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Chapter One

Arrival, or: The Error of Being Beloved


On the twenty-fourth of February, 1815, the lookouts of Notre-Dame de la Garde signaled the approach of the three-master *Pharaon*, homeward bound from Smyrna, Trieste, and Naples. The vessel moved through the harbor mouth with that particular confidence that belongs to ships that have survived the sea and know it. 
Marseilles received her as it received every vessel returning from the Levant — with the harbor’s blend of indifference and arithmetic. Stevedores broke from their work only long enough to gauge her draft and her cargo before returning to it. A customs launch put out from the mole, since no ship came home from Smyrna without a manifest worth confirming. And above the water, the old town climbed the hill in its tiers of ochre and weathered rose, entirely indifferent to one more arrival in a harbor that had absorbed several thousand such mornings and would absorb several thousand more.
On her deck stood Edmond Dantès.
He was nineteen years old and possessed of the kind of beauty that announces itself without apology — the clean symmetry of synthetic flesh drawn taut over a young man's certainty, dark eyes that held their focus a half-second longer than strictly natural, and hands that moved with the unconscious precision of a being who had never needed to think about where his fingers were. He was a cyborg. This was unremarkable. The harbor was full of them.
What was remarkable was the way the crew moved around him — not with the careful deference afforded to officers, but with something warmer. Trust. The kind earned in gales and not manufactured in harbor.
The *Pharaon* had lost her captain to fever off the Sardinian coast. Edmond had brought her home.
Old Morrel had come out to meet her in the harbor pilot’s launch, as he did whenever the *Pharaon* was sighted, because he was the kind of shipowner who could not make himself wait at a desk for news that concerned him. He was sixty, heavy, prone to worry, and he came up the rope ladder with more enthusiasm than his knees, by rights, should have allowed.
“Dantès,” he said, before his feet had properly found the deck. “Where is Captain Leclère?”
“Buried off Civitavecchia, sir. Eleven days out. A fever.” Edmond said it plainly, in the manner of a man who had already done his grieving and saw no use in performing more of it. “I have his log, his manifest, and his effects, for the widow.”
Morrel was quiet a moment — the particular quiet of a man who had just been given sad news efficiently and felt, unreasonably, that the efficiency was some discredit to the dead, though it was not. “And the cargo?”
“Complete. On schedule, barring the eleven days I have just accounted for.” Edmond paused, because honesty was a habit he had not yet learned to apply selectively. “We put in at Elba. Unscheduled. It was Captain Leclère’s order, given before he died — a letter to deliver, and a reply to collect, for a gentleman here in Marseilles. I did not read it. I do not know what it said.”
“A letter,” Morrel repeated, in the tone of a man filing the word away as someone else’s business, which, for the moment, it was. “For whom?”
“I was not told, sir. Only that it should be delivered quietly, and not discussed in port.”
Morrel studied him a moment — not with suspicion, for he was not a suspicious man, but with the particular attention a decent employer pays an honest subordinate who has just demonstrated, without meaning to, exactly how much an innocent errand could be made to look like something else by anyone less honest.
“You did as you were ordered.”
“I did.”
“Then it is no business of mine, nor yours, beyond that.” Morrel clapped him once on the shoulder — the unthinking, approving clap of a man who had momentarily forgotten the distinction between captain and cyborg and was simply pleased to have his ship home. “You brought her in eleven days late and in better order than Leclère would have managed in good health. The captaincy is yours, Dantès, if you want it. I’ll have the papers drawn within the week.”

      ***He did not remain aboard long. The formalities of docking required a young man's patience, which Edmond had in abundance, but the harbor contained something his internal chronometer had been calculating toward for three months: Mercédès.
The pier here marked the edge of the Catalan quarter, where the fishing families had kept their own customs and their own saints since some forgotten generation had first put ashore from Catalonia and declined, with the quiet stubbornness of people who do not consider themselves foreign, ever fully to leave. The afternoon was going gray and gold the way February afternoons did along that coast — more promise than warmth — and the gulls were working the tideline with the unhurried confidence of creatures who had never once doubted there would be fish.
She was Catalan. Human. Dark-haired and direct — the kind of person who had never seen much use in indirection. She waited at the end of the pier with the stillness of someone who had been waiting for a considerable time and did not intend to show it. When Edmond came down the gangway she looked at him the way people look at things they were not entirely certain they would see again.
He came to her and stopped. His hands, at his sides, settled into quiet — not the micro-stillness of processing, not the controlled pause of a system managing itself, but something else entirely. Something older than his manufacture. She had noticed this, once, in the early months of knowing him. The way he went still near her like a compass that had found north and no longer needed to search.
She had never told him she'd noticed. Some things are better kept as private knowledge.
"You are late," she said.
"The sea was inconsiderate." He took her hands in his. "I am here now."
"You are always here now when you finally arrive," she said. "The question is whether you will remain."
"I intend to remain," said Edmond, "for the remainder of my operational lifespan, if you will permit it."
Mercédès permitted it. She had, in truth, already decided.

      ***He did not see the men watching.
Fernand Mondego stood at the far edge of the pier with the expression of a man cataloguing an injustice. He was Catalan also, human, and cousin to Mercédès by a genealogy he had always considered more significant than she did. He watched Edmond take her hands and felt the specific variety of hatred that grows in people who believe they deserve things they have not been given.
Edmond was a cyborg. Fernand was human. These facts arranged themselves in Fernand's mind in a particular order, and the order was always the same, and it never made him feel better.
He had grown up assuming Mercédès would be his — not through any declared understanding, but through the older and more dangerous logic of having always been told, by aunts and by habit, that the Catalan girls married Catalan men, and that he was the most eligible Catalan man available, and that eligibility, applied long enough, comes to resemble destiny. He had watched that destiny dissolve, over three years, in favor of a sailor the law did not even fully recognize as a man, and it had not once occurred to him that the dissolving might simply be the result of Mercédès having a preference of her own.
Beside him, in the shadow of a warehouse that smelled of tar and old rope, stood Danglars. He was the Pharaon's supercargo — human, clever in the way that mistakes itself for intelligence — and he had spent three months watching Edmond Dantès captain a ship that Danglars had quietly believed should have been his. Now he watched the harbor master approach Edmond with the news that old Morrel intended to make the appointment permanent.
Danglars' face did not change. He was careful with his face.
"The captain's position," he said, to no one in particular. "Given to a cyborg not yet twenty."
Fernand said nothing. He was watching Mercédès.
"There are," said Danglars, quietly, "certain irregularities in the voyage worth examining. A stop at Elba, unscheduled. A letter received, and carried, and never declared."
Fernand looked at him then.
"A letter," said Fernand.
"From parties," said Danglars, "whose correspondence would be of considerable interest to certain magistrates."
He let the word settle. Fernand looked back at the pier, where Edmond was still holding Mercédès' hands, still tilted toward her with the ease of someone who has, without effort, become the center of the only world that matters to him.
"Who would write such a letter," said Fernand, "to these magistrates?"
"Anonymous letters," said Danglars, "require very little authorship."

      ***That evening, Edmond dined with his father and made his father weep with relief, which embarrassed them both pleasantly. He paid the old man's debts from his wages. He ate almost nothing himself — cyborgs could eat, as a social courtesy, but the caloric requirement was elsewhere — and watched his father with the attention of a being who understood, in a way no human fully does, that flesh ages and fails and is irreplaceable.
“You will be captain,” said his father, not for the first time that evening, as though repetition might make the fact hold still long enough to be believed. “My son. Captain Dantès.”
“Captain Dantès,” Edmond agreed, “who will see you properly fed from now on, and not on promises.”
The old man waved this away, the way men wave away true things that embarrass them, and asked instead after Naples, and Trieste, and whether the figs in Smyrna were really the size Edmond had once described. Edmond told him they were, and exaggerated a little further, because his father liked the exaggeration better than the fact, and there was no harm in the giving.
He slept that night with something his sensor logs would later classify as contentment.
He did not know about the letter.
He did not know about Fernand's hands, shaking slightly as they held a pen.
He did not know that Danglars, in his rooms above the harbor, was already calculating what a captain's berth was worth and what it might cost to acquire one through ruin rather than merit.
Edmond Dantès slept. The harbor moved around him in its ancient rhythms of commerce and ambition and salt water. And somewhere in the city, an unsigned letter was folded into thirds and set aside to be delivered in the morning, and it contained enough truth to make the lies inside it credible, and it would cost a young man nineteen years.
But that is the next chapter.
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Chapter Two

The Letter, or: The Specific Weight of Other Men's Ambitions


The betrothal feast was held at La Réserve, a tavern above the harbor whose proprietor had long since made peace with the fact that cyborg sailors would be among his customers and that their money was as good as anyone's, which is to say it was precisely as good and was treated as somewhat less so. 
Edmond sat at the head of the table, happy without knowing it, because he had never had occasion to be otherwise. Mercédès was beside him. His father was opposite, still occasionally overcome. Old Morrel, the shipowner — stout, decent, the kind of human who had the decency to be embarrassed by what other humans did — had come to confirm the captaincy in person, which was the sort of gesture Edmond would remember later with the precision with which his kind remembered everything.
Danglars sat further down the table and watched with the expression of a man composing a letter in his head.
Fernand sat at the far end and did not eat and watched Mercédès with the expression of a man who has decided that his grief is someone else's fault.
La Réserve's single room had been strung with whatever festivity the proprietor could assemble on short notice — bunting borrowed from a christening the week before, candles enough to make the low rafters glow rather than gleam, and a fiddler who had plainly been promised more wine than the evening's music strictly required. Old Morrel rose first, as the

      ***
      ***
      ***
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