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"Prologue"

 


February 8,
1975...

 


Miss Brenda
Hayward

Chase Park Plaza Hotel, rm
2231

New York City,
NY

 


Dear Miss
Hayward,

If you are free this
afternoon, I would be honored to have your company for
lunch.

 


Yours
sincerely,

Daniel White

 


"What's this?" Brenda was
irritated by the note written on hotel stationery, the fifth such
she received in the last twenty-four hours. The bellcap didn't have
an answer, this being one of dozens of deliveries he made in a day,
but explanations were hardly needed. He mumbled an apology,
forewent a tip, and faded, leaving her to deal with yet another
horndog on the make. Included in the envelope was a brochure from
one of the most exclusive restaurants in New York City. Apparently
whoever was offering to buy was ready to spend big. There was also
a business card, not that it gave her much more to go
on:

 


Daniel White, Phd

Seattle,
Washington

Research

 


Louise, her official
'assistant'—chaperone—from the magazine, came out of the restroom.
"Whatja got, hon?"

"Another big shot," she
grumbled.

Louise took the note,
glanced through it, and made a rude noise. "Yeah, another stage
door Johnny. They never give up, do they?" Louise was a dead butch
dyke from the look of her, and a martial artist to boot. She held a
very dim view of men in general. She looked the business card over
with a disdainful sneer. "He's probably some industry top dog who
figures anything can be bought for the right price. I wonder what
the going rate for centerfolds is these days?"

"I'm not for sale," Brenda
muttered as she flopped on the couch in a funk.

This wasn't the first
proposition she'd received since her photo spread was published
earlier in the month, and she was heartily sick of all the guys
hitting on her. She always was popular in high school—not
surprising with her figure—but what was annoying on campus could
get downright unpleasant at times out in the real world; hence
Louise, assigned to escort her on her publicity tour. Still, it was
a constant hassle and depressing at times. Nineteen is too young to
be thrown into a bear pit, 'chaperone' or no.

"That Daniel White can go to hell for all I care."

"Well good for you, girl
friend. You're learning." Louise tossed the card in the trash
can.

"Just because he's got
money doesn't mean squat. I'll buy my own lunch."

Louise gave her a sardonic
look. "Well perhaps you shouldn't be so hasty. After all, you'll
get a free meal out of it."

Brenda looked at her,
surprised. "You're not serious?"

"Why not? The moment he
steps out of line, you rip him a new one right there in front of
everybody. Collecting scalps does wonders for the mood." Louise had
a vicious streak in her; her evil grin said volumes. "And you've
got nothing else today, so you might as well have a little
fun."

"Well...yeah...maybe." She
didn't share Louise's sadistic streak, but she knew she needed to
toughen up if she was going to make a career in Hollywood. It'd be
good practice, and she needed a chance to vent her frustrations.
And there was nothing else going on today for a change...which
disturbed her vaguely. This mister White's invitation came right in
the one hole in her busy schedule of interviews and appearances. It
seemed menacing, somehow.

She should have been used
to this by now, the fifth day of a PR tour of the New York TV shows
and media outlets following her big splash as a centerfold. She
appeared on the Carson show last night, which would have been
awesome a year ago, but now was just another round in the spotlight
with the cameras fastened firmly on her boobs. She was scheduled to
do a live appearance at the local Playboy club tomorrow, then off
to New Orleans, Dallas, and eventually Los Angeles. The
experience—especially all the scumbags who came crawling out of the
woodwork—had already disillusioned her about the glamorous life of
a starlet.

"God, sometimes I regret
ever taking my clothes off." She'd needed the money at the time.
"There's times I wish I'd never left Cincinnati."

Louise sat next to her and
wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "You gotta hang tough, babe."
She could always offer a sympathetic ear at least. "It's all part
of the drill. You need to get used to this, and the worst of it
will pass in time. Trust me."

"Yeah, I know." Brenda
sagged on the couch, feeling the weight of the world, of her sudden
rise to fame as this month's sex symbol. "I just wish I could find
a nice guy I could trust, is all."

"That won't be easy
now."

"It never was." She gave
her protector and one close friend a weary sigh. "Being hot can be
a curse at times."

Louise snorted. "Especially
with high school jocks. Been there, girl friend." She handed the
note back. "You ought to take up this offer. It'll give you a
chance to get out, and if the guy gets fresh, you can let him have
it. What's to lose?"

§

What's to lose, indeed? The
restaurant was only six blocks from the hotel, but she was half
frozen by time she got there. New York City was still digging out
from under a snow storm, and the wind was bitter. The joint was
everything one could expect from an exclusive New York eatery:
posh, secluded, tastefully Art-Deco, uniformed staff ready to
answer any whim of their elite patronage. The entrance was blocked
by the Concierge, who greeted her with correct reserve. "May I help
you, miss?"

"Um...Brenda Hayward. I'm
meeting someone for lunch."

"Yes. Mister White is
expecting you." That seemed remarkably presumptuous of him she
thought as the Concierge led her to a far corner of the room and a
table overlooking the Hudson.

The mysterious mister White
turned out to be a disappointment, not that she was surprised: he
must have been sixty if he was a day. He was tall and thin, a bit
taller than her, with receding snowy white hair and a face creased
with worry lines. His eyes lit up at the sight of her.

"Miss Hayward, it's a
pleasure to meet you at last." He gestured to the opposite seat and
signaled for the waiter. "Thank you for coming."

"Yes, well, I'm not one to
turn down a free meal," she muttered as she hung her coat over the
back of the chair and settled awkwardly in her seat.

"So, what would you
like?"

She was shocked by the menu
prices; this was a long way from the Burger Barn near her old high
school where the kids used to hang out. As long as she was here...
"I'll have the lobster," she said to the waiter. It was the most
expensive item they offered, and she'd never had lobster before.
The corner of mister White's lip twitched, almost as if he was
smiling at a private joke.

Once the waiter was gone,
Brenda settled in her chair and confronted her host. "So...mister,
ah, White...to what do I owe the honor of your company?"

He smiled wistfully. "That
involves quite a story; one you won't believe a word of. In fact,
I'm sure you'll think I'm utterly crazy."

This wasn't what she was
expecting.

"I suppose I should start
at the beginning." He paused and pondered for a bit, which made him
seem intellectual somehow. "There was a young man, recently
graduated from high school with honors, who received a full
scholarship to MIT. Like all young men living the dorm life, he
bought girly magazines. One day he came across a centerfold of a
truly lovely young woman, someone who was more than another pretty
face, someone who had a unique quality which caught his attention.
He fell in love with that young woman—foolish lad—and cherished the
memory of her ever after. Sad to say, this youngster was a hopeless
geek; smart as a whip, but woefully lacking when it came to the
ladies. He never would have dared approach his Dream Girl, even if
he had the chance. After he graduated, again with honors, he
carried the image of that young woman like a wound in his
heart."

This was an odd one by any
standard. "So, what? Are you trying to set me up with your kid, or
something?"

He sighed. "Not exactly."
He picked a leatherette case up off the next chair, and pulled out
a slim off-white object about twelve by fifteen inches by half an
inch thick. "Here's a little something which should establish my
bonafides. I think you'll find it interesting." It opened like a
book, and he set it flat on the table facing her. A moment later
the top half lit up like a small television. The bottom half looked
like a typewriter keyboard, only with some unfamiliar
buttons.

This was another surprise;
this mister White was full of them, it seemed. "What is
it?"

"It's a computer, what's
known as a laptop."

"A computer?" She studied
the slim plastic case, fascinated by its futuristic look. From what
little she knew about computers, they were gigantic things filling
whole rooms and needing dozens of technicians to run them. This was
getting interesting all of a sudden. "Where did you buy it? Are
they expensive?"

"Oh, they're not so costly,
really, if you're in a profession which needs such. You can buy
them in any office supply store—if you know where to look." He
leaned over the table and pointed to a small symbol of an apple in
the upper left corner of the screen. "Touch that icon."

She poked it hesitantly
with one finger. A white rectangle appeared in the middle of the
screen:

 


Macintosh
'Palladium'

KSe42 1550 mb quad
processor

2650 gig memory

System 11.6.9

Built 3.2014

 


It took her a moment to see
it, and when she did, she flat didn't believe what she saw at
first. "Two...thousand fourteen? You mean the year?"

"I told you you wouldn't
believe me," he said with a chuckle. "You see, that young man was
me. I kept that magazine for years. After it wore out, I pulled
your pictures off the internet." He reached over and tapped an
image like a small file folder; it opened to reveal several more
tiny images. He tapped again, and there was her centerfold. "It was
foolish of me, I know, but a young man's first love..."

She was shaken. "You're telling me you came from the
future?
You're right: that
is crazy!"

A shadow seemed to fall
over his features. "Crazier than you can imagine." The look he gave
her was filled with pain for some reason. "Yes, I came here from
2015."

This was an original, all
right. She couldn't see what he hoped to gain in offering her that
wacky tale, and his cluelessness annoyed her. "So what is this? You
figure you can come on with some cockamamie song and dance and
score with me?" Despite her earlier determination to ream him out,
she was too disconcerted by this to raise her voice.

"No, nothing like that. I'm
old enough to know better...now. It's...well...I wanted to finally
meet you, is all. A first puppy-love, I guess. I always wondered
who the young woman behind that photo really was. I had the means
to come here, and I knew you had this opening, so I took the
chance."

This was too much. All of a
sudden she was afraid of this mister White for some reason. His
story was a load of bull...but there was her centerfold staring at
her from that...computer...

"You don't expect me to buy this number?"

"Honestly, no. But I can
show you..."

"Look, mister, I don't know
what your game is, but this isn't funny!" She was starting to get
scared, and that got her heated. "Whatever you want, I'm not
interested!"

"All I wanted was to meet
you."

"Yeah? Well you met me!"
She jumped to her feet and wrestled her coat off the back of the
chair. "And I'll thank you not to bother me again!"

"Brenda..."

She hesitated, and looked at him. "What?"

"Before you go, I wanted to
give you something. Call it a token of what might have been." He
took a bulky envelope out of his jacket and handed it to her. "Hang
onto these; they'll be worth something someday."

"Fine!" She snatched the
envelope from him and stalked out.

The elevator took her to
the lobby before her temper cooled enough to wonder what was in the
envelope. It was a stock certificate:

 


Microsoft, Inc

Initial Public
Offering

1000 Shares
Preferred

March 13, 1986

 


§

April 20,
1986...

 


"Microsoft, huh?" Gerald
leaned back in his swivel chair and pondered the ornate
certificate. Finally he turned his attention to her, and not just
in a professional sense. "So, what? Was this a gift from an
admirer?"

"Get your mind out of the
gutter!" she snapped at him.

Gerald was one of the
countless legions of horndogs who haunt the fringes of Hollywood
trolling for starlet tail. She'd dated him briefly, then dumped him
when he made his intentions plain. The only reason she was here now
was because she needed his expertise as a junior stockbroker. He
wasn't important enough to make the big trades, being one of the
herd of flunkies who manned the phones at a local brokerage dealing
in nickel and dime over-the-counter stocks. Still, he was as close
to a real stockbroker as she knew, or wanted to know.

He gave her a smug grin,
creep, pondered the ornate certificate for a bit, then turned to
one of his rolodexes and fingered through it. "Hmph!" he muttered
as he read the card. "It's an outfit in Seattle, something to do
with computers." He perused the card curiously; this was way out of
his league. "They made their initial public offering at twenty-one
last month, supposedly a big deal." He put the card back in his
rolodex, and studied the ticker flowing across the far wall of the
'boiler room'. "Well! It seems your stock has jumped from
twenty-one to thirty-five. There's a tidy profit for you. Care to
sell?"

It was a tidy profit;
enough to put her through her nurse's school and then some. She was
there in fact because she needed the money for a career change. Her
supposed Hollywood career was going nowhere after eleven years. At
thirty she was no longer the bouncy young centerfold she once was,
and centerfold beauty is a perishable commodity in Tinsel Town. She
was still firm and comely—she took care of herself—but after being
rejected for three small parts in a month, she'd had enough. With
the inflation these days she couldn't make it as a waitress any
more. Jobs were hard to find, and no one could bother to offer her
any sympathy. The bright vision seen so briefly back in '75 turned
out to be a mirage. It was time to move on.

She considered his offer, the money was tempting, but
something he said disturbed her. 'An outfit in Seattle, something to do
with computers.' That rang an ominous bell, stirring all but forgotten
memories of a luncheon date in New York City. The mysterious mister
White gave her those shares eleven years before they were issued...

 


'Hang onto these; they'll
be worth something someday.'

 


Why she held onto them all
this time was beyond understanding. They were obviously worthless
at the time, and that old man gave her the creeps for some reason,
but his parting words still haunted her.

 


'Hang onto these; they'll
be worth something someday.'

 


She never showed them to
anyone, not even Louise, her escort from the magazine who drifted
away long ago. There was something about that old man's wild tale
and that stock certificate which still troubled her. She couldn't
put her finger on it, but she never could dismiss it
either.

"You never can tell about
IPOs, especially with some whiz-bang tech outfit," Gerald said. "It
might go up, but the odds are it'll tank once the thrill wears off.
Your best bet is to dump 'em now, and get into oil."

All of a sudden, selling
those stocks didn't seem like such a good idea. The noise and
hustle of the 'boiler room' struck a raw nerve, putting her off the
whole thing.

 


'Hang onto these; they'll
be worth something someday.'

 


There were other financial
options for her schooling: those new Pell grants, and that program
from the Peace Corps. It'd be a tough row to hoe, but she could do
it. She was well accustomed to pinching pennies and making
do.

 


'Hang onto these; they'll
be worth something someday.'

 


Gerald was watching her
expectantly, eager for the commission on a tidy sale and another
shot at her, maybe. Bad joss either way. "Um...no, thanks." She
folded the certificate and stuck it back in her purse. "I'll hang
onto them for now."

 


*****

 



 


 "The First Day"

 


The faint jolt as their
aircraft touched down jarred her out of a half-doze. She looked out
the tiny window for her first sight of the dear old U S of A in
nearly thirty years: rushing concrete passing below, and a row of
hangers in the distance. SeaTac International Airport, Washington.
Unreal.

The aircraft slowed and
turned off onto a taxi way. She managed to stretch while still in
her seat, and worked her neck to get some of the stiffness out.
Eleven hours in the air—this leg—from Seoul after an earlier flight
from Singapore; nearly twenty-seven hours altogether since she
boarded there in New Delhi, and that after an unpleasant overnight
train trip from Bangalore, in southern India. She was stiff all
over, and when she moved, her feet were clumsy, half
asleep.

"God, who said this world
was shrinking?" she grumbled. At least there was just one more
trip, to Cincinnati, and she could afford to take a day or two here
in Seattle to rest up. She had business to attend to anyway, or so
she hoped. She allowed herself an unlady-like yawn, gazed absently
at the terminal in the distance and wondered again if it was all
true, what the letter she received a few months ago had
said:

 


Microsoft,
Incorporated

Investor Account
Summary

Purchaser: Brenda Hayward,
ms

Purchase date: 3/13/1986
(IPO)

Number of shares purchased:
1,000

Split multiplier: 288

Number of shares held:
288,000

Present stock price: (1/2/2015)
$26.78

Present holding value: (1/2/2015)
$7,712,640



It was the first time she'd
heard about those shares since leaving for India nearly thirty
years ago. Somehow Microsoft tracked her down through a distant
cousin she didn't remember, who forwarded the message via the State
Department.

She'd lost track of the
packet she kept tucked away in the bottom of a footlocker all these
years, and the numbers on that page shocked her. After digging
through old papers and trinkets from a lifetime of travel, she
found the faded, much-stained envelope, and the card clipped to the
ornate certificate:

 


Daniel White, Phd

Seattle,
Washington

Research

 


The memories of that odd day so long ago came flooding
back. An old man, his impossible tale of being a
time
traveler, an
envelope of stock issued eleven years after she received it given as a
'token of what
might have been'. She didn't believe a word of it at the time—not entirely,
anyway—but held onto those shares out of some weird premonition.
And now it was all coming true. There really was seven million
dollars worth of Microsoft IPO tucked in her carry-all—was there?
The only alternative was to believe she went stark, staring bonkers
way back in 1975, and her whole life since then was a delusional
trip.

The aircraft slowed some
more, and the terminal building came into view. The other
passengers were getting their acts together. The aircraft came to a
halt, the pilot made some announcement no one listened to, and she
joined the struggle to climb out of her seat and force her way down
the narrow corridor to the exit. It takes a long time to unload a
767, and her stiffness was supplemented with frazzled nerves by
time she reached the terminal.

§

Customs took forever. Her U S passport was so old that they
suspected her of...something. It took several computer inquiries, some phone calls, and
interviews with a couple suspicious FBI and TSA men to convince
them she really was an American who had spent twenty-eight years
living abroad. The Indian sari she wore didn't help, either. Their obvious
hostility was disturbing; suspicion seemingly edged with paranoia
at times. They treated her correctly, but they plainly considered
her a Vidēśī
śaitāna, a
'foreign devil' who needed to prove her innocence, and
quickly.

That old stock certificate caught their attention, and much
fuss was made over whether she in fact owned it and whether any
back taxes were owed. Again, it seemed they presumed guilt until
innocence could be proven—if it could be—in their effort to capture terrorists or drug
smugglers or illegal aliens or the BoogeyMan for all she could
tell. It was a predictable but disturbing sign of these troubled
times, and she bore up under it as best she could partly out of
resignation and partly from fear that they might detain her
for...something.

It was mid-afternoon by time they let her go. She hefted
her carry-all and trudged down the long corridor leading to the
main concourse, weary and wrung out like she couldn't remember
when. If this was what America had become, then perhaps she would
be better off taking the money and going back to India. This was an
alien land anyway; she had no family left here since her parents
died years ago. She'd fallen in love with India during her tour in
the Peace Corps to work off her student loans, and remained there
at the hospital in Bangalore ever since. She only came back because
the unexpected fortune gifted to her led to a major change in her
retirement plans. For all its crowding and imperfections,
India
was home to
her.

The airport seemed like an hallucination: antiseptically
clean, air conditioned, wide open and uncrowded—a far cry from the
congested slums and narrow streets clogged with oxcarts and
pedicabs. It was so quiet; uncanny. The muzak playing in the background was insipid
compared to the wild, exotic rhythms of tabla and sitar, and the
fashions worn by these foreigners seemed so ordinary. She passed a rank of
newspaper vending machines, placed strategically to catch new
arrivals eager for the latest word on the local and national scene.
The headlines were disturbing:

 


POLITICAL DEADLOCK
CONTINUES

LONG TERM UNEMPLOYMENT
REMAINS HIGH

WALL STREET ACCUSED OF
TREASON

INCOME GAP
INCREASING

US AIR SPACE DANGEROUSLY
CROWDED

TEENS ARRESTED FOR SCHOOL
SHOOTING

 


She sighed in despair and
kept moving. No, this may be her birth country, but she was a
stranger in a strange land.

§

At the exit to the arrival
area, she ran into a young Filipino dressed in a chauffeur's
uniform and cap, who held a sign reading, BRENDA HAYWARD. That
brought her up short, uncertain what to make of it. He caught her
staring at him.

"Miss Hayward?"

"Um...yes..."

He smiled and gave her a
small bow. "I am Andrew, Miss Hayward. I was sent to pick you
up."

"By who?"

"By a mister Daniel White.
I'm to take you to his office."

"But...what does he want
with me?"

"I'm afraid I don't know. I
work for a service."

That worried her, as if she
didn't have enough hassles. She all but forgot about the mysterious
mister Daniel White over the years, but it seemed he hadn't
forgotten about her. What's more, he was clearly watching her,
hence the limo awaiting her arrival. What did he want?

"I have no interest in
meeting mister White, thank you."

Andrew nodded somberly. "He
said that if you prefer, I am to take you to a hotel of your
choice."

There was something really spooky about all this. All of a
sudden she had no doubt those stocks were genuine, and there was a
lot more behind them than she could imagine. Right then she
seriously did not want to know about the mysterious Daniel White or why he
was interested in her, but the past nagged at her. She gnawed her
lip nervously as she tried to decide what to do. Andrew, the
chauffeur, waited patiently. Finally the mystery got to be too
much. Whatever this mister White wanted, she needed to confront him
about it to get him off her back.

"All right. Take me to
him."

§

It took a few minutes to
collect her luggage—two footlockers, a large suitcase, and a duffel
bag—everything she owned in this universe aside from her carry-all.
Andrew piled them on a cart and escorted her out to the loading
area where a dark blue stretch limo was waiting. He held the door
for her, then transferred her luggage to the trunk while she
settled into the plush upholstery with a sigh. Thankfully there was
plenty of room to stretch her legs; at least the mysterious mister
White had some style.

The limo worked its way
through traffic and onto the freeway headed north. She had never
been to Seattle before, and no doubt wouldn't have recognized it
now. She watched the landscape idly as the highway wound through
forested hills festooned with loops of highway interchanges and
high tension lines, then descended into a broad valley choked with
ugly industrial buildings and half-abandoned tenements. Beyond
that, Seattle proper rose like a hundred gleaming spires reaching
for the sky. The difference was jarring; the haves and the
have-nots. She saw that all the time there in India, but it was
disappointing to see the same here.

"Would you like to listen
to some music?" Andrew fiddled with the dashboard, and a strident
voice came out of the stereo speakers.

 


"...in Washington, the
President blasted the House of Representatives for loading the
Defense Budget with amendments to kill the Affordable Care Act,
saying, 'this attempt to undermine the needs of the people by
endangering our national defense in the present crisis is
unacceptable'. He went on to say that if the amendments remained,
he would veto the legislation. The Tea Party spokesman in the House
said later that, 'The most compelling threat to our security today
is this shameless power grab by this false President who is
attempting to impose his socialist agenda..."

 


"Please turn it
off!"

The sound cut off abruptly.
"I'm sorry, miss Hayward. The news must seem unpleasant these days
if you're not used to it."

It took her a moment to
recover her composure. "It's all right, Andrew. Thank you." She
settled in her seat, stared out the window, and wondered if coming
here was a mistake.

They wormed their way at a
crawl through downtown traffic, then picked up speed again as they
headed up to the north side of town. High rises gave way to more
slums, then to shopping mall suburbia. Some time later, a roadside
sign announced the exit to the Boeing plant in Everett, an enormous
white structure towering faint on the horizon beyond the suburban
sprawl. The sprawl went on for some way; workers' housing for the
Boeing plant, no doubt. There were plenty of pickup trucks and
four-bys on the road.

They went on to the next
exit, turned east, crossed over some railroad tracks, through a
roundabout and north up a dirt road through a barren field to a
shabby industrial complex all but tucked under a loop of the
interstate. Brenda was starting to worry. There was nothing out
here but the highway to their left and a sluggish river lined with
trees on the right. It seemed like an odd way to get where they
were going, especially as they seemed to be going nowhere in
particular.

Their destination was
surrounded by two layers of chain link fence topped with rusty
razor wire, but the gate was wide open, the guardhouse vacant. The
sides of the road were shrouded in low weeds, and the buildings
were vacant and dirty. The whole place looked long abandoned in
fact, but many buildings still had faded signs reading ACCESS
RESTRICTED. Whoever owned this place was obsessed with security,
and she was worrying what this was all about as the limo drew up to
what looked like an office complex. A roadside sign
read:

 


CENTRAL
OPERATIONS

AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL
ONLY

USE OF LETHAL FORCE
SANCTIONED

 


"What is this
place?"

"I don't know, miss."
Andrew seemed a bit uneasy too. "This is the address I was given."
He pulled the limo over and killed the engine. "If you'll wait,
I'll look around." He climbed out and scouted up a short sidewalk
to a set of low stairs leading to the main entrance. After a bit he
returned and opened the passenger door. "They said to come in. I'm
not sure what to make of it."

Brenda hesitated for a long
moment since she was decidedly uncomfortable about all this, but
there was no alternative other than having Andrew take her back to
Seattle. As tempting as that was, she knew she would never be rid
of the mysterious mister White until she confronted him. "Thank
you, Andrew," she mumbled as she slid out.

"Are you sure you'll be all
right, miss Hayward?"

Would she? Now that she
thought of it, as ominous as this mister White was, he never struck
her as dangerous. "I'll be fine, thank you."

§

Up close, the building
proved to be made of poured concrete, ugly and functional. There
were no windows, and the one door directly ahead of her was heavy
steel with a pistol slot at chest height. There were security
cameras to either side staring down at her, and a couple more
cameras on the corners of the building which covered the street.
She hesitated, then tugged on the door handle. It opened easily,
revealing a short antechamber with another door beyond. There was a
heavy glass window with some sort of card reader beside it, and
another pistol port set in its base. The guard room behind the
glass was bare and functional, with an empty desk and an empty gun
rack on the wall. A bulletin board next to it was faded and worn.
The whole place seemed long abandoned.

"Welcome, miss Hayward." A
flat voice from a nearby speaker made her jump in alarm. "I am
Jeeves, at your service. Professor White is expecting
you."

"He is? Well then, why
isn't he here to meet me? For that matter, why aren't you here?
What's with all the secret stuff, anyway?"

"I am not being secretive,
miss Hayward. I am an interactive software performing the services
of a Majordomo."

"You're...not real?" She was surprised, since the voice
seemed so alive. He...it...was soft and pleasant with just a trace of a
British accent. It gave her a mental image of an elderly manservant
in traditional black tails and white gloves. Computer technology
must have come a long way while she was gone.

"I am not real in a human
sense, however I was developed to interact with people in a
comfortable manner. Do please come in. Professor White is in his
office, down the corridor straight ahead."

§

The inner door opened onto
a corridor running through the building. It was like any office
corridor except for the security cameras guarding a crossroads. The
connecting corridor opened onto a cafeteria to her left, and
another steel door with a guard's station on the right. Nothing to
see. There was no one. The corridor was dusty and long
unused.

The door at the end was an
ordinary wood-paneled one, for a change. There was a dark rectangle
where a label once hung, but no other sign of what was going
on here. A further corridor went off to either side, lined with
doors. There was no sign of life other than the ubiquitous security
cameras. She hesitated, then grabbed the knob. The door opened with
a faint squeak of its hinges.

The inside was like any
office, with filing cabinets and a large metal desk. Daniel White
sat in a swivel chair behind the desk. He looked exactly as he did
all those years ago; tall and thin, receding white hair, dressed in
a turtleneck and trousers. The sight surprised her, brought back
memories of that day in '75.

"Hello Brenda." He stood
and gestured to an overstuffed chair next to his desk. "Thank you
for coming."

"Your...invitation was hard
to refuse." She settled uneasily in the chair. "So why have you
been following me all these years?"

"It's as I told you, you'll
recall..."

"Um, no?"

"At dinner?"

"That was back in
'75."

"Huh? Oh, sorry. That was
about a month ago for me." It made him seem more fallible, more
human somehow. "Well, as I said back then, I was infatuated by your
centerfold as a young man, and wanted to meet you. That's all,
nothing sinister. I was curious about who you really were, the real
human being behind the photos." He offered a rueful smile. "You
made quite an impression. I didn't know you had such a temper, for
example."

She stirred uneasily. "You
scared me with your crazy talk."

He sighed. "I'm sorry. I
guess I'm still kind of clueless even at this late date." He
pondered her solemnly for a bit. "I imagine all this has you pretty
confused."

"More like paranoid,
actually." She settled in the chair and watched him cautiously.
"This is quite a show you put on. So are you some kind of mad
scientist, or something?"

He frowned, and settled in
his seat again. "Sometimes I wonder about that."

"So what is this place?
Where is everyone? It doesn't look like anyone's been in here for a
long time."

"There hasn't been for
nearly twenty years. The others..." His expression turned glum.
"The place was abandoned back in '95. I've been here ever since,
alone for the most part."

"So was this some kind of
scientific outfit? Something from industry? Why was it
abandoned?"

"This was a
you-better-believe-it secret research center run by the National
Intelligence Directorate." He caught her confused look. "That no
longer exists; they're called the NSA now, and they know nothing
about this place in their present form."

"Why? What happened to
them?"

"They changed during one of
the time shifts I initiated."

That confirmed her worst suspicions. "Time shifts? So you really can travel in
time?"

"Yes, although when we met
for lunch was my only trip." He pondered her for a bit. "Mostly,
for the last twenty years I've been using this facility to try to
correct the flow of history. The future just isn't what they
promised us it would be."

She had a good imagination,
and it was offering up all sorts of alarming possibilities. "I get
the feeling I'm not going to like what you're about to tell
me."

"You'd be quite right not
to. I've spent the last twenty years trying to keep the human race
from destroying itself."

"Destroying itself?"

He nodded. "By making
corrections to adjust the course of events. You aren't aware of it,
since I've managed to avert it here in the Omega Time Line, but
World War 3 was fought in 1995. The earth was devastated, the human
race reduced to savagery."

That sent a chill through
her. As off-the-wall as it sounded, she didn't doubt him in the
least. "Really? Jesus..."

He nodded, solemnly. "I
don't have many details since we enacted another time shift shortly
thereafter, but the estimates are roughly a third of the human race
died outright."

They were silent for a bit
as she worked her way through that. "How did all this happen?" she
asked at last.

He paused and stared into
the distance, reflecting. "I guess I should start at the beginning.
You recall I mentioned my scholarship to MIT..."

"What? At lunch
again?"

"...yes. Anyway, my
doctoral thesis was on quantum mechanics, particularly on quantum
non-local connections and why they seem to exceed the speed of
light. During my graduate year, I became part of a research project
trying to develop faster than light travel. That...didn't work out.
Instead, we discovered a process for sidestepping time. Needless to
say, the spooks gobbled us up in short order."

He stared off into the
distance for some time. "Things...were getting bad," he said at
last. "The Cold War was heating up, nuclear weapons were
proliferating everywhere. It was like the bad old days of the '50s,
only it wasn't just scare propaganda this time. They created this
project to try to alter the past, to prevent a nuclear war which
seemed more likely by the day. We actually got the damned thing to
work. We could look into the past, send probes, collect samples. We
even sent a couple rabbits back an hour to see if they would
survive. They did."

"So what went
wrong?"

"We ran out of
time!"

"What...?"

He lost it all of a sudden. "We were too late! If we had
another year, we might have been able to do it, but Armageddon
couldn't wait." He was trembling now, his voice tight and windy.
"We...watched the crisis approaching on the main display. We could
see the point coming, when the line would turn black and the bombs
would fall and the world would end, but there was nothing we
could do about it!"

He had to stop to collect
himself, his agitation was too great. "The order came down the day
before. We were to be evacuated to a safe place. Gawd! A safe place
in a nuclear war! There ain't no such animal." He stopped for
another moment, trying to contain his emotions. "They loaded
everyone on busses and took off," he went on finally. "But there
were four of us who avoided the roundup. We knew our only hope was
to get the system working, so we hid out until they were gone, and
broke back into here. The...attack came six hours later. We had
barely enough warning to get the time field up; the only thing
which saved us."

He stopped then, trembling
and visibly agitated. Anyone would assume he was stone cold
psychotic with that wild tale, except... "It was bad?" She hardly
needed to ask.

He nodded convulsively.
"The whole...valley was devastated. They hit the Boeing plant. Over
a million died just in this area."

"And, you tried to prevent
it?"

"Lord, we tried! We tried
for the longest time to undo the damage." He shook his head in
despair. "We eliminated...Gawd, I don't know how many Reich
Ministers and Field Marshals, but for every one we removed, there
was someone to take his place. The best we could do was delay the
war by a few weeks."

"Reich Ministers?"

He looked at her, seemingly
distracted from his angst. "Yes, we fought the Third Reich, who
controlled all of Europe and much of Africa at the
time."

"I thought we and the
Russians won the Second World War."

"Not originally. That
changed in this time line. You can blame me for the last seventy
years."

"You? Why you?"

It took him a moment to
answer. "I came up with a theory: our efforts to stave off the
crisis were too late to be effective. We needed to reach deeper
into time, to strike at the root of the problem rather than the
symptoms. We made some progress at first by removing the early
Reich dictators—the Prussian military junta who seized power in
1932. We actually pushed the war back by five years. But then we
got rid of von Brunlich, the mastermind behind the putsch. The
junta never happened, and a fellow named Hitler took over instead.
The Germans lost the war to the Russians, and Stalin began his
empire. We lost those five years and four more!"

"You couldn't have expected
that! That was sheer bad luck."

"No, we screwed up. I
screwed up. No matter what we tried, it just made things worse."
His voice was empty now, devoid of any emotion as if he could no
longer face his feelings. "The others...lost hope. They just quit
trying. The radiation had died down by then, after the four year
setback, so they took their chances out there. I never saw any of
them again."

"And you've been here alone
ever since?"

He nodded with a deep sigh.
"Eighteen years. It's better this way; no paranoid super-spooks, no
nosy bureaucrats with their rules and paperwork, and especially no
government bigwigs trying to turn everything to their political
advantage." He paused for a weary sigh. "If this place served no
better purpose than electioneering, it'd be too much to
bear!"

She could see he was
hurting, which was no surprise. "You can't blame yourself for this.
It sounds like you were in a no-win situation. No matter who won in
Europe, an empire would come out of it. It's not your
fault."

"But it is." He was
melancholy now, emotionally drained. "We had the means to act, the
computing power, the reach, the overview of history. It was up to
us, but I couldn't find the answer." He lapsed into silence,
staring into the distance.

The conversation lagged,
and Brenda had the chance to sort this incredible tale out in her
mind: a desperation-priority government program, a program which
failed, and he was the only one left to pick up the pieces. He
struggled for two decades, all alone, against Fate; somehow holding
it at bay for a week or a month or a year at a time. All alone. No
wonder he was despondent! He couldn't fail, he couldn't win, he
couldn't even give up and walk away. There was no place to walk
away to. How could any human endure such pressure for so
long?

"So...what are these time
shifts?" It seemed best to get him off that track and back to
communicating before he sank into depression. "What sort
of...corrections do you make?"

He mused for a bit as he
pondered her. "It could be as simple as a bit of jagged scrap metal
no bigger than the palm of your hand laid in the road at just the
right moment. That was what caused you to miss your flight back in
'88, remember?"

She had to think on it before she recalled how her taxi to
the airport there in Singapore had a flat tire which caused her to
miss her flight—which crashed in the Bay of Bengal with no
survivors. She turned pale. "You saved my life?"

He nodded. "I can do some good, anyway. Normally I concentrate on bigger
issues, but, well, I intervened for old times' sake, you might
say."

"Um..." What could she say
at a moment like this? "Thank you, I guess. But how could you
change the past? Wouldn't that flat tire have prevented the thing
which started it all?"

He chuckled humorlessly.
"The Grandfather Paradox. You're more worldly than one might think.
That's some of the deepest, most arcane theory; we never did sort
it out. What we do know is a potential paradox causes a split in
the time line creating two realities: one in which you lived, and
another in which you died. This is the Time Line in which you
lived."

That was a stunning
thought: she had been protected all these years by a mad scientist
in a top secret NSA laboratory who could change her history at
whim. She needed to steer clear of this. "So you've been splitting
history every time we get close to a war trying to find
Shangri-La?"

"Exactly. We analyze the
current trends, locate historical focal points where I can
intervene, then shift our locus to anchor it on whatever time line
seems the most stable. The Omega Time Line."

"We? Who is
'we'?"

"Myself and George, the
program monitor Artificial Intelligence. He does the analysis, I
call the shots."

"And that buys us more
time?"

"Months, weeks, sometimes
days."

"A-and the original time
line...?"

"Long lost in the shuffle.
I doubt we could find the Alpha Time Line at this late date. It
wouldn't matter in any case. Most of them are dead by now, and they
were the lucky ones."

"Speaking of which, the
news sounded pretty ominous on our way up here."

He nodded thoughtfully.
"And that's only what the public knows. I have access to far more
information than the media does, and it doesn't look
good."

"Do you think there's going
to be a war?"

"Yes, there will be. Not
right away, but the projections call for a limited nuclear conflict
between Russia and China in two years time, with a few lobbed at
Japan and Europe on general principal, I suppose, followed by a
world-wide economic meltdown."

She was horrified. "How can you be sure of
that?"

"There are six Moulsen KE-5
supercomputers in the basement of this building. They're networked
into the greatest computing system ever made, wired into every
database and every news source, and they have pirated access to
every secure intelligence server on the planet. They have enough
storage to hold every printed word out there, and the processor
capacity to read them all in less than a second. That's enough
computing power to analyze the vector progressions of a nuclear
explosion in real time. What's more, the system is overseen by
George, who is specifically configured for this project.
Admittedly, the projections on the future are statistical guesses,
but the normal deviation has been under twenty-four hours thus
far."

"Um... Okay, you say so."
She couldn't follow more than half his technobabble, but it sounded
impressive.

"Trust me: the resources of
the United States were poured into this place." His spirits seemed
lifted by wandering off into geekspeak. "The best brains, the
latest technology..."

He was interrupted by a
beep, followed by another toneless voice: "Excuse me, sir.
Operation 725 is ready."

"Speaking of which..." He
turned to an intercom on his desk. "Very well, George. Give me the
summary."

"The key target has been
identified and localized. Target date is 04:22:37 hours, June 5,
1991. Collateral effects have been anticipated, an offset schedule
of four interventions worked out and localized, and assets have
been assigned. Internal power is on standby. All systems are
'Go'."

"Four interventions...not
bad." He nodded, then gave her a calculating look. "I'm afraid our
little reunion will have to be cut short, Brenda. It's time to make
another change."

She fidgeted nervously in
the overstuffed chair. "What are you going to do, Dan?"

"I am going to kill
someone, which will alter the Omega Time Line and, hopefully,
prevent a war."

She was appalled when that sank in. "You
kill
people!? You've
been playing
God all
these years?"

"I haven't been playing,
Brenda."

"Are you mad?"

He gave her a bleak, weary
look. "I'm a survivor of the Alpha Time Line. Being insane would
help."

"But how can
you..."

"Brenda, this has to be
done. There's no way to alter history except by altering the fate
of those who make it. He has to die so billions can
live."

She should have realized
that by now; would have if she wasn't so distracted. "But...how can
you be sure it will work?"

"It's a complex process;
George analyzed this six ways from Sunday. Trust me: I never make a
time change until I'm as sure as I can be."

"You depend on a computer to decide who lives and dies?"

He shook his head. "George
does the analysis, which is his specialty. I make the decisions. I
trust him more than I trust myself."

She was shaken by what he
was doing, what he about to do. This...this technocratic God...like
something out of an ancient myth, hurling lightning bolts from on
high... The more she thought about it, the more appalled she
became. Maybe he was mad, or maybe he was a monster. Either way, he
was fooling with powers Man Was Not Meant To Know.

"This...isn't
natural..."

"No, but then neither is
nuclear war. You've never seen a nuclear blast, have you? You've
never seen Seattle burning, never heard the emptiness on the radio.
If you had, you would know."

She stared at him, too
shaken to speak.

"I'm about to effect a
change in the Omega Time Line," he said, firmly. "If you leave now,
you will remain on this present time line. The change won't affect
you; you probably never even heard about it. You'll be as safe
there as anyone can be." The silence stretched out as he considered
her somberly. "If you stay, you'll remain with the Omega Time Line.
I know I have no right to ask, but having you here would be a big
help." His voice became stressed again. "I need someone to network
with, to bounce ideas around. You being here would really help, and
you could share in the stable future when I find it." He paused
again, then added, softly, "I'll call a taxi to take you back to
the airport if you wish."

She eyed him uncertainly,
wondering what she was caught up in. "...The...person you're going
to...kill..."

"He is a racist
megalomaniac who became a powerful Senator. He authored the foreign
policy legislation which contributed to the current Middle East
war. Hopefully, eliminating him will reduce Middle Eastern tensions
and cool the risk of a greater conflict."

"You're going to assassinate a United States
Senator!?"

"It wouldn't be the first
time."

It took her a while to
absorb that. "Aren't you afraid I'll go to the police?" she asked
at last.

He shook his head. "The
Omega Time Line won't be here."

He had all the
answers...like a God. She was appalled, terrified. This was
megalomania writ large, writ on a Cosmic scale. But there was
nothing omnipotent in his expression, nothing cruel or
power-hungry; he was a lonely old man who longed desperately for
her company. It was so out of synch with what was going on here,
what he was doing, that she wasn't afraid of him so much as the
power he possessed. That power... He could strike anywhere, at any
time, saving or destroying as his own inscrutable agenda dictated.
Truly he was playing God.

But there was a sad look in
his eyes; an old man, alone, facing an unimaginable task which he
bore on his own for decades. He was cut off from all contact with
the world as he fought to save humanity from itself. How anyone
could endure it was beyond understanding. As appalled as she was,
she couldn't help but feel sorry for him. And he did save her
life...

By the ancient Indian
tradition of Karma, she had an obligation to him now. A life saved,
a soul nurtured. Yin and Yang. The Cosmic Balance. If ever there
was a situation where Cosmic Balance was needed, this was it. As
much as she wanted to run, she knew he needed her, and she needed
to help him in turn.

"Um...I'll
stay."

"Thank you, Brenda," he
whispered. Then he turned to the intercom. "George, voice
authentication, initiate Operation 725."

"Voice authentication
confirmed," the flat voice answered. "Shifting to internal power.
Time field initiated." The lights dimmed just a bit, then came
back. "Operation 725 initiated. Operation 725 complete. Objective
eliminated. Implant recovered. Dropping the time field. Restoring
external power." The lights flickered again.

"Give me a fast scan on
current Middle Eastern headlines, reference the present
war."

"Fast scan reveals only
limited fighting in the Gaza Strip, an incursion by Israeli forces
in response to a rocket attack."

"Back to normal," he
muttered. "Thank you, George. Initiate post-operation
analysis."

"Yes, sir. Estimated
completion time, seven hours, twenty-three minutes."

"Very well.
Jeeves?"

"Sir?" the other flat voice
answered.

"Miss Hayward will be
staying for dinner. Please activate the guest quarters."

"Certainly,
sir."

Brenda sat stunned; that was all it took? He snuffed out a
life and altered human history with a brief command over an
intercom? This was freakin' huge, bigger and more bizarre than anything she could have
imagined. She had just witnessed a political assassination, a change
in the course of history. More than that, she had just witnessed
the Wrath of God.
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