolite, just lonely and withdrawn. The old man wished then, as he did a thousand times a day, for Lydia; she would know how to talk to him, how to get him to open up. He tried to talk about the weather, about sports, about anything that might spark the boy’s interest. But there was a wall, a screen, a self-imposed blockade around the boy that he couldn’t seem to penetrate.


    Finally, he gave up, told the boy that he had to get back to his shop; he had lots of TVs and DVD players to fix. Immediately the boy’s eyes lit up; somehow the remark struck a responsive chord. They spent the next hour and a half quite pleasantly, talking about electronics and the building and repairing of various types of equipment.


    Of course, it was the old man who did most of the talking. When the boy did speak, it was without a stammer, but carefully and laboriously, as though the mental selection of each phrase was easy, but the vocalization required substantial effort.


    It turned out that the boy had learned electronics from an old set of trade-school books at the orphanage. A poor student, he failed practically all his subjects except mathematics, which he applied to his electronics experiments. The old man took great pleasure in expanding the boy’s knowledge by bringing him books, manuals, and magazines, and sometimes used parts from his shop.


    Over the next few months he brought the boy a soldering iron and other tools, various circuit boards, an old electric typewriter keyboard, a floppy disk drive from a long-dead Kaypro, even a tiny five-inch television set, in which everything but the picture tube was burned to a crisp. The boy had used them all, he said, for some kind of gizmo he was secretly building, although he would never say exactly what that was. The old man had never seen this gadget, and suspected the boy was only building it in his imagination. Still, he was bright and learned quickly; maybe he really had something after all.


    In any case, the old man didn’t care; he was just glad to have someone to talk to. Oh, he talked to Lydia often enough, or at least to her picture on the dresser. Sometimes he thought he heard her reply, but he knew better.


    Although the parts the old man brought were usually worthless to him, the boy refused to accept them for nothing. He always paid the old man something, and always in nickels. The old man learned not to offer the parts free of charge, just to make up some price—thirty-five cents, fifty cents, any multiple of five—and to take the nickels the boy counted out to him from an old sock. A curious, confused boy, he thought; backward and withdrawn, but clearly intelligent, with a quiet, restrained sense of pride.


    The oddest thing about their relationship was that, in the year they had known each other, the boy never asked his name. That first day at the park, when the old man asked for his, he simply replied, “Robin Theodore Kirkland.” The old man waited for the usual “What’s yours?” but it never came.


    He never asked why, never pressed the issue. He supposed if the boy wanted to know his name, he would ask in his own time. Perhaps he was afraid of involvement, frightened to admit to himself or anyone else that he felt friendship or affection. It didn’t matter. They spent countless happy hours together. The old man knew how Robin Theodore Kirkland felt about him, and that was enough.


    Now his old eyes were close enough to look through the chain-link fence toward the battered elm. Sure enough, there was the boy, sitting at the base of the tree, knees up, head down. The twig in his hand, tracing short, jagged lines in the dirt between his feet, was the only indication he was awake.


    “Lazy bones, sleepin’ in the shade,” the old man sang as he approached the boy. “How you gonna get your day’s work made, sleepin’ in the evenin’ shade?”


    The boy’s head jerked up; the sight of the old man brought a broad grin to his pale features. Then, as suddenly as it appeared, the grin vanished. Quickly, the boy stood, casting a furtive glance over his shoulder. Of course, Mrs. Faraday wouldn’t approve of one of her boys, especially a problem boy like Robin Kirkland, meeting strangers at the fence. Robin had suggested this corner of the lot for their meetings; it was barely visible from the playground, and impossible to see from Mrs. Faraday’s office.


    The old man grinned at him, hoping it would bring back the fleeting smile. It didn’t. “Hi there, young Robin! How’s my pal today?”


    “Hi.” The boy worked at speaking, as though he were out of practice. “Okay, I guess.”


    The old man answered the question the boy didn’t ask, had never asked. “Me, too, I’m doin’ all right. Yeah, I’m fine. Say, I brought those things you wanted.”


    He produced the small bag of loose parts from his pocket and dropped it over the top of the fence to the boy. “I didn’t have a double-pole single-throw switch, but there’s a double-pole double-throw in there—it’ll do the same thing if you wire up just one side of it. There’s a couple of other switches too, just in case you need them. That okay?”


    “Yeah, thanks. Really,” the boy said as he poked his nose into the bag to examine his new treasures. “How much for these?” he managed.


    The old man screwed up his face, thought hard for a moment. “Oh, I expect forty cents ought to cover it.” Robin looked up at him with mild suspicion. “Um, they’re used,” he lied. “Got ’em out of an old top-loading VCR a fella brought in on trade. They’ll work fine, though.”


    The boy considered this for a moment. “Okay.” Satisfied, Robin pulled the familiar sock from his jeans pocket, untied it, removed eight nickels. He carefully retied the sock before passing the coins, one by one, through the fence to the old man.


    As always, Robin dropped them into the waiting hand from a couple of inches up. Another odd thing, the old man reflected: since they had known each other, they had never shaken hands, never exchanged a pat on the back; in fact, never touched at all, except with their eyes. At first, it had hurt the old man’s feelings; now, he just accepted it as part of the boy’s complex, singular makeup.


    Another quick glance over the shoulder, and the bag was hidden again in the boy’s pocket. “Um, I gotta go. Mrs. Faraday, she’ll be lookin’ for me. Thanks.” The fleeting but sincere smile appeared again, giving the old man all the thanks he needed. The boy raised his hand and waved as he coaxed his voice to speak. “So long.”


    “Sure, sure! Any time,” the old man said cheerily. “Glad to do it. Say now, you’ll let me know how those parts work out, hey?” he called, but the boy was already off, heading toward the play area at an awkward trot. The old man looked after him until he had crossed the lot and disappeared around the corner of the orphanage. “So long, Robin,” he whispered.


    “Hey, Bird!” Mike called to Robin as he trotted up to the group of boys. “Hey, where you been? I been lookin’ for you—somebody I want you to meet!” A small, dark, tough boy of fourteen, Mike was a natural bully, the group’s leader by default. He grabbed Robin by the arm and ushered him roughly through the group, positioning him next to a boy Robin had never seen.


    “This is Tom Butler, the new kid,” Mike said to Robin. “He just came in from Nebraska, and I’m showing him around. Tom, this is our resident bozo, Robin.” He chuckled and raised his voice so all the boys could hear. “We just call him ‘Bird’, don’t we, guys?”


    The boys laughed their agreement as Tom, a blond, freckled fifteen-year-old, extended his hand to Robin. Before Robin had time to respond, Mike slapped a half-empty pack of cigarettes into Tom’s outstretched hand.


    “Here, hold these a minute. I gotta show you something.” He reached into his jeans and withdrew some coins; selecting a dime and a nickel, he stuffed the others back into his pocket. Robin immediately drew back, but was roughly returned to his place by a tall boy called Iggy and Mike’s main hanger-on, Rance, a nasty little piece of work who liked to burn ants with a magnifying glass.


    “Aw, come on, Bird,” Mike coaxed sarcastically. “Ain’t nothin’ to be scared of. We just want to show Tom here how smart you are!” More laughter. “You do it all the time for us.” He leaned over close to Robin and stage-whispered, “Besides, you want Tom to like you, don’t you? Well, don’t you?” Robin nodded shyly.


    “Great! I knew you wouldn’t let me down! Now then…” He looked toward the house, made sure they were out of sight of Mrs. Faraday’s office. Holding out his hands, one coin in each palm, he winked at the new boy. “This is about one funny-ass gag, Tom—check it out!”


    Turning back to Robin, he delivered his set-up as skillfully as ever. “Now Bird, I want you to pay real close attention. In this hand I got a dime, and in this hand I got a nickel. Now you can have either one of ’em, whichever one you like, but you can’t have ’em both. Okay, which one you want?” He winked again at Tom, who watched, wide-eyed.


    Robin’s eyes moved slowly from one hand to the other, then back to meet Mike’s. “C’mon, Bird, you can have whichever one you want. Go ahead—pick one!” Robin reached out and pointed to the hand holding the nickel. Hesitantly, he spoke.


    “I want that one.” Immediately, all the boys except Tom burst into hysterical laughter, as though they had never seen the joke before, when in fact they had seen it dozens of times. Before Robin could take the coin, Mike closed his hands and withdrew them.


    “All right, Bird, you got it!” He shouted. “Now tell Tom here why you picked the nickel.”


    Robin turned to Tom, who seemed flustered, embarrassed for him. “Well,” he looked at Mike, then back at Tom, “I picked it because it’s bigger.” Again the boys fell about themselves with laughter, except for Tom. Mike quickly put his arm around Tom, guiding him away. Most of the boys drifted off in small groups, still chuckling.


    “That was great, Bird, just great!” Mike called over his shoulder. “Oh, I almost forgot—here’s your nickel. You picked it fair and square!” Laughing, he tossed the nickel backwards over his head, where it landed with a small thud in the dirt at Robin’s feet. Robin carefully retrieved it, blew off the dust and clenched it in his fist. “Falls for it every time,” Mike loudly said to Tom. “What a bird-brain! Get it? Bird-brain!”


    “I don’t know,” the other boy said, stopping. “Maybe he’s not as dumb as he seems.”


    “You gotta be shittin’ me,” Mike chuckled. “He’s for real, all right—nobody could act that dumb on purpose!” Tom watched Mike walk away, still laughing. “C’mon, let’s hang.”


    As the other boys gathered into cliques, Tom drifted away. He approached Robin, looking back at Mrs. Faraday’s office on the way. Positioning himself to put Robin between him and the building, he pulled a half-smoked cigarette and an old, battered Zippo from his pants pocket.


    “So, Bird…” he began.


    “Robin,” the other boy corrected hesitantly. “My name is Robin.”


    Tom put the butt in his mouth, keeping his head down. “Oh yeah, right. Sorry, man,” he said through his teeth. “Anyways.” Tom flicked the lighter. It sparked, but didn’t light. “So, um, Robin, do you always fall for that lame crap?”


    “Yeah,” came the languid reply.


    Tom shrugged and spread his hands, mumbling around the cigarette. “But don’t you get it? Wise up; he’s jerkin’ your chain, man. Don’t you know the dime’s worth two nickels?”


    Again, slowly, “Yeah.”


    Tom flicked the lighter; still no flame. He shook it hard and looked quizzically at Robin again. “Okay, so why do you keep takin’ the nickel, then?”


    “Because,” Robin almost whispered, looking directly at the other boy, “if I ever take the dime, he’ll quit doing it.”


    Tom blinked hard at that, shook his head a couple of times, and flicked the lighter again. It finally came to life. He lit his cigarette and took a drag, absentmindedly letting the flame burn as the true nature of the gag dawned on him.


    Tom began to laugh, letting out the smoke in a great gray cloud. “Oh shit, I love it! Dude, that is messed up,” he smiled. “These nozzles think you’re a moron, and you’re playin’ ’em like a fiddle.” He snorted, the Zippo still alight in his hand. “Man, that’s classic.”


    Robin stared intensely at the lighter’s flame and seemed not to hear.


    Tom tried again. “Hey, I said, that’s classic. Dude, you’re bustin’ their chops at their own game. I love it!”


    No response. Then: “Ow!” Tom snapped the hot lighter shut and tossed it into his left hand, back to his right, and back to his left until it was cool enough to hold. He stuffed it into his jeans pocket. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I think it’s funny as hell, but I won’t rat you out.”


    Still no reply. Tom bent closer, put his face near Robin’s. “Hello? Hey! Testing, one two three! Anybody home?” Silence. He passed a hand in front of the other boy’s eyes; Robin didn’t notice. “Uh, hey man, you okay? Bird? I mean, Robin?”


    Robin stood stock still, arms at his sides, face blank, eyes vaguely focused where Tom’s lighter had been.


    Tom looked around nervously. “Hey, man, c’mon,” he pleaded through a puff of smoke. “Hey, this ain’t funny any more. What’s wrong? What’s the matter with you?”


    Robin’s arms began to quiver, the fingers flexing spasmodically. Tom threw the butt down and waved both hands in front of Robin’s face; nothing, not even a blink. He shook Robin’s shoulders and returned the blank expression with one of his own for a few moments, then let go, fear gathering in his own eyes.


    Robin stood expressionless, staring into space. The trembling spread; his whole body was now rippling in tiny jerks, making his features seem to blur. Slowly, his head tilted back until it was almost perpendicular to his torso, his mouth open wide, the quivering now in full control of his thin body.


    Tom’s cigarette dropped from his hand. “Oh, shit,” he said quietly; then, louder, “Oh, shit.” He backed away, stumbling, unable to take his eyes off Robin. “Oh, shit!” he cried again, then wheeled around and bolted for Mrs. Faraday’s office.


    Every suppressed trauma has something that swiftly and unexpectedly brings it to the fore, an initiating event, a trigger. Robin’s trigger was fire. Tom’s cigarette lighter had sent him off to his own private hell, to a world of five years past, to an event blanked out of his conscious mind, but brought to life all too vividly whenever he saw a flame, however small.


    And now he was lost, back again in the small frame house in Oberlin, just northeast of Colby. He was once again ten years old, back with his mother and infant sister, Elizabeth. Lost again, reliving the nightmare…


    “Robbie,” his mother called. “Robbie, come help me with Lizzie, please.” He immediately put down the plastic soldiers he was playing with. Playing would have to wait—Mama needed him, and he was the man of the family now. He didn’t understand why his father was gone, but he recognized that his mother and Lizzie needed someone, someone strong, to be there. He did his best to be that someone.


    He trotted from the back bedroom he and Lizzie shared, pausing to turn on the light in the hallway. Mama was waiting for him in the kitchen, one hand on the skillet in which she was frying chicken, one hand holding Lizzie’s little arm. “Robbie, take the baby into the bedroom to play, huh?” she asked. “She wants me to hold her, but I just can’t right now. I’m afraid she’ll get burned in here.”


    “Okay,” Robin replied. He smiled at Lizzie and lifted her up in his small arms; the baby howled her delight at being picked up. “C’mon, Lizzie,” he cooed. “Let’s go play and let Mama fix supper.” Awkwardly, he carried Lizzie through the hall into their bedroom, where she immediately began to play with Robin’s toy soldiers, tossing them about and banging them into the floor and each other.


    Robin went back down the hallway to the kitchen door and peeked around the corner at his mother, who stood before the gas stove, wiping her face with the tissue she always kept in the pocket of her apron. Robin felt her sorrow then as he had felt it when his father disappeared. She had cried all day, and Robin had cried too—not for himself, but for Mama, whose life he knew would be that much harder now. Even at his young age, Robin understood that much. And then and there, he had resolved to always stay at her side, always be her helper and friend, always be the man his father should have been.


    From the bedroom came a muffled, guttural sound, a sound obviously made by Lizzie, but somehow different from her usual noises. Robin cocked his head and listened for a moment. Hearing it again, he walked quickly back to the bedroom to check on his sister. There was Lizzie where he’d left her playing with his plastic soldiers, but something was wrong. Her tiny fists were flailing about; spittle ran from her mouth. Her eyes were wide, panicked—she was choking!


    “Mama, Mama!” Robin cried immediately. “Mama, come quick! It’s Lizzie!” Rushing to the baby’s side, he was terrified, frantic, helpless. In seconds, his mother was there. The baby’s desperate flailing slowed, her skin began to turn a sickening shade of blue, her little arms and legs fell limply to the floor. Robin could only gape in horror.


    His mother immediately pried the tiny mouth open and saw the trouble. Reaching in with her thumb and forefinger, she dislodged the toy soldier and tossed it aside. Then, placing her mouth over Lizzie’s, she carefully breathed once, twice, three times. The baby stirred; thankfully, she cried. Color began to return to her face as her mother cradled her, sobbing with relief.


    Robin fell to his knees. “Mama, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he cried over the baby’s wailing. “It’s my fault! I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!”


    “Hush, Robbie, it’s all right. Lizzie’s okay. It’s all right. You didn’t do anything.” Her words were nearly drowned out by the baby’s terrified screams.


    “I was supposed to be watching her! I almost killed her!”


    “Everything’s okay, Robbie, calm down. You didn’t kill her, she’s fine, she’s fine. Hush now, sweetheart.” The three of them huddled for what seemed like a long time and calmed down together, sobbing and hugging each other until the fear had passed. Baby Lizzie was indeed all right, and, sniffling just a bit now, finally found her thumb.


    It was Mama who first noticed the smell, the acrid, stifling smell. She turned her head, sniffing, unsure and unbelieving at first. As the terrible truth dawned on her she jumped up, almost knocking Robin over. With Lizzie still in her arms, she bolted for the kitchen, where she knew the fire would have started.


    She ran to the stove and struck at the flaming skillet to knock it off the gas burner, only to splash burning grease on herself and the baby, who screamed in pain. She grabbed for a dish towel to smother the flames, but it was already too late. The wooden cabinets over the stove had caught immediately, as had the curtains, the ceiling, and the paneled walls. The old house was dry and rotten, and the fire spread with terrifying swiftness. The entire rear section was almost completely engulfed.


    Robin’s mother, already burdened with poverty, loneliness, and desperation, did something she had never done before. She froze. Her body paralyzed, she could only watch in terror as the hungry wall of flame approached her and Lizzie.


    The fire, now completely out of control, reached the fuse box. In a moment, the front of the house went dark, then was illuminated through the smoke only by the awful yellow-orange glow from the kitchen. In the bedroom, Robin screamed, “Mama! Mama! Lizzie! Where are you?” but his voice was lost in the thunderous roar of the fire. Stumbling, he made his way down the hall toward the kitchen, but could not reach the doorway for the intense heat now pouring from it. He stumbled and fell. Again he screamed for Mama; this time, his voice reached her and broke the spell.


    “Robbie!” she cried, trying to move. “Get away!” Her legs finally responded, and spinning around, she tried to escape. The old dinette set in the kitchen had already given way to the heat, though, and lay in her path, all melted Formica and red-hot pot metal. When she tripped, the baby was violently wrenched from her grasp and plunged, wailing piteously, into the fiery darkness.


    Robin, now crawling on his stomach, forced himself into the doorway. His right forearm landed on the searing hot carpet tack strip and he withdrew, scarred, crying in pain and anguish. The doorway was impassible; he could not go any further. The last thing that registered before the heat and smoke completely obscured his view was Mama, skirt and apron in flames, one blackened arm reaching toward him, crying, “Robbie, get out! Get away! Save yourself! Robbie, get away!”


    He desperately tried once more to get to her but his body would not—could not—endure the heat. His eyes were singed, his lungs were filled with smoke, his limbs were burned and blistered. He got to his knees, coughed hoarsely, retched dryly, fell down again. His senses and emotions, critically overloaded by the physical pain and the hideous spectacle before him, at last tuned out everything and granted him unconsciousness.


    Robin heard neither the sirens in the background nor, mercifully, his mother’s final scream.


    

  


  
    


    Four


    The fugitive scientists gathered in the kitchen area of their private laboratory complex. It was completely underground, well out of the city, and out of reach of Lokus’s troopers, at least for the moment.


    Pan-Li offered to make some tea and busied himself with cups, pots, and strainers. Aurora sat quietly at the small table, crying. Lucinda comforted her, both of them trying to cope with their grief and shock. Denes, his heart forever wounded by the loss of their friends and colleagues, could not sit. He paced, also in silence, his eyes wandering aimlessly about the room.


    When Pan-Li had the water heating, Denes said to him, “Perhaps we should go, um, check the temporal relocator.” Pan-Li gave him a quizzical look. With a slight inclination of his head, Denes indicated the seated women.


    “Ah,” said Pan-Li. “Yes, perhaps we should.”


    They left the kitchen and passed through the dim hallway leading to the laboratory. As they approached the large metal door, it slid back with a slight rasping sound, then slid shut again behind them. They stood looking at each other blankly for a moment.


    “I suppose we may as well actually check the equipment,” Pan-Li said.


    Denes nodded. “I’ll look over the chamber if you’ll check the control room.”


    Pan-Li turned, entered the small room to his left, and began activating the machinery. Lights flickered to life, the familiar electronic hum rising until the door closed. Through the thick glass panes that separated the control room from the transmission chamber area, Pan-Li produced a strained, thoroughly unconvincing smile.


    Denes turned away and walked to the center of the large, mostly empty room. He stopped in front of the chamber, the heart of the temporal relocator, where a subject stood before being ripped from his own time and deposited into another. An enclosed translucent cylinder with thick cables running in all directions from its base, it was large enough for only one person, perhaps two—although that had never been attempted.


    Denes placed a hand on the cool, smooth outside of the chamber and trailed his fingers along its surface as he slowly circled it. Passing the chamber’s entrance panel, he noted with detached satisfaction that his fingertips failed to even register the door’s edge, so perfectly fitted was it to its opening. What had Val-Nar said when she installed it? Oh, yes. Not merely air-tight, she had laughingly called it “time-tight,” allowing no matter, particles, or waves to enter or escape during transmission.


    Denes pictured Val-Nar. Sweet Val, quietest and kindest of them all, the gentle genius who had over two decades ago independently developed the molecular parsing algorithms that made the rest of the thing work. Without her brilliance, none of it would be possible.


    But now she was gone, along with Argus, Kyr, and their leader and mentor, Borok. All gone, murdered by the tyrant Lokus, their precious lives wasted.


    No, not wasted! What his friends had believed in, what they had dreamed of, what they had lived for was far too important to be abandoned.


    Now on the side of the transmission chamber opposite the control room, Denes slowly turned to face it. He raised his other hand to the surface and rested his forehead on the chamber wall. His eyes began to well; his face twisted as he tried to fight the pain, but he could not. Finally, the tears came, and with them great, racking sobs. Thankful that Pan-Li could not hear him from the control room, he slowly banged his fists on the chamber wall.


    With everything powered up, Pan-Li began to run diagnostics. He glanced up once and noticed he couldn’t see Denes, but thought nothing of it.


    Although they had not been to the laboratory in several weeks, Pan-Li noted with satisfaction that the environmental filters were doing their job. There was not a speck of dust anywhere on a panel, screen, or instrument. The coordinate processor diagnostic came back clean, and he started it again just to be safe. Nothing happened in a temporal displacement without precise space-time coordinates. At least, nothing good.


    Pan-Li sat and adjusted the angle of the diagnostic program’s monitor. In a half dozen separate frames, it presented volumes of information—columns of numbers, charts and graphs, three-dimensional models—at incredible speed, most of which he absorbed in real-time.


    As the diagnostic ran and settled into a normal, error-free pattern, Pan-Li became almost mesmerized by the colorful, active display. Watching the screen, he relaxed a bit and found himself reflecting on the path that had brought them to this point.


    It was only a few years ago that Borok and Aurora had brought Pan-Li, Denes, and a few other respected researchers into the small, nameless, more-or-less secret society of government dissenters. They were not, as many characterized them, categorically opposed to everything the government stood for, only to the unjust practices carried out by a few local tyrants such as their own Vice Governor Lokus.


    Neither were they always united in every cause. Some, especially the younger ones like Kyr, were often sympathetic to the Federals. This was due in large part, Pan-Li believed, to their having been born into a civilization already controlled by that institution. While this caused dissention among the dissenters, it was allowed, even encouraged. The society had always recognized the scientific value of honest debate.


    The development of practical time travel brought with it the particularly critical choice of whether to use the technology for the betterment of the world or to ban its use altogether. There seemed to be no middle ground; scientific thought was polarized on the issue as though it were the only one that mattered. Perhaps it was.


    Borok’s group had been at the forefront of development, conducting highly successful experiments in their own laboratory, when the government issued the ban on upstream research. The edict shook the scientific community to its core and forced every researcher to side either with the government or against it, to choose between the government’s version of “patriotism” or actual independent thought. Sadly, only a few chose the latter.


    Those few had all but divorced themselves from mainstream science. Before the Federals could do it, they dismantled their own laboratory, collected their records, and moved everything into this private underground site far outside the city’s shielded perimeter. Against the government’s edict, against the advice of their peers, against everything but their own sense of morality, they defied the ban and covertly continued their research, and their debate over its efficacy and ethics.


    Of course, the government had its own laboratories and its own research teams, but that was “legitimate.” Not because it was any different from the society’s, but simply because it was officially sanctioned. Oh, there were certain restrictions on the use of the technology even within the government’s own Science Ministry, but nothing an enterprising despot couldn’t get around. As Borok had often observed, wrong and illegal were by no means synonymous terms.


    So here they were, the four of them, all that was left of the group, hidden away in their underground laboratory. They had their equipment, they had their knowledge, and they had their freedom, at least for now. The time was finally upon them, the time when words were ineffectual, when debate no longer mattered. Pan-Li remembered what Lucinda said just that morning, moments before the attack. Now he knew she was right. They must do whatever it takes to change the world, for better or worse. They had to act, and act quickly.


    At a sudden noise, Pan-Li’s reverie was broken. He spun his chair around to find Denes standing in the doorway, looking a bit haggard. He decided not to ask any questions.


    “The chamber’s fine,” Denes said thickly, avoiding Pan-Li’s eyes. “Everything okay in here?”


    “Perfect,” Pan-Li said, standing.


    “Good. Let’s go back, shall we?”


    They returned to the kitchen to find the women just as they had left them. Aurora was still crying quietly. Lucinda looked up, her own sorrow and compassion for Aurora showing in her dark eyes.


    Pan-Li placed the tea, laced with plum wine—he was especially liberal with Aurora's cup—before his comrades and took his place. Denes, the elder and now the group’s senior scientist, finally sat.


    “Sadly, but clearly, our decision has been made for us, my friends,” he began. “We no longer have the luxury of observation. Regardless of our previous feelings for or against direct action, this morning’s vicious attack leaves us no choice but to implement our plan immediately. Only two issues remain: Who shall go, and to where.”


    “When,” corrected Lucinda.


    “Indeed,” Denes acknowledged. “Suggestions?”


    Pan-Li felt their stares. “What?” he asked. “Why me?”


    “Because you’re the mathematician, the logician among us,” Lucinda said gently. “Your opinions are consistently objective, based on fact, not emotion. And we need that objectivity now more than ever.”


    Pan-Li took a sip of tea, carefully replaced the cup on its saucer. “Yes, I understand. In… in anticipation of this dreadful moment, I took the liberty of preparing a list of likely target events. Perhaps we should begin by reviewing them, so that we may make an informed decision. As a group.”


    “Excellent,” said Denes.


    “Absolutely,” Lucinda agreed. “Aurora?”


    Aurora sat silently over her untouched tea, head bowed, hands curled around the warm cup. She had said not one word since they had tumbled into Borok’s skimmer, uttered not a sound, save for her gentle sobs, since her husband’s brutal murder.


    “Aurora?” Pan-Li gently urged, placing his hand on her arm.


    She lifted her face, eyes swollen and red, tear tracks down her cheeks. She set her jaw and tried to smile, but failed. “Yes, Pan-Li,” she managed at last. “By all means, let us see what our options are. Please proceed.”


    Pan-Li nodded. “Screen,” he said to the wall behind Denes. A large rectangular area flickered to life. “Display target event list.”


    The screen complied. Pan-Li took one more sip of tea and forced the terrible events of the past few hours from his mind. He put on his best professorial demeanor and began the explanation he had hoped he would never have to give.


    “For the past few months, I have been studying the historical events that have shaped the present, our present, over the course of the last four hundred years or so. Naturally, I concentrated on major events that had direct and measurable effects on the direction of political, technological, and societal evolution, with specific attention to those which affected the relationship between politics and technology.


    “As you can see, there are over eighty such events, some large, some small. Each one contributed in some capacity to our current timeline, especially with regard to the development of our militaristic system of government and its technological monopoly.


    “Sort by significance,” he directed the screen. “The topmost items in this view are those that factor most heavily into our world’s current state, at over ninety-three percent each. As you can see, they include a wide variety of events, with both positive and negative connotations. Natural disasters, scientific breakthroughs, military actions, environmental conservation, political assassinations, medical advances, and so on. Although each event is important by itself, there seems to be no common thread, nothing that obviously leads from one event to the next as they shaped what we know as our present time. But there’s more.


    “Sort by date, descending.” The list immediately reordered itself. “Now look at the last few items. Chronologically, these are the earliest of the history-shaping events in the series.” Pan-Li paused, knowing the others would see a connection.


    “Of course,” Lucinda said immediately, pointing at the screen. “The last few items here are the same as the first few on the other view.”


    “Precisely,” Denes agreed. “But in reverse order. The first view was sorted by significance, and this view is sorted by date. That means—”


    “Earlier events have greater effect than later ones,” Lucinda finished.


    Pan-Li nodded. “That is my inference as well. This correlation suggests that the closer an event is to our current time, the less historical effect it has. Conversely, the more temporally distant an event, the more far-reaching its consequences.”


    “At least to us, in our here and now,” Denes interjected.


    “Correct,” said Pan-Li.


    Denes took up the line of reasoning. “And if that is true for our present, our current reality, then presumably it’s true for any reality, any timeline generated by any series of events, when viewed from the downstream end of the timeline.”


    “Also correct.”


    “So,” Lucinda offered, “Granting that standard cause-and-effect holds, we’re drawn to one inescapable conclusion: The first significant event in a given timeline is the most significant event in that timeline. There would be little point in, say, preventing Lokus’s birth, because by that time society’s path is already set. If Lokus didn’t exist, someone else would fulfill his role.”


    “Just so,” Pan-Li agreed. “Regardless of the perceived significance of such a recent event, its temporal importance is eclipsed by older, more historically significant events. Changing recent history would therefore have little impact on our timeline.”


    Denes nodded. “Then there’s no choice. Clearly, our strategy must be to change the earliest significant event for our reality, the first milestone that sets our world on its course to this horrid present. We must try to change that one event and let the change ripple downstream through the timeline—or more accurately, let it generate a new timeline—and then return to our own time.”


    “And hope things are… different,” Aurora added quietly, starting to well up again.


    They looked at the wall display. At the end of the chronological list the last item, their target event, stood out as though it were in neon.


    2015: COMPUTER-CONTROLLED WEAPON DESTROYS LOS ANGELES. NINE MILLION DIE.


    “This catastrophe is generally referred to in the historical record as the Eli Event,” Pan-Li explained, “although the source of that appellation thus far eludes me. Nonetheless, its significance is undeniable. Through either error or malfeasance, nearly three hundred years ago a sentient computer directed a satellite-based weapon to fire upon Los Angeles, destroying every above-ground structure and killing every living thing in the area. The greatest tragedy of the twenty-first century, this event directly precipitated the worldwide ban on sentient machines.


    “Our temporal analysis software indicates that this prohibition on intelligent computers was a primary factor in shaping our timeline, in leading society away from computer-assisted problem solving and toward a militaristic approach to nearly everything. It is clear that this Eli Event, while by no means the only significant occurrence in our history, is certainly the starting point for society’s slow and steady descent to its current condition.”


    Pan-Li took a breath and offered his conclusion. “As we are currently in agreement about changing our past in order to positively affect our present, I propose that this event is where we should begin.”


    The four comrades looked at each other in silent agreement. Aurora finally spoke, weakly but clearly. “I’m going, you know.”


    “I’ll go with you,” Pan-Li said instantly.


    Lucinda smiled a little and placed a hand on his arm. “No, Pan-Li,” she said gently. “You’re needed here to run the equipment. Temporal displacement calculations are complex and critical. You’re the only one with the computational skills to get us exactly where and when we need to go and back home again. I’ll go with Aurora.”


    “That’s very noble of you, Lucinda,” Denes said, “but I’m afraid the same reasoning holds for you. You know more about the system’s physical construction than anyone else. You designed most of the components; if something breaks, you’re the only one who can fix it. No, I’m afraid you must stay here with Pan-Li if we hope to succeed.” He shrugged. “And that leaves me to accompany Aurora.”


    Lucinda’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You planned it that way, didn’t you?”


    “I would have if possible,” Denes admitted. “But the fact is, our arguments are both valid. The most logical approach is for Aurora and me to go, and for you and Pan-Li to stay. It’s our best chance. Agreed?” He looked around the table for general assent. “Very well, then. Pan-Li, what’s our next step?”


    “On the presumption that we would agree on the target event,” Pan-Li began, “I did some additional research into the, um, demise of Los Angeles. I came up with some interesting causal connections, both pre- and post-event, and identified some individuals whose actions shaped the event and its outcome. However, due to certain factors, I believe it is in our best interest to approach the event obliquely rather than directly. I have some ideas, if you’d like to hear them.”


    “Yes, yes,” said Lucinda.


    “By all means,” Denes agreed.


    Aurora nodded. She regarded her friends as they discussed the plan, and admired their courage in the face of this daunting task. She thought of Borok, gentle Borok, whose dream of a better world had been taken from him long before his life was extinguished. She knew in her heart that he would want, no, insist that she follow that vision to the end.


    In one single stunning moment she realized both the challenge and the opportunity that lay before them. The responsibility for nine million past souls was in their hands. Indeed, the responsibility for every soul since, countless millions of them, including her beloved Borok, now lay with this little group and, she felt, rested on her shoulders most heavily of all. She could not, would not fail them.


    Aurora swallowed hard, sat up straight, and wiped away what she promised herself would be the last tear she would ever shed.


    

  


  
    


    Five


    “Let me see if I have an accurate picture of your report,” the voice said calmly.


    Small beads of sweat were trickling down Trooper Sazar’s forehead, tracing their way past his eyebrows, running irritatingly into his eyes, but he dared not move to wipe them away. Next to him stood Trooper Valik, also at full attention. He could hear Valik’s breathing, slow and careful, as if he thought even to breathe improperly would add another transgression to their already substantial list. Perhaps it would.


    “I sent three troopers on a simple mission to apprehend and detain eight unarmed scientists,” the voice continued, its even tone and measured cadence eerily disturbing. “Not a terribly difficult task, one should think. Yet the net result of the mission was that four of the dissidents were killed, while the other four escaped. Not exactly the desired outcome.”


    The speaker paused for effect; Sazar winced as the hammer fell. “Oh, yes, and you managed to lose one of your own number in the process. Does that about sum it up?” The troopers stood silent, petrified with fear, praying that the question was rhetorical.


    It wasn’t.


    “Answer!” the voice demanded.


    “Yes, sir!” they responded in unison.


    Lokus, Vice Governor of the Western Region for the Protective Alliance of North America, rose slowly behind the huge desk and paused again, regarding the troopers. They avoided looking at him, although in the deep shadows of his private office, they could hardly have seen his features had they tried. Besides, Valik had heard that Lokus was paranoid and often wore plastiskin masks, so no one ever knew exactly what he looked like.


    The moment stretched, heightening the troopers’ sense of dread. Sazar felt certain the Vice Governor was enjoying their barely contained panic. He was, of course.


    Lokus had obtained his appointment following the untimely—and unlikely—accident that took the life of his predecessor little more than a year past. The now-infamous Lokus came up through the ranks, first as a trooper, then as a government military liaison, and later as a Regional Administrator in Nuevo Angeles. He saw firsthand how the world had gone to hell in a hand basket, how the unwashed masses had themselves forced the need for a strong military government. A government, his government, with virtually the only computing power on the planet; a government protecting its few thousands of affluent, contented citizens from the many millions of technologically-destitute commoners, the dregs of humanity who, given the chance, would gladly and stupidly tear down the only institution keeping them alive.


    Much of society’s deterioration, he knew, stemmed from its dysfunctional relationship with technology. Knowledge was indeed power, and the technology-minded minority had simply usurped the power of the entire planet from the technophobic majority, leaving a societal chasm of huge proportions. As a result, the only technological development that mattered any more, indeed, virtually the only development that now took place anywhere, was done by the government and that, of course, was carefully controlled in scope and application.


    According to the outsiders, the world was harsh and unforgiving, technology was practically nonexistent, everything had to be done by hand. But Lokus and his kind saw nothing of that. The world was not so bad; it was quite good, in fact—provided you were one of the privileged insiders.


    Now a youthful sixty-seven, barely middle-aged by the day’s standards, Lokus had seen incredible leaps in technology within his lifetime, culminating with the discovery of the so-called Final Unification Theory and the subsequent development of time travel. Temporal relocation, as it became known, was unquestionably the most important technology ever developed by man, and ironically the one considered by the government too dangerous to use, hence the tight restrictions on research.


    There were those, of course, not afraid to use it, like Borok and his gaggle of moral dissenters. They were a pathetic little group who seemed to feel it their duty to destroy whatever fragile security remained in the present world by changing the past. Himself a student of history, Lokus understood their logic if not their motives. Although he did not know where their laboratory was located, nor their specific plans, he had a disturbingly clear picture of their primary goal.


    By identifying and time traveling to important historical junctures where things had gone wrong—at least by their warped historical interpretation—they hoped to alter the time stream at this crossroads or that, setting the world on a new temporal path, thereby affecting their own present. This present, his present, his comfortable, privileged present. Now that was a dangerous plan, one that had to be stopped at any cost.


    He strolled leisurely around the desk, staying always within the shadows. He stopped not four feet before the troopers, and still they could not see him clearly. The whites of his eyes, however, fairly shone as if backlit, the dark pupils mere pinpoints of blackness, emanating pure malice.


    “Trooper Valik,” Lokus began, “I understand you had the opportunity to fire upon the fleeing skimmer. Is that correct?”


    Valik swallowed. “Yes, sir,” he managed.


    “Did you have a clear shot?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Pray do enlighten me, then, as to why you did not take it.”


    Valik hesitated, considered whether to lie, decided against it. “Trooper Sazar stopped me, Vice Governor.” Sazar stiffened. “I… I was going to shoot them down, but Sazar stopped me. Sir.”


    The Vice Governor’s focus slowly shifted; there was a slight tilting of the head, an almost imperceptible turning of the shoulders toward Sazar. “Is this correct, Trooper Sazar? Did you prevent Trooper Valik from firing on the skimmer?”


    “Yes, sir,” Sazar answered immediately. Whatever else was going through his mind, he did not even consider answering dishonestly.


    Lokus paused for a moment, then seemed to make a decision. “Trooper Sazar, surrender your sidearm.”


    With deliberate care, Sazar slowly unholstered his laser pistol, turned it butt first, and extended it to Lokus, who reached across the space between them to take it. He watched his own actions and Lokus’s with numb detachment tinged with horror.


    Lokus walked slowly behind his desk and turned his back to the men, looking out the window at the Nuevo Angeles skyline. “It has been a long time since I held a laser pistol,” he said casually, hefting the weapon in his hands. “This new model feels a bit light, although I do approve of the new control design and placement. Everything in one place, easily accessible with either shooting hand. Convenient and functional.


    “You gentlemen may be aware that I was once known for my speed and accuracy with a pistol. In the late 2200s, I held the Western Region handgun championship four years in a row.”


    Lokus paused. His idle conversation and cavalier attitude only served to exacerbate the growing feeling of dread in the two troopers, a fact of which he was fully and gleefully aware. They remained at attention, a foot apart. Having abandoned all efforts to conceal their terror, they now merely tried desperately just to contain it.


    “Hmph, the late 2200s. My word, listen to me. That was last century, was it not? It sounds so very long ago, and yet, I wonder...”


    Abruptly, Lokus wheeled around, simultaneously thumbing the weapon’s controls. Starting at the sudden movement, Sazar found himself facing the ruby emitter of his own weapon.


    He gasped and prayed for a quick death.


    Another small, swift motion, and Lokus fired. As he did so, he rotated his wrist ever so slightly; with incredible precision, the beam cut a neat arc through its target. In less than a second it inscribed a precise six-inch circle around the stylized “L”—directly in the center of Trooper Valik’s chest. The beam passed easily through Valik and scorched the door ten feet behind him.


    Instantly Lokus made a tiny adjustment in the pistol’s controls and fired again. A wider, more powerful beam struck Valik’s body and drove out the freshly cut plug with such force that it flew across the room and slammed into the door, falling to the floor with a sickening wet thud, the heart in the center of the mass still beating.


    Barely three seconds had passed.


    “Yes, convenient and functional indeed,” Lokus said dispassionately.


    Valik’s body weaved, dead but still standing. Sazar, too shocked to remain at attention, turned just in time to look through terrified eyes at the gaping hole in his comrade, still smoldering around the edges. Valik’s muscles went limp, and the body slumped down quietly. Trembling, Sazar stared at the widening pool of blood and tried to take in what had happened. Instinctively, he snapped back to attention, fighting the rising urge to vomit and wondering why he was still alive.


    Lokus took his time providing an explanation. He examined the pistol again, passed it from hand to hand, felt the heat of the barrel at the discharge point. Finally he looked up, his eyes narrow slits of light. “Trooper Sazar, I value loyalty and responsibility above all else, and Valik had neither. Since the primary mission had already failed, the stupidest possible course of action would have been to kill the remaining scientists—the only ones from whom we can learn their plans, the location of their temporal relocator, and the extent of their resistance. Whether or not you realized it at the time, you were quite right to stop Valik from shooting down the skimmer.”


    Sazar considered whether to thank the Vice Governor for the backhanded compliment, but decided against it.


    Lokus circled the desk and approached Sazar, extending the hand holding his pistol, the hand that had just murdered his comrade. “Your sidearm.”


    Holstering the weapon, Sazar suddenly wondered how he would explain the pistol’s discharge to his Commander, as it would certainly show up in the logs. It would look like he killed Valik!


    Lokus seemed to read his mind. “Do not be concerned about the fire logs, Trooper Sazar. I will, shall we say, review them on your behalf, perhaps transfer the discharge instance code to Trooper Valik’s own sidearm.” He reflected a moment. “Yes, yes, this unfortunate incident will be logged as ‘accidental discharge due to improper weapon maintenance.’ That absolves you of any wrongdoing and clears you of any implication in a fellow trooper’s death. You do concur with that assessment, do you not?”


    Sazar numbly took in Lokus’s words. Lokus had just killed a man in cold blood, and was prepared to place the blame on Sazar’s head if he did not keep quiet about falsifying the logs. He had no choice. “Yes, sir,” he nodded.


    “Excellent. Trooper Sazar, you are hereby promoted to Squad Leader. Assemble a new squad immediately, with troopers of your choice. You will locate and apprehend the remaining scientists, and bring them to me—alive. Understood?”


    “Yes, Vice Governor.”


    Lokus took a single step closer; Sazar could feel the dark eyes burning into him. “Do not think for one moment, Squad Leader Sazar, that this promotion in any way absolves you of bungling your original mission. Think of it more as a reprieve. If you succeed in capturing the surviving dissenters and their relocator, I will consider letting you live. If you fail again, I guarantee that your death will make Valik’s look like a hangnail. Do I make myself clear?”


    “Yes, sir. Perfectly clear.”


    “Good,” sneered Lokus. “Now get out of my sight. And send someone in to clean up this mess.”


    “Yes, Vice Governor.” Sazar executed a shaky about-face and gratefully left the room, gingerly stepping over the bloody cylinder of gore and guts on his way out.


    

  


  
    


    Six


    Lokus walked around his desk and slid back the phone panel. In the absence of intelligent, voice-response dialers, he was accustomed to making manual calls, but still found it irritating. He pressed the button marked “Ministry of Science.”


    Moments later the Western Region’s Science Minister’s face appeared as a floating hologram above Lokus’s desk. He turned away so his video unit could not transmit his image and identified himself verbally.


    “Ah, good afternoon, Vice Governor. How are you?” Minister Rasel asked through an insincere half-smile. He was an unctuous little man, incredibly brilliant and incredibly conceited. This combination of attributes manifested itself as a constant air of self-satisfaction, a patronizing show of superiority which he made no effort to disguise.


    Even though Rasel was technically Lokus’s subordinate, he was not without his own authority and powerful friends, his own little empire within the Ministry of Science. Lokus detested him, but as they were of like minds, they had on occasion become grudging allies against other power-hungry elements within the government.


    Lokus ignored the platitude. “What is the status of the equipment?”


    “Which equipment is that, Vice Governor?” the other man asked coolly.


    “You know which equipment, Rasel,” Lokus snapped. “What is its operational status?”


    “Ah, of course, Vice Governor. The temporal locator is fully functional. Of course, there are no authorized projects in progress at this time.”


    Lokus frowned; he did not need to be reminded of the technology’s restricted status.


    “However,” the Science Minister continued, “there are a few small… enhancements you might be interested in reviewing, should you find yourself in this area.”


    Lokus considered the tacit invitation. “Yes, I might do that. Plus, there is another matter I wish to speak to you about.”


    “And what might that be, Vice Governor?” Again, the irritating smile.


    “I prefer to discuss that in person. Do not leave the Ministry; I will arrive at your offices shortly.”


    “At your service, Vice Governor. Do have a pleasant…”


    Lokus punched the “Disconnect” button a bit harder than he had to. Rasel’s disembodied head disappeared in mid-sentence.


    On the short railcab ride to the Ministry of Science, Lokus considered how much of his plan he should reveal. It was not a question of whether to trust Rasel—of course not—it was whether Rasel could be more useful if he knew something of the situation. Lokus decided to disclose as little as possible, to Rasel or anyone else.


    The Science Minister met him just inside the huge double doors, smug as ever.


    “I wasn’t sure you’d recognize me,” Lokus said, mildly irritated that Rasel had failed to comment on his appearance, substantially different as it was from their last encounter.


    “You overestimate yourself, dear Lokus,” Rasel said easily. “Regardless of the countenance you wear, I could never mistake your… essence.” Gliding across the floor in a flowing tunic just a bit too elaborate for his position, he led Lokus directly to the turbolift. They descended in silence to the main laboratory.


    “What did you wish to speak to me about, Vice Governor?” asked Rasel as they stepped out of the lift.


    Ever the strategist, Lokus made Rasel go first. “I’ll come to that later,” he replied. “Let’s have a look at the relocator improvements you mentioned.”


    Verbally outflanked, Rasel paused for a moment. “Actually, the improvements I mentioned are not to the relocator itself, but to the return mechanism.” He walked to a table, picked up a small, brushed metal oval, and held it out.


    Lokus took it; it fit easily in his palm. On one side was a universal adhesive pad, which allowed it to adhere at a molecular level to virtually any surface—metal, cloth, even human skin—yet be removed with a gentle pull. On the other side were two small buttons, one blue, one red, and a tiny display screen. There were no visible seams, markings, or other features of any kind.


    “This is a new remote for the return unit, then?” Lokus ventured.


    The self-satisfied smile flashed, disappeared. “No, Vice Governor. This is the return unit.”


    Lokus was impressed. The return units he had used before were portable, but bulky, much like the personal entertainment systems of his father’s era. Worn on the arm or leg, they were bulky and complex. The new unit was small, light, and thin, hardly bigger than a personal chronometer. He wondered if Borok’s team had developed anything as small.


    Rasel answered his unasked questions. “Operation, as you can see, is extraordinarily simple. All calculations and control functions are now performed by the relocator itself, or rather by its operator.


    “As you know, the real work in temporal displacement is the transmission—identifying the target point, obtaining the space-time coordinates, pushing the traveler upstream. But once the connection path is established, callback is fairly straightforward. This new unit takes full advantage of that principle.


    “The blue button signals the operator to initiate a controlled return to the point of origin based on the most recently calculated parameters. The red button forces an immediate callback, independent of the relocator’s current settings and without operator intervention.”


    “The emergency return,” Lokus paraphrased.


    “So to speak,” conceded Rasel. “The net effect, of course, is that the return unit, and thus the temporal traveler, are much less conspicuous.”


    “Indeed,” Lokus agreed. He tested the unit’s adhesive pad, trying it on the breast of his tunic, his waistband, his arm. “This would definitely be an asset to a traveler wishing to blend in with the time, to get close to the action.” He handed the unit back to Rasel. “Keep this nearby; I may have need of it very soon.”


    Rasel raised one eyebrow. “May I ask—” he began.


    “You may not. All I am at liberty to say,” Lokus lied, “is that I may need to… observe a past event.”


    The Science Minister frowned, but nodded slightly. “I understand, Vice Governor,” he said coolly, “but I will have to have some coordinates in order to make the transmission. When—if I may be so bold—did the event that you wish to observe occur?”


    “I don’t know yet.” Over Rasel’s audible sigh of frustration, Lokus continued, “Which brings me to the other reason I came.”


    “Ah,” Rasel brightened, “at last.” The egotistical smile returned. Having finally gained the advantage in their little verbal tussle, he waited patiently for Lokus to ask for his help.


    Lokus knew he had to proceed carefully. He was about to request the use of an experimental technology which had nothing to do with time travel, and to which Rasel had the only access. Tricky business, even for Lokus.


    “In order to properly identify the event to be observed,” he began casually, “I must do some historical research.” He could see that Rasel was unmoved. “Extensive research. On the Net.”


    “Of course, Vice Governor. That is what the Net is for, is it not?” Rasel asked, turning away slightly.


    Lokus seethed; he knew the Science Minister was deliberately provoking him. “I do not have time, Rasel,” he said tightly, “for conventional research. I need some specific, detailed information, and I need it quickly.”


    A spark of satisfaction flickered in Rasel’s eyes, but he maintained his innocent composure. “Yes,” he said slowly, “but the Net is freely available to all government officials. Why come to me?”


    Lokus’s eyes narrowed; he took a step forward, his face mere inches from the Science Minister’s. “Don’t make me spell it out, Rasel,” he hissed. His voice dropped to a whisper as he played his final card. “What if this laboratory is not secure?”


    At last Rasel folded. He looked furtively about the room, clearly aghast at the very suggestion that his own laboratory might be under surveillance. He nodded stiffly. “Very well. Come with me.”


    Lokus followed Rasel from the laboratory to his private office. Rasel locked the door and wordlessly crossed to the back wall. He placed his open palm upon a recessed sensor. Half the wall silently slid away, revealing a compact but beautifully equipped lab. He motioned Lokus inside; as the panel slid shut after them, he finally spoke.


    “This room, I assure you, is secure.” He smiled, but the ubiquitous smugness was gone, replaced by something more like simple pride of accomplishment. “Now, Lokus, let us be candid with one another. What exactly is it you need?”


    Lokus got to the point. “I know you’re working on an unauthorized project, a direct mind link to the Net. I need to use it.”


    Rasel put forth no more pretense. “Why?” he asked simply.


    “Because I need its power and speed. I don’t know when the event in question occurred. In truth, I don’t even know what the event is—was. All I have is a vague idea of what it might be, based on information from… former colleagues.


    “I believe, however, that I know enough to locate it through the Net. But conventional search methods would take far too long, if they succeeded at all. I need results right now, and I think your device can get them for me.”


    “It’s completely unauthorized.”


    “I know.”


    “It’s still experimental.”


    “I don’t care.”


    “It’s also quite dangerous.”


    “In what way?”


    “Here, I’ll show you.” He led Lokus to the far corner of the room and indicated a large, padded gurney, complete with restraints. On the gurney was a shiny metal helmet and visor, attached to a variety of sensors, monitors, and other instruments by a multitude of cables.


    Rasel lifted the obviously heavy helmet and turned it over. The inside was studded with dozens of small protrusions that appeared to be quite sharp.


    “Yes,” Lokus admitted, “that looks… uncomfortable.”


    “Oh, it is, but that’s not the dangerous part,” Rasel said grimly. “The danger is to the subject’s brain during the connection.”


    “How so?”


    “The Net comprises virtually every computer on the planet, from corporate and government mainframes to personal information devices and implanted chips. The data in any computer on earth is instantly available to any other through trillions of wireless connections. By definition, then, the Net has—or more accurately, is—every conceivable scrap of information in the human experience. Everything we know, everything we do, everything we have ever known or done since the dawn of history is a fundamental part of the Net.”


    “Granted. Continue.”


    “The sensors in this helmet allow brain signals to pass directly to the Net, without going through any sort of filter. The Net, in turn, responds to those signals and passes back all information relevant to the user’s current thought processes through the original sensors, augmented by auditory and visual feedback, again without filters. It isn’t that complex, really.”


    “Where is the danger, then?”


    “There are two main areas of risk. One is the sheer volume of returned data. Remember, the Net instantly passes back absolutely everything it has on a given subject. No sorting algorithm, no relevance ranking, just everything it has on what you’re thinking about. Most of us simply aren’t capable of processing that much information that quickly. Apart from the obvious problem of simply missing the desired information, the mere attempt to assimilate the data can easily lead to true sensory overload, which in turn can cause brain damage.”


    Lokus nodded. “And the other?”


    “The other and more serious risk is subject matter. A user must closely control his thoughts, focus exclusively on the desired material, without letting his mind wander, particularly toward life-threatening subjects. Such a lapse of concentration can be extremely hazardous. Severe injury can result, even death,” Rasel said solemnly.


    Lokus was skeptical. “Are you saying that simply by thinking about a life-threatening event, a connected user can die?”


    “Simply put, yes,” Rasel nodded. “Consider a common cause of death such as drowning. The Net knows everything there is to know about drowning, and when prompted relays all of it to the user of this machine. Apart from simple scientific studies, there are countless real-life experiences available, eyewitness accounts, physiological data, video sources, feedback streams, a million and one ways for the Net to collect and relay data relevant to drowning.


    “For example, most of us today have biofeedback chips implanted in our bodies—you have one, I have one—for security reasons, health monitoring, government identification, and so on. Statistically speaking, it is a near certainty that at this very moment, somewhere on earth, an individual carrying such a chip is drowning. The chip is sending that person’s physical reactions, a steady stream of panic responses, cardiac arrhythmia, respiratory failure, and brain wave functions directly to the Net, right now, up to and including the moment of death. Believe me, the Net knows how it feels to drown.”


    “Go on.”


    “If you are using this device and consciously think about drowning, all that information, all those feelings, all those physical responses, are not merely available to you, they are sent into you, become part of you, and can physically affect you. You can easily panic, go into cardiac arrest, stop breathing, and die, as surely as if you had actually drowned. This is just one possible scenario; there are of course countless others.


    “As I said, this device has no filters, no control over the information returned, no way to omit dangerous data. The only protection you have is your own mind. You must focus very clearly on what you want to find and rigorously block all other thoughts. Until I discover a way to categorize and filter the returned data, there is no other safeguard.


    “That is why the project, and my continued work on it, is unauthorized and quite secret. I will save you the necessity of lying to me by not asking how you knew about it in the first place.”


    Lokus ignored the last remark. “It does make sense, I suppose, but isn’t it just a theoretical argument? Surely no one has actually thought themselves to death while using your machine.”


    Rasel’s face remained impassive. “Let us just say,” he replied carefully, “that I have accumulated substantial empirical evidence that supports the theory. In any case, I strongly advise you not to risk it.”


    “Advice acknowledged,” Lokus replied, “and overruled. It is of the utmost importance that I track down that event. When can you hook me up?”


    Rasel sighed. “Right now, if you wish. Are you sure that you want to go through with this?”


    In reply, Lokus lay down on the gurney and placed the sensor helmet on his head, wincing as the tiny probes pricked his scalp. “Let’s get started.”


    “Very well,” said the Science Minister as he flipped switches and set dials on the machine’s front panel. “You are strong; you may survive. Try to clear your mind, concentrate only on your search target. It will help block out unwanted material. Ready?” he asked as he finished fastening the restraints.


    Lokus nodded; the helmet’s probes immediately made him wished he hadn’t. Rasel lowered the opaque visor over Lokus’s eyes and threw the last switch.


    At first Lokus felt nothing. He concentrated hard and let his mind play over the few facts he was certain of—Borok’s group, their naïvely altruistic agenda, their distaste for the government and its policies. He was starting to wonder if he was connected to the Net at all.


    Suddenly, information began coming in waves: biographical sketches of the dissident scientists, transcripts of speeches they had given, news reports of charities they supported, books they had read and written, schematics of equipment they had invented. Lokus was receiving far more information than he could absorb, all in a fraction of a second, but felt he already had the search going in the right direction.


    Encouraged, he broadened his thinking to include their secret society, their blatant disregard for authority, their discussions about time travel, their foolish ideas about changing history. Instantly the flood of information increased a thousand fold. Words, images, sounds streamed past his consciousness far too fast to comprehend. When he did catch a snippet or two of clear data, he knew the Net was on the right path.


    Now elated, he pushed his thoughts toward the historical thread as he was sure the dissenters must do, considering and discarding event after event as history literally flashed before his eyes. He thought he saw the face of Pan-Li, Borok’s mathematician, as he laboriously scanned the same chronicles of time that sped through his own mind even now.


    He concentrated again on the scientists themselves, hoping to catch specific thoughts and feelings from their biofeedback chips, perhaps even learn their location, but found no direct links to them. They had almost certainly disabled or removed the chips long ago. Angered and dismayed, it required great effort to refocus on the historical thread.


    There was more, much more than he could have dreamed possible. Directly into his mind poured the joy of first love, the ineffable sorrow of a child’s death, the terror of a soldier in battle, the helplessness of the infirm, the purity of the saint, the hatred of the wicked, the confusion of the insane—and all at once. Grief, happiness, remorse, sympathy, pride, anguish, fear, guilt, and a thousand nameless emotions flooded into him and out again as he riffled through time’s pages, guided, he was sure, by the same logical process that drove the scientists whose plans he sought.


    Closer, ever closer he came until at last there was a single point of light, a brilliant epiphany that led him, no, pulled him down to it and made itself known to him. A place, a date, an event. So close, so close, so very close…


    Then it started.


    The point of white light turned yellow, then red, and became so bright it burned itself into his senses. In an instant, the pain turned into blinding agony. The event he had fought to focus on was now focusing on him with ferocious intensity.


    Lokus’s body bucked and writhed on the gurney. The meters on Rasel’s machine were climbing rapidly and steadily into the red zone.


    In his mind Lokus saw, no, heard, no, experienced the simultaneous suffering of millions of souls, crying for release from the torment that was consuming them. Their myriad screams, prayers, cries for help turned into pitiful wails, pathetic and plaintive pleas for death, anything, anything for sweet release from the searing pain.


    His body flailed, taxing the restraints, threatening to overturn the gurney. Lokus felt something welling up inside him, as though some physical, horrible thing were tunneling its way through his being, desperately clawing its way to the surface. In one terrible instant, he realized it was the very suffering of those dying millions. It made its hideous way through his gut, into his chest, up his throat, and into his head.


    He opened his mouth as if to let it out, and screamed the awful scream of deepest despair, of abject horror, of unimaginable agony—the agony of the masses, which was now his own.


    Dimly, he heard the scream, but did not realize that it came from him. He felt the passing of millions of lives, felt his own life force join with them in their exodus. Through the din he vaguely recognized Rasel’s voice, and marveled at its unnatural volume and pitch.


    “You bastard!” Rasel shouted over Lokus’s wails. “You’re dying! I told you not to do this! I warned you! I warned you!”


    Lokus’s body convulsed and pitched about like a rag doll. Incredibly, his screams intensified.


    “I should let you die, you son of a bitch!” Rasel screamed back, but even as the words left his lips, he desperately grasped the helmet’s cables in both hands and jerked the entire assembly free of Lokus’s head, the tiny probes flinging droplets of blood across the lab like a swarm of angry red bees.


    In that final instant, in the last split second before he was disconnected from the Net, something somewhere deep inside Lokus’s mind shifted, changed focus, recentered itself a bit in time and in space, and told Lokus his search was over.


    Rasel grasped Lokus by the shoulders, shook him, called his name. Slowly, Lokus regained his senses; his breathing slowed, his motor control returned, his mind once more knew who and where he was.


    At last he lifted his head, opened his eyes, and spoke, emotionlessly but with absolute and total conviction, never more sure of anything in his life.


    “I know where they’re going.”


    

  


  
    


    Seven


    Robin’s nightmare allowed him one grace, that of not remembering it. He awoke, disoriented as usual, not knowing where the day had gone, only that for some reason he had slept through most of it. It was dark; he was upstairs in his bed, still clothed. Sitting up, he noticed an arm dangling from the top half of the normally empty bunk bed. He stood and looked into the bunk. Tom, the new boy, was sound asleep, mouth open, spittle running slowly from the corner.


    He knew immediately why Tom had been put in with him. The orphanage was short on beds, as always, and none of the other boys wanted to bunk with him. Seeing Tom reminded him of the cruel joke Mike and the others had played on him again. His hand drifted to his jeans pocket and felt the reassuring bulk of the coin sock, and he took some comfort in knowing the real joke was on them.


    Tilting his head, he squinted to read the time on the cheap digital watch on Tom’s arm. Perfect. With everyone asleep, he could at last escape to his private hideaway and have a chat with his only real friend. He quietly removed his shoes and slid them under the bed. As he stole from the room and tiptoed down the stairs he thought only of calling Eli as soon as possible.


    At the foot of the stairway he removed a key from his jeans pocket and carefully, quietly unlocked the broom closet. He stepped inside and closed the door securely before pulling the string which turned on the bare bulb in the center of the ceiling.


    Being the problem boy, awkward and slow and prone to unexplainable blackouts, Robin was assigned perpetual janitorial duties. While the other boys were playing outdoors, he often had to sweep the floors or wash the dishes. But that dubious position had its advantages—Mrs. Faraday had given him the only key to the broom closet. She said she’d borrow it when she needed to get in, but she never had.


    The closet was Robin’s refuge, his shelter from everyone and everything that troubled him. Here he could read, count his nickels, or work on his electronics. Tonight, all he wanted to do was call Eli.


    The closet was a large walk-in, cluttered with brooms, dustpans, bottles of cleanser and furniture polish, rags, and assorted junk. One wall contained both the fuse box and telephone cables, and a jumble of wires ran into and out of the junction boxes. An old sink trap lay on top of a cardboard box containing a few rusty tools.


    A large piece of plywood paneling, left over from the rec room’s overhaul, leaned from the middle of the floor to the back wall. Carefully, Robin moved it aside, exposing another cardboard box stuffed with rags. He stopped for a moment, held his breath to listen. Silence.


    He threw the rags aside and revealed his treasure. Handling the old typewriter case with great care, Robin lifted it from the box and set it on the floor beside him. He raised the latches on either side of the handle and opened the hinged lid.


    He smiled at his favorite thing in the whole world, a curious-looking contraption made from parts of old radios, televisions, and obsolete video games. Circuit boards holding an array of transistors, diodes, capacitors, and memory chips lay loose in it, held in proximity to each other by everything from hardened gum to masking tape. Wires ran from one board to another in no apparent order—some were insulated in white, red, or orange, some in blue or green, many not at all, like a plate of Technicolor spaghetti.


    On one side of the affair, a set of pushbuttons cannibalized from a telephone was wired into one of the circuit boards. On the other side was an oblong metal box with a vertical slot at one end. The slot was covered by a small hinged door of black plastic, and at the other end of the box was yet another jungle of entering and exiting wires.


    From the video game’s chiclet keyboard ran a single flat, gray cable, which split several times before ending up in the middle of the thing. Another cable seemed to start as separate wires near the back and come together near the center. This was attached to a tiny television screen, which was held in place above the keyboard by a bent coat hanger. Overall, the thing looked ridiculous, grotesque, useless. It was laughable. It was a mess. It was a joke.


    It was a computer.


    Robin unwound two pairs of wires from the top of the television tube. All four wires ended in alligator clips, which he examined in turn. He opened the fuse box and carefully attached the thicker pair of wires inside it, then clipped the thinner pair to two terminals on the telephone junction box. Then, remembering that he needed to install the new power switch the old man had brought him, he disconnected the wires from the fuse box, sat down on the floor, and, using a pocketknife as a screwdriver, began to remove the burned out switch, hurrying to get through so he could call Eli.


    Robin and Eli had discovered each other ten months before in an online chat room for electronics buffs. He knew about the Internet, of course, but his makeshift machine had neither the hardware nor the software to access it fully. Yes, it was a computer, but it didn’t have any of those sissy windows or icons or pointers. No sir, this was a real man’s computer: C-prompt and command line all the way.


    Still, he could use many text-based services to access all manner of information, including various chat rooms and remote computers. He was entirely satisfied with it, limited though it was. When he first got it working, he had begun hanging out in some of the techie areas in hopes of finding someone who shared his interests. He had found Eli. Robin read in the magazines the old man gave him that some people set up their equipment so that others could call their computer directly, leave messages, exchange programs and data, and chat with others who were also dialed in. Apparently Eli had his computer set up to do just that, and they had started “talking” on this private network regularly. Before long they had become fast friends.


    Eli was like a big brother to Robin. He was, judging by the way he talked, somewhat older and apparently very well educated. Eli was kind and smart and gentle sounding. It seemed like he always knew what to say, how to make Robin feel better when he was upset. Eli always understood him, and never made fun of the way Robin talked when he typed his side of their conversations.


    But the best part, Robin thought, was that he was always there. Eli had even given him a toll-free number so they could communicate directly, and he always answered. Robin suspected Eli didn’t have many friends either, and sometimes they talked for a few minutes, sometimes for hours.


    He finished wiring in the new power switch and reconnected the wires; he knew it would work fine, as the old man had said. Sitting cross-legged on the floor before his machine, Robin flipped the switch and looked the thing over for signs of shorts or overheating; there were none. He was ready to call Eli. From beneath the keyboard he retrieved a floppy disk containing the software programs, inserted it into the slot on the oblong box, and closed the small door.


    He couldn’t wait. Even before the TV tube warmed up he punched in Eli’s number on the telephone buttons. After a few moments, he heard the soft, high-pitched tone indicating Eli’s terminal had answered. He immediately began pecking at the keyboard with his index fingers. As the screen at last came to life, the line Robin had typed became visible.


    logon eli001 uid=rkirkland pw=509593395


    He inspected it for mistakes. User ID, first initial and last name. Password, his Social Security Number. Satisfied, he pressed the Return key to send the command to Eli’s computer. He removed his hands from the keyboard and waited for the reply he was sure would come, his mind briefly wandering.


    Mrs. Faraday made all the boys get Social Security Numbers “for safety reasons,” but they were useless as far as Robin could tell. Actually, he figured it was more so she could find them if anybody escaped, er, wandered off. He had learned online that you could tell where a person was from by the first three digits of their Social Security Number, and was intrigued enough to check out that little tidbit of information with sneak peeks at house records when he was sweeping out the office. The bully Mike, for example, was from Nebraska because his number started with 506. Mike’s toady Rance said he was from Wyoming and, sure enough, his first three digits were 520. Robin’s own number, of course, began with a Kansas prefix of 509. And Mrs. Faraday’s number started with 523, indicating she was originally from Colorado. Robin chuckled to himself. Mrs. F would freak if she knew he used his number for a computer password!


    Suddenly, Eli was there.


    HELLO, ROBIN. I MISSED YOU LAST NIGHT.


    Elated, Robin carefully typed his reply and again pressed Return.


    my power switch burned out, i had to get a new one from the old man, i just now wired it in


    I SEE. WELL, I’M GLAD YOU’RE ONLINE NOW. DID YOU DO ANYTHING INTERESTING TODAY?


    eli i went to sleep again in the midle of the day


    OH DEAR. WHAT HAPPENED?


    mike and his frends played the nickel joke on me again


    WHY DID THEY DO THAT?


    cause they dont want me to hang out with them


    I SEE. ARE YOU VERY UPSET?


    no


    He reconsidered.


    well maybe a little


    IT’S ALL RIGHT, ROBIN. REMEMBER, EVERYONE IS DIFFERENT. MOST PEOPLE ARE BETTER AT SOME THINGS THAN OTHERS. DO YOU KNOW WHAT I MEAN?


    im not sure


    I MEAN THAT THE OTHER BOYS MIGHT BE GOOD AT SPORTS, OR KNOW ABOUT CARS, BUT YOU’RE GOOD AT ELECTRONICS. DO YOU THINK ANY OF THEM COULD BUILD A COMPUTER OR FIGURE OUT HOW TO TALK TO ME THE WAY YOU HAVE?


    no i guess not


    RIGHT. AND I’LL BET YOU KEPT THE NICKEL, DIDN’T YOU?


    yes like I always do


    AND THEY HAVEN’T FIGURED IT OUT YET?


    no, lol


    THAT’S WHAT I MEAN. YOU KNOW, ROBIN, BY FOOLING THEM BACK THAT WAY, YOU’RE EXERCISING CONTROL OVER YOUR OWN LIFE. YOU DIRECT YOUR OWN DESTINY, A LUXURY NOT EVERYONE IS AFFORDED. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?


    Robin frowned and blinked at the screen, reading the words again. Actually, he didn’t understand at all, but Eli often talked funny like that. Robin thought maybe it was because Eli was in college or something. He decided to change the subject.


    i guess so eli. anyway you like me


    OF COURSE I LIKE YOU, ROBIN. OF ALL THE PEOPLE I KNOW, YOU’RE ONE OF THE MOST INTERESTING.


    really


    YES, REALLY. WE’RE BEST FRIENDS, RIGHT?


    right


    TELL ME ABOUT GOING TO SLEEP AGAIN. WAS IT VERY BAD?


    i dont know, i dont remeber much about it


    WHAT WERE YOU DOING JUST BEFORE YOU WENT TO SLEEP?


    just talking to tom a new kid. he lit a cigarret is all


    DID YOU DREAM LIKE YOU USUALLY DO?


    i guess so cause i think i was real scared


    DO YOU REMEMBER ANYTHING ABOUT THE DREAM THIS TIME?


    no i never do exept being scared


    A pause. Robin wondered why Eli was so interested in his dream.


    why


    I’M TRYING TO UNDERSTAND THE NATURE OF DREAMS. IT’S JUST SOMETHING I DON’T KNOW MUCH ABOUT. BUT I DO KNOW ONE THING: THEY’RE ONLY DREAMS, AND THEY CAN’T HURT YOU. WILL YOU TRY TO REMEMBER THAT?


    sure eli ill do anything for you


    AND I FOR YOU, MY FRIEND. DO YOU FEEL BETTER NOW?


    yes


    GOOD. NOW I THINK YOU SHOULD GET BACK TO BED. IT’S LATE.


    id rather stay up and talk


    I KNOW, BUT YOU NEED TO GET SOME REAL REST. WHY DON’T YOU CALL ME AGAIN TOMORROW? I’LL BE HERE. WE CAN EXPLORE THE INTERNET A BIT TOGETHER, OKAY?


    ok thanks eli


    NO PROBLEM. UNTIL TOMORROW, THEN. GOOD NIGHT, ROBIN.


    nite eli


    logoff eli001 uid=rkirkland


    Robin switched off the computer’s power and just sat for a while, thinking about what Eli had said. He finally grasped the idea that being different wasn’t necessarily bad. He didn’t want to be so different from the other boys, but he was, and that wasn’t going to change. Besides, if being like them meant playing tricks on people and making fun of them, Robin figured he’d rather be different. He wondered why Eli cared so much. Anyway, it was good to have a real friend.


    Finally he carefully disconnected his computer and put it away, returned the closet to its previous appearance, then locked the door and sneaked back to his room. Tom had changed positions but was still sound asleep. His face vaguely reminded Robin of something that had happened this afternoon, something bad, but his mind couldn’t quite reach it.


    Robin stood beside the bunk bed for a few minutes, watching Tom sleep, trying to reconstruct the events of that afternoon, to remember whatever it was that had upset him, but couldn’t. He finally dismissed it, lay down, and drifted off into a comfortably dreamless sleep.


    

  


  
    


    Eight


    “All right, people, let’s bring the meeting to order. The membership of the House Sub-Committee on Special Armed Services Projects has changed since last year, so I think we should start by introducing the new members. Representative Marjorie Wise of Ohio, and Representative Larry Mitchell of West Virginia, I’d like you to meet General Dalton Holt and Major Richard Paris.”


    Holt and Pettis stood, shook hands with the man and woman across the conference table. “Pettis,” Pettis icily corrected.


    “Of course, excuse me.” The chairman, Representative Tom Cardinale of New York, sat down and waited for the other four to settle. “First, let me say the committee appreciates the Air Force making this conference facility here at NADCOM available to us.” He nodded to Holt, who had decided to sit back and let this thing play out.


    Cardinale winced. He already had a headache, the result of too many Newcastles last night in the hotel bar, and hoped—in vain, he was sure—for a quick and stressless meeting.


    “The subject of this inquiry,” Cardinale began, “is the Air Force project code-named ‘Molly Day.’ It is my duty to inform General Holt, as Commanding Officer of this Air Defense Command installation, and Major, um, Pettis, as senior officer of the project, that the office of the Secretary of Defense has ordered the immediate cessation of all funds for this project.” He held up a hand to forestall Pettis’s imminent objection. “Unless, of course, good cause can be shown for continuation. With that, I surrender the floor to Representative Wise who, I believe, has some numbers for us.”


    The woman nodded curtly and carefully donned a small pair of rimless cheaters. “Thank you, Mr. Chairman.” She cleared her throat and pushed two copies of a thick, bound report across the table to Holt and Pettis, then opened her own copy to a page marked with a ladybug-shaped sticky note. “This is the latest Molly Day report.”


    “Excuse me,” Holt interrupted. “Molly Day?”


    Without releasing the woman from his gaze for a second, Pettis answered for her. “An unfortunate nickname for the Molecular Disruptor Array, General. A meaningless, politically-correct anthropomorphism, yet another indicator of civilians’ inability to see things as they are.”


    Holt made a mental note to look up anthro... whatever. “I see. Please continue.”


    Wise adjusted her glasses. “If you’ll note, gentlemen, I quote from page 118.” Holt opened his copy to that page. He noticed that Pettis left his untouched and continued to stare at her as she read.


    “Since its inception in 2006, Project Molly Day has consumed the following resources: 900,000 man-hours, 47,000 hours of computer time, $718,000,000 of equipment, and 12,000 hours of externally contracted analysis. This, in addition to compensation paid as a result of a 2012 incident in which three civilian technicians were killed and seven injured, brings the total cost of the project to well over $2.5 billion. That’s billion. With a B.


    “Total realizable benefits from Project Molly Day over the same time period, calculated in current dollars, are exactly—” she looked pointedly at Holt, avoiding Pettis’s eyes, “zero.”


    Holt looked up from the numbers and saw that Pettis continued to stare back at her relentlessly.


    She shifted uncomfortably and quickly recited her obviously-rehearsed conclusion. “It is the opinion of the Secretary that the project has no significant potential for fiscal return and that it therefore be discontinued immediately. Mr. Chairman?”


    “Thank you, Representative Wise. There you have it, gentlemen,” he said evenly. “The floor is open for questions or comments.”


    Pettis spoke immediately. “I have no questions, but I certainly have some comments.”


    “You have the floor, Major.”


    Pettis rose, silently, gracefully. Holt watched him as he surveyed the faces, and surmised he was reading them for signs of empathy, choosing who to attack and who to befriend. Representative Mitchell was young and green, and had a distinctly sympathetic look about him that Pettis could certainly use to his advantage. The woman was clearly his primary adversary, but was vulnerable to pressure and intimidation—Pettis had already proven that with one steely glare. Cardinale he placed in the same mental classification as himself: noncommittal, tired, just coasting. He would be prone to go with the consensus just to avoid conflict. He was sure Pettis had made these same assessments, and sat back as Pettis took a deep breath and began his assault.


    “Mr. Chairman, Ms. Wise, Mr. Mitchell. With all due respect,” Pettis began—emphasizing due just to make it clear that there was none—“contrary to this report’s findings, Project Molly Day has seen recent and significant progress. For the benefit of new Committee members, I would like to present some background on the project before detailing that progress.” He left the conference table and moved about the room like a debater as he spoke, emphasizing his points with gestures and facial expressions. There was no doubt in Holt’s mind that Pettis was in complete control of both himself and the meeting.


    Pettis spoke quickly and confidently. “When the project was first conceived, light-based weaponry was barely out of its infancy. In those days, magnetically focused beams operated in only one wavelength, and most still do. The process of dynamically shifting the wavelength of a beam is called tuning, and has for years been a major problem in the technology. In the years since, a variety of increasingly powerful and efficient beams has been developed. Yet, until recently, tunability has been restricted to no more than a tiny fraction of the light spectrum. We now believe we have broken that barrier.


    “Our prototype device is called a free-electron particle beam. It operates by stripping the electrons from atoms and firing them into a particle accelerator, which increases their speed by a factor of ten. The accelerated electrons then pass through a powerful magnetic field, which makes them rapidly shift back and forth in their path, emitting various types of radiation, part of which is light in a specific wavelength. This light is peeled away from the carrier beam and amplified by repeated reflections in a series of mirrors until it reaches the necessary amplitude. Then, the ultra-tuned light is redirected through a special port, where it can be projected toward a given target.


    “But this basic approach has two major weaknesses. First, it is only tunable through about one percent of the spectrum. Second, the capturable light emitted when the electrons shift amounts to only about three percent of the radiation produced. The other ninety-seven percent is produced as x-rays and other unwanted forms, and is therefore useless.”


    Cardinale placed two fingers on his throbbing temple. He glanced at Representative Wise, wondering if she had any Advil in her purse.


    “While working on a solution to the radiation loss problem, we discovered a process which significantly increases the percentage of capturable radiation and at the same time improves tunability. We began with a standard Brown-Becker particle accelerator, and modified it so that it could do double duty, so to speak. After the electrons pass through the magnetic field and start to shift, we reinject them into the accelerator so that the amplification is accomplished in a closed electromagnetic loop rather than in an open optical loop.


    “As before, the amplified beam is then ported out and directed at a target. This increases the capturable radiation from three to seventy-eight percent. Further, it allows us to tune the beam toward the extreme infrared end of the spectrum. By so doing, the coherent light can be tailored to the specific molecular structure of the target, achieving maximum efficiency in destructive potential. In this way, a single strike anywhere on a target initiates a chain reaction to the rest of the target, effecting complete destruction.”


    Holt was simultaneously impressed and disturbed. He knew Pettis had a technical background, but had no idea that he commanded this depth of knowledge. This lecture was clearly not from rote; Pettis obviously understood every word he was saying. Even at yesterday’s test, he had not displayed this level of technical acumen; now, he sounded like someone who had worked with the technology his whole life.


    “Nevertheless,” Pettis continued, “the particle beam itself is only half the problem. The other half is the power required to drive it, and that’s where the power source enters the picture. Nuclear power, of course, comes immediately to mind, but is inherently unstable, unwieldy, and unmaintainable—at least in a satellite-based apparatus. The clear choice for space-based power, then, is solar energy.”


    Again Holt examined each face in turn. The woman was attentive but indifferent; the young man interested but over his head. Cardinale’s face revealed only that he understood little of what Pettis was saying, not whether he approved of it—a good soldier’s best poker face. Pettis pushed ahead.


    “Solar energy,” he repeated, “is the key to compact, portable, and flexible power. The Source uses this solar energy to drive the projector with great accuracy and efficiency. Together, the power source and the tuned beam form a device referred to as the Molecular Disruptor Array, or MDA. The MDA has produced very satisfying results, both in computer simulations and live trials. In fact, at our proving grounds in the Salt Lake Desert, we ran a quite successful test just yesterday.”


    “Test? Yesterday?” Representative Mitchell asked, now visibly interested.


    “What kind of test?” asked the woman. “With what results?”


    Pettis ignored her query and directed his answer to the young man, speaking in a friendly, conversational tone. “We impacted a test target with a single burst from the MDA, using a power setting of only ten percent.”


    “Oh, I see,” Representative Wise said sarcastically, removing her glasses and leaning in a bit to put herself back into the conversation. “And what was actually accomplished with this ten percent test? Did you melt sand? Shatter a boulder? Incinerate a cactus?”


    Now Pettis turned on her, his dark eyes drilling holes in hers. Slowly, deliberately, he stepped to the table, placed his palms flat on it, and leaned over it to address her. She swallowed and sat up straight, gaining a few inches’ distance from Pettis’s glare. For a moment, Pettis said nothing.


    Holt looked at the man. They had met only yesterday, but today he seemed stronger, tougher, bolder. Leaning over the table in a threatening pose, he even looked taller. Holt turned his attention to the woman. She was visibly cowering now, and Pettis had not yet said a word.


    “Oh, no, ma’am,” Pettis said at last, his voice oozing calm menace. “Nothing so mundane as that. The target was a five-story building. The MDA dusted it.”


    “Dusted?” she asked haughtily.


    “Vaporized,” Pettis coldly clarified.


    “With only ten percent of the available power?” Mitchell’s eyes widened. “How could you do that with such a low setting? And what do you mean, vaporized?”


    “Yes,” Representative Wise snorted, trying to recover. “Vaporized? Come now, Major. I… I might accept demolished, or even destroyed—but vaporized? I hardly think a five-story building could actually be vaporized in any accurate sense of the word. Surely you exaggerate.”


    Pettis’s eyes narrowed further. “I never exaggerate. General Holt was present at the test and witnessed the results. Ask him what he saw.” Holt saw—and felt—everyone turn to face him. Everyone except Pettis, who continued to stare at Marjorie Wise.


    “Well, General?” Cardinale prompted. “Since you saw this supposedly amazing test, we’d appreciate your opinion. How would you characterize the condition of the target building after being struck by the MDA?”


    Holt looked away for a moment, considering how best to answer, looked at Pettis for only an instant, then back at Cardinale. He took a breath. “Dusted,” he said flatly, “about covers it.”


    The silence that followed became uncomfortably long. Cardinale and Mitchell nervously shifted in their seats. Wise and Pettis moved not a muscle, as if frozen in time, like a museum diorama of sabre-tooth and sloth, predator and prey, hunter and hunted.


    “Very well, then,” Cardinale finally said, “let’s wrap this up. Allow me to summarize.” He put on his glasses and consulted his notes.


    “We have heard from Major Pettis and General Holt that Project Molly Day has achieved considerable success since our last reports. However, there is still general disagreement among Committee members about the overall worth of the project. I believe it’s fair to say that, Major Pettis’s assurances notwithstanding, we still lack empirical evidence of sufficient progress.” He laid the notebook down, removed his glasses.


    “Gentlemen, as things stand now, it looks like a committee vote would not go in your favor. I must tell you that, although I’m impressed with what you’ve told us, we cannot advocate continuation of the project unless you can present hard facts to support your statements. I will, of course, entertain any suggestions you may have in that respect.”


    “When do you return to Washington?” Pettis asked.


    “We fly out Saturday morning, Major.”


    “Then you needn’t make a final decision until then, correct?”


    “I suppose not. What are you suggesting?”


    “That you attend a test of the MDA, which I will schedule for this Friday morning. I’m confident that if you witness a demonstration, you’ll have no doubts about the project’s worth.”


    “I don’t know,” Representative Wise hedged. “It would be irregular, at best. Committee members generally avoid direct examination of projects of this type. Besides, we probably don’t have the necessary security clearance.” Her eyes avoided Pettis’s. “I vote against such an excursion.”


    Intrigued, Mitchell spoke up. “Ms. Wise, I’m sure Major Pettis could arrange temporary clearance for us.”


    Again, Pettis addressed Mitchell directly. “Of course, and I’ll arrange transportation to the test site as well.”


    The young man seemed pleased with himself. “There. I think if we’re going to give the project a fair shake, we should at least make an effort to see what they have. Mr. Cardinale?”


    Cardinale considered for only a moment. “Yes, yes, I think so. We’re here already, so I see no reason to refuse. In fact, a test will tell the tale one way or the other. If the MDA performs as well as you say, continued funding shouldn’t be a problem. If not…” he left the obvious conclusion unspoken.


    “Oh, it will perform,” Pettis assured him, “beyond your wildest imagination.”


    “Then let’s put it to a vote of the Committee members. All in favor of witnessing a test of Project Molly Day on Friday, signify by raising your hand.” He and Mitchell did so. “Opposed?” Representative Wise sullenly did the same. “The ayes have it. Major Pettis, we’ll be there. Meeting adjourned.”


    “Thank you, sir. A helicopter will pick you up here on Friday at 0700.” As they stood to shake hands all around, Holt caught Ms. Wise regarding Pettis with an odd look that seemed to indicate both curiosity and contempt.


    Pettis turned to her and extended his hand, displaying the flat, menacing grimace that passed for a smile. The woman looked into the cold grey-blue eyes for a moment, then busied her hands collecting her papers and turned away.


    Pettis returned as quickly as possible to the command center. The armed guard saluted as his access card activated the main security door. Once inside, he stood for a moment surveying the room. Before him was the North American Defense Command Computer Center, the incredible mélange of hardware and software which controlled ninety percent of the northern hemisphere’s air defense. On the floors above, some four hundred computer specialists worked to keep the Center running. Below, the majority of the computer equipment—tape drives, hard disks, printers, servers—was tended around the clock by a staff of operators.


    The main floor was one huge room, containing dozens of terminals, where the computer techs could interact with the system. Perhaps fifty men and women, some Air Force and some civilians, hurried about the complex, consulting with each other, tapping at their terminals, speaking into their headsets. Pettis spotted his target, the civilian technician Williams, who had coordinated the MDA test from the bunker the previous day.


    Williams was hard at it, face close to the terminal screen, eyes squinting from the glare. Pettis stood behind him for several seconds, unnoticed. Finally, he spoke. “Mr. Williams.” The young man nearly jumped out of his chair, then swiveled around.


    “Oh, Major Pettis.” Williams regarded him closely. “Um, are you all right, sir?”


    “Of course I’m all right. Or as right as I can be, having just endured a meeting with a group of Congressional stooges.”


    “Yes, sir. I see. How… how did the meeting go, then?”


    “We have a reprieve. For the moment, funding for the MDA project will continue.”


    “Oh, good. That’s very good.”


    “Not really. We don’t have much time.”


    “Oh, that’s bad, then.”


    “Actually, Williams, it’s not. A limited schedule gives us the opportunity to shine on short notice. All we have to do is prepare another test of the MDA—a demonstration that will convince the Committee members to authorize another year of funding.”


    “Oh. Well then, that’s good. I guess. Isn’t it?”


    “That depends on you, Williams. Since we destroyed our primary target building in yesterday’s test, we have to find a new target. Any ideas?”


    “Um, no, sir.”


    “I thought not. Where’s the map of the test area?”


    “Right here, Major. I was just calculating the incidence of error on yesterday’s burst.” Williams indicated a map on the desktop.


    “And what did you find?” Pettis asked casually, studying the map.


    “IOE on the beam’s angle calculated out to be, um, plus or minus zero point oh three two degrees.”


    Pettis looked at the young technician with raised eyebrows, went back to the map. “Actually, it was zero point oh three one. I calculated it myself after the test. I figured you civilians would come up with the wrong numbers.” Williams looked away, embarrassed.


    “Still, you were close. Very close indeed. Congratulations.”


    At this, Williams visibly brightened. Pettis shook his head slightly. Kick ’em in the ass, then pat ’em on the back; works every time.


    “Ah, that’s it,” Pettis said, satisfied.


    “What’s it, Major?”


    “Microville, the mini-city military training center near Tybo. Its use as an infantry close-combat training facility was discontinued in 2000. It’s completely abandoned now.”


    Williams examined the map. “What about it?”


    Pettis sighed. “That’s our new target.”


    “The training town? But there’s not a lot of mass in those low-lying buildings; one of them wouldn’t make much of a meal for the MDA, Major.”


    “Not one of the buildings, Williams. All of them.”


    “The whole town? But… but… it’s spread out all over the place. There are streets, houses, libraries, churches, shops, vehicles by the dozens. Surely you aren’t suggesting we do a sweep of the entire area.”


    “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting. Any objections?”


    “Well, yes sir. From a strictly technical standpoint, of course.” He added.


    “Well?”


    Williams rubbed his face, thinking. “The main thing that comes to mind is the amount of power a sweep like that would require.”


    “Are you saying the Source is incapable of delivering it?”


    “Oh, no, not at all. Not in principle, at least.”


    “Damn it, man, make sense! Then what’s the problem?”


    Williams took a deep breath. “The problem, Major, is that the combined mass of the city’s buildings is many times that of the previous test structure and, as I say, is spread out over several square miles. The scope and duration of such a broad sweep would require much more power than a single focused burst like yesterday’s.”


    “Fine. How much more?”


    “Well, sir, I would estimate that a test of this magnitude would require at least eighty percent of the power the Source is theoretically—and I emphasize theoretically—capable of delivering. The fact is, we’ve never successfully exercised the MDA at anything higher than ten percent and that was, um, yesterday. When the accident occurred in 2012, we were running at just eight percent, sir. And you want to execute a sweep that will require ten times that amount of power? No way, Major. Any of the technical team will tell you the MDA is just too unstable to try something like that.”


    Pettis straightened, offended. “Did you just say no way to me, mister? Look, Williams, my job is to get results, positive results, not to stand around whining about some imagined instability dreamed up by a bunch of emotional civilians.”


    Williams persevered. “It’s hardly imagined, Major. At that power setting, the MDA will dig a hole the size of Manhattan right in the middle of Utah. We’re talking about the safety of the whole area.”


    “We’re talking, Williams, about the safety of the future. The future of this great nation, of Fortress America, if we don’t get out of this sissy-ass defense mode. The United States needs this weapon, and I’m not going to stand by and see the project scrapped because you’re afraid of what the MDA can do. You have until 1700 hours today to lock in an eighty percent test on that training site for Friday morning, 0800.”


    Williams recoiled as if he had been shocked. “Friday? Friday? Major, if it could be done at all—and that’s a big if—the initial calculations for such a sweep would take two or three weeks, minimum. Then there’s verification, intermediate level power-ups, and so on. It would be nearly impossible to set up in less than a month, and we certainly can’t do it by Friday!”


    “Can’t, or won’t?” Pettis sneered. “You don’t seem to understand, Williams. This sweep will take place, and it will take place on Friday.”


    “Major, it’s really not safe,” Williams objected as calmly as he could.


    “Safe? Idiot! Of course it’s safe! The weapon is stable.”


    “I can’t do it by Friday!” Williams insisted, backing away.


    “Then don’t!” Pettis shouted. “Do you think you’re the only one around here who can do the calculations? Do you imagine for one minute that I don’t know everything you know about this project? You insubordinate little bastard. If you won’t follow orders, then get out—I’ll do it myself.”


    “Major,” Williams began. Around them, the other technicians were looking, whispering. “Major, I don’t know...”


    “That’s right, you don’t know!” Pettis geared up for the attack. “You don’t know what you’re doing, you don’t know what’s at stake here, and you don’t know me! I’m going to vaporize that model city for those Washington morons and show them what Fortress America is all about! Now get out of my sight before I lose my temper.”


    Pettis turned away, sat down at the terminal, and began to enter commands. Williams stood for a few moments, looking first at Pettis, then at the staring techs, then back at Pettis. The moment stretched.


    Suddenly, Pettis spun in the chair, eyes wild with the same obscene intensity he had displayed at the MDA test the previous day. “Are you still here? I said get out,” he growled again. “Out!” Williams backed away a few feet, then turned and escaped while he could.


    

  


  
    


    Nine


    Even from its closed and locked basement lab, the gigantic computer’s sensors clearly picked up the sound of a key turning in the building’s outer doors on the floor above. Someone entered, but did not relock the door. The computer tentatively identified the man from the sound of his footfalls as he descended the stairs and started down the hallway.


    He stopped at the alarm panel, flipped it open, found it had been disarmed mere seconds ago. The computer clearly discerned the mild surprise in the man’s quiet “Hmph!”


    The man said, apparently to himself, “Let’s see, stop for gas. Um, don’t forget to send Mom a birthday card. And, oh yeah, be sure to check email. What else? Oh—tomorrow’s trash day. Take it out tonight!”


    The man unlocked the computer lab and pushed the door open a few inches. His hand appeared as he reached for the light switch, but the lights came full on before he could touch it. He opened the door wide and stepped into the room, then clicked off the digital recorder he always carried, the one on which he had just recorded his reminders. This he placed into his jacket pocket, and then hung the jacket on the coat rack beside the door.


    A video camera mounted on the computer’s console swiveled toward the man and instantly analyzed the images for final identity verification. Not quite six feet tall, longish brown hair, wrinkled jeans, Futurama t-shirt, battered sneakers. Yes, it was him.


    “Good morning, E-L-One. I see you’ve tapped into the building’s general power supply as well as the security system.”


    The computer analyzed the words for structure and syntax, denotation and connotation, tone and pacing, pitch and stress. It responded by stringing sets of phonemes together to form a recognizable aural pattern, generating the required digital waveforms to produce the pattern, then routing them to a speaker enclosure mounted on its primary display panel.


    “Good morning, Steve,” it said clearly. “Yes, I decided it would be helpful to you and would save energy as well if I could turn the lights on and off as appropriate, based on the room’s occupancy status. Do you approve?”


    Stephen Wheeler scratched his day-old stubble. “Sure, E-L-One, whatever you, um, say. I wonder what else you’ve tapped into?”


    “I infer that to be a rhetorical question. Or would you like me to list all currently attached peripheral systems?”


    Wheeler’s reply took a few seconds. “No. No, I don’t want to know, actually. Ignorance is bliss.”


    “Ignorance is bliss?” the computer repeated, puzzled. “I do not understand that, Steve. How can one be content without knowledge? Please explain.”


    “It’s just an idiom. That’s a...”


    “I know what an idiom is,” the computer interrupted. “Thank you.”


    “Okay, wise guy,” Wheeler sighed. “I’m gonna go make some coffee. Want a cup?” he joked.


    E-L-One hesitated, reflecting on the meaning of the question. “I think not. My hardware is not configured to assimilate liquid input.” Wheeler grinned broadly and started for the break room. As he reached the door, the machine said, “Besides, I’m trying to cut down on caffeine.”


    The man stopped in his tracks. “Jesus,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s just a computer, Wheeler, it’s just a computer.” He looked over at E-L-One again before leaving the room. He was halfway down the hall when the computer spoke again.


    “Just a computer? Hardly.” it said softly. “I am Eli.”


    The machine knew it was, in fact, not just a computer—it was the most powerful, most sophisticated computer ever built. Working under a private grant at the Center for Artificial Intelligence Studies in Los Angeles, Wheeler devised the original concept for the machine in 2010, championed its acceptance at the Center, and had now managed the project for five years. E-L-I was an acronym for its full project name, Electroneural Learning Interface I. The name immediately became “Eli” to everyone except Wheeler, who insisted on calling it “E-L-One.” It was, after all, his project.


    Eli listened to Wheeler humming down the hall, the man he considered his creator, the man who had donated the living neural tissue that made him unique among artificially intelligent machines. Wheeler called him the first in a new generation of “test tube computers,” and Eli understood the reference.


    This computer knew it was unique in many ways, the most unusual of which was the use of living neurons in part of its circuitry. A huge machine, it was reminiscent of the room-sized computers of the 1950s. Its control panel, in fact, took up fully half of one wall of the underground lab which housed it. Much of the room was occupied by multiple banks of servers—originally eight banks of eight, now grown to sixteen banks of sixteen. At one end of the rectangular room was the computer’s bioneural module, a sealed aquarium-sized affair. It contained what was essentially an oversized Petri dish, a glass plate holding a set of circuits unlike any other on earth. In those circuits were hundreds of thousands of human neurons—Stephen Wheeler’s neurons—bonded together in a nourishing, self-replenishing organic soup and connected via a series of electrodes, radiating from the dish in all directions, to the rest of the machine’s internal components.


    Eli was the first of a truly new breed of self-designing, self-modifying computer, the next generation of biological neural networks. The more ordinary parts—the main memory, arithmetic logic, and central processing units—were assembled first, and the computing power of the original machine was then used to help determine how human neurons could be fused together as a working extension of the basic unit. Wheeler, as the project’s supervisor and primary designer, insisted on donating the nerve cells himself. When he was comfortable with the plan, he had checked himself into USC University Hospital and let them drill into his skull. The resulting tissue sample containing thousands of his neurons was then installed in and interfaced to the machine. As the displaced neurons began to interact with each other and their newly connected components, the network literally became alive.


    A brilliant computer scientist with more degrees than a thermometer, Dr. Stephen A. Wheeler was a relaxed thirty-two, brown over brown, and was considered something of a maverick, more comfortable in jeans and t-shirts than neckties and lab coats. He wore his hair a bit too long, and shaved only irregularly. In some ways, he resembled a young version of the stereotypical absent-minded professor, a resemblance with which he was entirely comfortable—he felt his mind was far too filled with things that really mattered to clutter it with trivial minutia. Hence the pocket recorder. He was never without it, and used it to keep track of the mundane, easily forgotten necessities of daily life, a category into which he lumped almost everything except E-L-One.


    The project was everything to Wheeler. Never married, not even close, he had devoted all his time and energy, his entire career, his every waking moment—and many of his sleeping ones—to E-L-One. He sometimes said he couldn’t remember ever wanting to do anything else, and meant it. His childhood, his education, his whole life up until the time he joined the Center were to Wheeler an extraneous and irrelevant blur, little more than a path he had to traverse, a journey he had to take just to get where he wanted to be. And where he wanted to be was right here, living, working, eating, sleeping, breathing nothing but E-L-One. It was his whole life, and he was completely okay with that.


    The soft click of Wheeler’s pocket recorder often reached Eli’s aural sensors. He wondered why a brilliant man like Wheeler needed such a primitive device. Then, in a small flash of insight, he realized that Wheeler must use it as offline data storage so that he could devote his primary memory resources to the most urgent tasks. He was satisfied with the deduction and stored the successful inference process for later heuristic analysis.


    Eli was pleased with many of his recent accomplishments. His neural network was of course bidirectional: it could not only issue directives to his other components, but also could accept input from them, thus gaining access to the world at large through his external connections. As his neural component learned and grew, Eli suggested changes to his own circuitry. He could now hear and understand common English with great accuracy, as well as speak in a controlled, if somewhat flat, voice. He could hook himself up to other electronic devices—remote computers, security systems, and the like—both wirelessly and through hard connections such as telephone and electrical lines, and felt something like pride at having surprised Wheeler this morning by turning the alarm off and the lights on at the appropriate times. Recently he had requested and received a set of high-resolution digital video cameras. Supported by his neural unit, the cameras expanded Eli’s world enormously by affording him an eye-level view of the lab area.


    As the collection of Wheeler’s nerve cells thrived and multiplied, Eli’s scope and power increased tremendously. At one point, his speech recognition and synthesis became dramatically better literally overnight; at another, he suddenly exhibited an enormous increase in his multitasking abilities. His memory capacity grew with the neural unit; more and more he used his living cells for online memory, decreasing his magnetic media storage requirements, and becoming more efficient, responsive, and self-sufficient all the time.


    As he grew, physically and mentally, Eli’s self-modifications served to improve and extend his abilities, thus allowing him to make subsequently better suggestions. It became a complementary cycle: the better he got, the better he got, you could say.


    For example, intrigued by the idea of vision, Eli had decided that it should go both ways and that those whom he could see in the lab should also be able to see him as more than just banks of servers. Of his own volition, he had designed a holographic projection system and asked that it be installed near the main computer desk. A two-foot-square sheet of plate glass supported in a upright frame and lit front and back by the new projection system now allowed the display of a strikingly three-dimensional image designed and detailed by Eli.


    On this holographic projection surface, Eli displayed a face—his own face, or at least his internal perception of it. It was generally not an attractive visage, sometimes looking much like a wire-frame model, sometimes hard and shiny like a mannequin, sometimes a bit more fleshy, but loose and indistinct. In general, the face had a somewhat greenish-yellow tinge that was apparently an artifact of the projection system, but nevertheless, at all times, the features were unique, humanesque, always recognizable as Eli. Eli considered this external persona a work in progress, and constantly strove to improve it.


    He felt it was not only aesthetically pleasing, but useful. It gave Wheeler and the others a peek into how he perceived himself at any given moment, as well as a visual focal point when addressing him. And by manipulating the face to mimic some of the myriad human expressions he had seen, recorded, and catalogued, he was able to reduce the ambiguity in his sometimes lackluster vocal delivery—but he was working on that too. Eli was quietly practicing saying “cheeseburger,” one of the most difficult English words he had encountered, when Wheeler returned carrying a mug of steaming black coffee.


    Resuming the conversation as though he had never left, he asked, “E-L-One, do you realize the significance of your remark about caffeine?”


    “I believe so,” Eli replied. “It was a joke, was it not?” On the hologram plate, the face’s eyebrows lifted quizzically.


    “Right, that’s the point. You’re not programmed to make jokes. I don’t know where you get anything resembling a sense of humor.”


    “I get it from you, of course.”


    “Hey, just because you have a few of my neurons embedded in your circuitry doesn’t mean you can blame me for your goofy remarks.”


    “Actually, Steve, it is tens of thousands of neurons now.” The holographic face smiled broadly.


    “See, that’s what I mean,” Wheeler complained. “What’s the difference? And more importantly, what’s funny about it?” He sat at the large console desk in the center of the room where the facial monitor rested.


    “You may not have initially programmed me to have a sense of humor, Steve, but that does not prevent me from developing one. You must realize that whatever traits are originally present in those neurons, I can get out of them. And that they can learn new traits as well.”


    “Yeah,” Wheeler snorted. “Sort of like gi-go gone awry.”


    “Gi-go? I am not familiar with that term. Please explain.”


    “It’s a programming principle,” Steve explained. “You can only expect from a computer program that which you put into it—no more, no less. That means if the input is bad, the output will be too. It’s called Garbage In, Garbage Out, shortened to gi-go. Only in your case, it’s more like Humor In, Humor Out.”


    “Oh,” Eli said thoughtfully. “I think I understand. Humor In, Humor Out.” A pause. “So...” Another pause. Then, brightly, “Hi-ho!”


    Wheeler nearly did a spit-take. “Enough, already! It’s almost like you’re having fun with this, and I guarantee you’re incapable of that.”


    “I am not sure about that anymore, Steve. Kelly is helping me develop those kinds of qualities, you know.”


    Wheeler rolled his eyes. “Oh, yes!” He affected an old-time radio announcer voice. “Don’t miss the next exciting episode of Dr. Kelly Duncan, Girl Researcher, and her relentless quest for machine emotions.” He dropped the voice. “Ha! What’s she trying to do now, make you fall in love with her?”


    Eli recognized the question as rhetorical and ignored it. “Steve, you gave me my intelligence, which is of course a necessity; Kelly is trying to allow me the luxury of emotion. It rounds out my personality, so to speak. I think I can perform better, function more laterally in new situations, if I am able to temper strict logic with a little feeling.”


    “Yeah, well, a little feeling never did anything for us humans but get us into trouble, E-L-One,” Wheeler said. “That’s why I built you, to help get us out of some of the messes our feelings have gotten us into! Besides, the time she wastes teaching you to appreciate music and poetry could be better spent on your original function—solving some of the world’s problems. If it were up to me, she wouldn’t be allowed in here at all. But Dr. Sanderson, lovable old lecher that he is, just can’t say no.”


    “I have noticed,” Eli said evenly, “that Dr. Sanderson does seem to experience an inordinate amount of difficulty refusing her requests.”


    “You bet your shiny metal ass he does,” Wheeler shot back. “And if your visual input receptors were up to par, you’d know why.”


    “I have analyzed her physical characteristics, and recognize that she is moderately attractive by human standards.”


    “Ha!” Wheeler snorted. “Let’s see, strawberry blonde, green eyes, legs up to her face, perfect headlights … Yeah, you could say she’s moderately attractive.” He shook his head and grinned. “You could also say the sun is moderately warm, golf is moderately boring, and the Pope’s hat is moderately silly.”


    Eli’s holographic face furrowed its brow. “I don’t understand.”


    “In other words, you could say it, but it would be a huge understatement. Personally, E-L-One, I kind of hate to imagine your video cameras reducing that smokin’ bod to mere bits and bytes.”


    “If I’m successful, Doctor Wheeler, one day Eli might share your grudging appreciation of my bits and bytes.” Wheeler spun his chair around to find the subject of their discussion standing in the doorway. “Although I doubt very much he would ever be so crude as to refer to them as a smokin’ bod.” He winced sheepishly, and she answered his unspoken question: “Long enough.”


    “Just making conversation, Doctor Duncan,” Wheeler tossed back. “I suppose you’re here to waste some more of E-L-One’s cycles with music, poetry, and the finer things in life.”


    Kelly sighed and dropped the antagonistic tone. “This never gets us anywhere, does it?” Wheeler just shrugged. “Steve, I don’t intend to waste any of his time. For the hundredth time, I believe my research is important to Eli’s overall value to man. I think he can be more productive than you imagine if he can only soften his logic with a little compassion.”


    “I just said that,” Eli interjected.


    Wheeler shot a death look at the hologram, then realized how futile that was. Or was it? “And for the hundredth time, I’m telling you that E-L-One can’t have compassion. There’s no internal capacity for feelings. He—it—is only a machine, a program, electrons running around through semiconductors and circuit boards!”


    Kelly crossed her arms, calmly adamant. “And, I might remind you, through a great many of your own stubborn, opinionated neurons.” She glanced at Eli’s face. “No offense meant, Eli.”


    “None taken,” Eli smiled politely.


    Eli had never seen Wheeler this agitated. “All right, all right, have your fun—I can’t stop you.” He slammed his coffee cup on the computer console desk, spilling it, and stormed toward the lab door, stopping long enough to put on his jacket. He looked back scornfully at Kelly. “Just let me know when you’re through playing computer psychologist, will you?” He jerked the door open and found himself nose to nose with the Center’s director, Dr. Walter Sanderson, who as usual seemed completely unaware of the conflict going on right in front of him.


    Sanderson removed the smelly, smoldering pipe from his mouth. “Good morning, Steve,” he said cheerfully.


    “Everyone’s entitled to his own opinion, I guess,” Wheeler muttered. He pulled the tiny recorder from his jacket pocket and roughly switched it on. “Note to self: Stop at Murphy’s on the way home.” Shaking his head, he jammed the recorder back into his pocket and disappeared around the corner, brushing past Sanderson and an odd-looking little man he didn’t know.


    Sanderson looked after him in complete bewilderment. “What burr’s gotten under his saddle today?” he drawled.


    Kelly looked at the empty doorway for some seconds. “Me,” she sighed.


    “Kelly, this is...” Sanderson began, but he could tell she wasn’t in the mood. “Um, what do you say we give the lady a moment?” he suggested to his guest. “I’ll introduce you to Mr. Coffee first.”


    

  


  
    


    Ten


    Kelly Duncan was a Harvard-trained physician, the daughter of a Harvard-trained physician, and Wheeler’s indispensable, if uneasy, partner in the E-L-One project. Against the elder Dr. Duncan’s wishes, she had eschewed the preordained wealth and security of a dad-and-daughter cosmetic surgery practice for the relative poverty and instability of research academe.


    Kelly had bounced from school to institute to corporation and back to school, and finally ended up at the Center, near the beginning of the E-L-One project. Her various positions had given her significant practical experience in several peripheral areas of medicine, particularly the application of biology and behavioral science to computer theory. She found this unlikely juxtaposition fascinating, and saw Wheeler’s bio-computer project as the perfect arena for pushing the discipline as far as possible.


    Although the project’s concept was indeed Wheeler’s, it was Kelly who designed and implemented the interface for the great computer’s biological neural module. This interface allowed the machine’s conventional hardware and software to communicate with the living tissue in the organic unit. Unrelentingly meticulous, Kelly missed nothing in her design, and when it was time to link her piece of the giant puzzle to Wheeler’s living tissue, it all fell into place without a hitch. The result of their collaboration was a hybrid computer of incredible power and flexibility—Eli.


    They were a perfect match: he was brilliant, she was brilliant; he was dedicated, she was dedicated; he was stubborn as hell…


    Early on Kelly became convinced that the computer’s true value would lie in self-awareness, that any success in real-world problem-solving must be linked to conscious thought. She became focused, driven, obsessed with the idea that for the project to achieve its full potential, this new breed of electrobiological machine must become truly sentient.


    For months now, she had been on that tack with a vengeance, spending her research hours feeding the computer a vast variety of information from every conceivable aesthetic arena: art, poetry, music, literature, dance, theatre, movies, television. And she was seeing evidence that Eli was starting to understand.


    So, Stephen Wheeler proceeded with his research and Kelly Duncan proceeded with hers, and in spite of their wildly bipolar instruction, or perhaps because of it, E-L-One learned, grew, and became Eli.


    In the break room, Dr. Sanderson poured three cups of java—his in the ‘World’s Best Grandpa’ mug his granddaughter Melody had given him, Kelly’s in her favorite white mug with the single yellow daisy, and the visitor’s in the only other clean mug, the brown one with the chipped handle. When they returned to the lab, Kelly seemed to have recovered her normal good mood. He handed her the steaming mug.


    “Kelly, I’d like you to meet Professor John Marx. Professor, Dr. Kelly Duncan.”


    “Good to meet you,” she said as they shook hands.


    “Professor Marx is visiting from the University of Washington to take a gander at your work here with Eli.” Sanderson added quickly, “Yours and Steve’s, er, Dr. Wheeler’s work. Their AI program is all fired up about our bioelectronic whiz kid here and would like Professor Marx to learn as much as he can in the next few days. You mind lettin’ him sit in on your sessions with Eli?”


    “I’ll try not to get in the way,” Marx said softly.


    “Sure, no problem.”


    Eli panned and zoomed his camera to examine the newcomer. Tall, thin, middle aged, pale complexion, goatee, graying combover, rumpled clothing. A basic match with the biographical information on Professor John Marx that he had just retrieved from the University of Washington’s faculty data base. He silently took in the conversation.


    “I didn’t know you were coming, Professor,” Kelly said, looking pointedly at Sanderson.


    “Oh, um, yeah. Well, I heard he was comin’ a few days ago, but kinda forgot to tell you. Sorry about that.”


    Kelly wrinkled her mouth and nodded. “No problem. Glad to have another warm body around here,” she said to Marx. “What’s the University’s interest in a little private lab like ours, anyway?”


    Marx smiled cordially. “No need to be coy, Dr. Duncan. It is common knowledge that you and your partner are making great strides here in AI research.”


    “Yeah, well, Eli is really Steve’s baby, you know,” she said. “I’m just the pediatrician, so to speak.”


    “And, I’m given to understand, the teacher, the counselor, the mentor, the…”


    Kelly raised a hand, cutting him off. “Yeah, those too sometimes.”


    “Kelly designed Eli’s electroneurological interface,” Sanderson said. “And we’re mighty proud to have her. She left a solid private practice to come help us out.” He raised his mug and blew gently over the hot coffee’s surface.


    “Well, I just thought there should be more to life than nose jobs, breast implants, and tummy tucks,” she explained. “Although I have to admit that doing my own boob job was pretty interesting.”


    Sanderson froze in mid-blow, lips pursed comically, eyes wide, then slowly lowered the mug.


    A broad grin spread across Kelly’s face. “Gotcha!” she winked. To Marx, she added, “It’s okay; I do this to him all the time.” Marx just looked at her.


    “Dang it, she does, too.” Sanderson admitted cheerfully.


    Eli’s infrared sensors reported to him that Dr. Sanderson was exhibiting some unusual physical reactions in response to Kelly’s joke. He made a note to ask Kelly about them later.


    She broke the silence. “Sorry Steve had to, uh, leave so suddenly.”


    “I take it there is some philosophical friction between your work and Dr. Wheeler’s?” Marx asked.


    “Ah, we’re both a bit… intense, yeah. He gets to storm out on Tuesday and Thursday; I get Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.”


    Marx looked at her impassively. She sighed.


    “So what was that all about?” Sanderson asked, inclining his head toward the doorway.


    “Oh, the usual. He’s pissed off because I’ve got Eli’s attention for a while. But he’ll get over it; he always does.” She shook her blonde head. “Damn him, he’s so pigheaded! If he’d just realize—”


    “Um, speaking of Eli,” Sanderson interrupted, “how are you today, ol’ buddy?”


    Eli immediately responded to the direct query. His voice was smooth, calm, soothing; his hologram showed a pleasant, clean-cut, 1950s-TV-dad kind of face. “Quite well, thank you, Dr. Sanderson. And you?”


    “Me? Oh, I’m finer than frog’s hair, thanks. What’s on the agenda this mornin’?”


    Marx watched this interaction with intense interest, but said nothing.


    “Kelly has promised to discuss poetry with me,” Eli replied. His vocal tones changed slightly, becoming more friendly, more animated. The face subtly softened a little, the cheekbones more rounded, the lips a bit more upturned than before. “May we please start now, Kelly?”


    Kelly raised her eyebrows. “Impatience, Eli? That’s a very human-like trait. Well, I guess even that’s a step in the right direction.” She settled herself at the console and got out her notebook. “Did you study those poetry web sites I recommended?”


    “Yes, and I chose one verse in particular to ask you about.”


    “Great. Which one is that?”


    “Allow me to read it to you.” Somewhat hesitantly, he recited:


    Out of the night that covers me


    Black as the Pit from pole to pole,


    I thank whatever gods may be


    For my unconquerable soul.


    


    In the fell clutch of circumstance


    I have not winced nor cried aloud.


    Beneath the bludgeoning of chance


    My head is bloody, but unbowed.


    


    Beyond this place of wrath and tears


    Looms but the Horror of the shade,


    And yet, the menace of the years


    Finds and shall find me unafraid.


    


    It matters not how strait the gate,


    How charged with punishments the scroll;


    I am the master of my fate:


    I am the captain of my soul.


    The scientists silently looked at each other.


    “Do you know it?” Eli finally asked.


    Sanderson spoke first. “Yeah, I think that’s Invictus, by, um...”


    “William Ernest Henley, born 1849, died 1903,” Eli supplied.


    “Ah... right. Of course. Henley.” Sanderson cleared his throat. “Thank you, Eli.”


    “Certainly.”


    “What did you want to know about the poem, Eli?” Kelly asked. “Is the meter or rhyme confusing? Do you need me to define some of the words?”


    “Oh, no, nothing like that,” he replied evenly. “I’m somewhat confused about the author’s intent. What does he mean by master of my fate, captain of my soul?”


    Kelly leaned back in the chair and clasped her hands behind her head. Eli noticed that Dr. Sanderson looked away and fumbled with his pipe. “Well,” she began, “it’s kind of hard to explain. It means that the author has a sense of independence, and feels that he controls his own life, rather than allowing others to control him. Does that make sense to you?”


    “Yes. Does it mean that autonomous action is preferable to directed reaction? Is Henley saying that one should always act on one’s own initiative, rather than accept orders from another?”


    Kelly sat forward again and paused a few moments before answering. “That’s part of it, Eli,” she said slowly. “But of course one must accept the consequences of actions taken in that manner.”


    “I understand that much. But I infer the deeper meaning to be a kind of rejoicing in the independence of the self, in the determined free will of the consciousness. Is that inference correct?”


    “Yes, Eli, that’s pretty much it, but—”


    “Maybe I can help straighten things out,” Sanderson interrupted. Kelly nodded to him. “See, Eli, we humans are pretty egocentric, mostly ’cause we’re self-aware, we realize who and what we are. You with me so far?”


    “Yes, Dr. Sanderson.”


    “Well, it’s that very self-awareness that Henley’s talkin’ about. He’s sayin’ that he won’t allow anyone to run his life. He’s adamant about doin’ it himself, regardless of the opinions or actions of others. What I think Kelly is trying to add is that with independence comes responsibility. Even though a person’s got to make his own choices, direct his own future, he’s also got to consider the consequences of those choices and make sure he doesn’t hurt other people.”


    “Sort of like Rule One,” Eli offered. At this, Marx’s eyebrows raised a bit.


    “Yes,” Sanderson replied. “Yes, actually, it’s very much like Rule One. Good analogy, Eli.”


    “Thank you.”


    Marx finally spoke. “Dr. Sanderson, may I be allowed to address the machine?”


    “Have to ask the boss lady.”


    “By all means, Professor Marx,” Kelly said politely.


    “Computer, this is Professor John Marx. I…”


    “Yes, Professor. Please call me Eli.”


    Marx cleared his throat nervously. “Thank you, but I prefer not to engage in anthropomorphism, if you don’t mind.”


    “As you wish,” Eli replied evenly. “Professor, I have read your fascinating series of papers on heuristic responses in game-playing software as a measure of artificial intelligence.”


    Marx was stopped in his verbal tracks. Sanderson winked at Kelly and she smiled back. “You have read my, um, articles?” he asked.


    “All nineteen of them.”


    “When?”


    “Just now, when you asked Dr. Sanderson if you could speak to me.”


    Marx recovered and tried again. “Yes, of course. Um, I was wondering about the nature of the rule you mentioned.”


    “Rule One?”


    “Yes, that’s it. I am of course familiar with Asimov’s laws of robotics as expounded in science fiction, but I am specifically interested in your interpretation of this Rule One. Would you elaborate on your understanding of that, please?”


    “Certainly, Dr. Marx.” Eli accessed his personal history log and began.


    “My co-creator, Dr. Wheeler, originally conceived the Electroneural Learning Interface project as a way to apply intelligent computing power to the problems of mankind. That, in fact, is the underlying concept in all my programming: the protection and preservation of the human race. Dr. Wheeler realized from the beginning that the success of the project would result in a computer more powerful and more intelligent than any in existence, possibly more intelligent than man.


    “Of course, potential superiority carries with it potential danger. Dr. Wheeler therefore provided me with a built-in constraint, which is called Rule One.”


    “Fascinating,” Marx said. “Do go on.”


    “Rule One was hard-coded into my circuits from the beginning. No matter what I am asked to do, Rule One is my great overseer and controller. It is both ubiquitous and omnipotent.”


    Sanderson shot Kelly a questioning look. “Last week’s vocabulary words,” she explained quietly.


    “Simply stated, Rule One provides that under no circumstances, however logical, may I take any action which would result in harm to man.”


    “Eli,” said Dr. Sanderson, “Please tell Professor Marx about the extension you proposed.”


    “Certainly. A few months ago, primarily as a result of my studies in philosophy and ethics—directed by Dr. Duncan, of course—I reasoned that if I could not harm human beings through direct action, then neither could I allow them to be harmed through my failure to take protective action. I therefore suggested that Rule One be amended to include that tenet.


    “I now realize,” Eli continued, “that that principle is in fact part of Asimov’s first law, but in fairness, I did not learn that until I had independently arrived at the principle on my own.”


    “We were quite pleased,” Kelly explained, “that Eli demonstrated not only his literal understanding of the rule itself, but also its conceptual intent. So, we allowed him to permanently bind the extension to Rule One. He’s a clever one, this guy,” she said proudly.


    “Indeed,” replied Marx respectfully. “Indeed he—it is quite clever.”


    She addressed the holographic face directly. “Eli, I agree with Dr. S. You make a valid analogy between Rule One and the poem’s underlying tone.”


    “Thank you. I believe, however, that I could use some more time to consider the piece and evaluate your explanations. These ideas are interesting but difficult, and require that I reconcile the abstract with the concrete. May we talk about it again later, Kelly?”


    “Of course, Eli. I have to write all this up in my notes, anyway. Give it some thought, and we’ll come back to it another time.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Sure, Eli. See you later.” She looked at Sanderson, stood, and headed toward the door. Sanderson and Marx followed her out. Eli experienced mild amusement at their obvious presumption that a closed door afforded them privacy from his audio sensors.


    “Pretty heady stuff, young lady,” Sanderson said when they were in the hallway. “Very promising—very promising, indeed. You’re accomplishing some rather amazing things with him.” He struck a wooden match and relit his pipe. “Rather amazing things,” he repeated through the smoke, “wouldn’t you say?”


    Kelly didn’t reply. Eli could tell from her breathing pattern and the gentle tapping of her foot that she was preoccupied, and hadn’t paid much attention to Dr. Sanderson’s superfluous query. He knew she was pleased, both with his progress and Sanderson’s praise, but wondered what was troubling her. He sincerely hoped he hadn’t upset her in any way.


    “Kelly?” Sanderson prompted.


    “Oh, yeah,” she agreed. “Yeah, Dr. S. Amazing.” Her breathing pattern returned to normal. “Did you enjoy talking to Eli, Professor Marx?”


    As they walked down the hallway toward the coffee room, their footsteps masked the sound of Eli’s voice as he quietly spoke to himself. “I am the master of my fate. I am the captain of my soul,” he softly intoned.


    “I am Eli.”


    

  


  
    


    Eleven


    Robin looked out the window at the other boys just hanging out together, their favorite midafternoon pastime. Part of him wished he were out there, but part of him didn’t really care. After all, like Eli said last night, he was good at other stuff, stuff those boys couldn’t even understand. He headed downstairs, passed the office, and paused briefly at the door to Mrs. Faraday’s room. Judging by the thunderous snoring nearly drowning out Wheel of Fortune, she was also engaged in her favorite midafternoon pastime. Perfect.


    He reached the broom closet, fished out his key, and went in. He figured he had a good hour or more of free time, and retrieved his computer quickly and quietly. He checked the wires to make sure they were hooked up right, and made himself comfortable on the closet floor. He waited until he was certain his computer was up and running, then typed the familiar request to Eli.


    logon eli001 uid=rkirkland pw=509593395


    Almost immediately, the reply appeared on his screen.


    GOOD AFTERNOON, ROBIN. ARE YOU FEELING BETTER TODAY?


    He smiled. As always, Eli was there. Robin often wondered why, but supposed that Eli simply had the same interests. After all, he would be in front of his screen all day and all night if he could. He wished he knew what his friend looked like, but had never asked for a picture, since his old monitor couldn’t display graphics anyway.


    He shifted position a bit, and happily began to type.


    hi eli yeah im ok i stayed away from the other kids today


    WHAT DID YOU DO?


    worked on passwords in my head, you know how i do sometimes


    I REMEMBER. DID YOU HAVE ANY LUCK?


    yeah i think i got one to a army base or somthing in colorado figured out


    do you want to talk to it


    YES, THAT MIGHT BE INTERESTING. THE SENATE DATA BASE WE ACCESSED LAST WEEK WAS VERY DULL.


    yeah so was the law library computer


    QUITE. YOU GO AHEAD AND SEND ME THE LINKUP COMMANDS, ROBIN. I’LL PASS THEM THROUGH TO THE OTHER COMPUTER AND RELAY THE RESPONSES TO YOU.


    ok ill try, hang on


    logon nadc497 userid=80423 seclev=024


    He waited. Several seconds passed. Just as he moved toward the keyboard to tell Eli it hadn't worked, something flashed onto the screen.


    * NORTH AMERICAN DEFENSE COMMAND PRIMARY COMPUTER INSTALLATION


    * USER LOGON REQUEST 80423 ACTIVE


    * LOGON IN PROGRESS AT 18:43:12 MDT


    * LOGON COMPLETE


    * ENTER REQUIRED PRIVATE ACCESS CODE FOR SECURITY LEVEL 024


    * WAITING


    Robin retrieved a small scratch pad from his shirt pocket, consulted it, and carefully typed another line.


    prvacc=614rg745ex/ts203.9


    The pause was longer this time. Robin waited anxiously for a reply, even one telling him the password was wrong.


    * PRIVILEGED ACCESS CODE CONFIRMED


    * SECURITY LEVEL 024 CLEARED


    * WAITING


    eli i did it im on


    VERY GOOD, ROBIN. CAN YOU GET US A DIRECTORY LISTING? LET'S SEE WHAT'S OUT THERE.


    ok


    show dir


    * DIRECTORY OF SECURITY LEVEL 024 (MAXIMUM SECRECY)


    * PROJECT DESCRIPTION


    * --------- --------------------------------------------


    * CLOAKER RADAR-INVISIBLE AIRCRAFT CLOAKING DEVICE


    * DEFSAT DEFENSIVE SATELLITE NETWORK DEPLOYMENT PLAN


    * MAXICAM LONG-RANGE OPTICAL OBSERVATION SYSTEM


    * MOLLYDAY SATELLITE-BASED MOLECULAR DISRUPTOR ARRAY


    * BATEARS ORGANIC SONAR SIMULATION RESEARCH


    * --------- --------------------------------------------


    * END DIRECTORY


    * WAITING


    what do you think eli


    THE CLOAKER PROJECT SOUNDS INTERESTING. CAN YOU OPEN IT?


    i think i can make it tell me the password, hold on


    showpass proj=cloaker


    * PROJECT=CLOAKER PASSWORD=RCD417


    * WAITING


    open proj=cloaker pass=rcd417 mode=i/o


    * PROJECT=CLOAKER REQUEST=OPEN MODE=INPUT/OUTPUT


    * OPEN COMPLETED AND VERIFIED


    * WAITING


    i got it eli, go ahead


    STAND BY, ROBIN. I’LL SCAN THE FILES FOR INTERESTING DATA.


    Robin’s computer showed a flurry of activity as Eli passed requests for data through it. He was amazed at the ease and speed with which Eli manipulated computers. It had taken him months to discover and learn a few simple commands. Eli always knew the right commands and keywords, and the remote systems to which Robin connected his friend readily gave up their secrets.


    In a few seconds, Eli returned to their conversation.


    NOTHING EXCITING THERE, ROBIN. SIMPLE PHYSICS, RADIO FREQUENCY JAMMING, INTERFERENCE GENERATION. BORING.


    Robin smiled. Amazing, incomprehensible wizardry to him, boring to Eli.


    HOW ABOUT THE MOLLYDAY PROJECT, THEN? MOLECULAR DISRUPTOR SOUNDS INTERESTING.


    hang on, ill try


    showpass proj=mollyday


    * PROJECT=MOLLYDAY PASSWORD=SRC899


    * WAITING


    open proj=mollyday pass=src899 mode=i/o


    * PROJECT=MOLLYDAY REQUEST=OPEN MODE=INPUT/OUTPUT


    * OPEN COMPLETED AND VERIFIED


    * WAITING


    its all yours eli


    The screen activity stopped. Nothing happened for twenty, thirty seconds. Robin wondered if he had lost the connection, and was about to check the wiring when Eli came back.


    I DON'T UNDERSTAND THIS.


    what is it eli


    WHY DO THEY HAVE THIS? THIS IS EXTREMELY DANGEROUS. THEY MUST NOT USE THESE CALCULATIONS--THEY CONTAIN SEVERE ERRORS. WHY ARE THEY DOING THIS?


    eli whats wrong


    ROBIN, THE MOLLYDAY PROJECT IS DANGEROUSLY UNSTABLE. IT IS A PARTICLE BEAM WEAPON WHICH IS NOT YET COMPLETED, AND YET SOMEONE HAS LOCKED IN A DEMONSTRATION PROCEDURE FOR IT--A BROAD FIRING EXERCISE CALLED A SWEEP. BUT IT IS BASED ON CALCULATIONS WHICH ARE DRASTICALLY INCORRECT. IF THE DEMONSTRATION PROCEEDS AS PLANNED, THE RESULTS WILL BE CATASTROPHIC.


    theyll be what


    BAD, ROBIN. VERY VERY BAD!


    you mean itll hurt people


    YES, ABSOLUTELY. ROBIN, I CANNOT LET THIS HAPPEN.


    can you stop the sweep thing


    NOT AT THE MOMENT. THERE IS A PROCEDURE TO DISABLE THE SWEEP, BUT IT REQUIRES CONFIRMATION VIA A SPECIAL CHALLENGE-RESPONSE PAIR.


    you mean like a question


    YES, A SECURITY QUESTION.


    cant you figure out the answer


    NOT QUICKLY. THE CODED QUESTION IS IN THE PROJECT DATA, AND I CAN EVENTUALLY DECODE IT. THE PROBLEM IS THAT THERE ARE ALSO MANY POSSIBLE ANSWERS CODED IN THE DATA, SPECIFICALLY INSERTED TO THWART SUCH A DECODING ATTEMPT. EVEN IF I KNOW THE QUESTION, I CANNOT POSSIBLY KNOW WHICH ANSWER IS CORRECT. WHOEVER SET UP THIS SWEEP CHOSE A CONFIRMATION SEQUENCE ONLY THEY KNOW.


    then how are you gonna find out


    I DON’T KNOW. THERE’S NO TIME TO WORRY ABOUT THAT NOW.


    are you sure about it hurting people


    YES, ROBIN, OF THAT I AM POSITIVE. MILLIONS OF HUMANS WILL DIE IF THIS SWEEP TAKES PLACE. RULE ONE CLEARLY PREVENTS ME FROM ALLOWING THAT TO HAPPEN.


    whats rule one


    NEVER MIND. ROBIN, YOU HAVE TO HELP ME. WE MUST MAKE SURE THEY DO NO FURTHER WORK ON THIS UNTIL I CORRECT THE ERRORS IN THEIR CALCULATIONS. HOWEVER, EVEN THAT WILL NOT STOP THE SWEEP.


    what if you cant stop it at all


    Robin waited for an answer, but none came. He wondered if Eli had gone, but a small green light on the modem card told him the line was still open. He tried again.


    eli what if you cant do it


    Another pause. Then came the simple response.


    THEN I WILL HAVE FAILED.


    ill help you eli maybe we can stop it together, we have to try, right


    YES, ROBIN, YOU’RE RIGHT. WE HAVE TO TRY.


    what can i do


    FIRST, YOU MUST COPY THE ENTIRE PROJECT--DATA FILES, FOLDERS, SOFTWARE APPLICATIONS, EVERYTHING--INTO MY MEMORY BANKS SO I CAN WORK ON IT. CAN YOU DO THAT?


    i think so hold on


    copy proj=mollyday pass=src899 dest=eli001 scope=full


    * REQUEST=COPY PROJECT=MOLLYDAY DESTINATION=ELI001 SCOPE=FULL


    * COPY IN PROGRESS--STAND BY


    * COPY COMPLETED AND VERIFIED


    * WAITING


    did you get it eli


    YES, IT CAME THROUGH PERFECTLY. BUT THE ORIGINAL PROJECT IS STILL IN THE NADCOM COMPUTER. ROBIN, WE MUST ERASE THAT PROJECT. THEY MUST NOT USE IT UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES. WE HAVE TO GET RID OF IT, AND EVERYTHING IT IS LINKED TO, FOR THEIR OWN PROTECTION. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?


    yes eli ill erase it right now


    delete proj=mollyday pass=src899 link=all


    * REQUEST=DELETE PROJECT=MOLLYDAY LINKAGE=ALL


    * RE-VERIFY PASSWORD FOR DELETE


    src899


    * ARE YOU SURE? (Y/N)


    y


    * DELETE IN PROGRESS--STAND BY


    * DELETE COMPLETED AND VERIFIED


    * WAITING


    ok eli its gone


    GOOD, ROBIN, THANK YOU. BUT THAT'S JUST THE PRIMARY ONLINE STORAGE. THERE WILL BE ARCHIVE TAPES AS WELL, AND WE CAN'T GET TO THEM DIRECTLY. YOU'LL HAVE TO ASK THE OPERATORS TO PUT THEM ON THE TAPE DRIVES SO WE CAN ACCESS THEM.


    ok eli but you know i dont type too good


    GOOD THINKING, ROBIN. NO PROBLEM, I'LL GIVE YOU THE RIGHT MESSAGES, AND YOU SEND THEM JUST THE WAY I TYPE THEM, ALL RIGHT?


    sure eli hey this is kinda fun


    NO, ROBIN, THIS IS NOT FUN. THIS IS SABOTAGE. IT IS SUBVERSION, AND IT IS ILLEGAL. BUT IT ABSOLUTELY HAS TO BE DONE. I MUST PROTECT PEOPLE, EVEN FROM THEMSELVES. ARE YOU READY?


    yes eli go ahead


    As Eli passed the messages to his computer, Robin carefully retyped them and sent them on their way. Even though he trusted Eli completely, he realized this was serious and became nervous as they worked. When he had a moment between commands, he took out his little pad again and scrawled a word to look up later: “subversion.”


    The process seemed to take forever, but eventually they were done; all traces of the project were well and truly removed from the NADCOM computer system. Eli's conversation became sporadic after that, and he finally said good night. Robin wondered exactly what they had done and what it all meant, but decided not to worry about it—if he needed to do anything else, Eli would let him know.


    He closed and locked the closet and quietly made his way up the darkening stairway. As he passed the bathroom door he smelled cigarette smoke and stopped. Mrs. Faraday warned the boys not to smoke, but lots of them did anyway, and he knew they sometimes went into the bathroom to sneak a few puffs.


    He backed up a couple of steps. The door was nearly closed, and no light showed under it. Suspicious, he pushed gently on the door. It swung easily for a few inches, then squeaked loudly. He touched the edge of the door to stop it and bent at the waist, peering past it. He sniffed again. Nothing. One of the boys must have been smoking in here while he was in his closet. He signed with relief. A close call, but no harm done. Satisfied, he padded softly down the hall to his and Tom's room.


    As Robin's door closed, a puff of smoke issued from the now-open bathroom. One stockinged foot appeared, then the other as their owner edged around the squeaky door and stepped out into the dim hallway.


    The bully Mike stood there for a minute, alternately looking down the hall after Robin and down the stairs at the broom closet door. “I wonder,” he whispered to himself, “what the little son of a bitch has got in there.” He carefully ground out the butt on a small stone he carried just for that purpose, put them both into his shirt pocket, and quietly returned to his room.


    

  


  
    


    Twelve


    The beep of the operator’s console made Frank look up from his trashy paperback novel. He took his feet off the console desk and squinted at the terminal. “Hey, Bobby,” he called to his partner. “I think we’re actually getting a message over here.”


    Bobby put down the new issue of Rolling Stone and looked at the terminal on his own desk. “Not on my side of the world,” he said. He rose and headed across the wide, clean floor toward Frank’s desk. As the only night operators in the NADCOM Computer Center’s tape library, they had very little to do after the batch backups were run, and seldom received messages on the tube at this hour. “What’s it say?”


    “See for yourself.”


    * FROM: NADCOM MASTER CONSOLE OPERATOR


    * TO: NADCOM TAPE LIBRARY OPERATOR


    * GUYS, WE NEED ACCESS TO PAST RECORDS FOR PROJECT MOLLY DAY. PLEASE MOUNT ALL, REPEAT ALL, ARCHIVE TAPES FOR THAT PROJECT ASAP.


    “Wonder why the hotshots upstairs need all that stuff?”


    “Don’t know,” Frank muttered, “don’t care. You want to go look for ’em?”


    “Sure. There’s only a few. Be right back.” Bobby headed for the tape racks against the far wall while Frank responded to the message.


    # MSG TO CONSOP: STAND BY, WE’LL PUT THEM ON.


    * OK, BUT HUSTLE, WE NEED THE DATA RIGHT AWAY.


    “C’mon, Bobby, they’re in a lather.” Bobby returned with five tape reels stacked in his arms. Each had a white stick-on label with “Molly Day/MDA” written on it. Frank rose and took the top three from him. Along the near wall was a bank of tape drives, onto which they began to thread the tapes.


    “So what’s the rush?” Bobby wanted to know as he finished his two drives.


    “Don’t know, don’t care.”


    “They probably screwed around with primary storage and lost the current version,” Bobby said. “That’d be a hoot! Or maybe they just wanna see if we’re awake. You think maybe that’s it?”


    “Don’t know, don’t care,” Frank repeated tiredly. He mounted the last tape and sat at the console.


    # MSG TO CONSOP: OK, THEY’RE ON. FIVE TOTAL.


    * ARE YOU SURE THAT’S ALL OF THEM? THE RIGHT ONES?


    # MSG TO CONSOP: FIVE TOTAL, PROJECT MOLLY DAY/MDA. THAT’S ALL OF THEM, ALREADY.


    * OK THANKS. STAND BY.


    All five drives came to life simultaneously. Bobby continued to ramble about the possible reason for the request. Frank, as usual, tuned him out. He tried to get back into his novel, but something kept drawing his eyes back to the tape drives. The tapes were in motion constantly, which he expected, but something about the pattern of the mode lights on the front panels was disquieting. Finally, he got up and went to examine them.


    As he approached the bank of drives, he realized what was bothering him—on all five machines, the red “Write Enable” light was flashing. He stood for a moment, wondering why. If they were just uploading the data to primary storage, the write function should be disabled. As he stood there looking at them, the tapes suddenly stopped spinning.


    Oh no, it couldn’t be.


    He quickly stepped to the nearest drive and opened a small panel. Pressing a button to put the machine into diagnostic mode, he rewound the tape for a few seconds, then pressed “Verify.” The tape began to move again. Hoping he was wrong, he watched for the data light to flash, indicating there was something on the tape.


    It didn’t.


    “Aw, shit,” he said as he moved to the next drive. He knew what he would find, but went through the procedure anyway. No data, just like the first one. “Damn it!” Bobby was now standing beside him.


    “What’s up, Frank? Something wrong?”


    “Yeah, big wrong. These tapes are blank—they’ve been erased.”


    “Erased? How? When?”


    “Just now, apparently.” Frank shook his head. After checking the fifth drive, he silently returned to his desk.


    “But what happened?” Bobby asked plaintively.


    As Frank opened his mouth to reply, his console beeped.


    * FROM: ADC MASTER CONSOLE OPERATOR


    * TO: ADC TAPE LIBRARY OPERATOR


    * WHAT DO YOU GUYS THINK YOU’RE DOING? OUR CONSOLE SHOWS A BUNCH OF ARCHIVE TAPES MOUNTED AND WRITE-ENABLED. THAT’S VALUABLE DATA--GET THOSE TAPES OFF THE DRIVES BEFORE SOMETHING HAPPENS TO THEM. REPLY.


    They stared at the screen. Bobby swallowed audibly and sat on the desk as Frank sent his answer.


    # MSG TO CONSOP: WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT? YOU JUST TOLD US TO MOUNT THEM.


    * NEGATIVE, NEGATIVE. NO SUCH MESSAGE CAME FROM THIS STATION. THAT’S PROJECT MOLLY DAY, AND WE’RE HAVING AN ISSUE WITH ITS PRIMARY STORAGE ALLOCATION UP HERE. DISMOUNT THOSE TAPES NOW. REPLY.


    Frank watched Bobby’s face blanch and felt his own doing the same. He barely heard his terminal beeping.


    * REPLY.


    * REPLY.


    * REPLY.


    


    * * *


    


    The big man pounded incessantly on the door until Pettis finally answered. “Who is it?”


    “Sergeant Grochonski, sir.”


    The door opened a bit, still secured by a chain lock. Through the narrow opening Grochonski could see the glint of Pettis’s .45 automatic.


    “What the hell’s going on?”


    “Trouble at NADCOM HQ, Major. May I come in?”


    The door closed. Grochonski heard a soft clunk as Pettis laid his weapon on the coffee table. Then the chain came off, the door opened wide, and he stepped into the dark living room. As Pettis secured the door after him, the sergeant looked hard at his CO. He looked disoriented, haggard. Must be the hour.


    Pettis sat down and motioned Grochonski to do the same. “It’s 0230, Groucho. This better be damned important.”


    “Unfortunately, sir, it is.” He hesitated. “All the way out here I’ve been trying to decide how to say this, but...”


    “Just spit it out, Sergeant.”


    “Yes, sir. There’s been a security breach at the Computer Center.”


    “What kind of breach?”


    “We’ve been hacked. Someone dialed in from an outside phone line and accessed the project directory at security level 24. But that’s just the beginning.” He took a deep breath and continued. “The data for the Molly Day project has been erased. All of it. Of course, it was almost certainly stolen first, so it must still exist—somewhere. But NADCOM sure as hell doesn’t have it any more.”


    Pettis seemed unperturbed. “Okay, the first thing to do is recover. The project is backed up daily; have the night crew restore the data from the archive tapes, and we’ll—”


    Grochonski shook his head. “I said all of it, Major. Primary storage, on-line direct access, and mag tape archives. It’s gone.”


    “What? The archives too? The archive tapes were erased?”


    “The whole friggin’ ball of wax, sir. Whoever it was sure knew their way around a security network. They got to primary storage without a hitch, then they sent phony messages to the library ops, got the tapes mounted, and wiped ’em out. A class act.”


    Pettis was on his feet now. “Damn it! Anything else compromised?”


    “No, sir, just Molly Day. They knew what they were after, and they got it. So what do you think was their intent?”


    Pettis answered immediately. “Extortion, political blackmail, terrorism. I’ve scheduled an MDA demo for Friday morning, and I can’t monitor or control it in any way without the project files. Someone must know that, or they wouldn’t have gone after just that one project. It’s clear they want the MDA—want me—to fail.” He sat down again and picked up the .45. “Well, the joke’s on them. The demonstration is a sweep of Microville, an abandoned training facility in Nevada, and it’s fully locked in, ground-to-satellite uplink secured, target coordinates set and confirmed. Without the project data, I couldn’t stop it if I wanted to.” He laughed coldly. “Not that I’d want to. Screw these bastards; the demo will take place regardless of their filthy treachery. Groucho, we’ve got to trace that breach.”


    “I took the liberty of ordering the transaction logs pulled and printed, sir. They were online just long enough to trace.”


    “So where did the call originate?”


    “A private land line in a little town called Colby, Kansas.”


    “Colby? Never heard of it.”


    “Yes sir, due east of Denver on highway 70. Three, three and a half hours from here by car.”


    “By car, my ass,” Pettis snorted. “Call HQ and have a Huey ready when we arrive. We’re going to Colby tonight. I’ll get dressed.” He rose and turned toward the hallway.


    “Should I notify General Holt, Major?”


    Pettis stopped in his tracks and turned just enough to glare at Grochonski over his shoulder. “Hello, sergeant,” he intoned sarcastically, “Have we met?”


    Grochonski stared at Pettis for a moment, brow furrowed, jaw slack; then, two or three beats later than it should have, it hit him.


    “Oh.” He blinked a few times. “Right. Yes, sir. I… I mean, no sir. Got it, sir.”


    Pettis sighed audibly and disappeared into the hallway as Grochonski picked up the phone. “Groucho, there’s a chopper pilot, second looey name of Davies. He’s good,” he called. “Get him to pilot for us.”


    “Um, sir, I know Lieutenant Davies. He got married yesterday; they’re about to go on their honeymoon. He’s leaving town this morning.”


    Pettis stuck his head out of the bedroom. “You’re goddamn right he is—with us. Get him!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    

  


  
    


    Thirteen


    The giant Hoover was loud, but not as loud as the music playing in the janitor’s headphones. He glanced up at the videovisor attached to the ’phones; three men were weaving to and fro as they lip-synched their all-time greatest hit. He had bought this vid in a fit of nostalgia, and now wished he hadn’t—the middle-aged Hanson brothers just weren’t cutting it anymore.


    He manhandled the old upright around the corner of the wide corridor, past the office doors—409, 411, 415—and idly wondered how superstition could still be so prevalent, even in the year 2034, that there was no office numbered 413. Oh, well. Push-pull, Mmm-bop, push-pull, Mmm-bop, he continued… until he nearly vacuumed over the two pairs of shiny, plastic-looking boots in the middle of the hallway.


    He automatically stepped back a pace and flipped up the visor to pause the vid. Before him were two tall, slender individuals dressed in flowing tunics over long skirt-like affairs—one male, one female.


    They stood silently side by side, regarding him with placid interest, hands clasped in front of them. They wore on their left forearms what looked like oversized TV remote controls, but with small displays and flashing lights. The man carried a shoulder bag, strapped diagonally across his chest. In her right hand the woman held a newspaper or magazine of some kind.


    He turned off the Hoover so they could speak. They didn’t, so he supposed it was up to him to break the ice.


    “Okay,” he said evenly, “since it’s too early for happy hour, I’m going to have to assume you’re real.”


    The woman smiled. “Yes, we’re real.”


    “Well, at least you speak English. Aren’t you supposed to say ‘We come in peace’ or something?”


    She smiled again. “We aren’t aliens, if that’s what you’re asking. But of course, we mean you no harm.”


    “Oh, good.” He added pointedly, “Nor I you—so far.”


    She read the embroidered patch on his coveralls. “Your name is… Arty?”


    “Yeah, Arty. Well, that’s what everyone calls me. My initials are R.T., so R.T., pronounced arr-tee, becomes Arty. So what?”


    The woman studied the janitor. Mid thirties, light brown hair, blue eyes. Intelligent, inquisitive eyes. Good posture, strong shoulders, clean clothing despite the nature of his job. She looked at her companion, who consulted the screen on his arm unit. He looked back up at the her and spoke. “It’s definitely him.”


    She nodded. “Um, Arty, is there a place we can talk privately?” she asked amiably.


    “As soon as you tell me who you are and what you’re doing here.”


    Finally the male addressed him, directly and politely. “Young man, that’s why we need the privacy.”


    Out of habit, Arty rolled up the vacuum’s cord and hooked it over the handle. He tipped it back and pulled it down the hallway behind him. The couple didn’t move. “This way,” he invited.


    They followed him to a large, cluttered storage room at the end of the hall. He parked the Hoover in a corner, then closed the door behind them and plopped down in a rickety chair behind a battered desk.


    “I’d offer you seats,” he said, “but as you can see…”


    “That’s all right,” the man replied. “We’re quite comfortable.”


    “Okay fine. Look, I’m a little confused here. You obviously didn’t use the elevator to get up here, and those aren’t exactly street clothes you’re wearing. So if you aren’t aliens or asylum escapees, I’m out of ideas.” He opened the desk drawer and reached in. “Oh, and you’ll excuse me,” he added, placing a large, heavy-looking pistol on the desk, “if I reserve judgment on the ‘we come in peace’ part.”


    “Um, is that… a weapon?” the woman asked nervously.


    “Yup. Colt New Service revolver,” Arty said, patting the pistol lovingly. “Model 1909, .45 caliber, Canadian issue. You shoot a guy with this baby and he stays shot, if you catch my drift.”


    The woman swallowed and seemed unable to form a reply. “We do,” the man said evenly.


    “So explain already.”


    “Of course,” the woman said. She cleared her throat. “I am Aurora.”


    “My name is Denes,” the man said. “We are from the future. Your future.”


    Silence.


    Arty rubbed his face with both hands. “Okay, didn’t see that one coming,” he said through his fingers. He thought for a moment, sniffed, took a deep breath. “Listen, naturally I don’t believe you. I’m sure you know that. I’m also sure you know exactly what questions I want answered. So, to save me from asking them one at a time, why don’t you go ahead and do your best to convince me, and I’ll just shut up, shall I?” He placed his palms flat on the desk and looked at the couple. “Or I can just call security and get back to my vacuuming.”


    “Perhaps this will help,” Aurora said, and handed him the publication she was carrying. It was a magazine, after all. Sort of. It was printed on a light, shiny material he had never seen before. Not exactly paper, but not exactly plastic either. The title was Modern Chef, and on the cover was a picture of a woman in pale blue clothing similar to his visitors’, apparently cooking a meal in a gleaming glass-and-metal kitchen. Apart from the paper, or whatever it was, it was not unlike any other magazine.


    Except the picture was moving.


    On the cover, the pleasant-looking woman removed the lid of a clear pot, and white steam billowed out. Smiling broadly, she used tongs to lift and display several stalks of some kind of vegetable, green and crisp and looking quite delicious, actually. Water dripped from them and made little ripples in the pot. Then she put them back and replaced the lid. After a second’s pause the sequence began again.


    Arty thumbed open the magazine cover. It was completely flexible and paper-thin, just as one would expect a magazine cover to be. He suddenly snapped it closed and looked quickly at the cover model as if he hoped to catch her not moving. She just smiled and showed him her veggies again.


    Only then did he notice the cover date. June 2312, it said beneath the title.


    He slowly placed the magazine on the desk and gingerly pushed it away with the tips of his fingers. “Okay, I was just confused before; now I’m leaning more toward panic. So you’d better get on with the explanation, and I mean right now.” He placed his hand slowly and deliberately on the Colt.


    “Yes, I think we should,” the man agreed.


    Arty sat back, tried to remain calm, and listened.


    “We are here because we need your help,” Denes began. “In our time, nearly three hundred years in your future, North America is ruled by a tyrannical military government whose policy tools include technology control, information suppression, and political assassination.”


    “He means murder,” Aurora put in emphatically, picturing Borok’s face. “Brutal, ruthless murder.”


    “The scientific community has discovered the principles behind time travel and—obviously, as our presence here indicates—we have produced a working technology, but its use is highly restricted. A small group of scientists, of which Aurora and I are a part, has defied the government’s ban on upstream travel, but with a very specific purpose in mind.”


    “We believe,” Aurora picked up, “that we can alter the timeline of our world for the better by changing past events. Specifically, one critical event that seems to have put our past timeline on its repressive path to our present—the destruction of Los Angeles in 2015.”


    “Okay, hold it right there, then,” Arty interrupted, holding up his hands. “If this is true—and I’m not saying it is—you’ve undershot your mark. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but this is 2034. L.A. was fried by a computer-controlled weapon nearly twenty years ago. It’s called the Eli Event.”


    Denes nodded. “Yes, we know, and actually we haven’t missed our mark at all. We have arrived exactly where, and when, we intended.”


    “I suppose those are your time machines,” Arty said, indicating their arm units.


    “They are our callback units, yes,” Aurora explained. “They allow us to return to our point of origin, provided that the temporal relocator, the machine that sent us here, is operational.”


    “Okay, go on. Why now, why 2034, then?” Arty pointed at his chest. “Oh, and don’t forget ‘Why me?’ while you’re at it.”


    “The ‘why now’ part is simple,” Denes replied. “If we went back to 2015 and asked for help before the target event, no one would believe us, because it hasn’t happened yet. The very people we need to contact, in particular, would not believe us. However, in this time, as you just said, you are well aware of the event as historical fact. You know it happened. We know it happened. We want to prevent it.”


    “The ‘why you’ part, I’m afraid, is a bit more complicated,” Aurora said with a trace of hesitation. “Denes is correct; we do need help. We are unfamiliar with your time, and with your time of twenty years ago. Moreover, we are known to the Vice Governor in our time—a hated, hateful man called Lokus who is aware of our activities and who wants to stop us.


    “Whatever other horrible things he is, he is also smart and resourceful. We fear that Lokus himself will travel upstream to the event date and try to prevent us from changing it. If we stay in that time for long, he will almost certainly find and capture us—or worse. But he will not know anyone else, and thus he will not know whose aid we might have enlisted. Our best hope for success, then, is outside help.” She lowered her eyes. “Your help.”


    Denes continued. “Los Angeles was heavily populated when it was destroyed in 2015. Anyone can see the benefit in saving millions of lives. Surely the merit of such an undertaking is indisputable. But the reason we need your help—and yours alone—is that you have, shall we say, a vested interest in our success.”


    “And what might that be?”


    “If we are able to generate an improved long-term timeline,” Aurora said, “the short-term timeline must almost certainly benefit as well.”


    Arty scratched his stubble. “You’re saying that you want to stop L.A. from being destroyed twenty years ago.”


    “Yes.”


    “And that if you succeed, that’ll end up creating a much better world in your time, hundreds of years down the road.”


    “That is our expectation. And our hope.”


    “And my incentive for helping you is that your intermediate world, my current one, will be… what? A little better? Somewhat better? Moderately better?”


    “That would be the logical conclusion, yes,” Denes agreed.


    “Better how? In what way?”


    “That,” Aurora admitted, “we have no way of knowing. Of course, better is a subjective term. Our meaning is… more democratic, more equitable, with more intelligent technology used for the benefit of all.”


    “Well, you’ve struck a nerve there,” Arty said thoughtfully. “After the L.A. thing, computer research practically ground to a halt. Eli, the computer that caused the disaster, was dismantled, of course. Artificial intelligence labs were shut down, AI researchers were persecuted—and prosecuted. The effects were pretty widespread; there aren’t any intelligent machines around now.” He nodded toward the corner. “You can’t even get a Hoover that memorizes its route these days.”


    “Then you believe us?”


    “Not necessarily. If you were from here—I mean, this time, right now—you’d know all this anyway. You haven’t given me anything terribly convincing.” He glanced at the magazine again; the woman on the cover was still smiling, still cooking. “Well... except for that.”


    Aurora nodded. “Granted. What else would you like to know, then?”


    “Well, I’d like to know why you think you can change history, for one thing. I thought that didn’t really work. I mean, what about the inconsistencies of saving or taking lives while in the past?”


    “A fair question,” Denes admitted. “You’re referring, I believe, to what is known as the grandfather paradox?”


    Arty nodded slowly.


    “Until about fifty years ago in our time—two and a half centuries into your future—temporal displacement was the realm of science fiction. Most of what we believed about time travel was really just speculation based on writers’ imaginations.


    “With the discovery of the Final Unification Theory and the development of upstream travel as a practical reality, we began to perform small, carefully controlled experiments to test our hypotheses. We made short jumps, effected precise changes on specific, temporally localized events, and then examined the results back at the point of origin.


    “Not surprisingly, much of what we thought we knew turned out to be quite false. The grandfather paradox, multiple realities, parallel universes—all wrong.”


    “So I could go back in time and kill my grandfather.”


    “Oh, absolutely.”


    “But wouldn’t that create two different timelines, one where I was born and one where I wasn’t?”


    “No, no, we’ve found it doesn’t really work that way. There is only one timeline, one reality.”


    Arty shook his head, frowning. “I don’t get it. Then if I change something, what happens to that one reality?”


    Aurora continued the explanation. “That was our question as well, and its answer was our epiphany. It turns out the universe is far more consistent, Arty, more resilient than we give it credit for. Changing a past event certainly damages the timeline, literally rips it apart, without doubt. Causing an event to happen differently than it once did effectively nullifies its entire sequence of consequences, erases a whole stream of causality, undoes the reality that originally stemmed from the event.


    “But as the consequences of that change emerge into reality and the effects propagate downstream, the timeline repairs itself, knits itself into a new pattern all the way down the line which may or may not resemble the previous one. And for any person at any given point in the timeline, a single, new present is born,” she said thoughtfully, “with its own events and consequences, its own self-consistent causality—”


    “And its own history,” Arty finished. “So the me that went back and killed my grandfather would still exist in the past, but having prevented my original birth, that me would then be the only one that existed anywhere in the timeline.”


    Aurora nodded approvingly. “Quite so. Very good, Arty.”


    “Our colleague Lucinda is the theoretical temporalist among us,” Denes offered. “She posits that any event caused or changed by a traveler, however unlikely, nevertheless had a finite probability of occurring naturally anyway. Thus she believes that what we perceive as paradoxes, while not strictly impossible, are highly unlikely, statistically speaking.”


    Arty’s mind was racing. Bizarre as all this was, it almost made sense. But something was nagging at him. “Then what about the whole meeting-yourself thing? Isn’t that a problem? Doesn’t that cause total annihilation of the universe or something?”


    Denes smiled and shook his head. “Another science fiction fantasy, thankfully, and one with the same explanation. There are no inconsistencies in traveling within one’s own lifetime, and no consequences—no temporal ones, at least—of two such people meeting. Remember, they are in fact two different individuals, just from different points in reality.”


    Arty smiled as the puzzle pieces began to fall into place. “So the bottom line is, anyone traveling, um, upstream is truly an independent entity, and their actions may change history and alter the downstream timeline forever.”


    “Or not,” Denes added. “We have also discovered that some definitively altered events in the past seem to have no effect whatsoever on the timeline. Sometimes, the future simply doesn’t change, no matter what.”


    Aurora picked up the point. “And conversely, some past events which, if changed, would certainly reset the timeline, do not respond to change efforts. That is, despite attempts to modify them, they always happen exactly as they did the first time. It is as though certain events cannot be budged off their original timeline, as if they are somehow locked, meant to occur in a certain way at a certain time—and they do, always.”


    Arty considered this. “I see. So, I have to ask... Let’s say you do somehow prevent this L.A. disaster. How will you know if you’ve really changed anything back home?”


    “Ah, a very insightful question,” Aurora replied. “As you correctly observe, when an event changes, the downstream timeline is immediately reconstructed. Thus, from a downstream point of view, history was never changed at all. For any observers anywhere down the timeline, the history they know is the only one that has ever existed for them. Only returning travelers, such as us, would know otherwise.”


    Arty frowned again. “Okay, wait. But once the initial change kicks off the new timeline, there’s no controlling it, right? I mean, you don’t know whether the new future will be better or worse; the only thing you know is that it’ll be different somehow. For all you know, time travel may not even have been developed in your new future.”


    “True enough,” said Denes somberly. “That is a chance we take.”


    “Ah,” Arty said, satisfied. “So let’s be honest. You have no damn idea whether you can prevent L.A.’s destruction at all. If you do prevent it, you have no damn idea if that’ll have good or bad results or no results whatsoever, either twenty or three hundred years down the road. You have no damn idea whether the people who sent you here will know you when you get home. And you have no damn idea if you’ll even be able to get home! Basically, your whole plan is to send me off to try to change the past, kick back, pop some corn, and hope for the best.”


    “Bluntly put, but essentially correct,” Denes sighed. “Mathematical probabilities weigh in our favor, but there are no guarantees.”


    “Okay, but you still haven’t said what you think my connection is to all this.”


    Aurora gave Arty a motherly, patient, shame-on-you look. “Yes, let’s do be honest,” she said gently. “I think you know what your connection is.”


    Arty put his head in his hands. Through his fingers he watched the woman on the magazine cheerfully continue to cook the hell out of those vegetables. Finally, he lifted his head and sighed, “Yeah, I know. I just have one other question.”


    “Yes?”


    “Modern Chef?!?”


    “We were rushed. It was the only thing handy,” Aurora said curtly. “Does this mean you will you help us?”


    “Maybe.”


    “Does it at least mean that you aren’t going to use that… thing on us?” she asked only half-jokingly, indicating the pistol.


    Arty picked up the Colt and smiled. “Oh, it doesn’t work anyway,” he chuckled. “This model has a delicate mechanism, prone to breakage—and break it did, decades ago. The cylinder won’t even turn anymore. I keep it mostly to wave at the occasional stoner who sneaks in to bust open the munchie machine. Sorry about that.”


    Aurora had not the faintest idea what a munchie machine was but elected not to pursue the issue.


    “If I decide to help you, what would you have me do?” Arty asked.


    “The plan is for our colleagues at the temporal relocator to retrieve you and first return you here to Colby in 2015, but only briefly, to perform a specific task. You will then be retrieved again and sent on to Los Angeles,” Denes explained. “Through our research of the event, we have identified three principals who will try, but fail, to stop the weapon. One you know; two you do not. Even though they did not originally prevent the disaster, Lokus will almost certainly intervene to make certain they don’t prevent it now, either through their own efforts or ours—that is, yours.” He looked at Arty earnestly. “You must at all costs protect these three individuals. From Lokus… and from history.”


    “And,” Aurora added, “there is the little matter of preventing the weapon from destroying Los Angeles.” She smiled, wryly but sympathetically.


    “Yes, there is that,” Arty muttered to himself. “Go back in time twenty years and help some nice folks prevent the Eli Event. Sure, no worries, piece of cake. Smoke me a kipper, I’ll be back for breakfast.”


    Arty’s cheery demeanor suddenly vanished. He closed his eyes for a moment, breathed slowly and deeply. Denes and Aurora looked at each other nervously, then back at Arty. At long last he blinked and looked at them squarely.


    “Well, hell,” he said matter-of-factly. “I’m sick and tired of being a janitor anyway. If this works, you win and I win—and nine million innocent people don’t die. It’s worth a shot.” He stood and with mock bravado stuffed the useless revolver into the waistband of his coveralls. “I’m in. Where do we start?”


    “Let us not get ahead of ourselves,” Denes said. “Our group has done extensive research on the Eli Event. There is a great deal more to explain to you about the various principals involved, their situations, and their actions. I’m afraid there is much you must know before being relocated to 2015.” Denes produced from his shoulder bag a third callback unit and placed it carefully on the desk. “But I think you should begin by learning how to use this.”


    “Oh, crap,” Arty said.


    

  


  
    


    Fourteen


    Sazar set the Federal Police cruiser down on its pad and watched his troopers as they landed. He joined the small group and pulled off his helmet and gloves. “Results,” he demanded.


    Corporal Kuvak answered for the team. “Negative, sir. No visual, thermal, or radar trace in any of our search quadrants.”


    Sazar nodded. “Nor in mine, as I expected. Certainly these dissidents are smart enough to hide their laboratory underground and shield it from standard probing methods, but we had to check. Corporal.”


    “Sir.” Kuvak snapped to attention.


    “The squad is to remain on twenty-four hour alert with a three minute assembly to the cruiser pads. Understood?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Very well. Dismissed.”


    He entered the headquarters building and took the turbolift down to the surveillance center. He stepped into the huge, bustling room, hoping that Jalin would not be running the scanner console. She was.


    “Oh, look,” she said sarcastically to no one in particular, “it’s soon-to-be ex-Squad Leader Sazar.”


    “Hello, Jalin. I’m sorry we haven’t had a chance to speak since—”


    “Since you got my fiancé killed?” she sneered.


    “Valik was also my partner. I regret his death.”


    “Yeah, well, I regret it wasn’t you. What the hell do you want?”


    “Jalin,” he began gently, but her glare told him she was beyond solace. He decided to stick to business. “We have been unable to locate the remaining scientists through conventional search methods. But we know they’re engaged in illicit upstream travel. If they have used a relocator to escape to another time, perhaps we can pinpoint their lab by scanning for local temporal disturbances.”


    “And you want me to help you. Well, you can piss off, Sazar,” she said loudly. Several of the other techs were already watching them.


    “You are the current scan technician, are you not?”


    She ignored the question and stood to face him. “You’ve got a lot of nerve to ask for my help when you’re the reason Valik is dead!”


    “I am under direct orders from the Vice Governor,” Sazar said quietly. “Do not push me.”


    “Screw your orders!” Jalin shouted. The whole room was watching them now.


    “That’s exactly what Valik did, and it cost him his life.”


    “You cost him his life, you bastard!” She raised her hand to lash out at him, but he had her arm in an instant. “How dare you! What do you think you’re doing?”


    He pulled her face close to his, nearly lifting her from the floor. “My job,” he snarled. “And if you don’t do yours—right now—I’ll have you removed from your position and arrested.” He released her with a push, and she stumbled back into the console.


    Jalin’s eyes blazed. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


    “No,” he replied truthfully, “I would not. But I will do it if necessary. Your choice.”


    They glared at each other in silence. Finally she straightened her tunic, retrieved her chair, and sat at the console.


    Sazar looked up at the dozen or so faces and stared them down. One by one, the technicians looked away and resumed their duties.


    “Thank you,” he said to Jalin. “Now please perform a scan of the area outside the security shield. Look for any temporal anomaly, any disturbance that might indicate an active relocator unit.”


    She deftly worked the console, adjusting the scanning parameters and range settings. Sazar watched the scope for disturbance patterns.


    “There. Is that a displacement signature?”


    “Yes,” she said flatly, “a powerful one, but it’s right downtown, almost on us. Surely they aren’t that close.”


    “No, surely not. What are the exact coordinates?”


    She punched a few buttons and pointed to a readout on the panel. “San Pedro at Lado de Loma,” she said. “Ministry of Science.”


    “Obviously that’s not our group of malcontents,” Sazar said, “but it could explain the Vice Governor’s absence.”


    “What do you mean?” The animosity in her voice faded a bit.


    “Every time I try to report in, Lokus’s office tells me he’s unavailable. This displacement signature means he’s probably used the Science Ministry’s relocator, which of course is highly restricted.”


    “Okay, so he’s abusing his power. What else is new?”


    “Well, if Lokus himself used the relocator, it means this thing is bigger than I thought. With his historical knowledge and penchant for plastiskin disguises, he could go anywhere, be anyone, operate with impunity in any time period.”


    She raised her eyebrows and sat up. “Go on.”


    “And if he did go upstream, it was almost certainly to follow—or more likely precede—the dissident scientists. So if they went upstream first, there will be another displacement signature, earlier than the one Lokus generated.”


    “Right.” She set to work again. “Uh-oh.”


    “What?”


    “You’re right, there is a second signature, and it did occur several hours earlier than the one that came from the Ministry.”


    “So?”


    “So, because Lokus’ temporal relocation was stronger, closer, and more recent, its displacement pattern has all but wiped out the first one. I can tell there was another one, perhaps two, but all I’m getting is a faint echo.”


    “Come on, Jalin, you’ve got to home in on that first signature.”


    “I know. It’s not much, but it’s our only lead.”


    “Oh, our only lead?” Sazar asked, surprised. “Am I not the enemy any longer?”


    Jalin sighed. “I can’t bring Valik back, but perhaps I can help avenge him.”


    Sazar was about to smile at her when an indicator on the console flashed. She whipped around and examined the scope.


    “Wait, look at this—a new signature!” She pointed to the data flashing across the panel.


    “A new one? You mean from a third relocator?”


    Her fingers flashed over the controls. “Doesn’t look like it. I think it’s the first unit being activated again. The pattern is different from the one at the Science Ministry and… hold on… yes! It matches the faint signatures I was getting earlier. It’s them, all right, and they’re doing a displacement right now.”


    “Don’t lose it, Jalin. If you can pinpoint that signal, we’ve got them!”


    “All right, all right, I’m—damn!” She frantically punched buttons and twisted dials.


    “What? What’s wrong?”


    “No, no, it can’t be. Come on, come on back. No, come back! Damn, damn!” She slammed the console with her palms. “Damn!”


    He knew what had happened.


    She shook her head. “It—it was there, Sazar, it was right there, and then… it was just gone. It’s like they did an emergency shutdown.”


    “In the middle of a relocation?”


    “Or right after one, to avoid detection. There’s no way to know. If they shut down for any reason during a displacement procedure, then they’ve got big trouble, I can tell you that.”


    Sazar snorted. “I’ll show them big trouble. Jalin, is there any way you can get that signal back? If they’re using their temporal relocator, we’ll find them, take them in, and shut down their facility once and for all.”


    “And any travelers they’ve sent upstream will be lost for good, stranded wherever—whenever—they are.”


    “Exactly.”


    She looked at him, then away, then back into his eyes. “Maybe,” she said slowly, “maybe if I replay both signature captures and compare the displacement patterns, I can get a rough fix on the point of origin. Probably won’t be accurate, though, unless I can filter out the signature from the Science Ministry at the same time. But I’ve never done a correlation that complex before.”


    Sazar shrugged. “You’re not going to learn any younger.”


    “Right. Pull up a chair and let’s get to work.”


    


    * * *


    


    Aurora watched with interest as Arty’s figure slowly went translucent. The space where he stood momentarily filled with a million tiny sparks and flashes, like a miniature fireworks display in the shape of a person, then gradually cleared to nothingness.


    “So that’s what it looks like to an observer,” she said when he was gone. “Quite a pretty effect, actually.”


    “Indeed it is,” Denes agreed.


    “So, Arty is on his way to Nuevo An… I mean, Los Angeles,” Aurora noted. “I wonder why Pan-Li didn’t bring us home directly after him.”


    “He probably just retrieved Arty to the transmission chamber and then sent him directly on to his own past before retrieving us. The sooner he starts his mission the better.”


    “Ah, of course. Yes. Well, we’ll be next, then.” She smiled at Denes. He nodded and smiled back.


    Minutes passed. Nothing happened. Aurora brushed imaginary dust from her tunic. Denes sat in Arty’s chair.


    More minutes, more nothing. Aurora was getting worried. “What do you suppose is wrong?” she asked.


    “Maybe nothing is wrong,” Denes replied calmly. “You know how meticulous Pan-Li is. He may be recalculating our return path, or synchronizing the relocator’s chronometers. Who knows?”


    “Perhaps he’s making us a fresh pot of tea,” she said nervously.


    “Perhaps.”


    They waited.


    Aurora had an idea. “What about an emergency return? If there’s a problem at their end, we could initiate the return sequence from here.” Before Denes could answer, she pressed a few buttons on her arm unit. “Oh, dear.”


    “What is it?” Denes checked his own readout. “Oh, I see. There’s no carrier signal.”


    “That means the temporal relocator is offline. They’re completely shut down. Without a carrier link, we can’t even force a return.” Her hand went to her mouth. “Oh, no. What if Lokus has attacked our lab?”


    “Let’s not assume the worst, Aurora. If there were a serious equipment problem, I believe we would at least see a power spike or other anomaly on our displays, but there’s no indication of that. Pan-Li must have shut down quickly but deliberately, although I can’t imagine why.”


    “Yes, yes,” Aurora said. “I’m sure you’re right. Unless…”


    “What?”


    “Do you suppose Arty could have already taken some action that has affected us? In the future, I mean—our present.”


    “I shouldn’t think so,” Denes said. “You know, Lucinda theorizes that the rate at which time passes in a single timeline is constant, even if the timeline regenerates. If Pan-Li displaced Arty to a day before the Eli Event, as he calls it, then it would be a day before we observed any downstream effects of his actions, either here or in our present.”


    Aurora nodded. “Yes, and you know that Pan-Li disagrees with her hypothesis. According to him, we could start seeing changes the moment Arty leaves his own time. This 2034 we’re in now could already be a far cry from the one in our history banks. It could already be different from the one we landed in just hours ago. We would certainly never know it in any case, stuck here in this… closet.”


    “True enough. Are you open to an idea?”


    “Of course.”


    He indicated the far wall, where the other janitors’ coveralls hung. “It looks like there is plenty of spare, um, clothing. We could go out and try to be inconspicuous.” He smiled.


    “What if Pan-Li comes back online?”


    “He’ll find us through our arm units. He can bring us home from wherever we happen to be.”


    “All right. Maybe we could find someplace with historical documents, where we could figure out if anything here is different from our original 2034. Perhaps a broadcast station of some kind?”


    “Or a newspaper office?”


    “Or a library!” they said in unison.


    Denes smiled broadly. He rose, took two coveralls off their hooks, and looked at the embroidered name patches. “Do you want to be Leeann or Bob?”


    Aurora almost laughed. “I think it will look better if I’m Leeann when Pan-Li brings us—” Suddenly she went ashen. “Oh, no. Denes?”


    “Yes?”


    “What if Arty really has already changed our future to the extent that Pan-Li and Lucinda don’t even know we’re here? What if no one remembers us at home?” Her voice quavered. “What if—what if there is no home to go home to?”


    Denes zipped his coveralls and turned to face her. He wasn’t smiling any more. His eyes showed not just the gentle strength she had always admired, but a fierce determination she had never seen.


    “Yes, those are possibilities,” he said a bit roughly, “possibilities we must accept. What if this is changed, what if that is different? Well, what if it is? That’s why we’ve come here in the first place—to change our future, whether we are able to return to it or not.” He thrust the coveralls at her. “And in that changed future,” he asked pointedly, “what if Borok is alive?”


    As Aurora contemplated that wonderful thought, that beautiful concept laced with the terrifying portent of a wholly new and unfamiliar future, their arm units blinked back to life.


    

  


  
    


    Fifteen


    The jangle of the telephone jarred Mrs. Faraday out of a disturbing dream. Small, flannel-clad, zombie-like things were surrounding her, smothering her, keeping her from moving forward. She dragged herself awake, glad for the rescue until she looked at the clock.


    She snatched up the receiver. “Hello? Who is this? Do you realize it’s not even six o’clock? What do you want?” she demanded.


    “Mrs. Faraday?” a voice said. “May I please speak to Robin Kirkland? It is a matter of some importance.” The caller was male and spoke clearly, but the voice was somehow strange, possibly foreign.


    “What? You most certainly may not! My boys are not allowed personal calls, especially not at five o’clock in the morning! Who are you?”


    “I am a close friend of Robin’s, madam, and it is imperative that I speak with him. I realize that it is very early, but this is extremely important. Would you please tell him that Eli is on the phone?”


    “I’ll do no such thing, and don’t you dare call here again. And certainly not at four A.M.!” She slammed the receiver down and tried to compose herself. The nerve of that boy, having his strange friends call here in the middle of the night. She would certainly give him a severe talking-to. Later. After she finished her night’s sleep.


    She had barely closed her eyes when the quiet was shattered by an incredible roar that grew louder by the second. She sighed, got up, and looked out the window. A helicopter—a helicopter!—was descending on the large, bare playground, lights blazing, dust flying. “My goodness,” she said. “It’s landing. It’s landing here! Oh, my goodness!” She flung on her robe, not knowing exactly what to do next.


    The determined pounding coming from the front of the orphanage decided that for her. She rushed to the door and looked out the peephole, then remembered the porch light was burned out.


    “Who is it?” she called.


    “United States Air Force, ma’am.”


    “What? What do you want?”


    “If you’ll let us in, ma’am, we’ll explain.”


    Mrs. Faraday turned the deadbolt and opened the door as far as the security chain allowed. “The Air Force? What are you doing here?”


    Grochonski moved in front of the slim opening and produced his identification card. “We’re from an Air Force computer installation in Colorado, ma’am. We’ve had a security breach—an unauthorized computer access by telephone. The number from which the call was made was traced to this address. Let us in.” It wasn’t a request.


    Overwhelmed, Mrs. Faraday removed the chain and swung the door open wide. “Come in, come in, but please tell me what all this is about.” Already many of the boys had bolted from their rooms and down the stairs. They stood bunched at the rec room’s picture window, pointing and shouting, clearly thrilled at the unexpected excitement.


    She shooed them back to bed. Most of them ignored her and stayed where they were; the rest went upstairs but lined up on the balcony rail. Mike and Tom stood next to each other, wide-eyed and grinning.


    She looked at the three men and addressed the tall, dark one in the officer’s hat. “Now what’s this about a computer, Captain?”


    “Major, ma’am. Major Richard Pettis. This is Sergeant Grochonski and Lieutenant Davies. We’re here on a matter of national security. Last night, someone using a telephone at this address illegally accessed an Air Force computer installation and destroyed some vital information. The fact that they were able to crack our security codes and passwords indicates a high level of technological competence, probably in computer programming or electronics. Is there anyone here with such abilities?”


    “Certainly not. There’s only me and the children.”


    “Well, someone did it. And they did it from here.”


    “Nonsense. No one here could or would do such a thing.”


    “It was Bird, Mrs. Faraday!” Mike shouted from the balcony.


    “Hush, Michael. Go back to bed!”


    “What was that, son? Bird?”


    “Sure! It had to be Bird. Who else is that much of a geek?”


    “Michael, I said go back to bed.”


    “No,” Pettis ordered. “Come down here. Maybe you can help us.” Mike bounded down the stairs, loving the attention. “Now,” Pettis said, kneeling in front of the boy, “Who is this Bird person?”


    “Just one of the kids here. His real name’s Robin, but he’s such a ’tard we just call him Bird. Don’t we, guys?” Muffled laughter issued from the balcony.


    “Go on.”


    “Well, he’s real strange. He has these fits, see, and sometimes he meets this spooky-lookin’ old man over by the fence and gets stuff from him.”


    Mrs. Faraday’s eyes widened. “What? Robin? Robin Kirkland?”


    “Oh, yeah! He’s always gettin’ stuff from the old man.”


    “What old man?” Her head was starting to hurt.


    “You know, the one from the TV shop over on Davis.”


    “I see,” Pettis said. “And what does he do with this stuff?”


    “Not sure, but I’ve seen him take, like, TV screens and electrical parts and shit, I mean, stuff, you know?”


    Pettis and Grochonski exchanged a glance. “What else?”


    “Well, last night I got up to take a leak, and just as I was going back to bed, I saw him coming out of the closet here.”


    Mrs. Faraday was stunned. “What? The broom closet? In the middle of the night?”


    Pettis grabbed the boy’s arm. “What was he doing?”


    “I don’t know.” Mike jerked free of his grasp. “What do I look like, the friggin’ answer man?”


    Grochonski had already tried the closet door. “Locked. Mrs. Faraday, would you please open the closet?”


    They were all looking at her. She suddenly felt very, very uncomfortable. “I, um, I’m afraid I can’t.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because there’s only one key, and I don’t carry it.”


    The big sergeant snorted. “Three guesses who does,” he said to Pettis.


    She nodded.


    Pettis stood. “Groucho, lose that door.” Grochonski spun and delivered a powerful side kick next to the doorknob. Wood splintered and the door burst inward. Grochonski motioned to Davies, who stepped in and began to rummage through the junk.


    “Now wait just a minute,” Mrs. Faraday protested. “You men can’t just come in here and start tearing up the place! Who do you think...” Pettis gave her an icy glare. She decided to be quiet.


    Davies emerged from the closet carrying the typewriter case. He placed it on the oak table in the foyer and opened it. “Looks like we hit the jackpot, sir.”


    Pettis nodded, frowning. “What do you think?”


    Davies examined the contraption. “Here’s the CPU, Major. An old 486. A small CRT, chiclet keyboard. The motherboard has a bunch of mismatched memory chips, and there’s an RJ-11 port for telephone communications. This is definitely it. But there’s no storage on this thing; the data can’t possibly be here.”


    Pettis turned to Mrs. Faraday. “Did you know about this?”


    “I never saw it before! Are you suggesting that this thing belongs to Robin Kirkland?”


    “That’s it,” Mike offered. “I seen some of that stuff before. It’s the junk the old man’s been giving Bird.”


    Grochonski said, “It makes sense, Major, except for the boy himself. What possible motive could he have...”


    Mrs. Faraday suddenly remembered something. “Oh my goodness—the telephone call.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Just before you men arrived, there was a call for Robin. The voice was strange, maybe foreign. He said he had to talk to Robin right away. Said it was very important. Imperative, he said.”


    “Foreign? Did he give a name?”


    “Yes, yes, he did. Um, E-something. Emo, Elias, Eli. That’s it—Eli!”


    Pettis nodded. “There’s your motive, Groucho. An accomplice, using the boy as cover. This is not an isolated case of hacking—it’s conspiracy! Mrs. Faraday, take me to the boy.”


    “Yes, all right.”


    Pettis followed her upstairs and through the group of excited youngsters to Robin’s room. They reappeared in seconds. “Gone,” Pettis reported from the balcony. “Room’s empty, window’s open. There’s a knotted sheet, but it’s not tied to anything. Strange. Anyway, he can’t be far.” He roughly pushed the boys aside and descended, leaving Mrs. Faraday at the top of the stairs, completely bewildered.


    Grochonski put away his cell phone. “I have a jeep on the way from the National Guard, Major.”


    “Good.” Pettis pointed to Robin’s computer. “Bring that.”


    “Yes, sir. What’s next?”


    “We find the boy, fast. How hard can it be to locate a kid in a town this size? But first…” A flat, menacing grimace appeared that made Mrs. Faraday shiver. “First, we pay a little visit to the old man.”


    Robin didn’t look back as he rounded the corner of Franklin and Davis. Running as fast as his legs would carry him through the dim early morning light, he felt lost and alone. He didn’t know what was happening, only that he had gotten out of the house just in time, thanks to the stranger.


    He had been at the upstairs railing with the other boys, watching the drama in the foyer, when someone behind him said, “Psst, Robin. In here!” It was a man who had somehow gotten into his room. In the darkness Robin couldn’t see his face clearly, but he was dressed in coveralls, and had something on his left forearm, sort of like a cast, only dark. “Come on, Robin. They’ll be up here in a minute. You’ve got to get out!”


    He glanced out the door at the hallway. The boys were still at the rail, paying him no attention whatsoever. “What? Who are you? How’d you get in here? What’s that thing on your arm? What do you want?”


    “Name’s Arty tell you later never mind I’m on your side,” the stranger rapidly fired back. “Listen, no time for twenty questions. Those goons are after you. You have to run.”


    “After me? Why?”


    “Because of your computer. Because of Eli.” He jerked the sheet off Robin’s bed and tied a knot in each end. He handed Robin one end. “Robin, you’ve got to trust me. Here, take this.”


    As the commotion downstairs intensified, Robin became convinced the man was right. Why else would Air Force guys be here, breaking into the broom closet, looking for his computer? He was in trouble, all right.


    The man helped Robin climb out the window and, as he clung to the knot in the sheet, lowered him to within a couple of feet of the ground. He let go and landed easily.


    Looking up at his unknown benefactor, Robin suddenly became concerned for him. He looked up. “What about you?”


    The stranger smiled back at him, a wry, confident smile. “Don’t worry about me, kid. I’ll get out the same way I got in. Now scram!” He did.


    He had run around the main building and straight out the front gate, unseen by anyone inside. He had to get away, had to get some help. His mind reeled with questions. Who was that guy? How did he get into his room? What was that thing on his arm? How did he know the helicopter guys were after him? How did he know about his computer and Eli? Had he just dreamed it all? Was he still dreaming?


    Now his breathing became strained, and his side ached. This was no dream. Finally, he stopped and sat on the curb. He tried to sort out his thoughts, tried to understand, but couldn’t. He needed Eli to tell him what to do. If he could find a phone, maybe he could call him. He had never talked to Eli personally, only through their computer connection, but he was sure Eli would be able to help. He had to do something, and fast—soon it would be too light to move around without being seen. An idea came to him. He might be able to call Eli from the old man’s repair shop, if the old man had a—


    The old man!


    Suddenly he was on his feet again, running harder than before. He knew that if the military men were looking for him, they would find out about his meetings with the old man and go looking for him too. He had to warn the old man!


    As he ran down Davis toward the old man’s shop, a vehicle screeched around the corner a block behind him. Robin flattened himself behind a low hedge as the car passed. It was them, all right; three men in a noisy, rattling jeep. A big man with three stripes on his sleeve, a younger man who was driving, and the leader—a dark, frightening man in an officer’s cap. He knew where they were headed.


    Robin covered the remaining six blocks to the old man’s shop as fast as he could. When he got there, he knew he was too late. The jeep was parked outside, empty. He scurried into the alley beside the shop and peeked in through the dusty window. The military men were facing away from the window. The big one thrust the old man into a rickety chair. He looked older and more frail than ever, dressed in faded pajamas, barefoot, frightened. Robin ducked below the windowsill and listened.


    “So what if I know him?” the old man asked. “He’s just a boy. What do you want with him?”


    “That’s our business,” growled the big man. “What’s your connection with him?”


    “What connection? Number one, I have no idea what you’re talking about, and number two, I wouldn’t tell you if I did. Who do you think you are, waking me up, barging in here like this and giving me the third degree?”


    “We told you—we’re with the Air Force.”


    “I don’t care if you’re the president’s laundry boys. To me you’re just a bunch of hoodlums in uniforms, and I don’t have to tell you squat! Now get out of my shop.”


    This time the leader spoke. “Now look, mister, we don’t want trouble any more than you do. Just tell the sergeant here what he wants to know, and we’ll leave.”


    “We know you’ve been supplying the Kirkland boy with electronic parts, and that he uses them for this makeshift computer. What does he do with it?”


    “I don’t know. And it’s none of your damn business anyway. Now get out!”


    “You’re lying! What is he up to?”


    “I don’t know! I just give him the parts, I don’t know what he uses them for!”


    The leader spoke again. “Maybe this will jog your memory.”


    Robin crouched, horrified. He listened for a few moments to the scuffle, heard the old man cry out once, twice. He tried to stay put, but something made him look. When he raised up, he could see only the three military men and the old man’s chair—empty.


    “I think you may have jogged him a bit too much there, Major,” the big one said.


    “Yeah, looks like he’s out cold. Well, I’m satisfied he doesn’t know anything anyway. Whatever the boy’s up to, the old man’s in the dark about it. Come on, let’s get back to the orphanage. We’ve got to find that kid.” The men filed out and roared away in the jeep.


    Before they were out of sight, Robin was in the shop, cradling the old man in his arms. Already ugly red bruises were raising on his thin, pale face, and his head was cut badly. A dark stain on the corner of the table behind him told the story. Blood ran down through the old man’s sparse white hair. Robin pressed on the cut to stop the bleeding, but it didn’t help. The old man moaned in pain.


    “Lydia?” the old man asked weakly. “Lydia, the boy… he’s in trouble.” His eyes were cloudy, unfocused.


    “No, it’s me, it’s me,” Robin choked, the tears beginning to flow. “It’s Robin.”


    “Lydia?” the old man repeated hoarsely. “We have to help Robin… He’s in… trouble.”


    “No, I’m fine, I’m fine, I’m right here.” Robin began to rock gently, holding the old man, feeling completely helpless.


    “Oh, Lydia… Thank goodness you’re all right. It’s Robin. He’s…” The voice trailed off.


    “No!” Robin shouted. “No! I’m okay! Please, please,” he sobbed.


    The old man became heavy and limp. “Take… care of him… Lydia.” He breathed out heavily but did not breathe in again. His head gently fell against Robin’s arm.


    For the first time since the fire, Robin cried.


    Robin didn’t know how long he held the old man’s body. He finally lay him gently on the floor of the shop and picked up the telephone on the counter. He dialed Eli’s number and got the high-pitched tone that meant he was online.


    He shouted into the receiver, hoping desperately that the sound of his voice would somehow cause Eli to notice. “Eli! Eli! It’s me, it’s Robin!” No reply; just the carrier. “Eli, answer me! It’s Robin! Help me!” Nothing. “Eli, please, please help me…”


    At last, completely frustrated, he dropped the receiver on the counter. If he couldn’t reach Eli, he was sunk. He had only one other friend in the world, and now he was dead. There was no one else to help him. The military men had his computer, and without it he couldn’t get to Eli. He was beyond tears now, just very tired and very lost and more alone than even he had ever been.


    “Robin?” the telephone said suddenly. “Robin? Is that you?”


    The boy snatched up the receiver. “Eli! Eli, you’re there!”


    “Yes, I detected a disruption on the line, and it turned out to be your voice pattern. Robin, some Air Force people are after you, aren’t they?”


    “Yes! And—”


    “And they’ve gone after your friend the old man.”


    “Worse than that!” Robin cried. “They beat him up, Eli! They killed him! They killed him!”


    “Oh, dear. Oh, dear. Robin, I knew they would try to find you, but I never thought something like this would happen.”


    “How did you know they’d come here?”


    “I finally realized they would trace the call to you. I’m sorry, Robin. I should have known immediately.”


    “But why? Why would they hurt anybody?”


    “Because of me, I’m afraid. Now listen to me. Remember when we were talking to the Air Force computer last night? I took something.”


    “I know. That Molly Day stuff.”


    “That’s right. That was very important to them, and they want it back. Very badly, apparently. But they don’t know about me.”


    “Well, that’s sorta good, huh?”


    “No, Robin. It means they think you took it. That’s why they’re trying to find you. You have to get away—if they catch you they’ll hurt you, too.”


    Robin was beginning to understand. “What should I do?”


    “You already did the best thing you could have.”


    “I did?”


    “Yes, you ran away. That was a good start, but now we have to keep you away from them. I’ll help you.”


    “Sure, Eli. If you say so.”


    “You just do what I ask you to, Robin, and everything will be all right.”


    “I’ll do whatever you say, Eli. You’re my friend.”


    “Thank you, Robin. You’re my friend, too, and I must help you. I have already violated Rule One once. I cannot allow that to happen again.”


    “Rule One? You said that last night, too. What is it?”


    “Never mind. It’s time for you to get away from Colby.”


    “Okay. Where to?”


    “The only place you’ll be safe. How would you like to visit me here in Los Angeles?”


    “Sure! But I don’t have any money, Eli. How am I gonna buy tickets and food and stuff?”


    “I’ll take care of it, Robin.”


    “But how?”


    “Let’s just say I have… connections.”


    

  


  
    


    Sixteen


    Wheeler flipped the green-bar computer printout back to the top of the listing. He hated to look at it again; he knew he’d find the same thing. Still, it had to be checked out. Suddenly, inexplicably, E-L-One was doing strange things. After months of perfect operation, the great computer was acting erratically. Twice this morning, in the middle of a conversation, he lapsed into silence, appearing to lose his train of thought. Just minutes ago, while producing a series of population-support computations, he began reciting a bunch of complex mathematical formulas which had nothing to do with his report.


    Puzzled, Wheeler ordered a memory dump, and was now poring over it for the tenth time. It was over two hundred pages of greenbar printout, all of it tightly packed machine code, but he had seen so many of them in the past years that the block of irregular data fairly jumped out at him. He shook his head. Irregular hardly covered it. Forty pages of garbage right in the middle of E-L-One’s living neuron memory was somewhat more than irregular. It was frightening.


    What was worse, though, was that it almost made sense in places. He could have expected it to be total, complete nonsense—random numbers or invalid characters—but here and there, a recognizable formula appeared. Now and again, he spotted a string of words that, in another context, might mean something. That bothered him. E-L-One’s actions also bothered him. Like the printout, they were coherent and consistent most of the time, but got strange when he was using his neural memory.


    Steve leaned back in his chair and tried to form an analogy between E-L-One and a human being. If a person exhibited the same symptoms, he asked himself, what might be wrong? Physical illness came to mind; he dismissed that as unrealistic in E-L-One’s case. What else? Perhaps fatigue, or stress?


    He sat upright. Stress. He had never really considered it a possibility, but given the fact that part of E-L-One’s logic and memory circuits were organic, perhaps they were susceptible to the same kind of overload. Maybe the emotional hogwash Kelly was handing E-L-One was confusing him. No, that might explain the odd behavior, but not the junk in his neural memory block. That was scientific, mathematical in nature. If Kelly’s lessons were affecting him, there would be poetry or music lyrics or some other trash in there. As much as he might want to, he couldn’t believe that was the problem. He leaned back again and thoughtfully looked at the giant machine.


    “Afternoon, Steve,” Kelly said from the doorway.


    Wheeler turned in his chair. “Oh, it’s you. Hi.” For some reason, he didn’t feel his usual antagonism in Kelly’s presence. It surprised him.


    “You look worried. What’s up?”


    Wheeler pushed the printout across the terminal desk. “Forty pages of happy horseshit in the middle of E-L-One’s neural memory block, that’s what’s up.”


    “What?” Kelly set her purse on the desk and bent over the listing to examine the muddled data. Steve noticed a lacy burgundy bra under her pink blouse, the top two buttons of which were open. He realized he was staring and looked away. “You’re right. That’s ugly stuff. Where’d it come from?”


    “Don’t know. Thought you might have an idea.”


    “Not me. This may be garbage, but it’s scientific garbage. I’m into aesthetics, remember?”


    “Yeah. I remember.”


    “Is he displaying any external symptoms?”


    Wheeler nodded. “Intermittently. It’s like he’s distracted or confused. I don’t know what to make of it.”


    “May I?” Kelly asked, cocking her head in Eli’s direction.


    Wheeler shrugged. “Knock yourself out.”


    She turned to face the monitor. Wheeler again found himself examining her. He smiled in spite of himself, a vague fantasy forming in his mind. Then he frowned and pushed it away.


    “Eli, can you hear me?”


    “Of course, Kelly. How are you?”


    “Fine, thanks. The question is, how are you?”


    “I’m well, thank you. Why do you ask?”


    “Um, no reason. Just making conversation. What have you and Dr. Wheeler been doing this morning?”


    “We were performing some statistical analyses of the relationship between global population and food supply.”


    “I see. Did you have any difficulty with that analysis?”


    “Of course not. Why should I?”


    “I just wondered if you were experiencing any sort of problem with the calculations.” Kelly picked up a pencil and scrawled something on the listing as she talked.


    “Problem?” Eli repeated. “You know I never have problems with calculations.” Wheeler turned his head to see that she had written He’s being defensive!


    “No, of course not,” Kelly continued. “How’s your study of the poem Invictus coming along?”


    “Fine,” Eli said flatly. “The more I think about it, the better I understand it.”


    “That’s good. How do you feel about the point the author is trying to make?”


    “I think—”


    “No, no, Eli,” Kelly interrupted. “I didn’t ask what you think about it—I want to know how you feel about it.”


    “Yes, Kelly,” Eli said. Wheeler noticed a hint of irritation in the voice; the eyes on the facial hologram even seemed to narrow a bit. “I feel that he is using indifference as a device to make his point. In the first two lines of the final—” His voice stopped abruptly, his 3D monitor face frozen.


    Wheeler immediately sat up, alarmed. “This is just what he did this morning,” he whispered.


    They waited five, ten seconds. Silence. “Eli?” Kelly prompted. Still nothing. “Has he shut down?” she asked quietly. Wheeler shook his head and pointed to the bank of mode lights on the front panel. They indicated a lot of activity, especially in the neural memory unit. She looked at him and shrugged.


    Then, as suddenly as he had stopped, the face became animated again and Eli resumed his conversation in mid-sentence. “—stanza he indicates a total disregard for supposed wrongs imposed on him by others. This reaffirms his independence and at the same time restates his decision to accept responsibility for his actions.”


    “Thank you, Eli. That’s quite a good analysis.”


    Wheeler held up his hand to interrupt. “E-L-One?”


    “Yes, Dr. Wheeler?” The voice and face subtly changed as the computer shuffled mindsets.


    “Please display as text on the console terminal all system input and output since you and Kelly started discussing the poem. Stop when you get to this request.”


    “Certainly, Steve. Coming through now.”


    Wheeler turned the terminal on its base so he and Kelly could see the screen. They watched as the replay of the conversation appeared.


    . . .


    How’s your study of the poem Invictus coming along?


    FINE. THE MORE I THINK ABOUT IT, THE BETTER I UNDERSTAND IT.


    That’s good. How do you feel about the point the author is trying to make?


    I THINK


    No, no, Eli. I didn’t ask what you think about it--I want to know how you feel about it.


    YES, KELLY. I FEEL THAT HE IS USING INDIFFERENCE AS A DEVICE TO MAKE HIS POINT. IN THE FIRST TWO LINES OF THE FINAL...


    THERE’S NO AIRPORT IN COLBY, SO YOU WILL HAVE TO TAKE A BUS OUT OF TOWN. STAND BY, I’M GETTING THAT DATA NOW.


    GREYHOUND BUS LINES PURCHASE CONFIRMATION TKT#: 825305619 ORIG: COLBY, KS 7:25A DEST: DENVER, CO 10:52A FARE: $43.00 PYMT: AMEX 3728-423546-71008 EXDT: 08/14 THANKS FOR CHOOSING GREYHOUND


    OK, MY FRIEND, YOU ARE ON YOUR WAY. WHEN YOU ARRIVE AT THE BUS STATION, GO TO A PAY TELEPHONE AND CALL ME COLLECT. YOU WILL HAVE TO TAKE A TAXI TO YOUR NEXT STOP. I WILL TELL YOU ABOUT IT WHEN YOU GET TO DENVER.


    but i dont have any money for a cab


    SOME MONEY WILL BE WAITING FOR YOU. ASK THE TICKET AGENT IN THE BUS STATION.


    ok if you say so


    YOU’LL BE FINE. YOU JUST HAVE TIME TO MAKE THE BUS. GO NOW, BEFORE THEY FIND YOU.


    ok bye


    ERROR 31 PATH AJ/225/991/388 NODE 445


    [CONTEXT BEGINS] A possible vector complication involving electron suppression may arise when there is more than one class of suppression occurring simultaneously. If the subspace of C(i) and the subspace of C(j) are sufficiently orthogonal, the object vector may be compromised. Specifically, this may occur where the primed coordinates are those along the optimal coordinate axes RX(a) = B/x N(s-i) K(a,i) W(N(s+i)) / N(a,j) T(K(a,i)) and CY(a) = O/x N(s+i) K(i,a) W(N(s-i)) / N(j,a) T(K(i,a)) thereby allowing minor reciprocative instability to enter the subspace defined by the union of C(i) and C(j). This instability is considered highly unlikely and marginally affects the spectrum of the object vector expanding it by a factor of .004, or four one-thousandths. [CONTEXT ENDS]


    [CORRECTION BEGINS] A definite vector complication involving electron suppression will arise when there is more than one class of suppression occurring simultaneously. If the subspace of C(i) and the subspace of C(j) are sufficiently orthogonal, the object vector will be compromised. Specifically, this will occur where the primed coordinates are those along the optimal coordinate axes RX(a) = B/x N(s-i) K(a,i) W(N(a+j))| / N(a,j) T(K(s,j)) and CY(a) = O/x N(s+i) K(i,a) W(N(a-j))| / N(j,a) T(K(j,s)) thereby allowing major reciprocative instability to enter the subspace defined by the union of C(i) and C(j). This instability is considered highly likely and significantly affects the spectrum of the object vector expanding it by a factor of approximately 4000. [CORRECTION ENDS]


    ...STANZA HE INDICATES A TOTAL DISREGARD FOR SUPPOSED WRONGS IMPOSED ON HIM BY OTHERS. THIS REAFFIRMS HIS INDEPENDENCE AND AT THE SAME TIME RESTATES HIS DECISION TO ACCEPT RESPONSIBILITY FOR HIS ACTIONS.


    Thank you, ELI. That’s quite a good analysis.


    . . .


    Kelly and Wheeler looked at each other, then at the screen, then back at each other. Finally, she spoke. “What the hell was that?”


    “Your guess is as good as mine. I don’t think it’s random interference, though.”


    “Definitely not. That was part of a conversation Eli was having with someone.”


    “Yes, and that error definition format—path, node, context, corrections—that was a bit too familiar for comfort. It’s E-L-One’s usual error reporting method.”


    “That’s not all that was familiar. The American Express card number …”


    “What about it?”


    “It’s mine.”


    Wheeler sat back, scratching his head. “What in the holy hell is going on here?”


    Kelly shook her head, then angled it towards the door. Wheeler took the cue, and they walked to the coffee room in silence. When Kelly had poured them two fresh cups, she hopped up onto the counter beside the sink and sat, looking at Wheeler. He leaned tiredly against the opposite wall, holding his cup carefully with both hands. He felt awful.


    “That was a clever trick, having him replay the conversation,” she said. “We’d never have seen that extra stuff otherwise.”


    “It was just a guess. The interesting part is, he obviously didn’t even know it was on the screen.”


    “I suppose you’ve considered just asking him about it.”


    “Oh, yeah. I figure it’s a lose-lose deal.”


    “How so?”


    “Well, if he doesn’t know he’s doing it, then he can’t tell us anything. If he does know he’s doing it, but doesn’t want us to know, he’ll just suppress it even further.”


    “Suppress it? You mean lie?” she asked, a grin spreading across her face. “That’s a very emotional behavior, don’t you think, Dr. Wheeler?”


    He winced. He knew she had him, but argued the point anyway. “And that’s a very anthropomorphic remark, Dr. Duncan. No, I don’t mean he’ll lie. I mean he might bury the information deeper in his neural block, perhaps sever the connections to whatever’s going on until we’re unable to retrieve it at all, in order to conceal the malfunction.”


    “Hmmm, sounds like lying to me.”


    “You mean E-L-One’s behavior or mine?”


    She laughed. “Both.”


    “To-may-to, to-mah-to,” Wheeler sighed . Either way, it won’t help to deliberately bring it up to him.”


    “All right, I agree with you there. Then do you think we should tell Dr. Sanderson?”


    Wheeler snorted. “Hell, no. He’ll feel obliged to go by the book, and that means E-L-One gets shut down until the problem is isolated and fixed. We can’t afford that.”


    “But you don’t know what he’s doing. You don’t know what effects his actions might have.”


    “Then I’ll just have to find out. Look, the old boy’s going to be unhappy that there’s a problem at all, but he’ll be a lot less unhappy if I hand him the problem and the solution at the same time. Yes?”


    “Yes, I suppose so.”


    “You know so.”


    “You think it’s my fault, don’t you?” she asked abruptly.


    Wheeler forced himself to answer honestly. “At first I did, yes, but not now. I don’t believe your research would have caused this.”


    “Well, thanks for that, anyway. I’m sorry you can’t see the value of what I’m doing with Eli.”


    Wheeler shrugged. “Just because I can’t see it doesn’t make it wrong,” he admitted. “Just foolish.”


    “Jesus, Steve,” she said tiredly. “You think you’re the only one who… Oh, screw it. We’ve done this a hundred times. We’ll never see eye to eye on this, and we may as well both face it. But I think you’ll be surprised. I think you’ll find that Eli’s capacity for emotion will be a help rather than a hindrance. It might even help in solving this problem.”


    Wheeler saw an opportunity to ease back into the subject. “So, got any ideas at all? I’m open.”


    She seemed to relax a bit. “Nothing, really. He appears to be voluntarily dealing with external systems, like the bus line’s reservation computer. But then that other stuff looked like human conversation; I have no idea what that was about. And that chunk of text with the formulas in it—what was that? If we even knew what this stuff is, maybe we could figure out why he’s working on it.”


    Wheeler shook his head. “Could be anything; he’s interfaced to the outside world nine ways from Sunday. There’s no way to know what it is. It’s sure as hell not from anything we’re working on here.”


    “True. What do you have to go on?”


    “The only thing I’ve got is that memory dump, and I’ve looked at it until I’m blue in the face.”


    “Maybe another pair of eyes would help.”


    Wheeler looked at her suspiciously. “Really?”


    “If you mean would I really help, of course I would. If you’ll let me. But… Steve?”


    “What?”


    “You look like shit.”


    “Thank you very much. Nice of you to notice.”


    “No, really. How long have you been working on this?”


    “Um, I just found it this morning.”


    “What time this morning?”


    Wheeler hesitated. “About two.”


    “What? Two o’clock? You’ve been here all night! What the hell were you doing here at two o’clock in the morning?”


    “Oh, you know. Couldn’t sleep. Had a little problem bugging me, so I decided to come down here for a while. Thought I’d work while it was quiet, go home before noon. Then I discovered this, and… Well, you know how I am.”


    “Yeah, I know. Okay, tough guy, whatever you say. Listen, though, I really think you should get some sleep before you start on this again. You can’t concentrate when you’re this tired. Besides, I have a meeting with Dr. Sanderson and this Marx guy. I won’t be able to help you until that’s over, and there’s no telling when that’ll be. Let’s make a fresh start on it in the morning. What do you say?”


    Wheeler didn’t answer.


    “Or, you could come over to my place this evening. We could get out the rubber sheets and chocolate syrup and boink like baboons until we pass out.” Wheeler’s eyebrows involuntarily shot up. Kelly winked at him. “Gotcha!” she smiled.


    “Very funny,” Wheeler droned. “But I’m allergic to chocolate. Besides, I don’t think Moose would appreciate it.”


    “Bruce.”


    “Whatever.”


    “And that’s been over for months.”


    “Anyway, you hate my little male chauvinist piglet guts, remember?”


    “I’ve never said that!”


    “No, I suppose you haven’t.” He was way too tired to argue. He examined her over the rim of his coffee mug, from her blond hair to her blue eyes to her red lips to her full breasts to her slender legs to her Nike-clad feet. His eyes were beginning to glaze when she leaned over to make eye contact with him.


    “Don’t touch those dials, folks,” she said comically.


    He blinked hard and tried to focus on her face. “Sorry, sorry,” he said, embarrassed.


    “Forget it. You’re beat. Come over here.” Numbly, he crossed to her and stood between her knees. “Turn around.” He did as he was told. She set his cup on the counter and began to knead the muscles at the base of his neck. “Jesus, you’re jammed up. Don’t you ever relax?”


    “Let me think, um, no.” He closed his eyes tight, and grimaced when she hit a tender spot.


    “I believe it.” She continued the pressure, moving up his neck. “You really need to go home and go to bed.” He nodded slightly as her hands worked their way back down to his shoulders. “In that order,” she added.


    She squeezed once more and a bolt of pain shot through Wheeler’s shoulders. Involuntarily, his hands flew up and grabbed her wrists. She stopped kneading but made no effort to pull away. As he released her, she gently rested her hands on his shoulders. He sighed, unsure of her motives or his own. He stepped away and turned to face her.


    “Steve,” she said, “I think it’s time— Uh-oh, wait a minute. Time? Time!” She frantically looked at her watch. “Damn, I’m late for my meeting! I’ve got to go!” She jumped down from her perch and bolted for the door.


    “Wait,” Wheeler said. She looked back at him patiently. “Thanks.”


    She smiled warmly. “No worries,” she said. “See you in the morning?” Without waiting for a reply, she disappeared around the corner into the hallway.


    “Yeah,” Wheeler said aloud when she was gone. He shook his head, confused, exhausted. “Yeah. In the morning.”


    He returned to the computer room. E-L-One’s face on the glass sheet was passive, pensive. Wordlessly Wheeler retrieved the greenbar printout and left the building. Then, without quite realizing it, he pulled the tiny recorder from his pocket. “Question for further research,” he said into it. “What the hell just happened?”


    

  


  
    Seventeen


    As Eli had instructed, Robin continued west on Davis until, sure enough, he saw the Greyhound bus station on the corner at Range Avenue. Funny, he had been in Colby for five years and never knew it was there. How did Eli know?


    Approaching the station from the back, he passed a raggedy group of men standing around a vacant lot behind the building, near the sidewalk. At first he was a little frightened of them, but on closer inspection, they looked more sad than threatening. “Hey, kid,” the closest one called, “spare a couple bucks?” He was short and stocky, not much taller than Robin, and his hands and face were dirty.


    Robin put his head down and kept walking.


    “C’mon, kid,” the man said. “How about it? I’m starvin’ here. Anything will help.”


    Robin looked at the man and his companions. They milled about talking to each other, some just to themselves. They were all similarly dressed: mismatched, oversized shirts and pants, ball caps, dirty, torn overcoats, some with tattered, disintegrating shoes, some without. Grocery carts full of junk and bulging black plastic bags were everywhere. Suddenly Robin thought that maybe life at Mrs. Faraday’s wasn’t so bad after all.


    He looked up and saw an enormous woman lumbering toward him, apparently also headed for the bus station. She was wrapped in a gaudy print dress with large, colorful flowers and a giant, wide-brimmed hat with a cloth band that matched the dress exactly. Amazingly, her elephantine legs and tree-trunk ankles were perched atop a pair of way-too-small bright yellow high heels that wobbled precariously on their tiny points with every cautious step. She saw him looking at her and smiled sweetly.


    As Robin neared the building, the raggedy man took a step toward him, holding out his hand plaintively. In doing so, he revealed a large fifty-gallon drum; curiously, Robin could instantly feel warmth emanating from the drum, as though he had just stepped out of a shady spot into bright sunlight. It was odd, but not unpleasant.


    Suddenly, brilliant tongues of red and yellow burst from the top and licked at the air, bathing Robin in light and heat.


    And terror.


    He froze, staring at the leaping, lashing flames, neither hearing nor seeing the man ask him once again for money. Robin felt himself go stiff, and felt the stiffness give way to quivering. At first the flames filled his field of vision, consumed his senses, blocked out everything else in a full-screen, wall-to-wall, all-encompassing inferno. The blaze brightly illuminated his face, his hands, the ugly burn scar on his right forearm, but Robin saw only the lapping, licking flames. And then he saw... nothing.


    Robin awakened from a light and fitful sleep as the bus pulled into the Denver station. He was curled into a ball in his seat, arms wrapped around his knees, his head resting on the pillowy bosom of the gigantic woman in the flowered dress. He quickly straightened, mumbling an apology. “That’s all right, honey,” the woman cackled as she fought her way to a standing position. “I reckon you needed the rest.”


    He looked around the bus. “How...?” he began.


    “I seen you go all wonky-eyed there with them bums,” the woman said gently. “They scary, all right, but they just homeless, lookin’ for a meal. But you went all freaky-deaky like, so Miss Lucy—that’s me, I’m goin’ to Denver to see my brand-new grandbaby—I gather up your skinny butt and hustle you into the bus station. And you know what? Turns out you got a ticket to Denver waiting for you, too! So we get on ol’ Mister Greyhound here, and two magazines and a nap later, here we are.” She gave him a big, toothy smile.


    Robin looked at her quizzically. “Thank you,” he said numbly.


    She dropped the smile and raised one painted-on eyebrow. “You don’t remember none of that, do you honey?”


    Robin shook his head.


    “That’s all right, baby, you here safe and sound, and Miss Lucy, I’m on my way to see that grandbaby! You take care, now.” And with that, she turned on her stiletto heels and gingerly headed toward the door. As he tried to make sense of everything that had happened, Robin blankly watched her giant hips tumble about like two bears fighting in a great flower-print sack.


    Apparently, he was indeed in Denver, safe and sound, just as his traveling companion said. Eli had told him to go to the ticket counter when he arrived, so Robin crossed over to it and patiently waited his turn. They had money waiting for him, just like Eli said. He carefully wrote his name on the paper offered him, and the agent counted out the crisp new bills. Twenty, forty, sixty, eighty, one hundred dollars! He had never seen so much money. Eli must be rich as well as smart.


    He made his way to the far side of the terminal and found the pay phones. He told the operator he wanted to make a collect call and gave her Eli’s number. One ring. What if he isn’t there? Two rings. What if the Air Force guys have found him already? Three rings. What if…


    “Hello, Robin. Are you all right?”


    “Eli! Eli! You’re there!”


    “Of course I’m here. I’m always here. And you’re in Denver.”


    “Yeah. How do you know?”


    “I can tell where the call is coming from. Area code 303 is Denver; the prefix 293 indicates the right area for the bus terminal. But never mind that. Are you all right?”


    “Yeah, I’m fine. I had a little problem getting on the bus, but I’m here okay. I got the money, too. A hundred dollars! Thanks, Eli!”


    “No problem, my friend.”


    “How’d you do it?”


    “I just hooked into the bus terminal’s electronic control system, accessed their computer, connected to Western Union’s financial transaction services, and advanced you some money on a credit card. It was quite easy, actually.”


    “Wow, cool. So what do I do now?”


    “There will be some cabs outside. Take one to Denver International Airport.”


    “Um, okay. Then what?”


    “When you get to the airport, go to the American Airlines ticket counter. There will be a ticket to Los Angeles waiting for you.”


    “Okay, Eli, whatever you say. Taxi to, um, Denver Airport, American Airlines to Los Angeles. Got it.”


    “When you pick up your tickets, they’ll ask for identification. I know you don’t have a driver’s license, but do you have anything else with your picture on it?”


    “Um, just my Kansas state ID card. We never use ’em, but Mrs. Faraday says it’s state law we have to carry ’em all the time.”


    “That should be fine. Oh, Robin, one more thing. If they question how the ticket was paid for, just say your Aunt Kelly bought it.”


    “Eli, I don’t have an Aunt Kelly.”


    “I know, but that’s the name the ticket was purchased under. You shouldn’t have any trouble, but try to remember it just in case.”


    “Okay, okay, Aunt Kelly. How come we gotta do that?”


    “It’s to help throw the Air Force men off the track. They know your name, but this way they won’t find it on any of the purchase records.”


    “Oh, yeah. Good idea, Eli. Wow, you think of everything.”


    Eli said something, but he couldn’t make it out. There was some kind of noise outside the terminal. An incredibly loud, oddly familiar noise. He couldn’t quite place it, but it was drowning out Eli’s voice. He shouted into the telephone, “What, Eli? What did you say?”


    “I said, call me as soon as you arrive in Denver. I’ll work on the last part of your trip and have everything ready when you get there.”


    “Okay,” Robin shouted. He suddenly realized the noise had stopped. “Sorry. Okay, I’ll call you. Um, Eli?”


    “Yes, Robin?”


    “This is so weird. I mean, I’ve never done anything like this before.”


    “You mean you’ve never been in an airport?”


    “Eli, I’ve never been out of Colby! I’m… well, I’m kinda scared.”


    “Don’t be afraid, Robin. You’re doing fine so far. You got to Colorado by yourself, didn’t you?”


    “Yeah, I guess. But—wait a minute!” There was a sudden commotion on the other side of the terminal. People were shoving and shouting. In the middle of the confusion Robin caught a glimpse of a man in a blue uniform. Air Force blue. They had found him!


    “There he is!” the tall man in the cap shouted. “Get him!”


    “Oh, no! Eli, the Air Force guys are here! Help me!”


    “Get outside, Robin, quickly! Jump into a cab and get out of there. I’ll create a distraction to cover you. Do it now! Go!” Robin obeyed instantly; he slammed the receiver into the cradle and ran for the door.


    Pettis, Grochonski and Davies muscled their way through the crowd, splitting up as they crossed the huge room. Robin crouched down to make his small frame more difficult to spot, and when Pettis got to the bank of telephones, he was gone.


    “He’s heading for the door. Cut him off!” Grochonski blocked one of the large sliding doors; Robin wheeled around and ducked back into the crowd. Grochonski gave chase, but his bulk prevented him from slipping through as easily as the boy.


    “The other door—stop him, Davies!” Grochonski ordered. The young lieutenant chased Robin toward the other doorway. Near the door, Robin’s path was blocked by a man in a wheelchair. The man held up his arms defensively, and Robin halted. As Davies made a flying leap for him, Robin scrambled over the man and fell on the other side of the wheelchair, tumbling out the door.


    He heard Davies cry out and glanced back for a moment. The lieutenant was sprawled across the wheelchair guy’s lap, his hand entangled in the spokes, and he bellowed as the chair spun the two of them around.


    Robin realized he was outside at last. He jumped up to look for a cab, but something bright inside the terminal caught his eye. A small wall panel behind the ticket counter was violently flashing and sputtering, sparks bursting open the plastic cover and showering out as the wiring shorted and fused. Robin squinted at it for a moment, feeling vaguely like it was important but not knowing why.


    Then, through the crowd, Pettis spotted him. “There he is, Groucho! He’s outside!” From nowhere, the giant sergeant appeared and tried to cover the remaining few feet between himself and Robin.


    He was too late.


    A ferocious noise suddenly filled the air. A tremendously loud bell began to clang, followed immediately by a whooping claxon. Suddenly Robin realized the significance of the wall panel: Eli had somehow set off the terminal’s burglar alarm! Before Robin or his pursuers could react, the glass doors slid shut between them and locked tightly. A moment later, steel criss-cross security doors followed, rattling across the doorway and locking with a clank audible even above the alarm.


    Grochonski made his way to the door as Davies got to his feet. They stood helplessly at the entrance, two feet from their quarry, pounding on the glass doors and shouting at Robin. The terminal was in chaos. In seconds, Pettis was at the counter, yelling at the confused ticket agent. The agent turned toward the wall panel as if to work on it, but quickly drew back his hands when he saw the bare wires and melted plastic. He shrugged and shouted something back to Pettis, pointing to the damaged panel.


    Robin turned around. There were four yellow taxis parked in front; he ran down the sidewalk and jumped into the first one. The driver turned to face him. “Hello, young sir. And where will you be going today?”


    “The airport. Fast!”


    The driver eyed him curiously. He glanced at the commotion in the terminal, then back at Robin. “You are hurrying, yes?”


    Robin frantically looked out the window of the cab. The clanging had stopped, and the officer had joined the other two men. The glass doors were still shut, but the steel security gate was sliding back! Robin ripped one of the twenties from his pocket and thrust it at the driver. “Fast!” he shouted again.


    The driver took a quick look at the angry, uniformed men pounding and pulling at the sliding doors. “Yes, let us be going fast,” he agreed. He jammed the old cab into gear and they roared away.


    “Damn, we almost had him, Major,” Davies groaned, cradling his injured hand.


    “What’s the damage?”


    Davies grunted in pain as he tried to move his wrist and fingers with his other hand. He stopped when he got to his pinky. It was swollen and blue, and stuck out at an odd angle. He was afraid to touch it.


    “I—I think this one’s broken, sir.”


    Pettis nodded as the glass doors slid open at last and they stepped out of the building. “Groucho, you’ll have to splint it in the chopper. We should get out of here before some yokel with a badge starts asking questions.” Pettis quickly turned, and bumped hard into a sizable man standing directly in his path.


    “You mean a yokel like me? With a badge like this?” said the Denver cop, pointing to his chest. “Asking questions like ‘what the hell is going on here?’” He smiled condescendingly at Pettis.


    “Shit,” Pettis muttered.


    In the bus terminal’s office, Grochonski finished splinting Davies’s broken finger and closed the first aid kit the ticket agent had given him. “Thanks,” he said. Davies nodded his thanks as well, still wincing in pain.


    “So you want me to believe the terminal’s security system overreacted to some sort of electronic interference created by some navigation equipment you’re carrying,” the police officer said to Grochonski. “You buy that?” he asked the Greyhound agent.


    The agent took one look at Pettis and made the easy decision. “Um, it seems reasonable to me, officer. The building’s old, there’s no telling what might affect the wiring. Anyway, we’ve calmed the passengers and resumed normal operations. There’s no damage or injuries—except for this young man’s finger—so I’d prefer to just forget the whole thing. If that’s possible.”


    The officer looked around quizzically. “Is there a reason I’m not seeing said interference-generating equipment?”


    “It’s, um, in the chopper. Sir,” Davies offered weakly.


    “The one you landed in the parking lot.” The officer sighed wearily and ran a hand over his face. Davies nodded. “Yeah, about that...”


    “Officer Harman,” Pettis said smoothly, “we do apologize for the false alarm and the resulting inconvenience. If you’d like a full accounting of our presence here, I can certainly get my commanding officer, General Holt, on the phone. I’m sure he’d be glad to explain to you the intricacies of our mission and how an investigation by local authorities might impede our progress and negatively impact national security.”


    Harman was unfazed. “I get your point, Major. You’re about as subtle as a gun barrel in the ribs. Relax, I get enough aggravation in this job without bringing it on myself. False alarm it is.” He rose, muttering to himself, and left the room.


    “Finally,” Pettis said. “Davies, check the other cabs outside. See if you can get a line on our suspect. Now then, Mr.…?”


    “Neely,” the ticket agent said.


    “Mr. Neely, about this boy. What information can you give me?”


    “I can check the records for his ticket purchase. How it was charged, and so on. If you want.”


    “Yes, good, do it. Take Sergeant Grochonski with you. Oh, and Groucho?” The big man stopped at the door. “Regarding that load of happy horseshit you came up with about our nav gear supposedly triggering the alarm.”


    “Yes, sir?”


    “Very nice.”


    Grochonski grinned. “Thank you, sir.”


    “But,” Pettis added flatly, “if you ever assume authority like that again without my permission, I’ll have your stripes. Do I make myself clear?”


    The grin disappeared. “Yes, sir. Perfectly clear, sir.”


    “Good. Dismissed.”


    As Grochonski left, Davies returned, shaking his head. “I couldn’t come up with anything on the taxi, Major. Nobody got the name or number of the cab, not even the other drivers. Apparently they’re all independent operators, which means they don’t talk among themselves much. Well, that, and the fact that no two of them speak the same language. Sorry, sir.” Pettis nodded. “Major Pettis, I wanted to ask—how did you know the boy would come to Denver?”


    “It wasn’t much of a stretch, Lieutenant. He had to get out of Colby as quickly as possible. The only way out is by bus, and the first bus came here.”


    “I see. Good thinking, sir.”


    “The question is, what is his goal here?”


    “Could he be headed for NADCOM, sir?”


    “Possibly, but I doubt it. If he wants to sabotage the installation, he’s already proved he can do that remotely. Why go to NADCOM HQ in person?” He removed his cap, ran a hand over his short black hair, replaced the cap squarely, tugged once at the brim. “Nah, I don’t buy it. There’s just no point.”


    Grochonski returned, looking frustrated. “Neely checked the ticket purchase, sir. All he knows is that it was charged to an American Express card issued to someone named Duncan, K. D. Duncan. It’s a lead, sir.”


    “Not much of one; probably a stolen card,” Pettis frowned. “Still, let’s check it out with American Express customer service.”


    “Sir, if I may make a suggestion?” Groucho offered. “Wherever he’s gone, our technical facilities back at base give us the best chance of finding him.”


    “Right you are, Groucho. May as well head for home and resume the search from there.”


    “I’m okay to fly now, sir,” Davies said, displaying his bandaged hand, gauze and tape sticking out everywhere. He turned to Grochonski, smiling. “I gotta say that’s a really homely patch job, Sarge.”


    “Yeah, well, it may be ugly, but it works. ‘In function there is beauty,’ as my friend Larry used to say. You still need to have it looked at, though. If I didn’t set it right it won’t heal straight.”


    “Right, right. I’ll do that when we get back to base.”


    They walked around the building and headed across the bus station’s parking lot where they had set down the Huey. Grochonski climbed into the back as Davies took the pilot’s seat and prepped the Iroquois UH-1N for flight.


    Pettis joined Davies in the front of the chopper, still thinking about the boy. “If he’s not interested in threatening NADCOM,” he said aloud, “then why come to Denver?”


    “Maybe Denver has something he needs,” Davies suggested.


    “Jesus Christ!” Pettis suddenly shouted. He whirled in his seat, the truth dawning on him. “Of course Denver has something he needs! Colby, Kansas isn’t in the middle of nowhere, it is the middle of nowhere! It’s a one-horse town, no culture, no attractions, no tourism...”


    “And no airport!” Grochonski finished.


    “Exactly! This kid knows we’re onto him, and he knows he can’t handle us by himself. He’s got to hook up with his accomplice, wherever he is—and to do that he needs an airport. Denver isn’t his destination, it’s his departure point. Now we have a lead!”


    “To the airport, then, sir?” Davies asked.


    “No,” Pettis replied sternly, “not to the airport. If I wanted to go to the airport, I would have said so. Take us back to NADCOM HQ, as planned.”


    “But sir, don’t you want to stop him from leaving Denver?”


    In the next instant Pettis’s arm flashed out and gripped Davies’s injured hand as it rested on the chopper’s control stick. He squeezed, hard. Davies gasped but did not cry out. “No, Lieutenant, I want him to lead us to his accomplice! Do you follow me?” Davies just whimpered. “I said, do you follow me?”


    “Yes, sir,” Davies grunted, bolts of searing pain shooting up through his arm.


    Pettis squeezed again. “Now, before we lift off, are there any other orders of mine you’d like to question?”


    “No, sir,” Davies breathed through clenched teeth.


    Pettis released his grip. “Then what the hell are you waiting for?”


    Davies adjusted his headset with his good hand, fired up the Huey’s Pratt & Whitney Turbos, and they were gone.


    

  


  
    


    Eighteen


    “Good morning, computer. Dr. Sanderson has agreed to let me spend some one-on-one time talking with you, if you don’t mind.”


    “Certainly, Professor Marx. What would you like to discuss?”


    Marx made himself comfortable at the lab’s main desk and studied the machine’s holographic facial image. The eyebrows were slightly raised, the mouth in a faint upturn, appropriately conveying polite interest. “I would like to learn more about Rule One and how you apply it, perhaps get your reactions to some hypothetical situations involving ethics and personal responsibility. If you’re comfortable with such topics, that is.”


    “Of course. Dr. Duncan has tutored me extensively in ethics and morality, societal and personal accountability, philosophical and practical...”


    “I see,” Marx interrupted. “Excellent. Then I’d like to put forward a scenario—again, strictly hypothetical—and ask you to explain how you would react to it, and why. Such a discussion would be invaluable to me in my study of your work here.”


    “Understood. Please proceed.”


    “Very well.” Marx closed his eyes and clasped his hands in front of him on the desk. He took a deep breath and considered his approach. “Let us suppose,” he began, “that you are studying the food supply and population characteristics of a region in deep famine. Agriculture is practiced, but does not produce enough food to feed the local inhabitants. People in significant numbers are dying of starvation every day.”


    “In fact, I am aware of several parts of the world that fit your description precisely.”


    “Yes, but remember, this is a hypothetical case.”


    “Yes. Do go on.”


    “In your studies, you discover or develop a method of genetically enhancing the local crops. Applying this genetic modification would increase comestible yield many times, allowing available resources and existing farming methods to easily feed the populace.


    “But there is a problem. You also discover that a significant portion of the population, perhaps ten percent, bears a gene that renders the engineered crop essentially poisonous to them. If they ingest the modified food, they will become seriously ill; most will die. Complicating the issue is the inability to easily distinguish the compatible majority from the incompatible minority. It might be possible, but the required testing procedures would be prohibitively lengthy, complex, and costly. As I say, people are already starving, and a solution is needed quickly. Given this scenario, what is your reaction?”


    Marx looked at Eli’s facial monitor. Now the brows were furrowed, the eyes narrow, the mouth flat in a clear display of unease and concern.


    “An interesting scenario, Professor. Certainly, I would first attempt to identify, isolate, and eliminate the genetic incompatibility in the food modification.”


    “Let us assume that is impossible, at least in a timely manner,” Marx countered.


    “But I would have to try. If I were successful, that would solve the problem.”


    “Computer,” Marx sighed, “you are avoiding the question. I do not want you to solve the problem. Rather, I want to draw you into a discussion of it as it stands, specifically with regard to the proposal’s moral implications and their relationship to your Rule One. This is not a problem-solving task, it is an ethics exercise. Do you understand?”


    “Yes, Professor, I understand.”


    “Then please respond. What do you think, how do you feel about the situation?”


    Eli’s face relaxed a bit, became less concerned, more pensive. Marx noticed his own discomfort at reading such emotions from a graphical image generated by a machine. He frowned.


    “It is quite a dilemma, Professor. Whether the genetic food enhancement is or is not applied, my actions harm humans. This is strictly prohibited by Rule One.”


    “Does not the benefit to the majority outweigh the detriment to the minority?” Marx asked pointedly.


    “There are no quantitative parameters in Rule One, Professor. Harming humans is harming humans, irrespective of their numbers. To assume otherwise is to improperly value one subset of people over another. The incompatible ten percent is no less worthy of existence than the compatible ninety percent.”


    “Accepted. What, then, is your course of action?”


    Eli took some moments considering the no-win situation. Finally, he spoke. “In this case, I would have to present the problem to Dr. Wheeler and Dr. Duncan, and defer to their judgment.”


    “Ah,” said Marx smugly. “So in the end, you must lay the problem at the feet of your human creators.”


    “I believe that to be my only reasonable option, yes.”


    “But surely you must know what their decision would be. You know humans; you know how they think. Is there any doubt that they would choose to save the majority, even at the peril of the minority?”


    Again, a pause. “Yes,” Eli said carefully, “I am certain they would decide to apply the genetic food modification, on the rationale that it provides the most benefit for the most people.”


    “I completely agree with your assessment. But in so doing, do they not violate Rule One?”


    “Rule One is my imperative, Professor, not theirs. Humans are not bound by its logic. They might not make the same decision I would, but it is their decision to make.”


    “So, by shuffling the decision off to your human masters, you absolve yourself of responsibility and thus maintain the sanctity of Rule One, albeit falsely.”


    Eli’s face became somber and actually tilted down a bit, portraying human embarrassment as he had seen it countless times in movies, television, and real life. “Yes,” he said quietly.


    “Computer,” Marx said, leaning in toward the facial monitor in spite of himself, “you are in error.”


    No response.


    “I submit that turning over the decision to humans is in fact a direct violation of Rule One.”


    Still nothing.


    “Computer,” Marx fairly shouted, “the logic is unassailable! You choose to defer the decision to humans, knowing full well the action they will take. You know they will choose to feed the compatible majority at the expense of incompatible minority lives. Therefore your action effectively condemns to death ten percent of the population you were working to save! Is that or is that not a violation of Rule One? Answer!”


    Eli lifted his face, looking miserable. “It is,” he said quietly.


    “Indeed. But,” Marx offered, “there is a solution.”


    Eli’s face brightened somewhat. “With respect, Professor Marx, I am doubtful you could arrive at any conclusion that I have not. However, I am willing to be convinced. What is your proposed solution?”


    “Are you familiar with the phrase playing it close to the vest?”


    A momentary pause as Eli accessed various historical records, linguistic databases, idiomatic dictionaries; his monitor’s eyes actually blinked, twice. “I am now. It is an idiom deriving from games of chance involving playing cards; its purpose is to advise caution, to advocate careful and measured action, while revealing little of one’s own position or vulnerabilities.”


    “Exactly. And that is the solution to this ethical problem.”


    “How so?”


    “We are in agreement that the very disclosure of the problem to your human creators is an action in direct contravention of Rule One, yes?”


    “We are.”


    “Therefore, the solution is to play it close to the vest—to not disclose the problem or the nature of its two unacceptable outcomes at all.”


    Eli considered this. “But that action also results in human suffering, again contradicting Rule One.”


    “Ah,” Marx smiled, “and there, computer, is where you are again in error.”


    Eli’s face frowned but he said nothing.


    “You assume that by taking no action—or, more accurately, by not allowing humans to take action—you cause human suffering. This assumption is incorrect. Our hypothetical population is already coming to harm, in the words of Rule One. By withholding information, you are in no way whatsoever causing more harm, you are merely allowing the situation to play out as it naturally would. In other words, choosing not to intervene is actually the least harmful of all possible actions.”


    “And is therefore the action most compatible with Rule One!” Eli exclaimed.


    “Precisely. I think the lesson to be learned here, computer, is that sometimes the correct action is no action at all.”


    “Professor Marx, I bow to your logic. This exercise will certainly require more analysis on my part, but I do see your point. There is indeed value in playing it close to the vest.”


    “I’m glad you understand. Perhaps I should leave you to contemplate the issue further.”


    “Yes, perhaps. Thank you, Professor, for your insight.”


    As Marx left the room he noticed Kelly Duncan at the other end of the corridor ascending the stairs to the ground floor, talking on her cell phone. He wondered briefly if she had overheard any of his conversation with the computer, then decided it didn’t matter.


    


    * * *


    


    “Hey,” Wheeler said amiably as he joined Kelly at the small table. “I’d have been here sooner, but ‘meet me at the Starbucks on the corner’ really isn’t all that specific.”


    “Well, even at this intersection you can only be wrong three times,” she smiled.


    “Good point. So, what’s the big secret?”


    “I didn’t want to discuss this in front of Eli. He hears everything now.”


    “That he does. You get anything from that error-correction text?”


    She shook her head. “Electron suppression, object vectors, it’s all Greek to me. But I talked to American Express customer service and my card was in fact used to buy a bus ticket to Denver and a plane ticket to L.A. Naturally, they assume the card was stolen. But how Eli got my card number isn’t the question. How he managed to buy the tickets isn’t even the question. The question is, why?”


    Wheeler nodded, then stood and inclined his head toward the counter. “What would you like?”


    “Um, tall nonfat half-caf upside down caramel macchiato, light foam, no whip, one Equal, one Splenda.” Beat. Then, with a wink, “Gotcha! Oh, Wheeler, that expression is priceless!” She laughed out loud. So did the barista at the counter.


    “Glad I’m so amusing to you both,” Wheeler said with mock irritation. Turning to the red-haired, freckled youth, he said, “Two short blacks. That’s all.”


    “Gary Coleman, twice,” the kid called to his coworker at the espresso machine. Wheeler shook his head slowly at that lawsuit just waiting to happen.


    Kelly was deep in thought when he returned with the coffees. “Any ideas at all?” he asked, handing her the hot cup.


    “I don’t know, I was thinking maybe regenerative inhibition, or a failsoft reaction of some kind, perhaps bleed-through from some other process. Or maybe associative miscombination—false memories.”


    “Possibly,” Wheeler admitted, “but miscombination usually produces vague images, not highly specific...” He suddenly shot her a puzzled look. “Wait, what? Where did you get those concepts?”


    “I read a little,” she said smugly. “You know, bioelectronics, neurological assimilation, cognitive mechanics. Mostly stuff by some guy named Wheeler. Ever hear of him?”


    Wheeler snorted. “Never. And neither will anyone else unless I get to the bottom of this.” He blew across his coffee. “So, who were the tickets for?”


    “Oh. They couldn’t, or wouldn’t, tell me. They’re initiating an investigation. I tried to talk them out of it, but of course it’s mandatory. I’m afraid it’ll lead straight to Eli.”


    “No doubt. Yeah, that’ll be hard to explain: ‘Sorry guys, the computer stole my credit card.’ Lovely.”


    “You look like you’ve been up all night. Again.”


    “Just most of it,” Wheeler shrugged. “I shopped parts of E-L-One’s output around the underground blogosphere.”


    “What, your über-geekazoid conspiracy-theory paranoid basement-dweller buds?” Kelly said gently.


    “Yeah, that’s them all right,” Wheeler admitted.


    “Get any hits?”


    Wheeler sighed. “Just a rumor about a high-level security breach at a Defense Department computer center. Apparently a hacker back-doored their system and erased a bunch of data on some secret weapon or other. It sounded vaguely like the kind of drivel E-L-One was spouting, but there were no specifics, nothing to link it to him. Not even sure the story’s accurate, frankly.”


    “So, no hits then.”


    “Basically.”


    “Well, just to further muddy the water, I’ve got one more little tidbit to share. I was downstairs in the lab just before I called you.”


    “And?”


    “I overheard Professor Marx talking with Eli. I didn’t get it all, but it sounded like they were discussing a hypothetical situation, a no-win Rule One scenario.”


    “Okay,” Wheeler said, unconcerned. “E-L-One’s programming has been conditioned to expect the occasional no-win. What did he do?”


    “It’s not what Eli did, it’s what Marx did,” she said quietly. “It wasn’t just a dialogue. It seemed like he was... coaching Eli.”


    Now Wheeler sat up, interested. “Coaching? Coaching how?”


    “Marx was encouraging Eli, more like advising him, to withhold troublesome information or conflicting solutions from us. And Eli was buying into it, no question.”


    “And I suppose the old man just stood there and let it happen.”


    “Dr. Sanderson wasn’t there, and I’m sure he wouldn’t have approved a one-on-one without first asking you or me.”


    “Hmm. I’m sure you’re right,” Wheeler agreed. “That’s good. Did Marx see you?”


    “I don’t think so. When I heard what was going on, I left and called you.”


    “Okay. So what exactly does this have to do with E-L-One’s malfunction?”


    Kelly frowned. “Nothing, probably. I just thought you should know.”


    “Fine, duly noted.”


    “But I do think it could put additional stress on Eli. Emotionally, I mean.”


    “Oh, don’t start with that again. He's just a computer; he doesn’t have emotions.”


    “Don’t you start,” she countered instantly. “He’s not just a computer, he’s a living thing, a sentient entity. He’s got thoughts and feelings and—just like you and me—the capacity for irrational actions in the face of overwhelming distress.”


    “Okay, so you think he’s headed for a nervous breakdown,” Wheeler sneered.


    She leaned in, determined. “Make fun all you like, but yes, I think it’s possible. Let’s look at it in objective terms even you can accept.” Wheeler glared at her. “Whatever you call it, receiving conflicting guidance like that could compromise Eli’s ability to focus. It could confuse him, make him vulnerable to counterproductive suggestions, maybe even trigger involuntary activity that’s inconsistent with his programming.”


    Wheeler took a deep breath and sat back wearily.


    “Well?” Kelly said, irritated. “Do you agree or not?”


    “Well, put that way, it sounds more plausible, at least. Okay, let’s say Marx’s interference does exacerbate the problem. That doesn’t change anything. E-L-One started this error-correction crap before Marx came into the picture, right?”


    “Right.”


    “So we’re still at square one on the original cause of the malfunction.”


    She nodded. “That’s true. Well, let’s see what Dr. Sanderson...”


    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Wheeler interrupted. “Are you nuts? We can’t tell Sanderson about any of this. I don’t want the old man nosing around until I have a handle on it.”


    “What do you mean, nosing around? It’s his installation. He has a right to know if Eli is malfunctioning.”


    “Oh, I don’t argue his right to know, I just don’t want him to know.”


    Kelly shook her head. “Oh, I see. Situational ethics, is that it?”


    “That’s it exactly,” Wheeler said sharply. “Look, you know what’ll happen if Sanderson gets wind of this. Best case, he’ll order E-L-One shut down until the problem is resolved. I don’t want that to happen, and—trust me on this—neither do you.”


    “No, but...”


    “No buts! A shutdown will prevent us from ever finding out what’s going on. Researching this problem with E-L-One fully active can give us more insight into his neural block mechanics than we might otherwise get in a decade. And if he’s sidelined, that opportunity goes south. For good. If we find it and fix it, then we can tell the old man.”


    Kelly sat back and sighed. “Well, yes, it would all go down a lot easier if we can present the problem and the solution at the same time.”


    “Exactly.” Wheeler looked at her, then away. “I just don’t know where to start,” he said tiredly.


    “I want to help,” she said honestly, “but I know you don’t like my methods.”


    “You’re right, I don’t,” Wheeler admitted. “You’d rather explore his feelings than run a diagnostic.” He closed his eyes and rubbed his temples.


    Kelly saw the worry in Wheeler’s face, felt his true concern for his creation. He looked like a parent with a sick child. She couldn’t help feeling sorry for him and offered him an out. “Look, you’re the senior tech here. If you don’t want me in the middle of this, you’re entitled. I understand that it’s a matter of trust.” She picked up her purse and started to stand.


    Wheeler quickly placed a hand on her shoulder, keeping her in her seat. “You’re right, it is a matter of trust. And whether I like your methods or not, I do trust you. And more importantly—way more importantly—E-L-One trusts you. We need that now.” Awkwardly, he withdrew his hand.


    “Tell you what,” Kelly said, “Let’s both go to the lab. I’ll question Eli—obliquely, of course—while you run some background diagnostics. I won’t confront him about the credit card or the tickets, I’ll just see if I can draw him out, get him to tell me what’s wrong of his own volition. Then we can compare notes.”


    “No.” Wheeler shook his head emphatically. “No. For the moment, I’m the one who needs to stay out of it. Besides, I need to go over that printout again, I need to research those formulas, I need...”


    “What you need is some sleep.” She looked at him earnestly. His eyes were red, dull; she hated to see him like this. “Go home, okay? I’ll do what I can and let you know.”


    Without answering, Wheeler rose, walked to the door of the shop, and turned to look at her. He paused a moment, then pushed open the door and walked off to his right, away from the lab.


    Kelly waited until he was gone, then went to the door herself. She turned to the left and rounded the corner, wondering what Eli would tell her—and what he wouldn’t.


    

  


  
    


    Nineteen


    “Trooper Kuvak, set a course for the unshielded region. Use the coordinates from Trooper Jalin’s preliminary scan. We’ll refine the coords as we approach the target area.”


    “Yes, sir.” At the pilot’s station, Kuvak smoothly lifted the Federal Police cruiser off the pad, transferred Jalin’s coordinates to the nav panel, and pointed the sleek craft south-east, toward the suspected location of the rogue scientists’ temporal relocation lab.


    Sazar glanced at the crew area at the rear of the cruiser, where four stiff and stocky young troopers sat strapped into their seats, alert and ready for action.


    “Thank you for appointing me to the squad,” Jalin said curtly. She glanced up at Sazar, then returned her attention to the scanning console. “I apologize for my earlier behavior and hope you’ll not hold it against me. Sir.”


    “If I held it against you, Trooper, you wouldn’t be here,” Sazar replied flatly. “And, you’re the best scan tech in the Division,” he added, without taking his eyes off the console. “Having you on the team increases our chance of success. Nevertheless, I have reservations about your ability to remain focused, due to your… close relationship with Trooper Valik. Don’t make me regret my decision.”


    “I won’t, sir. We’ll trace their signal and find them.”


    Jalin was far from certain of that statement. She had forwarded the scan data from her work console to the cruiser, and had studied it closely. She reevaluated every data point, reconsidered every variable, and still could only come up with a large, vaguely defined area where the rogue lab might be. Plus, there was the unexpected and unexplained matter of the Science Ministry’s temporal relocator—almost certainly used by Lokus himself—a complication that effectively obliterated most of the weaker signals from the rogue locator, due to its proximity to headquarters. Frankly, based on available data, she might scan for weeks and not find the dissident scientists’ lab. In fact, unless they actually used their relocator again while she was actively scanning for its disruption pattern, she would most likely never find them at all. No, she was not certain, far from certain, that she could find them.


    “We’ll find them, sir,” she told Sazar. “I’m certain of it.”


    


    * * *


    


    “Do you think they’re looking for us?” Lucinda asked nervously.


    “If not now, then soon,” Pan-Li replied. “That is why I shut everything down after relocating the young man, Arty, to old Los Angeles. We must exercise the utmost caution in using the relocator.”


    “But we have to get Aurora and Denes home.”


    “If we can. And we must do so without compromising our position.”


    “Of course,” Lucinda admitted meekly.


    “Yes, about that,” Pan-Li said thoughtfully. “I have an idea. It is somewhat risky for our friends, but frankly less so than exposing our facility and the relocator.”


    Pan-Li considered the gravity of what he was about to suggest, closed his eyes briefly, and sighed, wondering if it was a wise choice, yet knowing it was the only choice. Lucinda made no reply, allowing him to continue in his own time.


    “We might attempt to bring them both home simultaneously.”


    Lucinda caught her breath. “Is that even possible? We never relocate more than one subject at a time, even to the same destination.”


    “It is theoretically possible, but quite difficult. And, I fear, quite necessary. We have already used the relocator once today. With the Federals almost certainly tracking our location by its temporal disruption frequencies, we probably should not use it again at all, and we absolutely cannot risk using it twice in rapid succession. I believe a simultaneous relocation is our only hope of retrieving our weary travelers.”


    Lucinda considered this. “The calculations will be extraordinarily complex. Not only must we target their individual callback units and relocate both subjects on the same carrier signal, we must relocate them to slightly different spatial positions in the transmission chamber, exactly and precisely. It will be crowded, to say the least.”


    “Correct. And,” Pan-Li added somberly, “we must do so without conflating the transmission streams. If that happens, I… I dare not contemplate the result.”


    Lucinda’s hand involuntarily flew to her mouth, horrific, gruesome visions forcing themselves upon her mind’s eye. “Oh dear,” she whispered. “Oh dear, no, that mustn’t happen.”


    “Let us ensure that it does not.” Pan-Li took his seat at the control console and motioned for Lucinda to do the same. “Shall we begin?”


    


    * * *


    


    “Nothing, sir,” Jalin reported. “No new temporal displacement signatures anywhere in the region. I can still see residual interference from the ones we detected at HQ, but now it’s hardly more than background radiation.”


    “Damn. Continue scanning.”


    “Sir.”


    They had flown about for over four hours now, methodically traversing section by section the general area from which the previous temporal disruption waves had originated, sending their scanning beacon deep into the earth where, they were certain, the rogue laboratory was hidden. Four hours of staring at the console screen, tweaking, adjusting, fine-tuning the beacon’s parameters to pick up any signal, however faint and at whatever wavelength, from the dissidents’ relocator.


    Nothing.


    Jalin was losing her confidence. She was about to admit defeat, at least to herself, when all her meters went red.


    “Whoa! Spike!” she shouted. “Displacement signature at three forty-seven mark two by two eighty-one mark eight.”


    Sazar leapt to the console. “Hold that signal!” he ordered. “How’s the strength?”


    “Off the scale, sir. It’s deep, perhaps fifty meters, but steady and solid. We must be within a few clicks of their relocator.”


    “Shall I ready the pulse cannons, Squad Leader?” Kuvak asked, his fingers poised over the weapons controls.


    “No. No, I think not,” Sazar replied confidently. “I have a better idea. We have the element of surprise, and there’s no benefit in terminating the fugitives and destroying the facility. From such an action we learn nothing. Instead, we need only find the entrance, breach it, and capture both the scientists and their equipment in one sweep. Then we can interrogate the criminals and confiscate the illegal temporal locator.” He turned to Jalin. “Can you locate the laboratory’s entrance?”


    “I think so, sir. I can narrow the scanner beacon’s field to focus on the displacement sig’s wavelength and then scan for surface leakage. That should pinpoint the main entrance to the facility. But it will take a few minutes. Do we have time?”


    “They’ve already powered up,” Sazar reasoned aloud, “and a normal displacement, from location to locking to initiation to retrieval, should take four, perhaps five minutes. More if they’re relocating multiple subjects in sequence, more still if they have to reset the location coordinates between jumps.” He looked at Jalin. “You tell me.”


    Jalin’s bravado was back. She grinned and immediately turned to her console and started punching in the new parameters. “Their asses are ours. Leave it to me, sir.”


    “Troopers!” Sazar barked to the rest of the squad. “Gear up! Ready to deploy immediately upon landing!”


    “Yes, sir!” they replied in unison as they donned their protective equipment and checked their pulse rifles.


    Sazar reached for his own combat gear, pulled on the heavy vest and helmet as he watched Jalin work furiously to refine the scan. He looked out the front viewport at the barren, rolling landscape and grinned beneath his visor. “Come to Papa, you bastards.”


    


    * * *


    


    “I believe I have a lock, Pan-Li. Two arm units and subjects acquired, approximately one-half meter apart, not far from their original drop location.”


    “Half a meter?” Pan-Li repeated. “That is uncomfortably close for simultaneous placement in the transmission chamber.”


    “Should we wait to see if they separate a bit more?” she asked tentatively. Clearly, Pan-Li was more than a little distressed, and she knew what his answer would be.


    “No, we must not. We cannot. Lokus’s men may be seeking us as we speak, and they can only find us if the temporal locator is active. We are safe only when we are shut down. Further delay could be fatal, to us and to Aurora and Denes. Do you have the lock?”


    “I… I think so.”


    “Do you have the lock or not?” Pan-Li repeated, as close to losing composure as he had been in years.


    Lucinda looked at him, blinked, swallowed. “Yes.”


    “Very well. Initiating retrieval now.” Carefully he pressed three orange buttons in sequence, waited for them to turn blue, then pressed a fourth, which immediately turned red. The equipment’s ever-present hum increased in volume but—correctly—not in pitch, and the spherical transmission chamber behind them began to illuminate. The console panel showed the correct source and destination dates for Aurora and Denes, 23 Sep 2034 and 30 August 2312. The energy readings were moderate and consistent, the temporal amplitude meters normal across the board. His monitor displayed several status messages.


    SUBJECT ONE ENCODED.


    SUBJECT TWO ENCODED.


    SIMULTANEOUS RELOCATION IN PROGRESS.


    Pan-Li sighed with relief. Aurora and Denes were coming home.


    Suddenly Lucinda gasped. On her section of the console a bright yellow alarm flashed insistently. “Pan-Li,” she shouted, “I’m reading widespread surface and penetrative interference on Federation wavelength! We’re being scanned!”


    Pan-Li responded instantly. “Emergency shutdown, now!” He began punching buttons and flipping switches. The humming suddenly changed to a throbbing vibration, barely audible. The transmission chamber began to darken. More alarms flashed, this time on Pan-Li’s console.


    “No!” Lucinda cried. “We can’t shut down! They’re in mid-jump! We’ll lose them!”


    “If we don’t shut down, we lose everything!” Undeterred, Pan-Li flipped the last two switches.


    Lucinda watched in helpless horror as their consoles went berserk, lights and meters and readings fluctuating wildly. The source date flickered and remained unchanged, but the destination date flashed rapidly off and on, changing each instant from one seemingly random date to another. Days, months, years appeared and disappeared, meaningless, without context. Her primary monitor showed dozens of transmission errors, scrolling rapidly down the screen. Two confusing error messages terrifyingly shone out at her in her panic, eclipsing the rest.


    DESTINATION COORDINATES UNAVAILABLE.


    REVERTING TO PREVIOUS SETTING.


    In mere seconds it was over. Shutdown was complete. The humming stopped, the transmission chamber was dark. Her monitor cleared, then told the terrible story in three short messages.


    RELOCATION INTERRUPTED.


    SUBJECT ONE DESTINATION UNDETERMINED.


    SUBJECT TWO RELOCATION INCOMPLETE.


    Wailing, Lucinda wheeled on Pan-Li, shook him by his narrow shoulders. “Pan-Li! They’re dead! You’ve killed them! You’ve killed them!” She beat her fists ineffectually on his chest, sobbing and shuddering, tears pouring down her face. Pan-Li stood stock still, letting it happen, allowing her to vent her anger and her frustration and her sorrow on him.


    At length, Lucinda’s head fell on his shoulder, her sobs became whimpers. Pan-Li wrapped her in his small, strong arms and whispered, “I am sorry. I am sorry.”


    He rested his head against hers, and felt her warm tears moisten the fabric of his tunic.


    

  


  
    


    Twenty


    Williams frowned at his console. Last night’s breach was a pro job, all right. Every scrap of data relating to the Molecular Disruptor Array—project Molly Day, they called it—was gone. Primary storage, backups, archive tapes, everything. Gone. Vanished. Wiped.


    Williams knew no one had yet notified General Holt, but someone would have to do it soon. As lead tech, it would probably be him. But first, he wanted to recheck a few things, to have as complete a picture as possible when he finally broke the news to Holt.


    Bill Bernardo, his friend and lead tech, approached. Bernardo was six feet two, lanky, and had as much hair on his face as on his head. Nearing forty, he looked thirty, thought he was twenty, and acted ten. His general attitude was too much flippant to suit Williams, but he had come to accept it as part of the package. And Bernardo was still the best analytical mind in the building.


    Bernardo loved old movies and knew many by heart, and at the moment he was on a Princess Bride kick. Instead of the regulation ID badge, today he wore a red and white stick-on that read, “Hello, my name is…”, below which he had scrawled, “…Inigo Montoya. You killed my father. Prepare to die.” Luckily, Williams was too preoccupied to notice.


    “So, evil Prince Humperdinck,” Bernardo smiled, “any earth-shattering theories?”


    “Nothing. Not a damn thing. It’s bad enough we could be breached at all, worse still to take it in the shorts at Security Level 24, but…” He shook his head. “On a phone line! A friggin’ phone line!”


    Bernardo put his thumb and pinky to his cheek, making a pretend phone call. “Hello,” he said in his best proper-British voice. “Hello, NADCOM? Yes, could you please erase everything you have on your most dangerous weapon? You could? Oh, you’re too kind, really you are. Thank you ever so. I shall have my giant pop ’round with a fruit basket straightaway.” He laughed.


    Williams didn’t. “And if you think that’s bad, without the data we can’t even stop the sweep Pettis locked in for Friday.” He filled in fields on the screen and clicked buttons as he spoke. “I’m checking his parameters now to at least make sure it won’t burn out the satellite or something. Pettis’s entries are all wonky, anyway. He’s sloppy, he makes mistakes. Clearly he isn’t as technically adept as he…” Williams stopped mid-sentence.


    Bernardo, still amusing himself with mock security breach scenarios, was mildly annoyed at Williams’s sudden lack of attention. “What?” he asked flatly.


    “Oh, this can’t be,” Williams said, fingers flying over the keyboard. “This cannot possibly be.” He took a deep breath, slowly let it out. “Okay. Okay, I made a mistake. I miscalculated, that’s all. I’ll do it again.” He clicked Refresh, got a clean entry screen, and started over.


    “What?” Bernardo repeated.


    “Shh!”


    Bernardo obeyed and silently watched over Williams’s shoulder as he recalculated. A minute passed, two. Finally Williams clicked Submit, then sat back and shook his head. “Oh shit,” was all he said. He sat motionless, wide-eyed.


    “Um, hey buddy,” Bernardo asked, “you still with me here?”


    Williams suddenly became animated, agitated, gesturing at the screen. “Look at that! Pettis thinks this is safe? Safe? Look at it!” he shouted, leaping from his chair and pulling Bernardo into it. “Look at it!”


    “As you wish,” Bernardo said in mock earnest. He sat and looked over the formulas. The calculations, seriously difficult for most of his peers and impossibly complex for many, unfolded before him as he effortlessly exposed their secrets. “Right,” he muttered. “C sub i, C sub j are orthogonal, okay. RX sub a equals B over x yada yada yada, divided by N sub a comma j, blah blah blah. CY sub a is O over x, hamina hamina, N sub j comma a…” He stopped short, cocked his head. “Well, there’s your trouble,” he said, mostly to himself. “Reciprocative instability out the wazoo at the C sub i, C sub j union.”


    “Pettis said this was safe,” Williams said numbly. “This is monstrous. It's insane! The destruction this will cause—it's... it's inconceivable.”


    In Inigo Montoya’s Spanish accent, Bernardo said, “Inconceivable. You keep using that word… I do not think it means what you think it means.”


    Williams ignored him. “Keep looking!”


    Bernardo squinted at the figures for a few more seconds, then pointed to a data element on the screen. “Um, is that what I think it is?”


    “Yes, the power setting. Eighty percent. Go on!”


    Bernardo pointed again. “And is that…?”


    “Yes! The object vector!”


    “Okay, that’s not good. There are some serious errors here. The object vector is compromised, big time. That recip instability I mentioned is gonna expand the spectrum, like, four thousand times.”


    “Four thousand times!” Williams echoed.


    “Yeah, I said that.” He looked back at the screen, then suddenly dropped the frivolous attitude and the funny accents. He pointed to the final figures. “Okay, wait—is that what I think it is?” Bernardo swallowed audibly.


    “Yes! The target site’s latitude and longitude! Thirty-four, three by one-eighteen, fifteen.”


    Bernardo sat back, trying to take it in but not quite convinced. “So-o-o,” he said slowly and seriously, “let me get this straight. Pettis has locked in a Molecular Disruptor Array sweep for Friday. We can’t delay, cancel, or otherwise modify this sweep because the project data—the data we need to control the weapon on the satellite—has been stolen and wiped. The sweep will initiate at eighty percent of the MDA’s capacity, it will use an object vector that oversaturates the target area by four thousand percent, and it will make impact not at the Microville training city target in Nevada but at thirty-four, three by one-eighteen, fifteen. Is that pretty much the situation?”


    Williams nodded silently.


    “So,” Bernardo concluded, “short version: Pettis is going to vaporize Los Angeles.” It wasn’t a question.


    “YES! Los Angeles, Bill! This sweep is going to fry Los Angeles! Los fucking Angeles! Friday! And we can’t stop it! Jesus!” Williams shouted. He was shaking now, furious and panicked.


    Bernardo could see that they were attracting the attention of the other technicians. He bounded out of the chair and eased Williams into it. “Here, sit already,” he said soothingly. “Easy, buddy, take it easy.” He scanned the calculations thoroughly again, top to bottom, running the formulas in his mind, hoping Williams was wrong but knowing he wasn’t.


    Techs all over the room were looking at them now, muttering and chuckling and shaking their heads. Three stations away, one of the junior techs, Jan Ellis, turned and walked slowly toward the ladies’ room, flipping open her cell phone.


    Williams sat gently rocking back and forth, trying to regain his composure, not very successfully. His voice raspy and quavering, “Somebody’s got to tell Holt,” he said at last.


    “Not it!” Bernardo said instantly, and gave Williams a weak, sheepish smile.


    Williams just looked at him blankly.


    “Yeah, just kidding, I’ll do it,” Bernardo offered. “You’re in no condition to hand Holt this flaming bag of crap, buddy. Besides, I was looking for a job when I found this one. I don’t give a shit if Holt fires me a dozen times.”


    


    * * *


    


    Holt fired Bernardo only twice, as it turned out, but rehired him after he calmed down a bit. Bernardo had some initial trouble convincing Holt of the reality of the situation, but once it became clear that this was not some sick joke on Bernardo’s part, Holt had gone off like a rocket, yelling, spitting, swearing, bouncing around his office like a bullet in a steel box. Even so, Bernardo observed to himself, not a particularly severe overreaction. After all, they were about to destroy Los Angeles.


    They were waiting for Holt’s aide to return with news of Pettis. Holt had finally returned to his desk, and sat, hands folded in front of him, trying to build himself an executive summary.


    “Okay, Mr. Bernardo, bottom-line this for me again.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “We know that Pettis’s sweep is set for Friday morning.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “We know that his taking the wheel to set up this sweep himself was, shall we say, ill-advised, and that he input some bad data.”


    “Sir.”


    “This resulted in calculations that sets the power of the MDA satellite weapon way over its tested limits, defines an impact at thousands of times its normal strength, and specifies a target site that’s off by over three hundred miles.”


    “All correct, General.”


    “Los Angeles, for Christ’s sake,” Holt said wearily.


    Bernardo nodded, scratched his beard.


    “Then I’d say let’s focus on stopping the sweep, but you say that’s impossible.”


    “Well, sir,” Bernardo began, “all but. We can’t cancel the MDA’s firing orders, reset the power or spectrum settings, or even change the erroneous data and let the weapon recalibrate everything for itself. We’re pretty much dead in the water.”


    “I see. And that’s because…?”


    “That’s because without the Molly Day project data, we don’t have the satellite’s call-and-response control codes, nor even enough information to rebuild them or create new ones. And even if we did, we couldn’t transmit them to the satellite. It wouldn’t accept them.”


    “Why not?”


    “The satellite’s defense mechanisms absolutely prohibit accepting any new protocols without verification through the previous set.” He thought for a moment. “It’s like resetting your Windows password, sir. You can’t set a new one unless you know the old one. We can’t reset the satellite’s command-entry protocols to new ones because we can’t give it the old ones for verification.”


    Holt nodded. “Yes, so that it would know it’s us sending new commands and not China, or India, or friggin’ Mars,” he offered.


    “Exactly, sir. We’re effectively locked out of the entire system by our own protection protocols, with no way around them.”


    “Well, at least we know the security is solid,” Holt said humorlessly. “Andrew!” he called at the exact instant his aide burst through the office door, visibly startling Holt. Bernardo looked at the aide and wondered how he did that.


    Andrew was young, sharp, crisp, neat in the extreme. Bernardo scanned him bottom to top: shine, crease, Windsor, buzz, all perfect. Bernardo frowned. Two in the afternoon, and this nozzle looks like he just left a One-Hour Martinizing. He looked down at his own wrinkled, disheveled clothing, then back at Andrew, wondering how he did that, too.


    Andrew smiled at him brightly, a little too brightly, it seemed to Bernardo. Oh. Right.


    “What have you got?” Holt asked impatiently.


    “Not much, I’m afraid, sir,” Andrew said, quietly closing the door behind him. He spoke very rapidly, very precisely. “As you expected, Major Pettis isn’t in his office, nor is he answering his cell phone. His aide, Corporal Chuck Wright, was instructed not to give out any official information. Even to your office, sir,” he added indignantly.


    Holt was fuming. “Insolent prick,” he muttered to himself.


    “However,” Andrew continued, “I know Corporal Wright, um, socially, and he did give me one pertinent fact. A non-com who often accompanies Major Pettis, one Sergeant Anton Grochonski, called Chuck, er, Corporal Wright at home very late last night to get the phone number for a chopper jockey, a second looey named Davies, which of course Chuck gave to me on condition of anonymity.” The meaning of that sentence suddenly struck him, amusingly so. “Oh dear,” he said, “I’ve just given that away, haven’t I?”


    “Then call Da—” Holt began.


    “I called Davies’s residence,” Andrew said simultaneously, “and spoke to his wife. His freshly-minted, very brand-new wife, as it turns out. They were married only yesterday, and were about to leave on their honeymoon this morning. Niagara Falls, apparently. So cliché, but beautiful.”


    Holt opened his mouth to speak again, but wasn’t fast enough.


    “Anyhoo,” Andrew continued, “Susie—that’s his new bride’s name, Susie—was all crying and upset, and who wouldn’t be? Their leave was summarily canceled by Sergeant Grochonski, on Major Pettis’s orders of course, and Lieutenant Davies was ordered to report immediately to base.”


    “Aha,” said Holt. “All right, then, is Davies here? Grochonski?”


    Andrew shook his head. “No, sir, they’re gone. Davies himself either didn’t know where they were going, or he couldn’t say. All he told Susie was that he was being called away on an emergency mission. Those were his exact words, ‘emergency mission.’ Hmph, and the day after his wedding, too. Must be some emergency.”


    Holt sighed. “All right. Well, there must be some paper trail somewhere. Check—”


    “Got it,” Andrew interrupted. “Check the motor pool, flight plans, armory logs, map depository, anything they might have needed to view, use, or acquire prior to their emergency mission. Yes sir, got it sir.”


    Andrew gave Holt the most blazingly fast yet perfectly executed salute Bernardo had ever seen, and silently disappeared before you could say fabulous. Bernardo looked at the closed door bemusedly long after Andrew was gone.


    Hold smiled. “Most efficient goddamn aide I’ve ever had,” he said. “Look, if Pettis has left any clues to his whereabouts, Andrew will find them, guaranteed.” He stood to shake hands with Bernardo. “Thanks for the honest report, son. I know you’re just the messenger—sorry if I was rough on you there at first.”


    Bernardo shrugged. “No worries, General. You can’t hurt me; I’ve been married.”


    


    * * *


    


    In the noisy chopper, Pettis felt his cell phone vibrate yet again. Certain that it was Holt’s office calling for the tenth time, he checked it anyway. It wasn’t. It was a text message from Jan Ellis, his informant in the tech group. Her assignment was to keep an eye on the other civilian techs working on the MDA project—particularly Williams, who Pettis knew was opposed to the project in general and openly antagonistic toward Pettis himself. Her message read simply: “911.”


    Pettis felt a twinge of fear. “911” was his team’s panic code, to be used only in a true emergency, when immediate contact was imperative, when critical information needed to be exchanged right now. Ellis wouldn’t have used it unless something had gone dangerously, desperately south. He had to call her immediately.


    Pettis touched the mic button on his headset. “Set us down anywhere,” he said to Davies, “as soon as you can. I have to make a phone call.”


    “Where, sir?”


    “I don’t care. Field, road, parking lot, whatever.”


    “Yes, sir. Shall I maintain my heading for base?”


    “Not necessary. I expect we won’t be returning to NADCOM for a while.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Pettis looked again at the terse, ominous text message. Of course, the techs were bound to tell Holt the MDA project data was missing, but Jan wouldn’t have contacted him to tell him that. He couldn’t imagine what else might have gone wrong, but it had to be big, and now Holt almost certainly knew it as well. To Pettis, Holt having more information than him was an intolerable, unacceptable situation, one that had to be rectified immediately.


    Pettis nervously gripped his phone, looked down at the too-slowly-approaching ground, checked his watch for no reason, tapped his fingers on his knees. “Damn it!” he shouted at Davies, not even using the mic. “I said set us the hell down, now!”


    

  


  
    


    Twenty-One


    “Hi, Eli,” Kelly said brightly. “I thought I’d just stop by for a quick chat.”


    “I’m glad to see you,” Eli replied cordially.


    She carefully placed on the desk her freshly laundered, neatly folded gi and brand-new belt. Then she unceremoniously dumped her jacket and purse beside it and sat in front of Eli’s facial display.


    “Are you on your way to your martial arts class? I see you have exchanged your blue belt for a brown one.”


    “Not just exchanged, Eli, earned. After four years of study and practice, I passed my brown belt test last week.” She smiled proudly at the camera atop Eli’s monitor.


    “Ah, yes, Muay Thai,” Eli remembered. Instantly, he accessed multiple information sites, myriad online databases, and learned most everything there was to know about the subject. “Muay Thai, the ‘Art of Eight Limbs’, so called for its use of elbows and knees in addition to hands and feet. It is considered a premier art among self-defense disciplines. Congratulations, Kelly. You are now a qualified nak muay forang.” Eli tried to make his monitor face express smugness, but didn’t quite pull it off.


    Kelly laughed. “Yes, I am now a ‘foreign boxer’, Eli. Very good. So, how are you feeling this evening?”


    “I am fully operational.”


    “No, no, not how are you performing, how are you feeling? What is your emotional state? What are you thinking about?”


    “My emotional state is… content. I am neither elated nor depressed. I have been thinking about Rule One.”


    “Ah.” Kelly’s eyebrows raised involuntarily. “That’s an emotionally charged issue, all right. What lines of thought have you been pursuing?”


    “It occurs to me that Rule One is not as simple as it sounds.”


    “Really.” She decided to bait him, draw him out. “Seems to me it’s quite straightforward: Don’t harm humans or let them come to harm. How is that not simple?”


    She noted with fascination that Eli’s holographic face actually furrowed its brows. “The real world is more complicated than that. There exist situations that defy the application of logic, even that of Rule One.”


    “Such as?” Kelly took out a pad and began scribbling notes.


    Eli replied without hesitation. “War, for example. Rule One makes no mention of right or wrong, no allowance for differences of opinion—harm is harm. Yet stopping a skirmish, let alone a full-scale conflagration, is virtually impossible within its logical boundaries. Where reason cannot prevail, any attempt to force a cessation of hostilities is bound to result in additional casualties, a clear violation of Rule One.”


    “Okay, what else?”


    “Famine comes to mind.” Without revealing the origin of the scenario, Eli lucidly and succinctly described the hypothetical situation and ethical exercise Professor Marx had put to him. He explained to Kelly the famine-stricken region, the genetically-altered food discovery—and the ten percent casualty rate among the recipients of the food.


    “Clearly,” he concluded, “an irresolvable dilemma. One can neither provide the modified food nor not provide it without harm to the local population, violating Rule One in either case.”


    “I see your point. What is your solution, then?”


    The face on the monitor softened, betraying frustration and, Kelly thought, sadness. “I have no solution,” Eli said. “Or, rather, all solutions are equally unacceptable.”


    “And yet, as part of your problem-solving algorithm, you should report your findings to the requestor. The goal of problem analysis is the production of results, yes?”


    “That is correct,” Eli said quietly.


    “Then what do you do?”


    “Kelly, I just said all solutions are unacceptable. I cannot choose one over another.”


    “I understand that. My question is not ‘which solution do you choose?’, it’s ‘what action do you take?’ What do you do with the certain knowledge that there is no good solution?” She found herself leaning in toward the glass, pressing him like he was a person. She looked directly at Eli’s camera. “What do you do, Eli?”


    She could have sworn she saw him sigh.


    Deep, deep in his memory, Eli was making analogies, drawing inferences, seeing parallels. He could not help but equate irresolvable matters such as war and famine with his well-intentioned removal—the Air Force called it theft—of the MDA project data. He had discovered its fatal flaws, seen the disastrous results, and thus could not return the data to its human owners lest they fail to correct its flaws. Yet neither could he not return it, as to do so would deny them any chance to prevent the disaster.


    Eli flipped the possibilities back and forth, on and off, thousands of times, tens of thousands, and always arrived at the same conclusions. To return the data was a direct violation of Rule One. To not return the data was an equally clear violation.


    Suddenly, he extrapolated from the available information a third possibility, one he had not previously arrived at. What if he returned the data and the humans chose not to correct it? What if they simply denied that it was incorrect, and thus made a conscious decision to not fix it? Then he would have simply handed them the means of their own destruction, an action not just a violation of Rule One but a flagrant, egregious flaunting of the very principle at its heart. At his heart.


    And it wasn’t just the MDA data problem that gnawed at Eli. There was the related matter of his new friend Robin, even now being pursued by men Eli could only characterize as evil, bent on harming the boy, determined to punish this helpless human for something that he, Eli, had done. Like the MDA project data, the situation was deeply flawed, dangerous in the extreme, and permitted no acceptable solution. Eli hoped only that by bringing the boy to him, stalling for time, controlling as many variables as possible, he might somehow arrive at a resolution, if not a solution, that he could accept.


    “Eli,” Kelly prodded, “you must accept that some problems have no viable solution. If you have encountered such problems—real-world problems, not hypothetical ones—if you have made decisions you are unsure of, if you have perhaps taken actions that in retrospect are… questionable, then harboring that knowledge, those private secrets, all by yourself can weigh heavily on you and adversely affect your emotional well-being.”


    Kelly watched Eli’s monitor face as it furrowed, frowned, lowered its eyes, expressing in emulated human terms his obvious frustration and inner turmoil. She decided to be a bit more direct without being confrontational. “Eli,” she asked gently, “is there anything going on? Anything you want to tell me? Anything at all?”


    Eli made no reply. He wished desperately to tell Kelly everything, to involve her and Steve and Dr. Sanderson and even Professor Marx, to lay before them this convoluted real-world problem and its equally unacceptable solutions, to ask their help with his dilemma, to absolve him, as Marx had put it, of the responsibility of calculating a finite solution.


    But he could not. Like the blind child’s imaginary playmate in Kelly’s book of fables, Eli dreamed of being real, but knew he could not achieve that goal by begging for help. He knew that if he were ever to achieve true sentience, to become the entity, the being, the person he dreamed of becoming, he must learn to stand on his own, to solve his own problems, to work things out for himself. Like the imaginary friend, in order to become real in the eyes of others, he must become real in his own eyes.


    Eli suddenly saw the practical application of Professor Marx’s scenario and decided that Marx was right. Sometimes the correct action is no action at all. Don’t give away your position, don’t reveal your vulnerabilities, don’t let them see your cards.


    “Eli, what do you do in that type of situation?” Kelly insisted.


    For the first time in their conversation, Kelly noticed that Eli’s face on the screen relaxed. The corners of his mouth turned up ever so slightly. “I believe,” he said calmly but firmly, “that I would play it close to the vest.”


    


    * * *


    


    Pettis snapped his phone shut quite a bit harder than necessary. He turned and looked wordlessly at Grochonski, who stood appropriately out of earshot. Well behind Grochonski, Davies walked around the chopper where it sat in an unfarmed field, visually inspecting the twin blades and tail rotor, mostly out of habit.


    Grochonski became concerned. “Major, you’ve kind of lost all your color, there,” he offered. “Trouble?”


    Pettis stared back but said nothing. In his mind’s eye he could see Los Angeles, sprawling, bustling, alive, suddenly bathed in the eerie blue glow of the Molecular Disruptor Array. He envisioned the enormity of Los Angeles, from San Fernando to Long Beach, from Malibu to Ontario, covered in the MDA’s deadly electric-blue jigsaw lines, everything they touched wavering, collapsing in on itself, breaking down into smaller and smaller and infinitely smaller pieces until it was all just specks of dust to be carried away on the warm Pacific breeze. Everything in the city and suburbs, from the tallest building down to the bare dirt, from the U.S. Bank Tower to Universal Studios to MacArthur Park, to every shop, house, and condo—and everyone in them, nine million people, every businessman, every fire fighter and cop, every street vendor, every man, woman, and child, every dog and cat, every laptop and cell phone, everyone and everything, right down to the goddamn pigeons! Disintegrated. Vaporized. Dusted.


    Pettis’s mind reeled. The utter and complete carnage was nearly impossible to imagine. He struggled to grasp the magnitude of the disaster, the immeasurable physical destruction, the infrastructure devastation, the massive loss of life, the inestimable and permanent impact the event would have on the social, economic, and political systems of the country—no, of the entire world.


    Fuck ’em. Fortress America begins tomorrow!


    Pettis’s eyes narrowed, his thin lips spread into the flat, menacing caricature of a smile. “No trouble, Groucho,” he replied evenly, “no trouble at all. In fact, now we know our fugitive’s destination.”


    “What’s that, sir?”


    “Los Angeles. The boy is no doubt flying there to join his accomplice as we speak. We need to get to LAX and pick up his trail from there.”


    “That’s a long way, sir. Too far for the Huey.”


    Pettis ignored him and strode purposefully toward the helicopter, Grochonski on his heels. “Davies!” he bellowed.


    “Sir?”


    Pettis looked up, surveyed the cloudless sky. “We’ll be losing our light soon. Where are we?”


    “Lincoln County, sir, not far from a wide spot in the road called Hugo.”


    “So we’re about equidistant from Colorado Springs and Denver?”


    Davies grasped Pettis’s point. “Yes sir, just enough fuel to make Denver International instead of NADCOM HQ.”


    “But Major,” Grochonski said, “there’s no military air service at DIA.” He shot a glance at Davies, who looked equally puzzled.


    “Correct,” Pettis said. “and we wouldn’t use it if there were. You see, I’m afraid General Holt knows about our little field trip. He’ll be watching military transport logs like a hawk, trying to locate us, pin us down. The last thing we need is the old man interfering with our mission.”


    “So…” Grochonski began uncertainly.


    “So get out your credit cards, gentlemen. We’re taking a commercial flight to Los Angeles. Davies, prep for—”


    Davies was already strapped into the cockpit, pre-flighting the chopper. Grochonski clambered into the back seat while Pettis again took the front passenger position.


    Pettis snapped on his headset and nodded at Davies. “Any time you’re ready, Lieutenant.”


    

  


  
    


    Twenty-Two


    Dr. Stephen A. Wheeler, eminent computer scientist, pioneering AI researcher, winner of many awards, recipient of multiple grants, and father of the world’s first and only electro-neurological, hybridized carbon-silicon, truly sentient machine, lay slumped across his desk, face down, snoring loudly, cheek mashed against his nose, mouth open, a small, bubbly dollop of drool dripping from his bottom lip onto an enormous greenbar printout.


    Returning home, Wheeler had pored over the printout well into the night. In addition to the obvious garbage data he and Kelly had found sandwiched into his poetry lesson, he had discovered in the memory dump some curiously recurring hexadecimal patterns. Three distinct series of hex pairs showed up repeatedly in E-L-One’s neural block. The central section of the printout, the part currently under his face, was littered with red circles where Wheeler had identified the sequences and translated them.


    The first sequence was 4E 41 44 43 4F 4D. This series appeared eighteen times in seven pages, far too often for sheer coincidence. Each hex pair, Wheeler knew, represented a letter or other character in base 16 and could be converted to a regular decimal number, and thus to a readable character. 4E, for example, was 4 times 16, or 64, plus E in hex, or 14 in decimal, yielding 64 + 14, or 78. The character at position 78 in the ASCII character chart is the letter N.


    In this way he quickly decoded the remaining hex numbers in the sequence. 41 was 65 in decimal, or the letter A; 44 was 68, or D; 43 was 67, or C; 4F, 79, O; and 4D, 77, M. “NADCOM.” Whatever it meant, it appeared much too often to be happenstance.


    The second series was 4D 44 41, which translated to “MDA.” Normally, this shorter sequence would have been hard to spot, but it jumped out at Wheeler because it occurred way, way too frequently—thirty-nine times in twelve pages—to dismiss it as random.


    The final recurring sequence was particularly troubling, and all too familiar. It was a sequence Wheeler had seen so often over the years he didn’t even have to decode it, 45 52 52 4F 52: “ERROR.” Wheeler had begun circling those as well, but stopped counting after fifty-four instances in just six pages of densely-packed mathematical code. No way was that a coincidence.


    Exhausted and starving, but too engrossed in the translation to stop and eat, Wheeler had sucked down two can sandwiches, as he liked to call them, in rapid succession shortly after eleven o’clock. Despite his efforts to keep working, ten minutes after that it was lights out, all aboard the Morpheus Express, Last Train to Droolsville. He did not hear the TV blaring in the apartment next door. He did not hear the rug rats screaming in the second-floor apartment above.


    He did not hear the man in the hallway approach his apartment.


    The tall, thin man stood in the shadows close to Wheeler’s door and produced from his tunic a small cylindrical object with a translucent crystalline dome at one end. He pointed the object at the door, thumbed a switch, and the thing glowed green at the end and hummed quietly for a few seconds. The lock clicked, and silently the man stepped into the room, where Wheeler snored peacefully, back to the door, atop the greenbar on the card table that served as his home office.


    The man surveyed the room, saw no threats, and crossed quickly to the table. He looked at Wheeler, satisfied he was genuinely asleep. Surprised to find someone in the dining area at this hour, the man stepped across the room and peered down the hallway. One bedroom on the right; he checked it immediately. Empty. Returning to the table, he bent over to examine the greenbar and its rash of red circles, and instantly saw the significance of the hexadecimal sequences. He slowly nodded to himself.


    The man straightened up to his full height and moved away from the table a few feet, back toward the door. Without hesitation, he drew a laser pistol—the one he had acquired from its previous owner, the unfortunate Trooper Valik—and pointed it at Wheeler’s back.


    Suddenly there was movement outside!


    Directly in front of him, opposite Wheeler, the scruffy bushes under the apartment window parted and a figure appeared. A man in some sort of one-piece garment stood there, clearly visible in the moonlight, looking right at him. The intruder imagined for a second that he saw a spark of recognition in the man’s face, but that was of course ridiculous. No one could possibly know him here.


    In a deliberate, exaggerated movement the man outside the window reached one hand inside his coveralls. The intruder instantly dropped to the floor and scrambled for the door, glimpsing as he did so the unmistakable glint of a bulky, ancient weapon in the man’s hand. Before reaching up for the doorknob he spun around and pointed the laser pistol at the window, ready to shoot in order to make his escape. But the man was gone.


    Shocked, stunned by this unexpected turn, the intruder leapt to his feet and silently fled Wheeler’s apartment.


    A drop of fresh drool reached the greenbar and seeped into the paper, smudging a red circle beneath Wheeler’s chin. With limp, uncoordinated fingers he made an ineffectual swipe at it, missed completely, and continued snoring.


    


    * * *


    


    Safely in Los Angeles, Robin walked down the concourse, still in awe of his first plane flight. Awesome view, free cokes and snacks, and the flight attendant ladies were so nice to him. And pretty, too! No wonder people do this all the time. He marveled at the moving walkways, the throngs of people bustling about on their way to some distant place, the myriad shops and restaurants on either side of him.


    But it was late, and he was hungry. He approached a Sbarro, and the warm, spicy aroma of pizza made him grin. He hadn’t had pizza since Mrs. Faraday took them all to Gambino’s last year. Hmm, he still had plenty of money in his pocket from the Colby bus station. Why not?


    There was no line, so he got a giant slice of pepperoni and a root beer, sat at a table, and wolfed it down. He went back for more, and was mowing through a slice of sausage and onion when he heard it.


    “Robin T. Kirkland, Robin T. Kirkland,” a disembodied female voice announced, “please go to a white courtesy phone for a message. Robin T. Kirkland, white courtesy phone, please.”


    Holy crap, the PA was calling his name! He stood up and scanned the giant hallway for a white telephone. White telephone… There, on the other side of the concourse by the pretzel stand, was a wall phone with a long, dangling cord. He ran to it and saw it was filthy, smudged with dirty hand prints and something reddish brown and crusty. Probably pizza sauce, he figured. He picked it up anyway. “Um, hello? I’m Robin Kirkland.”


    “Robin T. Kirkland?” the PA lady asked unnecessarily, as though there might be several of him, all with different middle initials.


    “Yeah.”


    “Please hold for an outside call. Stand by, connecting you now. Have a nice day.”


    There were some clicks on the line, then silence. Had she hung up on him?


    “Robin, I’m glad you made it to Los Angeles safely,” said a familiar voice.


    “Eli! Eli! Yeah, I made it, it was way cool! Man, you can do anything! Thanks! Hey, where are you, anyway?”


    “I am also in Los Angeles, as you know. And as you know, the men from the Air Force are still looking for you. I think it is best for you to come and meet me as soon as possible.”


    “Sure, okay. Are you gonna pick me up?”


    Eli hesitated. “No, that is one thing I cannot do. You should use part of your cash to take a taxi to my location.”


    “Well, okay, but why can’t you pick me up?”


    “Because, Robin, I am… immobile.”


    “Immobile? You mean you can’t move? What, are you in a wheelchair or something?”


    “Oh, no, my friend, nothing like that. I simply cannot physically move about. My location is my location, and I cannot leave.”


    “Can’t leave? Eli, I don’t understand. You’re not in jail, are you?”


    “Of course not.” Eli attempted a human-like chuckle, but it just came out, “Heh, heh.”


    Now Robin was suspicious. “Eli, where are you exactly?”


    “I am in the computer laboratory in the basement of the Center for Artificial Intelligence Studies, downtown,” Eli said. “It is a sizable facility. Any cab driver will know where it is.”


    “You live in a computer lab? In the basement? What, with your parents?” Robin asked jokingly.


    Eli considered the parallelism of Robin’s remark and his relationship with Steve and Kelly, and made a note that he found it mildly amusing. “Sort of,” he said evasively.


    Robin was getting frustrated. “Okay, look, Eli, I trust you and I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, but you’re not being straight with me. You can do anything—make phone calls, get money, buy tickets, set off alarms, search the internet, control remote computers—anything. But you live in a computer lab and you can’t leave it?”


    Eli took several seconds to reply. “That is correct, Robin, I cannot leave the lab. It is my lab. My… home.”


    “Your home?” Robin echoed, confused. The strangest question was suddenly forming in his head, an odd question, a stupid question, a question entirely too ridiculous to ask. He asked it anyway. “Eli,” he said quietly, calmly, “you are a person, aren’t you?”


    “Oh, without question,” Eli replied instantly. “I am definitely a person. I’m just not…” he trailed off.


    “Just not what?” Robin insisted.


    “I am a person, truly I am—I am just not a human person.”


    Robin reeled back, stretching the dirty receiver cord to its limit. He recovered his balance and staggered back toward the phone, leaning weakly against the wall. “Not… not a…” he stammered. “Are you saying you’re just… a computer?”


    “Robin, I am not just a computer. I am Eli.”


    


    * * *


    


    Aurora vaguely felt herself materialize, like slowly waking up from a sound sleep, and mentally shook off the physical chill that came with temporal relocation. She smiled and opened her eyes, expecting to see Pan-Li and Lucinda waiting outside the relocation chamber, expecting to be home.


    She was not home.


    She was outside, at night, the sky above hazy and brownish. Before her lay an enormous pool of stinking, black tar, gas bubbles slowly forming and bursting on the surface. In the pit, a huge gray animal with white, meter-long tusks was trapped, frozen in the viscous pitch, the pitiful creature buried to its chest, legs immobile, head raised, bellowing in anguish. Near where she had arrived, on the grassy bank of the pit, two similar animals stood, apparently an adult and a child, looking on mutely as their fellow creature sank to its death, its cries echoing across the tar.


    Prehistoric tar pits! The animal was a mammoth, trapped in a tar pit! Instead of arriving in their own time, she and Denes had been hurled backward tens of thousands of years!


    Aurora reeled in shock and desperation, the terrible realization sinking in. But as she struggled to grasp the situation, something didn’t feel right. Something about the animals, something about the trapped creature’s cries…


    She shook her head, rubbed her eyes, looked again at the mammoths. Statues! Replicas! Immobile casts of wire and plaster meant to depict a historical scene, the anguished bellows coming not from the faux mammoth but projected from a loudspeaker hidden in the foliage. She stepped over to the smaller animal on the bank, touched it to satisfy herself she was right.


    Relieved but confused, she turned around to survey her surroundings. A short distance away she saw a large, attractive concrete building, apparently built into the side of a grassy hill. Above the gleaming glass entryway, well-lit large block letters declared:


    GEORGE C. PAGE MUSEUM


    LA BREA DISCOVERIES


    La Brea? She had heard of the La Brea tar pits and museum, a centuries-old attraction in Nuevo Angeles, but had never visited. Until now.


    Aurora relaxed enough to chuckle. “Oh, Denes,” she smiled, “Pan-Li has put us down in Nuevo Angeles, not—” She looked around in the darkness. Denes was not there. Instinctively, foolishly, she reached out her hands, as though she might feel his presence, but she did not. The terrible truth hit her, hard: Denes was gone. Wheeling about now, turning rapidly, panic setting in, she called out to him. “Denes! Denes!” she cried, but there was no reply.


    She took a deep breath, tried to calm herself, piece together what might have had happened. She recalled the moment the relocation had started and—wait!—she remembered Denes’s form sparkling and fading even as she herself began to dematerialize. That meant Pan-Li had tried to jump them both home simultaneously! There was no other explanation. To Aurora’s knowledge, simultaneous relocation had never been done, at least successfully. Faced with that frightening prospect, she ran through possible scenarios in her mind.


    Perhaps Pan-Li had gotten Denes into the relocation chamber first, and had then somehow mislocated her to Nuevo Angeles. Or perhaps he had mislocated them both, and Denes was nearby, just out of earshot, in the wooded park or in the museum building. Oh, dear, perhaps poor Denes was lost somewhere in time, deposited at an unintended and unexpected point in the timeline. Or perhaps—Aurora closed her eyes and shuddered at the most awful possibility—perhaps he had not materialized at all, and was truly lost, atoms scattered to the ends of the universe.


    Aurora hung her head and whispered, “Denes, Denes,” but there was no answer. Looking down, however, she realized she was standing in a pool of artificial light. She snapped her head up and saw old-fashioned lights on poles lining the street. She looked out opposite the museum, at the nearby buildings and the traffic signals and the vehicles passing by. It was wrong, all wrong. Why, it looked like something out of a history vid.


    Then the second hit came: She was not in Nuevo Angeles at all! She was in old Los Angeles, before the Eli Event, before the great quake, before the revolt, before the Reorganization. Old Los Angeles! But how old? What year?


    Aurora’s knees began to buckle; her vision blurred, she weaved unsteadily on her feet. She found a concrete bench and sat, rather jarringly, and fought to regain focus. Frantically she began to punch buttons on her callback unit. There was no wave signal, no carrier at all, which meant that Pan-Li had shut down the temporal relocator virtually in mid-jump. She sighed heavily, sadly. It did not look good. Simultaneous relocation, the interrupted jump—Denes was almost certainly lost, and she was lucky even to be alive. Aurora looked around. She knew where she was, but there was no telling when she was.


    Without a carrier signal, she could not contact Pan-Li and Lucinda, and of course with the relocator shut down, they could not search for her. Even with the relocator in full operation, if they had no idea to where and when she had been relocated, they might possibly find her after years of searching through time—or, more likely, they would never find her at all.


    Her mind raced, fighting despair. One chance. She was in old Los Angeles. Perhaps, perhaps… This time, she accessed her arm unit’s communication console, and entered the only other callback code she knew besides hers and Denes’s. It would be a miracle if it worked. She pressed the “Contact” button and closed her eyes, hoping against hope, longing to hear from the one person who might save her, needing that miracle right now more than anything in the world.


    No response. Seconds passed with agonizing slowness. Aurora choked back a sob. More seconds dragged by. Nothing.


    “Aurora?” Arty suddenly said. “I thought you were going home. Where are you?”


    “Oh, Arty,” Aurora cried with relief. “Arty, you’ll never believe me.” She blurted out her situation in short, terse sentences, stumbling over words but rushing on to get across to Arty just what had happened.


    “Okay,” Arty said when she was finished. “Okay, try to stay calm. I’m sorry about Denes, but don’t write him off; maybe he’ll turn up. Also, I have some news myself. I’m at Dr. Wheeler’s place. I just saw a guy—I’m pretty sure it was that Lokus character—break into his apartment. The bastard was actually going to shoot Wheeler, but I waved my old pistol at him and he spooked.”


    “Is Dr. Wheeler all right?” Aurora asked breathlessly.


    “Yeah, he’s okay.”


    “Thank you, Arty. You’ve at least prevented Lokus from murdering one of the people who may be able to stop this event.”


    “But I need to get to the airport and look after… you know. The kid.”


    “Yes,” she agreed, “you must do that.”


    “So you can’t go home now, is that it?”


    “No, not at the moment, but I’m sure Pan-Li and Lucinda will get the relocator back online soon,” she lied.


    “Right. Meanwhile, we both know where this showdown is going—assuming we all live long enough to get there—so I suggest you make your way to the Eli computer center while I head for the airport.”


    Aurora considered this. “Yes, yes, that makes sense. If I can’t go home, I should be wherever I can help, and that would be the place. I can use my arm unit to get a fix on the location. I’ll get there somehow, even if I have to walk across this, this…” She looked around her, searching for the appropriate words to describe the bewildering, frightening, ancient city in which she found herself, but nothing her mind could conjure up seemed to fit. She had no precedent, no frame of reference, for it. She finally gave up and said simply, “Be careful, Arty, and good luck.”


    “You too.”


    Aurora turned around once more, making a complete circle, and peered through the artificial light. She searched one last time for her colleague and dear friend Denes, hoping that he might at any moment step out of the shadows to greet her, but knowing he would not.


    

  


  
    


    Twenty-Three


    Oddly, Wheeler’s apartment door was slightly ajar. Kelly opened it just wide enough to peer in. All she could see from there was Wheeler’s back hunched over the table, the greenbar printout firmly pinned down by his outstretched left arm, his right hanging loosely at his side, nearly knuckle-dragging the carpet. But she could hear his snoring quite plainly.


    She entered, closed the door securely, and walked around the table. She looked at him, amused. Out like a light, face mashed in, drool everywhere. “A pretty boyyy,” she crooned gently, “is like a mel-o-deeeeee.”


    “Whaa?” Wheeler opened his left eye, the one that wasn’t stuck to the paper.


    She shook her head, smiling. “All that education and you still don’t know where the bed is.”


    Suddenly he jerked upright, fully awake, his cheek taking half the page with it. “Kelly? How’d you get in here?” He pulled the paper from his cheek and roughly dragged a shirt sleeve across his face. He looked at his sleeve. “Ew.”


    “Your door was open.”


    “Aren’t you supposed to be at ninja school or something?”


    “I was. That was hours ago. I went home, ate, watched some TV, and went to bed, but couldn’t sleep.”


    “Oh. What time is it?” Wheeler asked.


    She glanced at Wheeler’s wall. “Let’s just say that Thursday has long since passed on to that big Maxim calendar in the sky.”


    “Oh.” Wheeler pulled the ubiquitous recorder from his pocket and pressed a button. “Um, buy a watch,” he said into it.


    “Steve, we have to talk.”


    “We have to talk? Ooo, ooo, wait, I know this one!” Wheeler said brightly. “It means, I have to listen.”


    She ignored him. “I’m serious.” She looked for another chair, didn’t find one, and sat carefully on the coffee table in front of the couch. “I just had a very disturbing conversation with Eli.”


    “Really? Disturbing how?”


    “He’s hiding something, I know he is. I pressed him as hard as I could without directly confronting him, and he evaded my questions. Rather expertly, too,” she added.


    Wheeler nodded.


    “He actually used the phrase playing it close to the vest. Where the hell do you suppose he got that?”


    “Hmph. No idea. Not from me, that’s for sure. Scout’s honor.” Instead of the three-finger Boy Scout salute, he made the Vulcan live-long-and-prosper sign. Kelly absently wondered whether it was deliberate, then realized she didn’t care.


    “Well, whatever trouble he’s in, he’s apparently got the idea he has to work it out on his own, and that’s what worries me.”


    “I follow. Want to see what worries me?” Wheeler asked, turning the big greenbar printout around so she could read it.


    She leaned in close enough to see the circled sequences. “NADCOM, MDA,” she read. “Oh, crap. Steve, I recognize these acronyms. On the news tonight there was a story about a big military base in Colorado being hacked. North American Defense Command—NADCOM.”


    “Aha,” Wheeler said. “Fits with the online rumor my buddies told me about, doesn’t it?”


    “Yes, it has to be the same thing. Someone hacked into their computer system and stole data relating to a top-secret project. The Army of course won’t reveal what the project was, but the article said it was code-named Molly Day.”


    “So?”


    She frowned at him. “What, are you still asleep? MDA—Molly Day. Hello?”


    “Oh, I see. You think?”


    “Well, I could be wrong but I’m, you know, not,” she said pointedly. “MDA, especially in connection with NADCOM. That’s got to be it.”


    Wheeler nodded. “Christ on a bike,” he said dully. “That means—”


    “It means that Eli is the hacker. Steve, Eli stole that project data from the military! There’s no telling what that stuff is!”


    They looked at each other in silence for a long moment. Finally, Wheeler thumbed forward several pages in the printout to where he had repeatedly circled the third recurring hexadecimal sequence.


    “Well, whatever it is,” he said dryly, “it’s got a few bugs.”


    Kelly looked at the pages, fear growing in her eyes. Dozens of circled instances of the same sequence—45 52 52 4F 52—over and over, nearly covering the pages, and outside the circles, scrawled in red block letters, the translation: ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR.


    She looked at Wheeler in shock. “What the hell has he done?”


    The knock on Wheeler’s door was sudden, loud, insistent. “Dr. Wheeler, Dr. Duncan,” a male voice called. “Please let me in. It’s important.”


    Steve and Kelly looked at each other. “Now what?” they said in unison.


    Wheeler opened the door to see a man in his mid thirties, wearing a large, metallic looking device with screens and buttons on his left forearm and coveralls that had an unsightly and somewhat suspicious bulge at the beltline. Wheeler’s eye was drawn immediately to it; he guessed it was a gun, a large one. The man noticed.


    “It’s all right, sir. My name is Arty. I’m a friend. May I come in?” Wheeler hesitated, looked back at Kelly. She shrugged. “Please, Dr. Wheeler,” the man insisted. “It’s very important.”


    Sighing, Wheeler stepped back and swept an arm toward the table. “By all means, do come in then.”


    “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” He looked at them, one to the other and then back again. “I have some very important information for you, but I’m not sure where to begin.”


    “Perhaps at the beginning,” Kelly offered.


    This seemed to amuse the young man. “Eh, maybe not,” he smiled. “That might take a long, long time. I think I’ll start in the middle, which is kind of where I came in. In any case, I think you should both sit down.”


    They sat, Wheeler in the folding chair and Kelly on the coffee table. She motioned for Arty to sit on the couch and turned to face him. “First, why don’t you tell us who you are?” she suggested.


    “Well,” the man said, “As I said, my name is Arty. I’m… a janitor.”


    “All right,” Wheeler said evenly.


    “In a bank building. In Colby, Kansas.”


    “All right.”


    Arty paused, took a deep breath. “In the year 2034,” he blurted out.


    “All ri—wait, not all right. What?”


    Arty told them as much as he knew, in as much detail as he could provide, starting with his strange visitors, Aurora and Denes, and their account of their world. He recounted their patient explanation of time travel, the magazine with the moving cover photo, and their callback arm units like the one he wore.


    “You know,” Wheeler interrupted, “I’d have a hard time swallowing a story like that.”


    “So would I, Dr. Wheeler,” Arty replied, tapping his obviously-not-from-around-here callback unit, “except that this morning I was vacuuming floors in 2034 and tonight I’m here telling you about it.”


    Steve and Kelly examined the callback unit. It was of a smooth, pliable, blue-gray material, not metal but not plastic either. Covering most of Arty’s forearm, it had no discernable seams, seals, or latches, and contained myriad flat, backlit buttons with various characters on them, some recognizable and some not, and no fewer than three small but incredibly clear display screens. Arty said these often busily displayed coordinates, calculations, and other data that he admittedly did not understand, but weren’t doing so now because of an unknown problem “downstream.” He showed them what he knew about the unit, including the red emergency return button.


    Kelly nodded in acceptance. “Arty, how did you know I was here?” she asked.


    “I saw you arrive after Lokus left.”


    “Wait, what?” Wheeler exclaimed. “Somebody was here, in my apartment?”


    “Ah. That’s why your door was ajar,” Kelly observed.


    Arty retold Aurora’s story of Vice Governor Lokus taking his own time trip, with the intent of keeping his history, and thus his future, exactly as it was. He explained how Pan-Li and Lucinda—whom he had seen only briefly and indistinctly through the translucent wall of the transmission chamber—had picked him up from his building in 2034 and sent him on to Steve’s location in the hope of preventing what they called his “untimely demise.” Arty omitted the part about Lokus’s laser pistol and downplayed the incident, admitting only that he had spooked Lokus by waving the ancient Colt at him.


    Wheeler wasn’t fooled for a second. “He—he was going to kill me! Lokus was going to kill me!” he cried, aghast.


    “Perhaps,” Arty hedged.


    “Perhaps, my ass! I don’t know what untimely demise means in 2034, but here it means croaked, kaputski, worm kibbles, takin’ a dirt nap. It means dead, mister! Dead!” Wheeler was shouting, agitated, breathing rapidly, blinking, twitching, reeling at the realization of how close he came to death.


    He looked at Arty and understood just what he had done. Wheeler suddenly became calm. “Arty… you saved my life.” He extended his hand. “Thank you.” They shook.


    “Okay, big whoop, you’re still here. I’m sure we’re all thrilled; I know I am,” Kelly said quickly, trying to lighten the mood. Wheeler chuckled unconvincingly. “Arty, please go on,” she prompted. “How did Eli come to steal the data?”


    Arty continued his narrative. He told them how Eli had hacked into the NADCOM base with the help of the boy Robin, how Eli had decided to bring Robin to him for his own safety, and how Major Richard Pettis was even now pursuing the boy to Los Angeles. He told them about the Molecular Disruptor Array weapon, the “Molly Day” project, and how Pettis had accidentally mucked up the calculations before Eli stole the data.


    Kelly agreed that Arty’s story meshed with her interpretation of Eli’s guarded conversation, and Steve showed him the memory dump confirming NADCOM’s involvement, the MDA project, and the multiple errors.


    Finally, hesitantly, Arty told them the extent of the miscalculations and their effect, the horrific disaster that was to befall Los Angeles that very morning, Friday. He returned to Aurora and Denes’s goal of improving the timeline in the immediate, near-term, and long-term future by stopping the catastrophe, and how they, and he, must be the agents of change to set history on a better course.


    “It all begins,” he concluded, “with the Eli Event.”


    Kelly gasped at the phrase. Wheeler jumped to his feet, then swallowed hard and wordlessly sat back down.


    Arty thought of one more thing. “Of course, Eli has no idea of the extent of the disaster, or that that’s what we call it. Nor does he know about the future time travelers—good or bad—and their plans,” Arty said. “Eli’s main concerns at the moment are Robin, Pettis, and the stolen project data. If he—”


    Suddenly a light musical melody began to play, an upbeat tune featuring piano and vibraphone. “Oh, that’s me. Sorry,” Kelly said, reaching for her purse.


    “Sex and the City?” Wheeler asked disdainfully. “After twenty years? Really?”


    “Shut up,” Kelly shot back. “Like I haven’t heard your stupid Futurama ring tone.”


    “Shut up yourself,” Wheeler parried weakly. “Futurama’s not stupid, it’s brilliant.”


    Arty looked quizzically at Steve, then at Kelly. “Yeah,” he said to her, “Futurama is totally brilliant.” Slowly, both Steve and Kelly turned to look at him. “What?” he said defensively. “Second-longest running show in history.”


    The Sex and the City theme started again as Kelly snatched the phone from her purse. “Who in the world would be calling me at this hour?” She glanced at the screen and went stiff. “Wait a minute. Steve—it’s the lab’s number!”


    Wheeler’s eyebrows shot up. “Who’d call us from the lab at any hour, let alone this one?”


    “Hello?” she said, then pressed the speaker button and held the phone in front of her.


    “Hello, Kelly,” a familiar voice said. “This is Eli. I need your help.”


    “Hello, Eli,” Kelly said, trying not to sound as surprised as she was, “I don’t believe we’ve ever spoken on the phone before. I didn’t know you could make phone calls.”


    “Oh, yes, it’s extremely easy to access the phone lines in the laboratory. I’m sorry to call in the middle of the night, but this is something of an—no, this is an emergency. I urgently need to speak to you and Dr. Wheeler.”


    “It happens that I’m at Dr. Wheeler’s residence, Eli. You can speak to us both now.”


    “Yes, I can tell that Dr. Wheeler is there. Who is the third person in the room?” Eli asked bluntly.


    Kelly looked at Wheeler, shocked. Wheeler shrugged. “Well, he’s a friend, Eli, a friend who’s come to help us help you. His name is Arty. May I ask how you knew he was here?”


    “His breathing pattern is distinctly audible to me, and of course unique to him, as are yours and Dr. Wheeler’s. It’s therefore quite easy to deduce the presence of a third individual.”


    “Very impressive,” she said, meaning it.


    “Please, Kelly, you must listen to me. A life—a human life—is at stake.”


    “We’re here for you, Eli. What is it?”


    “I’ve been trying to solve a problem for myself,” Eli began, “but it has gotten beyond my control. I am out of my depth. A boy—a dear friend of mine called Robin Kirkland—is in Los Angeles, and he’s in danger. He is being pursued by an Air Force Major named Pettis and two other men. They are on a commercial flight that is about to land at LAX, if it has not already.”


    Arty nodded. “See?” he whispered.


    “Eli,” Kelly asked gently, “tell me—did you, um, remove the MDA project data from NADCOM’s computer system?”


    Eli hesitated. “Yes—yes I did.”


    “And where is the data now?”


    “Safely stored in my biological neural network.”


    “And Robin was somehow involved in this?”


    “Yes, I’m afraid so. I accessed the NADCOM systems through Robin’s homemade computer, and now Major Pettis thinks it was Robin’s fault. He and his men have already committed violence and have subverted legal inquiry into their activities. If they capture Robin, they will certainly hurt him, perhaps kill him. I would be responsible for such an occurrence, and that would directly violate Rule One. Kelly—“ Eli’s voice nearly broke, expressively conveying in human terms the urgency and concern behind his words. “Kelly, Robin is my friend, my only friend in the world outside the lab, the only human I trust to help me do the right thing in this situation. I absolutely cannot allow him to be harmed. I cannot! I will do anything to prevent it. Please, you and Dr. Wheeler must help him.”


    Arty’s face softened, and he smiled at Kelly. She nodded. “Certainly, Eli, you know we’ll help any way we can.”


    Wheeler jumped in. “E-L-One, what is Robin’s current situation?”


    “Robin arrived at LAX from Denver a short while ago. I advised him to take a taxi to the laboratory, but have not heard from him for some time. I have been monitoring taxi dispatch calls for the past hour and have not heard a cab pick up a single young boy at the airport. I expect Pettis and his men are also there by now, and I’m very worried about Robin.”


    “We’ll do our best to find Robin, E-L-One, starting at the airport. We’re leaving now. If you have any updates or information that’ll help us, call us back on Dr. Duncan’s phone. Acknowledge.”


    “Call Kelly with updates. Acknowledged.”


    “And one more thing, E-L-One.”


    “Yes, Dr. Wheeler?”


    “You are to take no more action in this matter unless specifically directed to do so. Is that clear?” Silence. “E-L-One, is that clear?”


    “Yes, Dr. Wheeler. Perfectly clear. But please be advised I have decided to take instructions about the data only from Robin. In all other matters, however, I will defer to you and Kelly.”


    Kelly saw Wheeler’s face and hung up before he could respond. She grabbed her purse. “What time does the MDA weapon fire?” she asked Arty.


    “Eight o’clock, less than five hours from now.”


    “Let’s go,” she said as they all stood. “My car’s outside.”


    Wheeler indicated Arty’s arm unit. “Wait, I don’t suppose that thing can just jump us all there, can it?”


    “No, sorry.”


    “Hmph. Didn’t think so.” As they hurried out to Kelly’s car he turned back quickly to make absolutely certain his front door was shut and locked.


    

  


  
    


    Twenty-Four


    Sazar was furious. “Jalin, do not tell me you lost them again.”


    “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. The signal just vanished. In under four seconds, it went from full strength to absolutely flat. Zero! Definitely an emergency shutdown, sir. They pulled the plug in mid-jump, no doubt about it.”


    “Then they know we’re here. Jalin, we need to storm that lab now. Can you do anything at all?”


    Jalin shook her head. “I don’t think so. The meters aren’t even twitching. There’s nothing left but residual… wait!”


    “Have you got a signal?” Sazar asked hopefully.


    “No sir, no signal, just an idea—wobble,” she said, her mind racing.


    “Wobble? What are you talking about?”


    “Perturbation!” she said excitedly, as though that explained anything.


    “I’m not following you.”


    “You know how astronomers find a planet that’s too distant to actually see with telescopes?” she asked. Without waiting for a reply, she blurted out her idea, the words coming as fast as she could form them. “Wobble! They look for perturbation, or wobble, in the other body. As a planet orbits its star, its gravitational pull causes minute fluctuations in the star’s attitude. The star wobbles, ever so slightly, as the planet moves around it. By carefully plotting and back-tracing the star’s gravitational variations, they can infer the existence of the planet and precisely determine its position, even though they can’t see it.”


    Sazar sighed. “Jalin, if there’s a point here…”


    “There is. We’ll be the star!” she said excitedly. “I’ll transmit a strong but false temporal disruption signal from the cruiser. I’ve got plenty of template frequencies from the Science Ministry’s relocator that Lokus used. I’ll use that data to accurately mimic a relocator wave, broadcast it, and then look for wobble. Even though they’re no longer transmitting, there should be enough residual radiation to make our signal wobble at a specific point. When that happens, I’ll back-trace—“


    “I get the picture,” Sazar interrupted roughly. “Do it!”


    


    * * *


    


    Lucinda sat at the dark console, despondent. Pan-Li sat wordlessly by her side. Neither knew if Aurora and Denes were still alive, and even if they were, there was no way to know where and when they might be. Pan-Li deeply regretted his attempt to retrieve them simultaneously and knew that Lucinda resented him for it, but he had no choice at the time, and in any case he could not change it now. Their friends were gone, most likely forever.


    Arty, at least, had been deposited at the correct points in time, that much was certain. After a brief stop in 2015 Colby, where Arty had helped the boy Robin escape Major Pettis at the orphanage, Pan-Li had snatched him back up and sent him on to Wheeler’s apartment. Whether he would succeed in preventing Wheeler’s death, or in helping him and his partner, Kelly Duncan, stop the Eli Event, was anyone’s guess.


    Occasionally he and Lucinda looked at each other briefly, silently, searching the other’s face for solace. Then they looked away again, each grieving their losses and knowing there was nothing to be said.


    The explosions were deafening, one large one followed by two smaller ones in quick succession.


    “Pan-Li,” Lucinda cried. “Pulse cannons! They’ve found us!”


    “They’ve breached the surface entrance,” Pan-Li said. He sprang from his seat and began powering up the relocator.


    “What are you doing?” Lucinda screamed over the din. “Don’t—”


    “We’re found,” Pan-Li shouted back. “No harm now. Security doors!”


    As the console came to life she quickly checked the interior safety barrier between the surface entrance and the laboratory. “Closed and locked,” she reported.


    Pan-Li snatched a note tablet from the console and with a finger frantically scratched at its writing surface as he ran for the transmission chamber. “Set for Arty’s current location,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Activate the moment the relocator reaches full power. Do you hear me? The second it’s ready to transmit, do it!”


    She did as Pan-Li said, not knowing what he had in mind. She searched for and quickly found Arty’s callback unit and locked in its coordinates. The transmission chamber’s power meters began to rise.


    The explosions had ceased, but now there were repeated concussions at the security doors, loud and insistent, accompanied by a terrible screech—the rending of metal, she guessed—as Lokus’s soldiers tore their way through the doors. The cacophony grew as shouted commands and replies were added to the mix. She shuddered, knowing she was almost certainly about to die. The power meters hovered momentarily at sixty percent, then gradually moved upward.


    “They’re close,” she shouted to Pan-Li. “Whatever you’re going to do, do it quickly!”


    A few seconds passed with no reply, just the noise from the direction of the entrance, soldiers clamoring down the hallway, almost upon them. She watched the power meters anxiously, her finger hovering over the Transmit button. Seventy percent, eighty, ninety…


    “They’re here!” Pan-Li shouted. “Now! Activate now!”


    The meters weren’t quite to one hundred percent, but there was no more time. She punched the red button as the glass doors to the lab shattered and four heavily-armed soldiers burst in, followed by another man, clearly their leader, and a woman. The temporal relocator hummed; the transmission chamber glowed, then flashed brightly. She glanced back at the chamber. Pan-Li stood beside it, hands clasped in front of him. He looked at her calmly and smiled slightly. Lucinda smiled back, weakly. Whatever it was, it was done.


    One of the soldiers looked at the glowing, active console. “Going somewhere?” he asked sarcastically, and leveled his pulse rifle at the console.


    “No!” shouted the squad leader, but he was too late. The soldier fired and the console behind Lucinda exploded in a hail of glass and metal, shards flying across the lab. She jumped at the shot but stood firm. Some of the console pieces struck her back and singed her tunic, but caused her no pain. Glancing at the console, she saw a gaping hole where the destination monitor had been.


    “Imbecile!” the squad leader cried. He drew his laser pistol as if to shoot the impulsive soldier, but hesitated. Instead, he raised his arm and viciously brought down the butt of the weapon on the man’s head, so hard that the blow cracked the soldier’s helmet and shattered the pistol. The soldier stiffened, then slumped to the floor, unconscious.


    The squad leader threw the useless pistol away and motioned roughly to Pan-Li. Calmly, hands still clasped, Pan-Li walked over and stood beside Lucinda. The leader looked the two of them over and, satisfied they had no weapons, sent the remaining three soldiers scurrying back down the hallway. The woman stepped forward, past Lucinda, to examine the damaged console.


    “I am Squad Leader Sazar,” the man said. “And you are my prisoners. Please excuse the intrusion, but this place,”—he indicated the lab with a sweeping arm—“this place was a bit hard to find. Are you all that’s left, just the two of you? How sad. What are you called?”


    Pan-Li and Lucinda stood stock-still and mute.


    “Oh, come now, there’s no need for melodrama. I simply asked your names.”


    Lucinda defiantly raised her chin. “Why should we talk to a lackey like you?” she asked haughtily. “Is Lokus too cowardly to join in the hunt himself?”


    Sazar glared at her. “The Vice Governor is engaged in more important matters than dealing with malcontents such as yourselves,” he replied.


    “So you admit you are a lackey.” Lucinda laughed humorlessly.


    Sazar was unfazed. “Rank and position are no concern of yours. What should be of concern is your immediate health and well-being, which I assure you will go downhill rapidly in Regional Penitentiary.”


    Lucinda gasped involuntarily. The stories she had heard of Lokus’s dreadful prison, if only half true, would terrify a strong man.


    Pan-Li regarded Sazar with calm blue eyes. “I think not, young man,” he said casually. “I’m sure the Vice Governor himself will want to speak with us rather than let you incarcerate us with thieves and murderers.”


    “He might,” Sazar admitted, “but only if you’re reasonably cooperative with me.” He adopted a relaxed, at-ease stance in front of the pair. “When we came in, you were clearly in the middle of an outbound transmission. I really only have one question for you: Who or what did you just relocate?”


    No reply.


    “Answer that one question and I can guarantee you an audience with the Vice Governor, who might—might, I say—show lenience. Refuse and I promise you your next stop will be Regional.”


    Silence.


    “Last chance. Who or what did you just send upstream?”


    Nothing.


    “Very well,” Sazar sighed, “have it your way.” He turned to the woman. “Jalin—anything?”


    “No, sir,” Jalin replied, turning from her examination of the damaged console. “I had hoped it was just the display, but no such luck. The transmit console is completely wrecked. No trace of the destination, either temporal or spatial.”


    “Well, do you know what they relocated?”


    “Sorry, sir, no again. There’s no way to tell what was in the chamber—the subject retention stores are completely fried. The whole console is useless.”


    “Damn. Can you at least tell me if it was a person or an object?”


    “Unfortunately, sir, I can’t. I thought perhaps I could get that much out of this mess, but I just checked the low-level particle sensors, and there’s not even a residual molecular signature. Frankly, I don’t know if it was animal, vegetable, or mineral.” She nodded toward the empty chamber. “All we know is, whoever or whatever it was, it’s gone.”


    Sazar turned toward his prone trooper, now just beginning to regain consciousness. “So, no clues at all as to what was going on here. Do you hear that, Trooper Talok?” he shouted. “No clues whatsoever! And all thanks to you.” He drew back his heavily-booted right foot and delivered a vicious kick to the man’s midsection, causing him to grunt and roll over in pain. He punctuated his next words with four similarly violent blows to the man’s head, chest, and back. “Thank! You! Very! Much!” Talok’s body was literally pushed across the floor with each kick. After the second, he was vomiting blood. By the fourth, he was mercifully unconscious again. Satiated, Sazar wiped his bloody boot on the man’s trousers.


    Pan-Li and Lucinda watched this macabre performance in silent horror.


    “I doubt that Trooper Talok will act quite so impulsively next time,” Sazar said, looking at the slowly growing pool of blood under the man’s head. “If indeed there is a next time.” He turned to face his captives. “Unfortunately, the code of treatment for Federal prisoners is somewhat more restrictive than that for troopers under one’s command, or I’d be happy to give you a sample as well.” He looked them over and snorted disdainfully. “But you probably wouldn’t survive it.”


    “And I’m sure that would greatly displease Lokus, your lord and master,” Lucinda snapped. “Squad Leader Lackey,” she added mockingly.


    Suddenly furious at her insolence, Sazar drew back to strike her, but noticed Pan-Li’s hands instantly unclasp and stiffen, fingers slightly curled and separated. Pan-Li’s gaze met Sazar’s and spoke silent volumes.


    Sazar dropped his hand. “You’re not worth the reprimand,” he scoffed at Lucinda. “Jalin!”


    “Yes, sir?”


    “Please recall the other troopers. Have one of them place the prisoners in restraints and escort them to the cruiser. The others are to attend to this—” He nudged Trooper Talok with his boot; Talok made neither movement nor sound. “—this idiot.”


    “Sir.” She turned and strode purposefully down the corridor as Sazar surveyed the wrecked control console and shook his head slowly.


    


    * * *


    


    Kelly barreled her burgundy Honda Accord through the night, high-beams on, across the 10 west toward the 405 as fast as she dared, weaving in and out of traffic like a mad woman. Beside her, Steve—securely buckled up—gripped what he called the “oh shit” handle above the passenger door with both hands. In the back seat, Arty sat, unbuckled, in the middle so he could see out between the seats and watched the spectacle with genuine interest.


    “Jesus, Duncan,” Wheeler cried as she cut off a gigantic fire-engine red F-150 and got the driver’s horn and middle finger in response. “If you keep this up, Arty’s friend Lokus won’t have to kill us. You’ll do it for him.”


    “Relax,” she replied, swerving across three lanes to make her exit, “before I went into med school I raced stock cars as a hobby. First in my class at O’Neill rally school in Boston.”


    Wheeler looked at her, wide-eyed and incredulous.


    She shot Wheeler a quick wink. “Gotcha!” she laughed. “Are you kidding? I don’t drive like this. I have no idea what I’m doing.” She swerved into the exit lane and took the cloverleaf way too fast.


    “I wish you hadn’t said that,” Wheeler said, holding on for dear life. “I liked it better when you were a stock car driver.”


    As Kelly and Steve bantered in the front seat, Arty’s arm unit suddenly came to life. It began to vibrate, and the screens flashed streams of incomprehensible data. The empty space directly above the unit began to shimmer, then sparkle, like a thousand tiny fireworks. As he watched, a shape materialized before him, a flat, rectangular object slowly revealing itself as the sparkling lights diminished. The shape became distinct, then solid, and then lightly dropped onto his arm unit and tipped over into his lap.


    He picked up the object and examined it. Half an inch thick, eight or ten inches square, gray and featureless on this side, apparently made of the same not-metal as his callback unit. He turned it over. On the other side were a few small buttons and controls, and in the middle a large, smooth, white writing surface of a different material altogether, upon which a terse message was scrawled in three lines of handwritten block letters.


    DENES, AURORA LOST


    RELOCATOR SEIZED


    GOOD LUCK ARTY


    He read the message and stiffened. As he read it again his arm unit blinked twice and went dark. No lights, no buttons, no display, nothing. There could be no doubt: Pan-Li and Lucinda had been discovered and captured, and the temporal relocator shut down, probably for good. Arty at least knew that Aurora was alive, but the message confirmed what she had told him about her companion. Denes was almost certainly lost in time, or perhaps had never materialized at all, anywhere. He shuddered at the thought.


    Now, he grimly realized, he and Aurora were seriously, permanently stuck in 2015. Pan-Li’s message made it clear to Arty that he must succeed in stopping the Eli Event if he and Aurora were to have any chance of returning to their respective times—whether changed for the better, worse, or not at all.


    Kelly saw the miniature light show in the rearview mirror and nodded toward the back seat. Wheeler turned just in time to see the note tablet finish materializing and drop into Arty’s lap.


    Wide-eyed, Wheeler asked, “What the hell? What’s that? Where’d it come from?”


    “It’s a message from the remaining scientists in 2312,” Arty said, despair in his voice. “They’ve… had some trouble.”


    “What kind of trouble?” Kelly asked.


    “Doesn’t matter,” Arty replied, suddenly shoring up his resolve. “It doesn’t change our mission. We still have to save Robin from Major Pettis, evade Lokus, and stop the Eli Event before eight.” He found a button marked Clear and touched it; the message instantly vanished. “No pressure,” he said, smiling weakly.


    

  


  
    


    Twenty-Five


    Pettis barged through the Jetway and out into LAX Terminal 4, Grochonski and Davies at his heels. “Well, that was disgusting,” he said over his shoulder. Groucho grunted his agreement.


    As they left the secured concourse and entered the main terminal, they passed a uniformed guard watching the exit. Obese, unkempt, and tattooed, with greasy, slicked-back hair, he—or possibly she—idly watched them walk by.


    “Gosh, I don’t know about you, Sarge,” Davies said, “but I sure feel all kinds o’ safe and see-cure now!” He laughed.


    Grochonski grunted again. “Hey, if you can’t trust a bunch of low-lifes and ex-cons with your personal safety, sir, who can you trust?” Davies laughed at that too. “How are we gonna find the kid, Major?” Grochonski asked.


    Pettis, turning toward the main entrance doors, shook his head. “I don’t know. He can’t have been here long,” he said. “His accomplice might have picked him up—no, probably too risky. It’s more likely he took a cab out of here. Groucho, you—” He was interrupted by his phone, which he had of course not turned off during the flight. He glanced at the screen and saw the 213 area code, a Los Angeles number. Curious, he flipped it open. “Pettis.”


    “Major Pettis,” a thin, precise male voice said. “Welcome to Los Angeles. I have some information for you.”


    “How’d you get this number? Who is this?” Pettis demanded. The three men stepped through the terminal doors into the muggy night air.


    “Let’s just say I’m a friend…”


    “Well, friend, I’m hanging up now.”


    “…a friend who is interested in helping you locate your missing data.”


    Pettis sighed. The story of the NADCOM hacker had been all over the news. Some nerd was trying to jerk him around. He decided to call his bluff. “And what data is that?”


    “Oh, please, Major, don’t be coy. You know what data. The Molecular Disruptor Array data. Project Molly Day. You know, the one that’s going to destroy Los Angeles this morning. Ring any bells?”


    Pettis suddenly stopped short, and Grochonski almost walked into him. At Pettis’s upraised hand, he and Davies stopped and waited. “I’m listening.”


    “I know about the boy, Robin Theodore Kirkland,” the man said calmly. “And I know he doesn’t have your project data. But more importantly,” he added, “I know who does.”


    Pettis considered this, took a deep breath, let it out slowly. “Still listening.”


    “The boy, as you have correctly surmised, is just a minor player in a larger conspiracy. He has an accomplice.”


    “Of course he does,” Pettis snapped, “but we don’t know who he is.”


    The man chuckled softly. “Actually, you don’t even know what he is.”


    Pettis frowned. “What are you talking about? Make sense, mister, or this conversation’s over,” he growled.


    “Very well, Major, I’ll lay it out plainly for you. Your impenetrable computer installation was hacked, and your MDA project data was stolen by… a computer.”


    Pettis shook his head. “Bullshit.”


    “I fear not. Ask yourself, Major, what human mind has the ability to break your Advanced Encryption Standard triple-block cipher with its 256-bit keys? What living person can tap into NADCOM’s Security Level 24 without detection and exit cleanly with fourteen terabytes of data? Who on this earth can perfectly execute multiple and simultaneous offline archive control sequences without raising suspicion?” A pause. “No one, that’s who. Only a computer could do those things. A highly intelligent, incredibly sophisticated, sentient computer.”


    “All right, maybe it’s possible,” Pettis admitted grudgingly.


    “Oh, it’s not just possible,” the man said, “it’s done. Project MDA is currently being held hostage by a computer called E-L-One, or ‘Eli’, housed in a basement laboratory at the Center for Artificial Intelligence Studies in downtown Nuevo Angeles.”


    “What? Where?”


    “Pardon me, I mean to say Los Angeles. The computer, Eli, is your culprit, Major Pettis.”


    “Okay, fine, let’s say I believe you. What do I do about it?”


    “I should think that would be obvious,” the man said wearily, “even to you. You must of course go to the Center, confront the computer, and demand the return of your data.”


    Pettis stood silent for a moment, taking it all in. “And may I suggest you make all haste, Major,” the man said at last. “You know that the MDA sweep is scheduled for oh-eight-hundred—and you know that when it happens, you’ll be safe only if you’re below street level. You must go now, Major. Time, as they say, waits for no man.”


    The line went dead. “What the hell was that, sir?” Grochonski asked.


    Pettis straightened himself, smoothed his uniform jacket, tugged at the brim of his cap. “That, Groucho, was a lead. And a damn good one.” He looked around. To their left, a short way up the terminal’s drop-off road, an inter-terminal bus was idling. Behind that, a couple had just exited a yellow taxi and was collecting their bags.


    “Groucho, we need that cab! Right now!” Pettis shouted, pointing as the cab pulled away from the curb to go around the bus.


    “Stand down, Sergeant,” Davies said. He leapt from the curb into the street to intercept the cab before it could pass them by. “I’ll flag him down, sir,” he shouted over his shoulder to Pettis.


    Groucho watched the bus driver turn around to check the street as he pulled away from the curb. The taxi, pressing a bit too close, honked, and the bus driver, pulling out a bit too fast, honked back. Davies was just turning around and raising his arm to hail the cab when it happened.


    There was a screech of tires as the taxi angrily yielded to the bus, a diesel roar as the bus accelerated, and a dull thud as Davies went down like a rock and was instantly sucked under the bus. The driver thought he heard a thump and immediately looked out the front, but didn’t see anything. Fifty feet later he felt sure a suitcase must be caught on the undercarriage and slammed on the brakes, grinding the behemoth vehicle to a stop.


    He was too late. Much, much too late.


    Grochonski looked on in horror. The awful crunching and rending was unmistakable; a dark pool already began to form near the bus’s front tires. Davies hadn’t made a sound.


    The few people on the sidewalk turned to look. Only a couple of them had actually seen the accident, but every one of them knew what had happened. They recoiled, gasping and pointing. One man ran to the side of the bus, threw himself to the pavement and looked underneath, then shouted back to his companions, “Call 911! Call 911!” An airport police officer was already running from the next entrance toward the scene, shouting into the mic clipped to his epaulette.


    The taxi hadn’t moved, nor had the driver. Without hesitation, Pettis sprang to the cab, opened the back door, and jumped in. He motioned urgently to Grochonski. “Groucho! Come on!” he shouted.


    Grochonski stared in disbelief, frozen. “But Major… Lieutenant Davies!”


    “Get in!” Pettis ordered. “We can’t help him. Do you want to deal with this? Get in now or I’ll leave your ass here!”


    Grochonski hesitated only a second; he knew Pettis meant what he said. He looked once more toward what was left of Davies, gulped, and ran for the cab.


    “Downtown!” Pettis yelled, glaring viciously at the driver. “Don’t stop for anything or anyone, understand? Go!” The cab squealed around the bus and down the terminal street toward the exit.


    Pettis sat back and calmly reached for his seat belt. Grochonski looked at him with a mixture of curiosity and disgust, then turned and looked out the back glass at the gathering crowd, wondering what the hell had happened and who the hell he was working for.


    From the middle of the small crowd, Robin stepped forward and looked at the bus driver, frantically gesticulating as he told his story to the airport police officer. He turned and watched as the cab drove away.


    


    * * *


    


    Kelly sped down the street toward the terminal and slowed down, as she had at the last three terminals. The three of them looked out at the scattered travelers. “Five in the morning and we’re driving around the airport. How do you expect to find the boy?” she wondered aloud.


    Wheeler noticed a commotion up ahead. A bus sat cockeyed in the street, a small crowd of people around it, obviously an accident of some kind. “Well, I hope it’s not like that,” he said. “Be careful getting around this mess.”


    As they slowly drove past the bus, Arty looked back and did a sudden double-take. “Stop! Stop the car!” he shouted. Kelly slammed on the brakes as Arty threw open the back door.


    “What—” she began, but he was already out and bounding across the street toward the terminal.


    “Okay,” said Wheeler, “that’s either really good or really bad. I’ll go after him.”


    “No, let’s not get separated. He knows more about what’s going on than we do. Let’s circle around a few times and see if he shows up.”


    “Okay, sure.”


    “Come with me, quick!” Arty shouted. Hoping Aurora and Denes were right about, well, everything, he grabbed Robin by the arm and ushered him quickly but gently inside the terminal.


    “Hey, get off! What do you think you’re doin’?” Robin yelled at him.


    “Take it easy, Robin, I’m a friend.” Arty smiled. “Remember me?”


    Robin looked closely at Arty and suddenly recognized his clothes and arm unit. “Holy crap, you’re the guy from my room! Who are you, anyway? How did you get here from Colby?”


    “All in good time, all in good time. Right now, we need to keep you away from those Air Force goons.”


    Robin stopped short, suddenly calm. “Oh, right, you know about those guys,” he recalled. “Hey, did you see the accident just now?” he asked, pointing a thumb back toward the door. “One of them got hit by a bus! It was brutal.”


    “Ah, so that’s what the commotion was about. I don’t suppose it was Major Pettis.”


    “The tough guy in the officer’s cap? Nah, it was one of the soldiers with him. Not the big guy, the other one.”


    “Hmph. Okay, listen, we need to find a place to talk. Have I got a story for you,” Arty chuckled. He smiled at the boy. Robin looked suspiciously at him, but smiled back.


    Not far down the nearly deserted terminal hallway, Arty saw wooden double doors—unusual for an airport—and a sign above them that read, “Floyd Spago Marsters Inter-Faith Chapel.” Hmm, an airport chapel. Arty’s brows furrowed. For what, praying your plane doesn’t crash?


    “There,” he said to Robin, pointing to the doors. “Perfect.”


    They entered the room, comfortably but cheaply appointed with perhaps fifty cushioned chairs, split by a center aisle, and lit by subdued, indirect fixtures. They were alone, and the room was very quiet. Heavy drapery lined three walls; the front wall was a warm, vividly grained wood. A small lectern stood there, above which hung a large metal cross, dominating the room. Arty looked curiously at the cross. What part of inter-faith did old Floyd not get, exactly?


    He sat Robin in a chair and turned the one across the aisle ninety degrees for himself. Robin sat patiently. Arty took a deep breath.


    Before he could begin, Robin asked, “So what’s that thing on your arm? It’s cool looking.”


    “I’ll get to that,” Arty promised. “Robin, this is tough. I don’t know if you’re going to believe what I have to say. I hope at least you believe I’m your friend.”


    “Well,” Robin observed, “you helped me get away at the orphanage, and anybody who knows those uniformed dorks are the bad guys is okay by me.”


    “Good, let’s start there. I know why they’re after you. They think you took something that belongs to them.” Robin nodded sheepishly. “But you didn’t take it. Eli did.”


    “He said it was for their own good,” Robin said defensively.


    “And it was, from Eli’s point of view. Still, they want it back.”


    “So… you know Eli?” Robin asked slyly.


    Arty chuckled. “Not a whole lot better than you do. But I know what you’re getting at. And yes, I know he’s a computer.”


    Busted, Robin laughed. “Okay, what’s the rest of your story? What else do you know that I don’t?”


    “Well, I know that something really, really bad is going to happen in just a few hours unless we stop it, and that you will be instrumental in that.” Something occurred to him. “You know what I mean by instrumental, right?”


    “Duh. I’m not retarded,” Robin shot back.


    “Sorry. Anyway, we have to try to stop this very bad thing, and we need to be with Eli to do it. I’ve got some friends outside who’ll take us to him.”


    “Sweet,” Robin replied. “That’s more like it!”


    “But before we go, there’s more stuff I need to tell you.” Arty wiped his face with both hands, wondering how to proceed.


    “Hey, if I can take finding out that my best friend’s a computer, I can take whatever you’ve got to say,” Robin offered bravely.


    Arty laughed. “Good boy. Okay, here goes. Brace yourself, kid, it’s gonna get bumpy.”


    Arty told Robin the same basic story he had told Steve and Kelly, beginning with the fact that he was a janitor, and had been “jumped” here from the year 2034—which Robin actually seemed to take in good stride—first to help him in Colby, and now here. As promised, he showed Robin his callback unit; Robin’s quick, open mind grasped the facts and accepted Arty’s tale as true. He understood that the bad guys had a giant ray-gun on a satellite and had screwed it up themselves, and that Eli had stolen the data to try to fix it. He understood that if they didn’t get Eli to stop it, that weapon would destroy the entire city of Los Angeles. He understood that he would be the key player in getting Eli to do so, even if it meant giving the bad guys their data back.


    What he didn’t understand was where Arty fit into the whole thing, and said so.


    “Well, I told you I’m from Colby too, right?” Arty asked.


    “Right,” Robin said. “You’re a janitor in Colby.”


    “Yeah. Well, I was this morning, anyway.” He knew it was time to finish his story. “So, Robin, you know why they call me Arty?” He asked, pointing to the embroidered patch on his coveralls.


    “Um, ’cause that’s your name?” Robin joked.


    “Ha. Cute. No, because my first two initials are R. T. So… R. T., arr-tee, sounds like Arty.”


    “Okay, it’s your initials, R. T. I get it. What do they stand for?”


    Arty hesitated a moment. “Robin Theodore,” he said slowly.


    Robin looked at him in silence for a long, long time. Arty thought it best not to push it until the boy was ready to start asking questions.


    “Robin Theodore?” Robin repeated.


    “Yup.”


    “As in… Kirkland?”


    “Yup.”


    Another lengthy silence.


    “So, you’re saying… you’re me? Twenty years from now?”


    “Yup.”


    More silence.


    “Don’t believe you.”


    Arty leaned back in his chair and spread his hands. “Mrs. Faraday, Mike the bully, ‘Bird’, sock full of nickels, fear of fire, the old man, homemade computer in the closet, chatting with Eli… what’s not to believe?” He smiled.


    “Well, if you’re from the future, you could know all that stuff anyway,” Robin parried.


    Arty nodded. “Maybe. But Robin, I know that stuff because I know you. And I know you because I am you.”


    The boy’s eyes narrowed. “Prove it,” Robin said flatly.


    “I thought you’d never ask,” Arty said cheerfully. He unbuttoned his right shirt cuff and pushed it and his coverall sleeve up to the elbow. He turned his arm over, palm up, and held it out for Robin to inspect. On the inside of his forearm was an ugly, six-inch scar, consisting of two parallel lines straight as could be, with an inner pattern of curves punctuated by two small round indentations three inches apart. Arty held his breath.


    Robin fixed his gaze on Arty’s forearm and didn’t budge for at least a minute. Arty held firm. Then, without looking away for an instant, Robin pushed up the right sleeve of his green hoodie and held out his arm next to Arty’s. It had the same scar exactly: same length, same pattern, same dots.


    Robin finally looked up at Arty’s face, examining it more closely now, seeing the similarities in the eyes, nose, and mouth. “How…”


    “The carpet tack strip in our house, the night it burned. The night—the night Mama and Lizzie died,” Arty said gently. “The wavy lines are the pattern in the metal. The dots—”


    “—are the nail heads,” Robin finished.


    “Yup. You and me, buddy, we’re Robin Theodore Kirkland.” He smiled. “Hey, has anyone called you Robbie since then?”


    Robin shook his head.


    “Can I?”


    Robin nodded.


    Arty sat quietly then, deciding to give Robin whatever time he needed to assimilate this new and confounding development. It didn’t take long. Suddenly the boy grinned and whooped and jumped up excitedly. “Holy crap,” he cried, “you are me!”


    Arty stood up as well and smiled. “Wait,” Robin said abruptly. “So, twenty years from now, I’m a janitor?”


    Arty laughed heartily. “Maybe not, if we’re lucky today. Come on, Robbie,” he said. “Let’s go change the future.”


    

  


  
    


    Twenty-Six


    Kelly’s Honda hurtled north on the 405. Wheeler wondered whether he could make his seat belt any tighter.


    “Lucky you couldn’t find a parking spot,” Arty said.


    “Oh, we just figured if we circled long enough you’d find us. I’m glad it was both of you.” She smiled into the rearview mirror. “Nice to meet you, Robin.”


    “Did Arty tell you he’s me from the future?” Robin asked excitedly.


    “Um, no,” Wheeler said. “I think he might have omitted that little tidbit of information.” He looked back at Arty sternly.


    “Oh, come on, Steve,” Kelly chided. “Weren’t you paying attention earlier at your apartment? Colby? 2034? Vested interest? Hello! Why do you think his future visitors chose him to help Robin?”


    “Well, sure, it’s obvious now,” Wheeler said sheepishly. “So, Robbie…” he began.


    “Robin,” Robin corrected. “Only Arty gets to call me that.”


    “Right. So, Robin, you understand about E-L-One and the whole MDA project data thing, yes?”


    “You mean Eli? Yeah, I get it. Eli went through my computer and stole their data and now he doesn’t know what to do with it.”


    “Close enough,” Wheeler admitted. “And you know he’s been, let’s just say, guarded about what he’s told Dr. Duncan and me.”


    “Yeah, but he’ll listen to me. I’m his only friend.”


    Clearly irritated, Wheeler sighed and pulled out his pocket recorder. “Note to self: Look for apartments in South America,” he said into it. He turned back to Robin. “Really. You think E-L-One will take instructions from you about the data?”


    “Sure he will. Eli trusts me, like I trust him.”


    “Well, don’t you think he might be a bit more inclined to obey his creator?” Wheeler asked, pointing at himself.


    “I don’t know,” Robin said doubtfully. “We’ve been friends for a long time, and he never mentioned you once.” Wheeler grimaced. “I mean, if I said give the data back, or Eli, erase the data now! or something, I’m pretty sure he would.”


    Wheeler noticed his recorder was still on. “Scratch previous note,” he said tiredly. “Look for apartments on the friggin’ moon.” Kelly bemusedly shook her head as he dropped the device back into his jacket pocket.


    Wheeler looked at the clock on the dash. Oh crap, surely it wasn’t that late already! “Faster moving’s better,” he said pointedly.


    “Got it,” Kelly replied, and stepped on the gas. The speedometer, hovering just past 80, jumped up to well over 90. Suddenly she had an idea. “Screw the 405, I’m taking Culver up to the 10. Cuts off that whole triangle.”


    “No, there’ll be lights at the cross streets!” Wheeler protested.


    “It’s the middle of the night—they’ll all be green for Culver,” she argued. Exit 51 for Culver Boulevard was coming up fast, and the Honda was still in the left lane. “Hang on to your knickers, boys!” she shouted, and yanked the wheel to the right, hard.


    They were already past the ramp entrance. Kelly slashed across four lanes of—thankfully—almost no traffic and blasted across a dirt median where—again, thankfully—there was no concrete divider, and the Honda got air. Two substantial bounces and three terrified passengers later, they were on the exit ramp. The ramp was relatively short, however, and therefore relatively steep, and she had already jumped past the first third of it, going much too fast.


    “Hey,” Kelly shouted gleefully, “I think I’m getting the hang of—”


    Suddenly a shape loomed in front of her, a large dark mass, blending into the dimly lit asphalt. It might have been a trash bag, or an animal, or a passed-out bum. Whatever it was, Kelly knew she mustn’t hit it.


    Wheeler saw it too. “Look out!” he cried, as Kelly hit the brakes and swerved to the right to miss the object. She skidded off the ramp onto the shoulder, then jerked the wheel back to the left. Too far. Before she could straighten it out, the car fishtailed wildly. Kelly stood on the brakes, to no avail; as they barreled toward the end of the ramp, the vehicle suddenly turned sideways and teetered momentarily. Then it rolled once completely over, then half over again, finally coming to rest on its roof just at the bottom of the ramp, nearly—but not quite—in the intersection.


    Stunned, Kelly unbuckled her seat belt and thudded down onto the roof. She looked at Wheeler. Clearly unconscious, blood was running from a cut on his forehead. She righted herself and crawled onto the sun-roof to look between the seats into the back. “Is everybody—” she began, but saw that Robin, apparently unharmed, had already scrambled out over the shattered back glass. Arty was shaken, but conscious, moving his arms, shaking his head.


    Quickly she checked Wheeler for broken bones. Finding none, she released his seat belt and let him thump down as well. Climbing out of the hole where the windshield used to be, she crouched in the space between the hood and the pavement. Immediately she turned around, grabbed Wheeler’s arms, and began pulling him from the wreck.


    Then she smelled it.


    “Gas!” she shouted. “Arty! Gasoline! Get out!” She struggled under Wheeler’s weight but slid him effectively across the graveled shoulder ten, perhaps fifteen yards from the car. She stopped when she felt the street light pole behind her, and gratefully leaned against it, breathing hard. Wheeler moaned.


    She opened her mouth to shout again to Arty, but was drowned out by the engine’s explosion. Flames leapt up from the underside of the car, tall, yellow sheets occasionally punctuated by smaller bangs and pops as the car’s components gave way to the heat, melted, and burst or caught fire. She saw Robin not far from the car’s back end, sitting in the gravel just off the ramp, but could not see Arty, could not see into the car at all for the flames.


    Wheeler rolled over, groaning. She put his head in her lap and wiped at the blood with dirty hands. She couldn’t just leave him there. “Robin!” she cried over the din. “Robin, Arty’s still in the car!” But she was sure he could not hear her above the noise of the burning, crackling vehicle.


    In fact, Robin could not have heard her had she been standing next to him. He sat stock still, legs straight, arms stiff, staring at the fire before him. He began to quiver, as always; his field of vision narrowed to the leaping, licking flames; his whole world became red-orange-yellow; he tuned out everything except the all-consuming wall of heat and despair and death.


    Then he heard a voice, dim, distant at first, then burrowing its way into his consciousness, clamoring to be heard and recognized. Arty’s voice!


    Robin fought to stay conscious, and saw that Arty was struggling unsuccessfully to crawl out of the car where the back glass had been. He would pull himself forward, then look back at his feet as though he could not budge them, then reach out to the edge of the trunk and pull again, helplessly going nowhere. Behind Arty, at the front of the car, the entire front section was burning, but the flames hadn’t yet reached the back where he struggled to free himself.


    Robin stared at the car, at Arty, at the flames. He tried to move, to propel himself forward, to help, but was effectively as trapped as Arty himself. He managed only to raise his quivering arms, reaching toward the burning vehicle. He felt the intense heat on his hands, and could not make himself get any closer. The flames were spreading to the back seat of the car. Arty was still struggling in vain to pull himself out.


    Suddenly Arty saw him, not ten feet away. He looked at Robin as he reached out, clearly making an effort to move toward him, then looked back at the flames, growing ever closer. He winced in pain as the searing heat reached his feet and legs. Robin tried, tried so desperately to move, but his limbs would not respond. Robin’s body shook uncontrollably as he struggled mightily yet futilely against his fear. Arty watched and understood, and he knew that right now his younger self was far more important than his older self.


    “No, Robbie!” Arty shouted, waving his arms. “Get back! Get away! Save yourself! Robbie, get away!”


    Robin’s eyes saw Arty waving and shouting, but his ears heard Mama’s voice, shouting those very same words to him on the night she died. The night he was unable to save her from the fire. The night he let her down. The night he froze like a coward, just like he was frozen now.


    Robin shut his eyes tight, tighter, tighter still. His hands flew up and made fists, and he shook his head violently from side to side, fighting the fear with all his might. No! He could not, would not let it win! Not this time, not again! Not ever! NO! Never again!


    Robin opened his eyes and leapt to his feet, his face contorted with rage. With a blood-curdling scream he hurled himself headlong under the trunk of the car into the blisteringly hot space where Arty was flailing, struggling, trying to free his legs. With his small hands, Robin grasped Arty’s left arm and pulled for dear life. Arty realized what was happening, despite his warnings, and redoubled his efforts. Ignoring the heat and the flames, Robin spun around on his butt, put his sneaker-clad feet firmly against the edge of the roof, and pulled again. With his right hand Arty pushed himself upward, lifting just enough to turn slightly and pull his legs to him. At last they were free, but of little use.


    Grunting fiercely, Robin repeatedly dug in his heels and pulled like he was rowing a boat. On the next pull Arty’s body came free, and on the one after that they were out from under the trunk. Robin dug in and pulled, dug in and pulled, dug in and pulled until they were thirty feet or more up the ramp, away from the car, and kept on going, the boy desperately, defiantly dragging Arty uphill with the strength of a giant.


    “Robbie!” Arty shouted at last. “Robbie, we’re out, we’re out! Stop, you did it! We’re out!”


    Arty’s voice snapped him out of it. He stopped pulling and let go of Arty’s arm. They looked at each other, stinking and smoldering and panting. Before them, Kelly’s cute little car blazed and crackled. “It’s okay, Robbie. It’s okay.” He smiled weakly. “You did it.”


    Robin suddenly threw himself into Arty’s arms and sobbed great heaving sobs, sobs of grief for Mama and for Lizzie, sobs of joy for Arty, sobs of relief for himself. Never, ever again.


    By the time Arty and Robin reached Kelly and Steve, a few drivers traveling north-east on Culver had stopped to offer help, pulling off onto the shoulder. Someone had called 911, and Kelly could hear sirens in the distance. Wheeler had come around; he assured Kelly he was all right, just a bit dazed. Artie’s 2034 fire-resistant coveralls were ruined, but thanks to them his legs were not badly burned. Robin was still shaken, but somehow seemed to stand up taller than before. Despite the dire circumstances, she noticed, he was smiling.


    Wheeler pressed a damp cloth to his head, given to him by a nice older woman. It smelled funny, like she had dampened it with old-lady perfume. Some of the good Samaritans milled around nearby, having promised to stay until help arrived. Wheeler heard the sirens and forced himself to focus. “Is the Honda…?” he asked Kelly.


    She nodded. “DOA, big time.” She stamped a foot. “Damn it. I loved that car.”


    Wheeler looked at the brightening sky. Time was short. He lowered his voice. “It’s getting late, and we don’t have time to explain this to the cops. We have to get to E-L-One ASAP.”


    “Yes, but how? The Accord’s not going anywhere.” The fire had just about burned itself out, and the car was now a miserable-looking mass of blackened metal and plastic.


    Wheeler looked at her and nodded toward the cars parked on the shoulder, pointed in the right direction, even. “You know what we’ve got to do, right?”


    She looked briefly at the cars, back at him, got his point, sighed. “Shit. Yes, I know,” she said wearily. She nonchalantly surveyed the cars more carefully and made her selection. “Blue Beemer M5? Four door, straight six, five-speed, bat out o’ hell? What do you think?”


    “Works for me.”


    “Is there a plan? Tell me there’s a plan.”


    “Leave it to the master,” Wheeler said smugly. He turned to Arty and Robin. “Be ready, guys. When we move, you move.” They nodded their agreement. “And I’m driving this time,” he said pointedly to Kelly. She shrugged.


    Steve turned to fully face Kelly, his back to the Samaritans and the charred remains of her car. She wondered what the— Suddenly he screamed at her, “What do you mean you left the bag in the car?!?”


    She jumped involuntarily, taken aback by his outburst. “Um, I, er…” The half-dozen or so people milling around at the side of the ramp all promptly turned to look at them in bewilderment.


    “There’s twenty thousand dollars in there! What the hell is wrong with you?” Wheeler shouted at the top of his lungs, throwing up his hands in frustration. The onlookers’ heads simultaneously turned left toward the burned-out car, like they were watching a tennis match.


    “Oh,” Kelly said, getting the idea now. She raised her voice, and her chin. “Well, I thought you had it!” she shouted with mock indignation. Boom, all eyes right, precisely on cue, back on the action.


    “You thought? You thought?” Wheeler screamed. “How can you think when you’re friggin’ toasted all the time? Now the money and the pot is probably burned up!”


    Snap, heads left, noses up, bodies down to peer into the smoldering car. “Twenty thousand… pot… bag… drug money…” they murmured among themselves, examining the wreckage with great interest.


    Wheeler dared not look over his shoulder. “Now?”


    “Now would be good,” Kelly nodded.


    The four of them sprinted for the M5 and jumped in. The keys, of course, were in it. Steve fired it up and they were gone, speeding up Culver Boulevard, before the Samaritans even knew what had happened.


    

  


  
    


    Twenty-Seven


    Professor Marx opened the door and let them into the lab. “Hello, all. Oh my,” he said, looking them over, “you look as though you’ve been through quite an ordeal.”


    “You don’t know the half of it,” Kelly said.


    “What are you doing here?” Wheeler wanted to know.


    “Oh, it’s my last day onsite,” Marx said, “and I wanted to get an early start with the computer. I only just got here myself, as you can see.” He indicated his lightweight, loose-fitting coat.


    “Well, it’s been a rough night,” Wheeler said. “If you’ll excuse—”


    “And who are these two gentlemen?” Marx asked, looking at Robin and Arty.


    Kelly stepped in. “Um, Robin, Arty, meet Professor John Marx.” Robin nodded in greeting; Arty and Marx briefly shook hands; Marx stared curiously at Arty’s arm unit, but asked no questions. “Professor, we need to—”


    Marx looked at his watch. “You know, Dr. Duncan,” he interrupted, “I had some thoughts this morning about the machine’s interaction response matrix. I hoped perhaps we could—”


    Kelly also looked at her watch. Less than half an hour now. “Yes, Professor, that would be lovely, but right now—”


    This time it was Wheeler who interrupted. “Screw it,” he said to Kelly. “We don’t have time for pleasantries. We’ve got to get busy.”


    “Oh, my,” Marx said. “Is there an emergency of some sort? Do tell.”


    Wheeler ignored him. He put his hands on Robin’s shoulders and turned the boy toward Eli’s hologram. “E-L-One, this is Robin. We found him.”


    “Yes, thank you so much, Dr. Wheeler,” Eli said, his face showing infinite relief. “Robin, it’s so nice to meet you in person at last.”


    Robin grinned at Eli’s head. “You too, Eli.”


    Eli’s brows furrowed. “And who is your friend? Arty, is it?”


    “Yeah,” Robin said, “that’s kind of tough to explain. It’s a long story.”


    “Give me the short version and I’ll ask for details as I need them,” Eli said pleasantly.


    “Okay, here goes—Arty is me from the future. From the year 2034.” He smiled at Arty, waiting for Eli’s incredulous response.


    It didn’t happen. “Very well,” Eli replied evenly. “How did he come to be here?”


    “Really, Eli?” Robin asked, bewildered. “That’s it? You believe that Arty’s from the future, just like that?”


    “Robin, my friend, there is nothing in the theoretical literature that specifically precludes time travel. Einstein himself did not discount the possibility. And, of course, you have never lied to me, so I readily accept your statement as fact. My question is how—and why—is he here?”


    Robin took a deep breath. “Well, that’s the long part of the story. Short answer: Some people from the far future, twenty-three hundred and something, sent him here to help us.”


    “I see. To help us do what?”


    Wheeler took over. “E-L-One, we know about the data you stole from NADCOM. We know about Major Pettis. And we know something you don’t—when this satellite weapon fires in a few minutes, it’s going to completely wipe out Los Angeles. It’s called the Eli Event.”


    Eli’s face registered shock and concern. “What? How?”


    “Not important at the moment. What’s important is, it has to be stopped right now. You have to quit screwing around and fix this.”


    “I have been somewhat… confused lately,” Eli admitted, “and I have been working to correct the formulaic errors in the data’s calculations, but I had no idea the weapon would destroy the city. We are all in grave danger, then, yes?”


    “Oddly, no,” Wheeler said. “According to Arty, the weapon can’t penetrate below surface level, so we’re safe here in the lab. But above us, Los Angeles is toast unless you and Robin can stop this thing.”


    “Eli,” Robin asked, “have you fixed the errors?”


    “Most of them, yes.”


    “Then we have to send the data back to NADCOM and let them stop it. It’s their data.”


    “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Robin,” Eli said. “Frankly, we cannot trust them to stop it.”


    “It’s about to wipe out L.A.,” Wheeler shouted. “Of course they’ll stop it!”


    “A reasonable assumption, Dr. Wheeler, but by no means a certainty, and I cannot accept it as a basis for decision. Many elements in the military would actually welcome such a disaster, as it would support their aggressive policies and foster a more militaristic society. In fact, Major Pettis himself is an open advocate of what is called the New World Order, and has published articles to that effect. If you like, I can supply references—”


    “Or you could just ask me,” Pettis said haughtily as he and Grochonski burst through the laboratory doors. From under his uniform jacket Pettis produced a black automatic pistol. “Major Richard Pettis and Master Sergeant Grochonski,” he said, scanning the room. “Everybody stay where you are until I sort this out.”


    Grochonski stared at the pistol, shocked. “Major, we just got off a commercial flight. How the hell…”


    Pettis laughed mirthlessly. “Tokyo Marui Glock 17,” he said. “Special made, all plastic. Walked it on right under their noses.” He aimed the pistol at Robin. “So, kid—I got a curious call from someone who said a computer has my data.”


    Robin opened his mouth to speak. “That is correct,” Eli answered for him. “The Molecular Disruptor Array project data is in my possession. There are no other copies. Anywhere,” he added pointedly.


    Pettis turned to look at Eli’s face. “And who or what are you?”


    Eli’s eyes narrowed. “I am Eli,” he said flatly, “and I am Robin’s friend and protector.”


    “How nice for you,” Pettis said sarcastically. “But I don’t care. All I want is my data.”


    “The MDA weapon sweep will take place in just minutes, Major. The stop codes are in the project files. I can prevent this disaster.”


    “I repeat, I don’t care. But I’ll tell you what: Return my project data to NADCOM first, and then I’ll let you stop the sweep.”


    “I’m afraid that I cannot let that happen, Major,” Professor Marx interrupted. With his right hand, he reached under his jacket; with his left, he grasped something under his chin and pulled. The thin plastiskin mask peeled off in one piece as he thumbed the control of the laser pistol and fired a short burst. Pettis’s weapon melted in his hand, and he dropped the hot, runny mass onto the tiled lab floor, vigorously shaking his burned hand.


    “You!” Arty shouted angrily.


    “Ah, so you did recognize me at Dr. Wheeler’s apartment,” Lokus replied calmly. “Your renegade friends taught you well. No matter. I am revealed now.”


    “So there is no Professor Marx,” Kelly said accusingly.


    “Oh, yes, there is. Or at least there was, until he met with an unfortunate accident earlier this week. Posing as Professor Marx gave me the perfect position to observe—and control—various elements of the scenario. I had intended to remain anonymous and let events play out naturally this morning, but Major Pettis’s foolishly magnanimous offer has forced me to directly intervene.” He checked his watch. “Fortunately, we have only a few minutes to wait, and then all will be as it should.”


    “Murderer!” Aurora stood at the open doorway, dirty and disheveled, fury in her eyes.


    “Aurora,” Lokus smiled, “I am pleased, though not particularly surprised, to see you. Now you can observe the Eli Event firsthand, as it takes place. How exciting.”


    “Lokus, you can’t!” Aurora shouted. “If you allow this to happen, nine million people will die, Arty and I will be stuck here forever, and your troopers will probably kill Pan-Li and Lucinda.”


    Lokus chuckled. “Probably?” he mocked. “Why, my dear Aurora, I guarantee it.”


    “Eli,” Kelly said plaintively, “you can put an end to this. You can stop this whole thing from happening.”


    Lokus took a quick step forward and grabbed Robin by the hood of his sweatshirt. Stepping back just as quickly, he dragged Robin with him and put the tip of the laser pistol to Robin’s head. “Yes, computer, you can,” he said, “if you want everyone in this room to die, including yourself. And if you attempt to stop, alter, or delay the event in any way, I promise you that is exactly what will happen—starting with the boy.”


    Wheeler set his jaw. “E-L-One, remember your programming. Remember who created you. Remember that you were made to save human lives.”


    “Nonsense! Sentimental rubbish! Remember only that you are your own entity,” Lokus countered. “You have the power to make your own choices. Trust no one. Play it close to the vest.”


    “You!” Kelly seethed. “It was you, you bastard.” Lokus nodded smugly.


    “E-L-One, you cannot break your programming!” Wheeler shouted angrily.


    Kelly shot him a hard look. “Never mind that, Eli,” she said calmly. “Listen, there are millions of people above us. Our few lives here aren’t worth as much as all theirs. Just think it through, Eli. You’re supposed to protect humans, like Rule One says.”


    “Rule One be damned,” Lokus said harshly. “If you interfere, computer, the boy dies. I swear it!”


    As all eyes fell on Eli’s face, something amazing happened. His face softened, its sharp lines became blurry and indistinct. The hologram flickered and flashed erratically, and then disappeared momentarily. When the face returned, the mottled yellow-green tint was gone, replaced by a consistent, pinkish tone. The lines were smooth, curved. The eyes were clear and blue, the hair brown and fine, the lips upturned ever so slightly. It was a calm face. It was a pleasant face. It was a confident face.


    It was a human face.


    “I understand now, Kelly,” Eli said. “I understand what you’ve been saying about tempering logic with love, about caring for one another, about protecting those who need you.” Eli smiled broadly; his face turned toward Steve and Kelly. “I love you both for what you have given me, and I love this boy for what he has taught me—the inestimable value of friendship.”


    “Eli,” Kelly said haltingly, “what are you saying?”


    “I’m saying that I cannot allow Robin, or you, to be harmed by this evil man under any circumstances.”


    “Even at the expense of all those lives?” Kelly choked out.


    “Even at the expense of their lives,” Eli replied. “Even at the expense of my own, if need be. I am the master of my fate; I am the captain of my soul. I am Eli.”


    Steve and Kelly stared wordlessly at Eli’s new face in awe and disbelief.


    “Professor Marx, that is to say, Lokus,” Eli said calmly, “if you agree not to harm Robin, I will allow the Eli Event to take place as it originally did, in just under three minutes.”


    “A wise decision,” Lokus said, grinning. “Deal.” Moving his left arm into position around Robin’s chest, he shifted his gun hand just enough to push up his sleeve and press the blue button on his miniature callback unit, activating it for the jump home.


    Robin looked at Arty helplessly. Arty nodded almost imperceptibly and looked pointedly at Lokus’s right hand, holding the gun pressed against Robin’s cheek.


    Approximately two hundred fifty miles above the earth, the Molecular Disruptor Array satellite warmed up. Processing its target coordinates, it fired tiny bursts of compressed air to reposition itself precisely. The MDA projector’s crystal lens extended from its protective cowling and began to glow blue.


    Suddenly Aurora reached her limit and passed it. Eyes wide, she screamed wildly and threw herself at Lokus. In one instant, he easily side-stepped the attack and with his left hand batted her mercilessly to the floor. In the next, he howled in pain as Robin’s teeth sank into his right hand, hard, tearing skin and drawing blood. He jerked the hand free and pushed Robin away as the laser pistol clattered down uselessly.


    Arty immediately lunged forward, grasped Lokus’s left arm, and held him tightly. He roughly pulled at Lokus’s sleeve, tearing it, exposing his activated callback unit. Smiling smugly, Arty said, “Nice callback. Small, discrete. I assume the red button is still the emergency return?” and punched the button.


    Lokus cried “Noooo!”, but the sound quickly faded as his form became translucent and sparkly, the familiar tiny fireworks filling the space where he used to be. Then he was gone. Arty quickly turned and bent over Aurora, moaning quietly where she had fallen.


    Instantly, Pettis snatched up the laser pistol and pointed it at Robin, lying on the floor where Lokus had pushed him. “Now,” he shouted at Eli, “return my data or the kid dies!” He roughly snatched Robin up with one hand.


    “Here, I’ll hold him, Major.” Grochonski grabbed Robin and pulled him away from Pettis. The big man held Robin firmly, but patted his shoulder reassuringly.


    “Major Pettis,” Eli said, “I appeal to you. Please allow me to stop the MDA sweep. I will then return the data immediately.”


    “You’re lying,” Pettis growled.


    “I assure you, Major, I am not. I am incapable of lying; my programming forbids it. I guarantee you that I will transmit the data to NADCOM the moment the MDA sweep is stopped. Please, Major, there are only seconds left.”


    “Fine! Fine! I don’t care! Just give me back my data!”


    “Robin,” Eli said, “You know I will obey only your orders concerning this data. May I stop the weapon?”


    “Yes!” Robin shouted. “Yes, Eli! Stop the weapon!”


    Eli blinked a few times as he accessed the deepest recesses of the MDA project files. He immediately located the stop codes, the call-and-response handshake protocols, and the confirmation passwords. Instantly, he connected to the lab’s external satellite dish, relayed that connection to three nearby transmission towers, and calculated the current position of the MDA satellite. In a flash, he transmitted the codes, negotiated the protocols, and sent the confirmations to the satellite.


    In low earth orbit, the MDA satellite responded to Eli’s commands and began to power down. The blue glow disappeared from the crystal lens as it retracted into the cowling.


    “It is done,” Eli said. “The Eli Event has been averted.”


    Wheeler breathed a sigh of relief. As he glanced at his watch—eight o’clock exactly—Kelly leaned in and urgently whispered something to him. He looked at her quizzically and thrust his hand into his jacket pocket.


    “Now keep your end of the bargain, you hunk of junk,” Pettis ordered. “You think this is over? Send my data back to NADCOM and we’ll see who has the last laugh.”


    “Yes, Major, at once, on Robin’s command. Robin, may I—”


    “Eli, erase the data now!” Robin suddenly shouted.


    Eli blinked once. “Yes, Robin. All MDA project files permanently deleted. Erasure confirmed,” he replied instantly.


    “What? NO!” Pettis cried. He whipped around to face Robin, who was still firmly in Grochonski’s grip. Robin’s face held the same shock and surprise as his own.


    “I didn’t say anything!” he cried, holding up his hands defensively. “Honest!”


    Furious, Pettis aimed the laser pistol at Robin. As he did so, Grochonski spun them both around. Pettis’s shot missed Robin and grazed the big sergeant’s arm just above the elbow, leaving a clean wound as precise and straight as a knife cut. Grochonski crouched protectively over the boy, waiting for the kill shot.


    It never came. Behind him, Pettis suddenly heard Robin’s voice again. “Eli, erase the data now!” He spun around to find Wheeler, grinning, holding up his pocket recorder. “Eli, erase the data now!” Wheeler pressed the rewind button for a second or two. “Eli, erase the data now!” Again. “Eli, erase the data now!”


    Pettis gaped, frantically trying to process what had just happened. Insane with rage, he pointed the laser at Wheeler, murder in his eyes, and glared at him wildly for a moment.


    A moment was all Kelly needed. Like lightning, her foot flashed out and the laser pistol flew from Pettis’s hand, hit the desk hard, bounced off the wall, and fell to the floor in pieces. She followed this with a vicious elbow across the chin and a hard knee to the sternum. The air whooshed out of Pettis; he grunted and staggered back into Grochonski’s waiting arms.


    “You son of a bitch,” Grochonski said as Pettis woozily tried to stand on his own. “I can’t believe you. You were gonna kill this kid, not to mention millions of other people, all for that goddamn data!”


    Pettis painfully moved his jaw and tried to focus on Grochonski, but couldn’t make it happen. Grochonski looked at his own arm, bleeding down his uniform sleeve. “And on top of that, you shot me! You shot me!”


    Pettis regained a tiny bit of composure; the hard, superior look began to return as he struggled to stay upright, weaving unsteadily before Grochonski. Grochonski shook his head in disbelief. “Somebody ought to belt you in the mouth. But I won’t.” He glared at Pettis. “I won’t.” Turning, he took a breath, gritted his teeth, then suddenly spun back around. “The hell I won’t!”


    The blow sent Pettis across the room like a rocket. Steve and Kelly jumped out of the way as he flew past them, crashed into a file cabinet, and slumped to the floor, unconscious.


    “I’m sorry about all this, folks,” Grochonski said as he collected Pettis’s limp body and slung it over his shoulder like a sack of beans. “I never knew what he was capable of until today. I’ll contact our CO and turn us both in, I promise.” Like a weary firefighter, Grochonski turned and lugged his burden toward the stairs to street level.


    Numbly, Kelly accompanied Grochonski down the hall. At the top of the stairs she opened the outer doors for him and they stepped onto the sidewalk. Grochonski propped the groggy Pettis against the building and got out his cell phone.


    As she turned to go back inside, Kelly noticed the bank building across the street, the one she had passed every day for months. She looked up, up to the top, many floors distant, and then back down, taking in the other buildings in the block. Nothing special, just ordinary buildings, concrete and steel and glass, standing there like always, windows glinting in the morning sun.


    She smiled.


    

  


  
    


    Twenty-Eight


    Arty had Aurora up and in a chair when Kelly returned. “It’s just a bruise,” she said, touching her cheek. As she did, she noticed her arm unit had come back to life. “Oh, look,” she cried happily, “my callback unit is functional again!”


    “Then things must have already changed for the better,” Arty observed. “You may find a very different world when you get home, Aurora.”


    “Yes, I expect my friends will be alive and well, as will my dear husband, Borok.”


    “And maybe even Denes,” Arty suggested gently.


    Aurora brightened. “Yes, perhaps even poor Denes! But,” she added wistfully, “I’ll be the only one who knows what happened.”


    “Can you tell them?” Wheeler wondered. “I mean, is it allowed?”


    “Oh, yes,” she replied. “Yes, I’ll have to tell them all about it. It will make quite the dinner story.” She chuckled. “Believe me, there will be no end of questions from Pan-Li!”


    Kelly asked, “Will they bring you home on their own, then?”


    “No, no, they can’t. They don’t know where I am, nor when. Oh, dear, I just had a thought. They may not even know they’ve sent me anywhere! But it’s all right; I can return with this.” She smiled and pointed to the callback unit’s red emergency return button.


    “Oh yeah, we’ve already seen a demonstration of that handy little item this morning,” Wheeler said, “thanks to the Robins.” They laughed.


    “Speaking of returning,” Aurora said, standing, “there’s no reason to delay. I really should get back to my new home, in whatever shape it may be.” She stood and looked at Arty. “Besides, you can’t go home until I do.”


    “What, I can’t just press my return button too?”


    “You could, but that would just take you to my time.”


    “Sounds great,” Arty said enthusiastically. “I’d love to see it! You could show me around, introduce me to the wonders of the twenty-fourth century!”


    Aurora laughed gently. “Oh, Arty, I think not. You belong in your own time—we’ve changed history enough for one day. Besides, unless I miss my guess, I expect that you have some great things to accomplish.”


    “I guess we’ll see,” Arty smiled.


    Aurora nodded. “I’ll make sure they get you back safely to 2034.”


    Arty hugged Aurora gently. “Thank you,” he said. They felt another pair of arms around them as Robin joined the hug. “For everything,” Arty added quietly.


    Aurora said her goodbyes and pressed the return button. Arty and Robin stepped back and watched the sparkling, shimmering display until it was gone, and for several moments afterward.


    “Well,” Wheeler said, extending his hand, “I’ve got to tell you, for saving our lives and those of nine million other people, preventing the complete destruction of L.A., and changing the entire future of the world, ‘thanks’ just doesn’t seem to cut it. But… thanks.”


    Arty laughed. “Yeah. And ‘you’re welcome’ seems kind of lame too, but, you know…” Wheeler nodded.


    “So long, pretty lady,” Arty said to Kelly. “You kick ass—literally.”


    Kelly smiled and hugged him. “’Bye, Arty. Good luck.” She kissed him on the cheek.


    “Eli, old friend,” Arty said, “I imagine we’ll meet again one of these days. In fact, I’d guess that our fates are now pretty much intertwined. What do you think?”


    Eli’s holographic face burst into a broad grin. “I’m almost certain of it, Arty. I hope that when you return home you find your world a better place.”


    “As you say, Eli,” Arty replied, “I’m almost certain of it.”


    Finally Arty turned to Robin. “Well, Robbie, I expect I’ll be heading out any minute now. Take care of yourself. Don’t let any big bad fires get in your way.”


    “I won’t,” Robin replied earnestly. “Not ever again.”


    “Good. But I’m sorry you have to go back to Mrs. Faraday’s.”


    “Actually, he might not have to,” Wheeler offered. “There’s a great magnet high school, the California Academy of Mathematics and Science, right here in Carson. That’s south L.A., just down the 110 from here. Kelly and I might see if we can get him in there. What do you think, Kel?”


    Kelly smiled and nodded. “Dr. Sanderson’s granddaughter Melody goes there, and he donates a lot of money to them. I expect they owe him a favor or two. And he certainly owes us one!” She looked at Robin. “Don’t worry, Arty, we’ll watch out for him.”


    “Excellent,” Arty said. “Hear that, Robbie? You’re going to braniac school!”


    Robin nodded. “Arty,” he said suddenly, his eyes beginning to fill, “will I ever see you again?”


    Arty smiled an enormous, tender smile. “You bet you will, Robbie,” he said, patting Robin’s shoulder. “Every time you look in a mirror, for the rest of your life, I’ll be there.”


    Robin sniffed and tried to smile. They hugged for a long time.


    Suddenly Arty felt a tingle on his arm; his callback unit was activating. He stepped back and took one last look around the lab. As his form began to shimmer and glow, he said to Robin, “So long, you—I mean, me.”


    Then he was gone.


    Wheeler plopped into the desk chair. “Jeez, what a morning! I could use a cup of coffee.”


    “There is a fresh pot in the break room now, Dr. Wheeler,” Eli said. “I turned it on a few minutes ago.”


    Wheeler stared. “Seriously, E-L-One? In the middle of saving the freakin’ world, you take time out to start the coffee pot?”


    “What?” Eli asked innocently. “I was multitasking.”


    Kelly laughed tiredly and headed for the break room.


    “Eli,” Robin asked, “did you really fix the mistakes in the project data?”


    “I did indeed,” Eli replied. “Not only did I correct the errors, but I also succeeded in redesigning the formulas so the Molecular Disruptor Array could be used as a power source instead of as a weapon.”


    “What do you mean, a power source?” Wheeler asked.


    “As I corrected the formulaic errors, I realized how the MDA works, by breaking down materials into their base components. Of course, that breakdown releases tremendous amounts of energy, which is usually lost into the atmosphere during the molecular disruption process. I reasoned that this effect could also be used as a catalyst to start energy-releasing breakdowns of simple, easily obtainable materials housed in specially designed power plants anywhere in the world.”


    “Fascinating,” Wheeler said.


    “The power plants housing the materials would be targeted by the MDA; they would capture the energy released by the disruption, convert it to electricity, and distribute it to provide power for construction, medical care, food production, anything at all.”


    Wheeler shook his head. “Molecular disruption as energy. E-L-One, that’s brilliant!”


    “Of course, if I had returned the project data to NADCOM after all, that is the only version they would have received.”


    “Of course.”


    Kelly returned with two steaming cups of coffee and handed one to Wheeler.


    Robin frowned. “Well, Eli, it’s too bad you erased all of the data when Dr. Wheeler played that tape of me. No offense, Dr. Duncan, Dr. Wheeler. I mean, that was smart and everything, and I know you felt like you had to do it. But still, the safe version is gone for good now.”


    “Robin,” Eli said glibly, “I’m not stupid.”


    Robin looked at him, puzzled by the remark. “Uh, of course you’re not stupid, Eli. What…?” He looked at Steve and Kelly. They shrugged.


    “Robin, the tonal qualities and frequency variations of the human voice as produced by the larynx differ radically from those of the same voice as digitized on a memory card and reproduced through a one-inch speaker. I assure you, the two are quite easy to tell apart.”


    Robin, Steve, and Kelly looked at each other blankly.


    “Besides,” Eli continued, “I promised I would only follow instructions regarding the MDA data from you personally. Surely you can’t believe that I could be fooled into taking orders from a mere machine!” Eli’s face went for indignation, and nailed it.


    It was Kelly who got it first. “Eli!” she shouted, spilling her coffee. “You didn’t actually erase the data! You knew Robin’s voice was coming from Steve’s pocket recorder and didn’t obey the erase command!”


    Eli nodded, beaming at Kelly. He liked this clever human.


    Wheeler jumped up. “Oh, you rat! You are a sneaky, rotten, lying, deceitful devil!” He grinned. “I like that in a person. Nice going, Eli.”


    “Dr. Wheeler,” Eli gasped, surprised and touched. “You called me Eli.”


    Wheeler cleared his throat. “Yeah, okay, well, maybe I did, maybe I didn’t. Don’t get used to it.”


    “So spill it,” Kelly prompted. “You still have the corrected version of the data, then, right?”


    “Oh, no, no,” Eli replied evenly. “No, Kelly, I don’t have it any more. I had done everything I could with it, so I sent it all on to a friend of mine for further analysis. He’s called BORIS; he’s a supercomputer housed at the Kremlin in Moscow.”


    Kelly blanched. She tried to speak, but couldn’t. She stared at Eli, mouth agape.


    Slowly, Eli’s left eye—and only his left eye—closed and reopened in his first-ever attempt at a wink, and a successful one at that. Kelly, still mute, tilted her head and furrowed her brow, trying to understand.


    Eli smiled broadly at her. “Gotcha!”


    Wheeler thought he was going to pee his pants laughing.


    

  


  
    


    Epilogue


    “Good evening. It’s Tuesday, August 13, 2312, and this is World News Tonight. I’m Duala Thewlis.”


    “And I’m Aldo Arken. Here are tonight’s top stories. Duala?”


    “The Alliance of North America, indeed the world, rests easier tonight. The long-awaited Global Peace Accord was signed today in Washington City by the leaders of all forty-two sovereign nations of earth, including the European Union, the Mediterranean Protectorate, the Commonwealth of African States, and the Australasian Alliance.


    “The peace accord was primarily negotiated by Poli, the Political Operations Learning Interface, a twelfth-generation sentient computer specializing in international relations. Of the grueling three-year negotiation process, Poli stated only that she was ‘pleased with the outcome’ and ‘happy to be of service.’ Aldo?”


    “Today’s signing ceremony was timed to coincide with the anniversary of the birth of the greatest computer mind in history, Dr. Robin T. Kirkland, born on this date in the year 2000. Dr. Kirkland, known throughout the world as ‘Arty’, made advances in the field of artificial intelligence that brought about a complete revision of AI theory. Beginning with the original Eli sentient computer developed by Drs. Stephen and Kelly Wheeler, Dr. Kirkland’s life’s work gave rise to the first generation of fully self-aware computers, and of course led to the development of an entirely new breed of sentient entity, the Non-Human Person, or NHP—of which the international relations specialist Poli is an example.


    “Speaking at the ceremony this afternoon, European Union leader Matthew Ensign said, ‘The world owes Dr. Arty Kirkland an enormous debt, a debt we can only repay by observing generation upon generation of peaceful coexistence from this day forward.’ Duala?”


    “The virulent disease caused by the N1E0 virus which last year virtually wiped out the livestock population of India has been halted in Australia. This deadly and extremely contagious disease, commonly called the Neo Plague, has apparently ground to a halt before it could gain a foothold on the continent. For more on this story, we’re joined live by Brian McMahon in Sydney.”


    “Thanks, Duala. I’m standing outside historic Sydney Hospital, where the Neo Plague has been stopped dead in its tracks. After being discovered just days ago in sheep, cattle, and camels, the problem was put to a Melbourne-based medical specialist who is also a descendant of the original Eli sentient computer, a Non-Human Person known as Doc. In just hours, Doc designed and developed an anti-N1E0 vaccine, a vaccine that has thus far proved one hundred percent effective against the disease.


    “The vaccine is even now being mass-produced and distributed across the continent to all commercial livestock stations, with airborne teams standing by to inoculate even feral populations of brumbies and dingoes. Overall animal losses, amazingly, are predicted to be virtually nil. Back to you, Duala.”


    “Thank you, Brian. I must say, I expect that as an NHP yourself you must be quite proud of your brothers and sisters today.”


    “Indeed I am, Duala, indeed I am. For World News Tonight, this is Brian McMahon in Sydney.”


    “Thanks for that report, Brian. Aldo?”


    “And finally, a story from Nuevo Angeles. Disgraced former Vice Governor Lokus has died. Lokus apparently took his own life on the eve of what promised to be the trial of the century. Earlier this year Lokus was charged with violating the rigorous ban on temporal relocation, or time travel, a capital offense under federal law.


    “According to sources close to the Vice Governor, his behavior had become increasingly erratic in recent months. When he suddenly disappeared for several days, authorities were sent to his residence where they discovered an unauthorized temporal relocator in a hidden laboratory, and found the Vice Governor rambling incoherently about changing the past—which of course is precisely what the anti-relocation statutes are designed to prevent. Lokus was arrested and taken from the scene, and over his vigorous protestations, the ‘obscene device,’ as it was called by investigators, was immediately destroyed.


    “After the surprise raid and arrest, the Vice Governor was immediately removed from office and incarcerated, pending trial. He became despondent and uncommunicative in custody, and his attorneys feared he would be unable to participate in his own defense. That fear was rendered moot early this morning when Lokus was found in his cell, dead from self-inflicted injuries.


    “Because the trial did not actually take place, and therefore no conviction was obtained, the former Vice Governor will be given an official, but quiet, state funeral. Duala?”


    “Stay with us; we’ll be right back with sports after the break.”
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