MAN OF THE RENAISSANCE
McCollum, Michael

If you think nuclear weapons are difficult to build, ask yourself the following question: How successful
would the Manhattan Project have been at inventing the VCR?

Darol Beckwith guided his steed over rocky ground, carefully threading hisway among scrubby Palo
Verdetrees and yellow stands of cholla cactus until he gained the summit of the small hill that had been
hisgoal for the previous quarter hour. Once on top, hereined in hishorse. Behind him, two heavily
laden pack mules stopped in their tracks, each taking quick advantage of the opportunity to crop at the
few patches of wiry, yellow grassthat poked through the carpet of fist Szed stones.

Beckwith removed his salt-stained hat and wiped perspiration from hisforehead onto the deeve of his
threadbare, cotton shirt. Around him, the yellows, greens, and browns of the Great Sonoran Desert
sretched asfar asthe eye could see. Replacing his hat, he rummaged in his saddlebags for his pipe,
lighter, and tobacco pouch. He soon had the pipe alight and the other implements repacked. Only then
did he lean forward to retrieve apair of ‘tronic binoculars from their case. He pointed them at the
brown pillar of dust that rose lazily into the cloudless blue sky hafway to the horizon. The dust cloud
leaped forward at the press of a control, resolving itself into acolumn of mounted men. He studied the
image for saveral minutes before restoring the glassesto their protective sheath.

"They're Sonoran cavary, dl right," he muttered as he leaned forward to stroke his horse's neck.
"Vargass report was right about that. Wonder what they're doing thisfar north?"

The horse's answer was a short whinny as Beckwith urged it forward with his spurs and began picking
hisway toward the level ground of the plain below. He made no effort to avoid the patrol, but rather
rode straight for it, reining in when the file of horsemen was lessthan akilometer distant.

It did not take long for them to spot him. He puffed on his pipe and watched the Sonoran envel opment
unfold with professond efficiency. He counted thirteen in dl -- an officer and a dozen enlisted men -- as
he became the center of acloud of roiling dust, milling horses, and men with rifles drawn and ready.

He bit down on his pipe and lifted his hands well away from hisbody. The officer, acaptain of cavary
by hiscollar insgnia, slopped directly before him and aimed aneedle gun a hismidsection. Beckwith
could see by the thumbwhed that the weapon was selected to full automatic. Hetried not to let that
knowledge bother him as he carefully broke into a practiced smile.

" Buenos Dias, Capitan," he said, bowing his head dightly in respect to what was obvioudy anobleman,
and probably ayounger son or bastard willed into the duke's service by afather determined to keep him
out of trouble. "Towhat do | owe thissingular honor?'

"Who are you, Sendr ? Where from and where bound?”

"Beckwith'sthe name. Darol Beckwith. | am the circuit doctor for these parts. Most recently out of
CdliforniaFree Republic, bound for the village of Nuevo Tubac on my yearly rounds... and damned if |
expected to see Sonoransthis far north.”



"When were you last in the Republic, Senér Medico ?'

Beckwith reached up to pull the pipe from his mouth and then lazily scratched at hisweek old growth of
beard. "Let'sseenow. | stopped for aweek in New Refuge before crossing theriver at Blythe, Six
... NO, seven ... yeah, seven days ago.”

"Did you see any soldiersthere?"

Beckwith let his smile degenerate into a sheepish grin. "Now, Captain, you know that my service doesn't
takesdesin locd politics. 1t would be aviolation of my oath to answer such aquestion.”

"Perhaps you would prefer waking to Nuevo Tubac without your boots?!

Beckwith raised one eyebrow. "HasHisImperid Mgesty, Moctezuma V11, decided to abrogate his
sworn oath given in the Second Treaty of Hermosillo? Or isthisthe Duke of Sonorasidea? Isit now
the policy of the Empire to harass doctors of the service wherever found?’

"His Mg esty does what hewishes, Sendr , and My Lord, the Duke, is his strong right arm.”

"Then | guess I'd better give you my boots and start walking, for | will not answer. | assureyou, by the
way, that my response will be the same when the Cdifornia border guards ask me about you when |
cross back over next fdl. | am but aharmless medic trying to get on with hisjob."

At thislast, the captain's eyes dropped to the polished-by-use wooden stock of the automatic rifleinits
scabbard benesth Beckwith's right knee. Beckwith followed his gaze, and shrugged.

"Even adoctor must oftentimes defend himsdlf inthewilds. All my instruments are on my pack animals,
and would bring agoodly price on the black market in Mexico City."

At the mention of the pack animal's, the captain holstered his needle gun and gave ordersto aburly
noncom. The sargento leaned forward and took Beckwith's lead rope from him. A few more quick
ordersinthelocal patois-- acorrupt version of Spanglish -- and the doctor found himself disarmed. The
patrol formed around him and the whole party clattered off in asoutheasterly direction.

Beckwith took the opportunity to study the men around him as he rode among them. Everything about
them -- their lean, watchful look; their dusty, swest stained uniforms and dirty sombreras, the
straight-backed way they sat their horses -- told him that they wereregulars. That, too, confirmed
Vargassinitia report. Theinggniathey woreidentified them as the Second Hermosillo Dragoons, one of
the Duke of Sonora's best regiments.

The men themsdveswere avaried lot. AsBeckwith had already noted, the captain was a mustachioed
young dandy of nearly pure Hidalgo stock. Histroops, however, ran the gamut of humanity. Severa
pairs of blue eyes stared from out of reddened, sunburned faces above blond beards; indicating that their
owners were descended from the vast wave of refugees that had swept down from the north eighty years
before. Other members of the patrol sported Indio and Negroid features, and one was
Caucasan-Oriental mix. All looked as though they knew their business.

It was |ate afternoon when they entered the pueblo of Nuevo Tubac in the GilaRiver valey. Thetown
sat on one bank of the stream whose position was marked by a darker-green swath cut through the
yellow-green of the desert vegetation. Hetook in the signs of the Sonoran occupation with experienced
eyes, while appearing to have no interest beyond finishing the long dirty joke that he had been spinning
for hiscompanions. Hedid not likewhat he saw. If the main street of thislittle hamlet contained a
representative sampling of the Imperias strength, they must number at least four troops of cavalry and an



unknown number of support personnel. That was abig chunk of manpower for Juan Pablo Andros, the
Duke of Sonora, to send thisfar north -- especialy considering the other claimants-of-the-moment for his
throne.

Obvioudy, thefact that he had sent them north was convincing evidence that he had some overwhelming
reason for doing so. Beckwith cursed the fates that had prevented Vargas from finishing his report.
Whatever had happened, it had been no mechanica failure. A clear carrier wave had ridden the satellite
channdlsfor amost three minutes after Vargass voice link had been silenced.

The patrol did not stop at the village square as Beckwith had expected, but rode through the inner
defensewall and into the courtyard of the hacienda belonging to Don Y nicente Gaway, Patron de la
Pueblo . Beckwith had spent many an enjoyable evening in that grest rambling structure, playing chess
and arguing philosophy with his host. He hoped the old pepperpot had not objected too strenuoudly to
Juan Pablo's henchmen taking over hishome. Beckwith had too few true friendsin thisworld asit was.
He would hate to lose two in the same month.

The captain led him through the fortified outer door and into the gloomy interior of the hacienda, stopping
only when he arrived at the door of Galway's study. He knocked briskly and waited for amuffled order
to enter. Insde, sitting behind Galway's desk -- a prized pre-war antique -- was a General of the
Imperid Mexican Army in full regdia. His chest was covered with more medal s than Beckwith had ever
seen beforein one spot. More important was the fact that the genera was Moctezuma's man (not Juan
Pablo's), and that he was commanding Sonoran troops.

After the Captain had finished his report, the general, a rotund, mustachioed man with hard eyes, waved
dismissal and the Sonoran officer soun briskly on his hed and marched out.

The generd leaned back in the squeaky swivel chair and regarded Beckwith for amoment in silence.
The doctor stood his ground, coolly returning the stare.

"l am Generd Migud Stefan Trujillo of the Militar de Mexico ," hesaid, findly, leaning forward to rest
his elbows on the polished surface of the desk. "Y ou are the traveling doctor for thisvillage?”

"S, Sendr General
"I would have expected an older man."

Beckwith shrugged. "Riding circuit requiresthe saminaof youth, Generd. Do not fear. | began my
training a agetwelve. That wastwenty-fiveyearsago. | assureyou that | am highly skilled in my craft.”

"Why isit that none of your patientsinformed usthat you were due at thistime?"

Beckwith shrugged. "Probably because none of them knew it themsdlves. | am latethisyear. Got hung
up fighting an outbresk of blue plague up in the Navajo Nation last fall and I've been rushing to catch up
ever snce”

" Lapestel" Thegenerd crossed himsdf with hisright hand and made the sign of the Mushroom Cloud
with hisleft. Beckwith wondered what the Archbishop of Mexico City would think of such an overt
gpped to paganism in one of His Mgesty's highest-ranking officers, acomment he carefully refrained
from making doud.

"Thereisno danger, General. 1've been vaccinated and if it hadn't taken, | would have been dead six
monthsago.”

Trujillo's expression quickly turned to anger, obvioudy fueled by the thought that he had made afool of



himsdlf beforethis stranger.
"Bethat asit may, Sendr Medico , | find myself wondering at thetiming of your current vist.”

"If you will pardon me for saying o, Generd Trujillo, it is| who should be wondering at your presence,
not viceversa."

"My presence here does not concern you.”

"It concerns meif it interfereswith my work. | got the impression from Captain Rodriguez that | am to
consder mysdlf your prisoner.”

"His Imperia Mg esty would never imprison a representetive of the Public Hedlth Service, Doctor. You
are our honored guest.”

"Will | be dlowed to practice my craft fredy?'

"Certainly. | will even assgn an officer to assst you.”

"Will | be dlowed to leave when | am finished in this village?"

"I'm afraid not,” Trujillo said. "You will to remain as our guest until we complete our work here.”
"How long will thet teke?'

"Aslong asit takes."

"I wasforced to lecture your junior officer concerning Mexico's obligations under thetreaty. Must | do
the samefor you, Generd?"

"His Mg esty has authorized me to take special measures on my current mission, Doctor. If you are
inconvenienced, your service may petition HisMgesty for compensation. Now, then, if you will excuse
me, | have much to do."

Beckwith turned to leave.

Trujillo glanced up from his paperwork. "Onething more, Doctor. | would be honored to have you for
my guest at dinner thisevening. SenoraGaway sets an excdlent tableand | am dwaysinterested in tales
of far-off places.”

Beckwith blinked, seemed abouit to refuse, and then relented. "1 would be ddighted.”

Heturned to leave once more, hisexpresson dour. Hewaswdl out in the hall, following auniformed
flunky toward the stairsthat led to the haciendaliving quarters, before he dlowed himsdlf the barest hint
of agmile

Phase One had gone as planned!
#

Beckwith followed the aide to the upper part of the house and found himsdlf in the same bedroom he had
occupied on hislast vigt. He busied himsaf unpacking the lesther satchel he found in theroom. He
noted signs of a hurried search of hisbelongingsashedid so. A few quick glancesinsdethe case
assured him that the sedl's on the fal se bottom that hid his "specia equipment” were unbroken. He placed
his clothes on the pegs set into the adobe wallsfor the purpose. He had just finished laying out his



shaving kit when there came a quiet knock on hisdoor.

He opened it to find Esperanza Galway standing in the hall with aload of linen. She curtsied politely and
brushed past him, dl the while keeping her eyes averted as was considered prim and proper for ayoung
lady hereabouts. She placed the linen on the feather bed and turned to face him as he closed the door.

"It isgood to see you again, Doctor Darol.”

"And you, too, Espe. By the Great Gods of Fission, you are sprouting up likeaweed! 1t won't belong
before the young grandeeswill be besating the doors down."

Espe blushed as Beckwith nodded approvingly. Gonewasthe gangly little girl whose arm he had st five
yearsago. In her place was a blossoming young woman of nearly fifteen summers. Espe was one of
those lucky people who seemed to have extracted just the right characteristics from her mixed bag of
ancestors. Shewasfast becoming a beautiful young woman.

"How isyour father?' Beckwith asked.

"Safe, asfar as| know," Espe said. "Heleft for Taosto buy breeding stock last month and has not
returned.”

"And your mother?!

"Very angry a the Mexicanos for tracking mud al through her house."
"Did that potion | left help her tuberculoss?!

"Sheismuch improved.”

"What of my other patients?"

"Carmen had her baby, a strong, young boy with hedlthy lungsthat can be heard al over the pueblo.
And Aldo Finessa's arm has regenerated as good as new. Other than that, not much has happened
except for the Sonorans.”

"What of old Manud Vargas? Does he il suffer from shortness of breath?”
"Y ou haven't heard?"
"Heard what?' Beckwith asked. "I just got here, remember?”

"The Sonoranskilled Manud Vargas. They say hewasaspy. They found him with amachine. Some
say that it wasaradio.”

"Radio? Wherewould old Manud get aradio? And for whom would he spy? And what would he spy
on out herein the middle of dl this desolation?!

"I do not know. All I do know isthat the fat Generalissmo was most unhappy. Itissadinthevillage
that he had two of his own men shot when he learned that they had killed Vargas."

"Nice people," Beckwith muttered. "Why'd they cometo the GilaVdley, Espe? Thisispoor land,
barely able to support the peoplewho live onit. Surely old Moctezuma can't want to add this place to
hisEmpire"

"I do not know, Doctor Darol. They have four horse troops and |os inginieros with them.”



"Engineers? Any power mechinery?'

Espenodded. Two large steam wagons with drilling attachments. Also, things like a prospector's metal
detector.”

"Metd detectors, huh? Did you see any radiation counters?”

Espenodded. "Yes, afew. Inthetwenty dayssincethey arrived, they have set off many explosions
near the old charcoal ovens east of town. What doesit mean?”

Beckwith shrugged. "That they're on atreasure hunt, | suppose. | wonder what they are looking for.
Maybe I'll ask the Generd at dinner tonight.”

"The ancients were a pack of god damned fools!"

Genera Trujillowiped at his plate with acrust of coarse bread, soaking up the last of the pinto beans
while daring his double handful of assembled subordinates and unwilling gueststo disagree with his
comment. He was not disappointed when a priest across from Beckwith crossed himsdlf and muttered a
dlent prayer.

"Ah, our padre thinks otherwise," the Genera growled, his speech durred by too much wine.
"Our Lord looks not well on those who blaspheme the dead, Migud Trujillo.”

The generd turned to Beckwith. "What say you, Medico? Our ancestors blew up theworld in afit of
pique. Should we regard them as near demigods on that account?"

Beckwith wiped his mouth on his deeve and belched politely before answering. Esperanza Gaway
peered at him with dert eyesfrom the chair next to the priest's. Her mother, La Donna Alicia Galway,
maintained a stony slence from the foot of the table.

"The ancients were neither fools nor demigods, Generdl. They were men like us, with dl the wesknesses
and strengths to which mere mortal fleshisheir. If they had afata flaw, it wasthat they weren't wise
enough to extricate themsel ves when they fell into one of the universe'strgps.”

"Trap?' the Generd muttered. "What are you talking about, Medico?'
"Why, the trap of nuclear wegpons, Generd. What elsewould | be talking about?’

The priest folded hishandsin aprayerful gesture, "1t isrefreshing to meet amedicd manwho isaso an
adherent of the teachings of the church, Doctor Beckwith."

"Y ou misunderstand, Padre. Whether nuclear wegpons are the spawn of the devil isapoint that |
happily leaveto you clerics. No, thetrap to which | refer isthe obviousfact that they are too damned
easy to build."

"You're crazy!" the captain of ordnance who was Trujillo's second in command said from Beckwith's
right. "The Manhattan Project was one of the most complex ever undertaken. How can you cal what

they did easy?"

"l do s0, Capitan Villela, because the men who invented the bomb accomplished their feat with the aid of
mechanica calculators and vacuum tube technology. They knew nothing of semiconductors, lasers,
magnetic containment devices, or dozens of other machines available to pre-Catastrophe civilization. In



outlook, they were closer to the engineers of Queen Victorias time than they were to the hi-tech warriors
of The Catastrophe. That they were able to succeed with their rdatively primitive technology isan
indication of the ease of thethelr task.”

"Y our point, Medico?'

"Why, that nuclear wegpons were invented too early. Humanity was not ready for them. Had the task
been significantly more difficult, it would have taken longer. That would have given usmoretimeto
mature as a species and to develop countervailing technologies. Asit was, the weapons of mass
destruction were introduced into aworld woefully unprepared to deal with their consequences.”

"They were more prepared than arewe," the priest argued.
"Not necessarily, Padre."

Captain Villdablinked. "Surely, Sendr Doctor, you are not suggesting that we are more advanced than
the ancients?’

Beckwith shrugged. "Notin al ways, certainly. Not evenin most. Butin some.”
"What ways, Doctor Darol?' Espe asked.

"Many ways, Espe. If Aldo Finessahad been mauled by that javelina boar a hundred years ago, the
most advanced hospita the ancients possessed could have done little more than amputate hisarm. Y et, it
was not adifficult matter for meto achieve full regeneration. Or cancer, the most dread disease of the
ancient world. | can cureit aseadily asthe common cold. We have come along way since the days of
The Catastrophe, and not only in thefield of medicine. Of course, we have an advantage that previous
generaionsdid not."

"Advartage?”

"A very great advantageif you think about it. Post-Catastrophe civilization isthefirst ever blessed with
the sure knowledge of what was once possible. Sometimes, while searching for the old secrets, we
UNCOVEr New ones.

"Our ancestors built acivilization of factories and assembly lines, of massive industries and even larger
bureaucracies to control them. We, on the other hand, are aworld of cottage industries and master
craftsmen, where each machineisthework of asingleindividua or afew dozen people at most. Weare
asociety that speciaizesin prototypes rather than mass production.

"We are d so more efficient than they were ... of necessity. They left ustoo poor to do thingstheir way.
In the long run, who isto say which isthe better road to travel ?*

"Then you are not one who believestheraceisin itstwilight, Medico?' the General asked.

"Not at dl. Asl seeit, our Stuation is somewhat akin to that of Europe after the fal of the Roman
Empire”

"Roman Empire?
"Youmight say an earlier Estados Unidos , Generd. A culturethat initstime ruled much of the world."
"Thecity of Romulus and Remus, Julius Caesar, and Benito Mussolini," Espe said, nodding.

Beckwith beamed like a proud parent. "Y ou've seen the collection of ancient booksin your office,



Generd? Y nicente Galway was ascholar of somerenown in hisyouth. | am predicting that his daughter
will surpass even his accomplishments someday.”

"Mogt unusud,” the Generd said, histone betraying his opinion of the usefulness of teaching womento
read. "Y ou were saying..."

"Oh, yes, the First Dark Ages! They were atimein history with paralelsto our own situation. Then, as
now, the world was a collection of warring fiefdoms, with no nation strong enough to enforce itswill on
itsneighbors. Theresult -- as now -- was agrowth of feudalism and a certain lack of stability. Yet, the
human race continued its technological advance right through the Middle Ages. Those years saw the
invention of the horse callar, the tirrup, the lateen sall, and the first truly efficient plow -- dl sgnificant
advances over Roman technology.”

The dinner conversation continued for more than an hour. Beckwith had hoped that the wide-ranging
discussion he had started would cause one of the Sonoransto dip and make aremark that would be a
clueto their purpose here. No such luck. The conversation had never risen abovethe leve of apalite
debate comparing the present with the "good old days.”

Eventudly, Beckwith concluded that most of his dinner mates redlly didn't know what was going on --
not surprising if the powers-that-be back home wereright in their suspicions. So, just when the
conversation was beginning to lag, he reached into his repertoire of anecdotes and told afunny story.
One advantage of the current state of world communications was that jokes did not age as quickly as
they once had. He had hislisteners chuckling in amatter of moments.

The gresat crackling log in the fireplace had burned low when he finally asked to be excused and started
toward the rear of the hacienda. His demeanor showed no sign of the adrenaline storm that raged in his
bloodstream. For if his probing had stirred the Genera to suspect that he was more than the traveling
medic/storyteller/troubadour he pretended to be, this was the moment of greatest danger.

No lurking guards stepped out to bar hisway, no shots rang out of the darkness, not even the hacienda
dogs bothered him as he crunched along the graveled pathway at the rear of the house. He quickly
finished taking care of necessitiesin the hacienda outhouse, and stepped back into the cold night air of
the desert.

He paused to light hispipe. Thelighter was aflare of blue againg the yellow lights emanating from the
haciendawindows. He puffed quickly, and was rewarded with the bitter taste of tobacco smoke on his
tongue. Hedrew inalung full of the smoke, and then exhded dowly. Ashedid so, abright light just
above the northern horizon caught his attention. He stepped out of the shade of the treesto get aclear
view asthefamiliar star began to climb the sky.

#

Beckwith'sinterna darm clock woke him two hours before dawn to a pitch-black world lit only by star
shine. In spite of the heat of the previous day, the night air was brisk againgt his bare skin, causing him to
shiver a the thought of throwing back the covers and |eaving the warmth of his soft bed. He stalled the
inevitable for afew moments by remembering the bright star he had watched cross the heavensthe
previous evening.

By rights, the Catastrophe should have ended dl life on Earth. That it had not was atribute to the
overlapping layers of orbital fortresses and satellites the two pre-Catastrophe superpowers had built with
such laborious care over athirty-year period. When finaly the world had gone insane and the missiles
began to fly, fewer than onein fifty warheads survived to explode againgt their intended targets. The
other forty-nine had either been destroyed with their carrier missiles, in trangit through the vacuum of



gpace, or inthefina seconds of their termina maneuvers.

Coordinating the defenses had been the great manned battle stations. The greatest of these was High
Citadd , the prime command-and-control facility for the western dliance. First congtructed in the early
years of the twenty-first century, High Citadel had been constantly enlarged, strengthened, and
improved. In addition to being the nerve center for al western orbital defenses, High Citadel 's
computers had been used to archive al manner of scientific and technologica data

During the sx weeksthe war lasted, High Citadel had defested everything the eastern bloc could throw
againg it. It had destroyed the east's own system of orbital fortressesin adud that had turned night into
day acrossthe entire face of the planet. Findly, it had directed the strikes that destroyed the eastern
bloc's surviving misslefields, and thereby brought about a cessation of hodilities.

The end cametoo late to save technologica civilization. For, dthough the orbiting satellites and defense
gtations had saved the human race from extinction, sufficient megatonnage had gotten through to smash
theindustria base on which civilization was built. Inlessthan ayear, Earth was swept by successve
waves of famine and plague. Those men and women till in orbit watched astheir world disintegrated
into ever-smaller warring groups. These orbiting warriors were findly forced to abandon their posts as
food, water, and air ran low. One by one, their emergency craft departed High Citadel to dip below
theroiling clouds of Earth, never to return. For eighty years, the deserted battle station's anti-laser armor
had reflected the rays of the sun with mirror brightness, making High Citadel one of the brightest starsin
theterredtria sky.

The sound of adistant catfight brought Beckwith back to the problem a hand. Unableto postponeit
any longer, he dipped out of bed and groped in darknessfor hisleather case. Hisfingers quickly found
the hidden catches that freed the false bottom from the vaise. He withdrew a garment from the secret
compartment. What little radiance fdl through his open window was sufficient to show the darksuit to be
apool of deeper black against the near stygian dark around him.

Beckwith carefully climbed inside, zipping the light amplifier hood over hisface asalast gep. Hewas
now encased in shadow, able to see, but not be seen.

He turned back to the case, working more quickly now that the world waslit in abright, greenish glow.
The hidden compartment yielded up aholster and needle gun that he belted around hismiddle. Two
small rectanglesthe size of dominoeswent into his breast pocket. He visudly inventoried the half dozen
tiny viasin the bottom of the case, checking them for any telltale signs of breskage before carefully
resealing the hidden compartment. The floorboards cresked dightly as he moved to the open window.

There were two guards roaming more or less at random through the courtyard below. Both werefairly
distant from the hacienda and Beckwith took advantage of this good fortune to lever himself up onto the
tiled roof of the hacienda. Once there, he catfoooted hisway to the far side of the building, the sde
closest to the Sonoran bivouac. After amoment's hesitation at the edge of the roof, he concluded that his
best avenue of approach was atop the village wall. Better to be silhouetted againgt the black sky than the
whitewashed walls of the town -- assuming that he did not break his neck in the process.

He thanked the Gods of Fission that this village was too poor to top their wall with metal spikes or
barbed wire as he moved in abaancing act cum hundred-meter dash dong the narrow, impromptu
footpath. Inamatter of seconds, he found himsalf overlooking asmall sea of tents.

The Sonoran encampment was a sturdy little fortresswith an air of permanence about it. On oneside,
the conquerors had used the village wall -- the same wal where Beckwith now squatted. Everywhere
else, they were building new walls from native rock cemented together with adobe. By the progressthey



had aready made, Beckwith judged their annexation of Nuevo Tubac would be complete within another
month.

The thought |eft asour taste in hismouth. He liked Y nicente Galway and the people of thisvillage. It
would be atragedy to see them fal under Juan Pablo'siron hedl. Thered tragedy, of course, would be
losing Esperanza Galway. He had watched that precociouslittle girl for nearly ten years now with an
interest far from avuncular. The Public Health Service's greatest need was for good people and Darol
Beckwith had planned to recruit Espe Gaway for the training academy on his next visit. Now there was
agood chance that would never happen. Keeping this one pueblo out of Sonoran handswas not his
concern a the moment. Nor was securing Espefor the service. His current mission went far beyond the
mere delivery of afew hundred likable people from the bonds of davery.

Beckwith did down from the wall, chiding himsdlf for the nasty tendency towards morose thoughts he
had developed lately. Then he hadn't time for such thoughts as he padded quietly between rows of tents,
dowly making hisway toward two large machines parked at the center of the encampment. A tall
antennamast rose between them.

He hid among the tents, acutely conscious of the snores around him, and gauged the moment when the
two guards pacing in front of the silent machines would be at the farthest reaches of their circuits. Thenit
was a swift, crouching run through adark gap between watch fires, and aralling dive into the shadows

beyond.

The steam wagons were nothing like the pictures of the ancients deek machines he had seen. They were
both large flatbeds, with their acohol-powered engines mounted toward the back near the drilling
fixtures. Thewhole of the wagon bodiesin front of the main tiller was covered with canvas. Beckwith
pulled himsdlf aboard one, being careful not to did odge the |oose equipment scattered haphazardly
around thefloorboards. Onceinsde, even hislight amplifierswere of limited use as he found himself
groping in murky surroundings.

Hisfirst stop was at the ancient radio set that was perched on a built-in shelf on one side of the steamer.
As expected, the radio was a pre-Catastrophe modd, its black plastic case cracked and its battery pack
trailing an unsghtly cluster of wires. Beckwith removed a screwdriver from his pocket and quickly
opened the back of the transmitter to reved theintegrated circuitry insde. He removed one of the
dominoes from his pocket and wedged it into the radio's power supply. He then hurriedly replaced the
back of the case.

Sometime tomorrow, after the radio had worked for severa hours, therewould be a quick crackling
noise and a puff of smoke from inside the circuit enclosure. When the Sonoran operators opened the
case, they would find fused and twisted circuitry, the gpparent victim of amassive short circuit. With any
luck, they would mark the failure as one of old age. Whether they did so or not, however, it wasvita to
the success of Beckwith's mission that contact between the Mexican expeditionary force and their
emperor be severed.

After replacing the radio on its shelf, Beckwith quickly searched the steamer for spare transmitter parts.
He poked into various boxes with the beam of atiny flashlamp, cataloging items by sight and fed ashe
went. He quickly found the meta detectors and radiation counters of which Espe had spoken. Hedso
found what appeared to be ajury-rigged seismograph from pre-Catastrophe days in one corner. Next
toitlay apile of recordings. Apparently, someone was very interested in the geologica formationsin this
area. Maybe the Sonorans were prospecting for oil!

He considered the possibility. True, the ancients had pretty well drained the planet of the legendary stuff,
but who knew? There might still be apool or two around for the taking.



He photographed everything and dipped outside, intending to give the other sseam wagon athorough
going over. He changed his plans as he caught sight of the burgeoning glow on the eastern horizon. It
would be light enough for naked eye seeing in another haf-hour, and by that time, he planned to be safely
back in hisroom.

"All right, Epe, whet istinea ?'

"Tinearefersto agroup of common fungusinfections, Dr. Darol; dso known asringworm. The fungi
involved are Microspora , Trichophyton , and ... uh, ... Epidermophyton . Tinea capitis isringworm
of the scalp; tinea cruris , of the crotch; tinea pedis , of the feet.”

"And how does one treat these very itchy problems, Espe?’
"By direct gpplication of any one of severd anti-fungd agents, including...”

Beckwith smiled. "Never mind. | should have known that you would keep up with your studies. Youll
make afine doctor someday.”

"Do you redly think so, Dr. Darol ?*

"I would not have said it if | didn't,” hereplied gruffly. "Now go get me abucket of hot water so we can
get this place cleaned up.”

Beckwith and Espe Gaway had spent the morning preparing one room of Nuevo Tubac's smal church
for thetraveling doctor'suse. One of Y nicente Galway's large mahogany tables had been moved there
from the hacienda, and draped in cloth that had been boiled in disnfectant. A smilar cloth covered
another table on top of which severa of Beckwith'sinstruments were negtly arranged. Battered
instrument cases marked with acaduceus were piled in acorner. On their coverswere stenciled the
words.

PUBLICHEALTH SERVICE

In Service to Humanity.

Beckwith and Espe had worked through the morning and were ready to begin the sterilization process as
time for the noon meal approached. It wasthethird year that Espe had acted as Beckwith's nurse, and
she went about the preliminaries with the practiced touch of aveteran. AsEspeleft the church to retrieve
aniron kettlefilled with steaming water, Captain Villdaentered the examination room and gazed around
ininterest.

"Good morning, Doctor Beckwith,”" the Captain of Ordnance said. "The generd sent me over to see
how you are getting dong. | trust you have dl that you need.”

"Thank you, yes" Beckwith replied. "We're about to disinfect the examination room.”

"Sol see. | am surprised that you go to the trouble of individua diagnoses. | dwaysthought that you
public hedth people wereinterested in water supplies and hygiene, and left the actud laying on of hands
to others”



Beckwith shrugged. "We circuit doctors tend to be jacks of dl trade, Capitan. And while our primary
duty isto insure the health of acommunity through public hygiene, we dso dabblein individud cures.”

At that moment, Espe returned with akettle full of boiling water from the fire where Beckwith had
Serilized hisingruments

"Will that be dl, Captain Villda?' Beckwith asked as he prepared the water by measuring out afew
drops of disinfectant into the kettle.

"Yes, Doctor. Let meknow if you need anything."
"Thank you, | will."

Beckwith watched the officer stride out into the bright sunshine before turning to Espe. "Shall we begin
scrubbing?”

After twenty minutes of hard labor, Beckwith called ahdt. Thetwo of them sprawled on the floor and
examined their handiwork.

Espe looked at Beckwith, her black eyesregarding him serioudly, and said, "Doctor Darol."
"Y s, Espe?”

"I've been meaning to talk to you about Manuel Vargas."

"What about him?"

She leaned close and lowered her voice to awhisper. " Sometimes when he would get drunk, Old
Manue would say things"

"What sort of things?"
"Hewould hint that you and he were the only two who knew agreeat secret.”
"Oh?" Beckwith asked, hiseyebrowsrisngininquiry.

"He would never tdl anyone anything, you understand. Hewould just keep muttering that you were the
only onewho gppreciated him. | didn't think anything of it until they caught him with that radio.”

"Y ou said yesterday that it might have been aradio. Now you're sure?"

Shenodded. "Thefa Generdlissmo had it on my father's desk, looking &t it, when | took him hislunch
oneday. Itwasaradio al right, dthough unlike any | have ever seen. There was ablack box with
LED'sonitsface and akeypad. It was attached by a coiled cord to something that looked like an
umbrelaframewith apigtol grip."

"Sounds like some sort of communications gear,” Beckwith said, nodding, "but why do you think I know
anything about it?'

"My room isacrossthe hal from yours."
ll&?l

"Thismorning | heard you moving about before dawn. | figured to tell you about Manuel Vargasthen, so
| tiptoed across the hall to your room. | knocked twice before opening the door. Y ou weren't there."



"Maybe | went down to the outhouse.”

Espe shook her head. "I would have heard you on the sairs.”
"So, if | wasn't in my room, wherewas|?"

"| think you were spying on the Sonorans.”

"Andif | was?'

"Then | want to help you."

Beckwith did not answer for afull minute. Finally, he said, "Perhapsyou can help. | would like to look
over the Sonoran excavation. | need away to dip out of the village without being seen. Have any
ideas?'

Shegrinned and was again alittlegirl. "1 will cometo your room after dinner and show you theway."
#
"Watch your head."

Espe's warning echoed hollowly from thewalls of the small tunnel through which they crawled on their
hands and knees. Beckwith glanced up at the sound, wondering how much further they would haveto
travel inthiscramped style. Espe was ablack slhouette framed in the dim light of the flash she carried.

The two of them had spent the day treating the people of thevillage. Night had begun to fall when they
finished with their last patient and returned to the hacienda. At dinner, Generd Trujillo had seemed
distracted, as though his mind were on something more important than making conversation with his
guests. Beckwith told another of his stories and swapped lies with some of the Sonoran officers before
going upgtairsto bed. An hour later, Espe had knocked softly on his door and the two of them had
dipped down into Y nicente Galway's wine cdllar. There Espe had shown him the entrance to an escape
tunnel concealed behind one of the wine casks.

They had crawled some two hundred meters, and Beckwith was about to ask Espe how much farther it
would be, when around meta hatch appeared at the end of hisrestricted field of view. In another few
seconds, he found himsdf half crawling/half dragged out into the frigid night air. It was still an hour or so
before midnight and a quarter moon hovered in the sky overhead, cagting asoft silver glow acrossthe

landscape.

Beckwith glanced back at the tunnel entrance. The escape hole waswell camouflaged. If it had not
been standing agape, it would have been invisible. He doubted that he could have spotted it in broad
daylight, even had he known whereto look. Espe did something to a section of the rock wall through
which they had emerged and the camouflaged opening swung shut on well-oiled hinges.

"Whichway?' he asked.

She pointed a direction and they started off, keeping to the cover of the arroyo into which they had
emerged. Both were dressed head to toe in black, athough not in darksuits. Since Espe had none such,
the protection offered by Beckwith's darksuit would have been usdless.

Espeled him across the desert and up arise that Beckwith knew from previous vistswas actualy therim
of abroad depresson in the midst of rolling hills. They carefully worked their way to the crest of therise,
moving the last hundred meters on their bellies. When they reached the top and were able to look into



the bowl-shaped valley beyond, they found alarge detachment of men working around awooden
derrick. Thederrick covered avertica shaft that had been sunk into the dry desert soil. The scenewas
lit by numerous lanterns strung between rough-hewn poles. A steam engine puffed away beside a
ramshackle building, emitting a column of black smoke into the moonlit sky. Asthey watched, alift
platform surfaced in the midst of the sturdy looking derrick and was immediately manhandled to solid
ground.

"Recognize anyone?' Beckwith asked Espe, relying on her younger eyesto subdtitute for the binoculars
the Sonorans had confiscated.

Esperose up on her elbows and squinted at the activity for afew moments. "Thereis Capitan Rodriguez
talking to asoldier. And over there..." she gestured to the shaft. "... isa Coronel of Inginieros who has
been absent from dinner for the last three nights. The man heistaking to, the one with hisback to us, is
Generd Trujillo, | think."

"l want to get closer,”" Beckwith said. "You stay here”

He picked atentative route that would take him close to the excavation. Thefloor of the small valley was
covered with mesquite bushes and afew scrubby Palo Verde trees. Even without hisamplifier hood, he
could see well enough by moonlight to spot the sentries posted around the rim.  There seemed to be quite
afew of them. They would make any approach difficult, but the ground cover was such that if he were
careful, he should be able to get into position without being spotted.

"Thereisan old drainage ditch of the ancients a hundred meters from here, Doctor Darol. | will show
you." Espedid not wait for an answer, but moved forward with a catlike speed that Beckwith knew he
would be hard put to match silently.

The drainage ditch was a concrete lined culvert that had been stained and broken by age until it was open
to the sky. Beckwith studied the workmanship. There was no mistaking the product of the
pre-Catastrophe machine culture.

"Why didn't anyone ever tell me about this, Espe?"

Shelooked at the jutting, broken concrete and shrugged. "Y ou never asked, Doctor Darol. Father says
that this ditch paralleled an old railroad spur before someone ripped up the tracks."

"A railroad? Here? The mapsdon't show any railroad.”
"Maybe father was mistaken.”
"Where doesthislead?' Beckwith asked, gesturing dong the length of the ditch.

"Almost to the Sonoran diggings. We should be able to see everything from the other end. Just be sure
to stay down."

Thistime Beckwith took the lead after debating whether he should send Espe back to the pueblo. He
decided againgt it, primarily because he knew he could not find the tunnel exit againinthedark. A
cautious haf-hour later, they were less than two hundred meters from the Sonoran shaft.

"Stay here," Beckwith said. "I'm going to get closer to seeif | can hear anything.”
"I'll come, too," Espe replied as she prepared to follow him.

"No, youwon't!" he hissed as he grabbed her wrist. He swallowed, regained control, and continued in a



softer voice. "L ook, the chance of getting caught goes up with the square of the number of people
blundering around out there. Y ou stay here. If | am spotted, you try to make your way back on your
own. | havetold you how to find my radio in the church. Get it and report what happened.”

"I will, Doctor Daral," she whispered.

Hedid out of the ditch on his belly and began the long crawl toward where aclump of Sonorans,
including Genera Trujillo, were discussing something in voicestoo low to understand. Hetook histime,
relying on years of experienceto find every possible concedling shadow. When he had closed the range
to less than ahundred meters, he rose on his hands and knees and scurried across an open gap in the
mesquite. Thetoe of hisboot caught on ahdf buried, dry branch. The crack of its breaking was like the
blast from arifle. Hefroze as he hoped the excavation and steam engine noises would cover the sound.
Then he saw aman's sillhouette againgt the light of adistant lantern as a sentry moved cautioudy through
the brush to investigate. A flash beam moved in hisdirection. He got to hisfeet and set off in abroken
country, stooped over run.

There were sudden shouts behind him and abullet zipped past his ear with an angry wasp sound. Up on
the depression rim, other flashlamps were coming alive. Two such weredirectly infront of him. He
changed direction quickly, heading away from Espe's hiding place. He hazarded a backwards glance
over his shoulder to see how close his pursuer was. Asaresult, he did not see the dark shape rise from
the brush and lunge for him. Two bodies collided with abone-jarring thud , and Darol Beckwith dipped
unwillingly into unconsciousness.

#

Beckwith opened his eyes and tried to focus them, but the small red crested woodpecker inside his skull
seemed determined to prevent it. He attempted to lift hishead and gave it up asabad job. His body
wasonegiant ache. Even histeeth hurt.

At the thought of histeeth, he quickly tongued the false molar hed so carefully fitted into place back in his
room at the hacienda. His questing tongue found the tiny container intact, for which he said asilent
prayer. Hereopened hiseyes. A flesh colored blur quickly filled hisfield of view and someone's smelly
breath was hot on hisface. After afew seconds concentration, he managed to make out the features of
Generd Trujillo.

"Welcome back to theliving, Medico. Areyou well?'
Beckwith heard hisown voicerespond in acroak. "My head iskilling me. Wheream 17
"In our storehouse. Why were you spying on us?’

Beckwith took a deep breath and hoped the racking pain in his chest did not signify abrokenrib. "I
wasn't pying. | was curious about whatever it isyou are doing out here.”

"Y ou were pying."

"What'sto spy on in this godforsaken wilderness?'

"Who sent you? The Cdifornians?’

"I don't know what you're talking about,” Beckwith said as he struggled to a Stting position.

"And | suppose you know nothing of the failure of our transmitter this afternoon.”



“Nathing.”

The genera opened his mouth to reply, but closed it again when one of histroopers entered the
storehouse and began conferring with him in hurried whispers.

Trujillo turned to leave. He spoke to Beckwith's guards as he siept out of the hut. "Bring inthe girl and
leave the lantern. Wewill give Doctor Beckwith afew hoursto consider hisfate. Perhapshewill be
more forthcoming.”

Momentslater, asmal figure sailed through the air and sprawled face down on the packed earthen floor.
The Imperids|eft, and there was the rattle of a heavy beam being braced against the door. Beckwith
crawled to where Espe lay, not heeding his own contusions. He gently turned her over as pangs of guilt
stabbed at the conscience he had long thought armor plated againgt such fedings. Some Sonoran
soldier'sfigts had |eft one eye nearly swollen shut and adried trickle of blood emanating from a bruised
and splitlip.

Espe moaned and opened her eyes. "I'm sorry, Doctor Darol. They got me."
"Sol see" hesad, hisvoice gentle. "Anything fed broken?!

She shook her head, and then sat up with considerably more ease than he had managed. The nascent
tearsthat had welled briefly in her eyes were gone as quickly asthey had come, and only concern
showed on her face as she reached out to touch his cheek. "They besat you, too!"

He managed alopsided grin. "Just clumsy. | tripped over my own feet."

Sheshivered. "l wasamost away. One of them caught mein hislight just as| left the drainage ditch. |
tried to fight. | got inagood kick. 1 may have broken one man's kneecap.”

"Good for you! That'sonefor our sde.”
"What are we going to do now?" Espe asked.

"I guesswe wait," Beckwith said as he climbed unsteadily to hisfeet and wobbled to the door. He
placed one eye to a crack and gazed past the broad back of the guard outside. From somewhere
nearby came the chuff, chuff, chuff of the steam engine and the acrid smell of mesquite smoke.

The scene outside was lighted by the same lanterns he had observed previoudy. Rather than being
spread out across the work site as they had been, however, the Sonoran soldiers were gathered in a
small clump around the head of the shaft they had sunk into the floor of the desert. They grew excited as
thelift car was hoisted out of the shaft viathe rough-hewn derrick. Beckwith watched as Generd Trujillo
and another man stepped onto the platform of timbers and then disappeared below ground.

"What do you see, Doctor Darol?' the girl asked.

He turned from the wall and hobbled back to where Espe sat cross-legged on thefloor. He did down
beside her and quickly described the scene outside.

"What are they looking for?' Espe asked.

Beckwith hestated, wrestled briefly with his conscience, and then cameto adecison. "Do you redly
want to know?"

Espe nodded, her expression grave.



" think they've found an old nuclear fuel depository.”
Shefrowned. "l don't understand.”

"Itssmple, readly,” Beckwith said with a humorless smile. "Our ancestors needed a place to dump the
spent fuel from their nuclear reactors. They built aseries of underground depositories for the purpose.
For reasons of security, and also to keep the public outcry to a minimum, they kept the location of those
depositories secret.”

"And one of them was near Nuevo Tubac?'

Beckwith shrugged. "We don't know. Too many records werelost during The Catastrophe. There was
adepository somewhere in the southwestern desert. Thismay well beit.”

"Why would Generd Trujillo goto dl of thistrouble? Surely Moctezumaisn't attempting to refurbish one
of the old Mexican reactors.”

"I only wish hewere, Espe. No, the Imperids are after spent reactor fudl because of the plutonium it
contains. My bossesin San Francisco think Moctezumaistrying to build his own nuclear wegpons.”

Espe crossed hersdf and grimaced at the pain the gesture caused. "By the blessed Virgin, it can't truel™

"That'sthe reason | came here, Epe, to see for mysalf whether it'strue or not." Beckwith dipped a
thumb and forefinger ingde hisbelt and came up with asmal cylindrica object. "Here, let metake care
of your pain.”

"What'sthat?'

"Fied syringe," he replied as he stripped the cover from the short, sharp needle. "It containsamild pain
killer."

"] don't need it."

"Youll takeit anyhow. | fed guilty about bringing you along, and it hurts me to watch you move. Give
meyour am."

Perplexed, she offered him her bare arm. Beckwith searched for a spot that looked cleaner than the rest,
then dipped the needle beneath the skin. Espe started at the sudden prick, but was otherwise stoic about
the process. When the golden fluid had disappeared into the girl's bloodstream, Beckwith removed the
syringe, snapped it in two, and then tossed it into one corner of the shed. "Now, if they'll only leave us
aonefor afew hours..."

"What did you say?' Espe asked as she rubbed at the needle mark on her arm.
"Nothing," Beckwith replied. "Let'stry to get somedeep.”
#

It was nearly dawn before anyone bothered them. Beckwith sat with his back to the rough lumber of one
wall, dozing fitfully with Espe cradled in hisarms. He was awakened by the sound of heavy wooden
beams being lifted from in front of the door. Espe stirred and the two of them climbed to their feet as
Captain Villda ducked through the low doorway.

"The Generd wantsto see you two!"



Two guards pushed their way past Villela, grabbed Beckwith and roughly thrust hiswrists together
behind him. Sharp pains shot up hisarms asthey tied hiswriststogether with rawhide cord. They did
not bother restraining Espe. One of the guards merely grabbed her hair and dragged her yelling out into
the cold night air. Another sent Beckwith redling after her with ablow from hisrifle butt.

When they reached the derrick, Captain Villela gestured to the rickety structure suspended over the
mouth of the shaft. "Onto the car, Doctor!"

"No need for the girl to come aong.”
"Sorry, | have my orders. The Genera wants both of you below. Get onto the car.”

The platform shifted under Beckwith's weight as the doctor climbed aboard. The movement nearly
caused himto lose hisbadance. Hewasfollowed by Espe Gaway and the two guards. Villearemained
on solid ground. A quick order from the captain sent thelift car on ajerky descent into the shaft.

The car dropped for nearly aminute while Beckwith and Espe studied the varied strata through which
they were descending by lantern light. The rock walsfindly fell away on dl four Sdes, marking their
entry into an underground chamber. Thelift platform dropped another ten meters before it grounded.

Beckwith blinked as he took in the details of his surroundings.

The chamber was long, hemispherical, and doping. A single set of railroad tracksran aong its center.
Uphill, lantern light reflected off ajumbled barrier of rocks that marked the location of an ancient cave-in;
while downhill, the tunnel disappeared around acurve. One of the guards nudged Beckwith with hisrifle
butt. Ashe stepped down, the doctor fell to one knee amid the rubble that littered the tunnel floor from
the spot overhead where the Sonorans had pierced the concrete lining of thetunnel. Espe hurried to his
gdeto help himto hisfeet.

The small party moved aong the length of therailroad track. Asthey did so, they passed smdler sde
tunnes. Hickering lanterns betrayed the presence of Imperia work crewsin severd of these. They
passed men in the main tunnd that appeared to betracing cableruns. Findly, they cameto ahuge
vault-like door with aman-size portd set initsface. The guards ushered them through the smaller
opening and into the chamber beyond.

Beckwith found himsdlf in an artificid cave roughly spherica in shape and somefifty metersin diameter.
The cave's equator was girdled by acatwalk of steel meshwork on which they stood. The cavern was
filled with massive machinery the likes of which Beckwith had never seen before. At its center wasan
object he recognized after amoment'sglance. Inthat moment, Beckwith knew that his superiorswere
wrong in thinking the Mexicans were after the old fuel depository. Whatever else this underground
installation had been, it had never been used to store spent reactor fuel. However, that revelation
brought no comfort. For directly in front of Darol Beckwith, suspended from the roof by an intricate
system of cables, was asmall winged spacecraft!

#

"Ah, Medico, glad you could join ud" Generad Trujillo's voice echoed through the underground chamber
as he hailed them from within the delta-winged craft'sairlock. Trujillo stepped onto the meshwork bridge
that connected ship to catwalk and clumped to where the prisoners were stlanding. He grinned toothily.
"What do you think of my little toy?"

"Impressve," Beckwith replied. "What isit?"



"A dngle-stage-to-orbit, scramjet powered command craft,” Trujillo replied. "Or so my expertstell me.
But then, you aready knew that, didn't you?"'

"How could | have known?' Beckwith asked.
"Because your bosses, the Cdifornians, told you what it was that we were efter.”
"I work for the Public Hedlth Service, Generd. Our dlegianceisto humanity, not to any sovereign sate.”

"Now why don't | believeyou?' Trujillo asked. Heturned to the guards who were gawking in awe & the
ship. "Leavethegirl. Go outsde and closetheentry. | have something confidentia to discusswith the
doctor."

" S, Mi General!™

The two guards returned to the tunnel beyond and closed the man-size door behind them. "What | have
to say isnot for the ears of common troopers, Medico,” Trujillo said.

"Nor for those of afifteen year old girl," Beckwith replied.

Trujillo moved to where Espe stood, took her chinin one hand, and tilted her face upwardsto catch the
light of the overhead lanterns. "If you refuse to name your employers, Doctor Beckwith, | will give
Esperanzato my troopersfor their pleasure. These are hard men. | doubt she will survive even afew
hours of their ... shall we say, attentions?’ He released Espe, who shrank back in horror, stopping only
when she encountered the safety railing at the edge of the catwalk. "Will you spesk, or shdl | call the
guards back?'

"No one sent me."

Trujillo stared for along moment at Beckwith, then threw his head back and laughed doud. The sound
of hislaughter echoed eerily inthe dimly lit cavern. ™Y ou amost convinced methat time, Medico. You
had just the right mix of indignation and earnest fervor in your voice. But then, anyone the Cdifornians
would send would have to be a consummeate actor.”

Beckwith did not answer.

Trujillo frowned. "Come now, Medico. | am truly interested in your opinion of our find. Isit worth your
death and that of the girl to protect the traitorsin Mexico City who told you of my misson?"

Beckwith made a show of studying the winged spacecraft. Findly, he said, "Why the hell would anyone
want this museum piece? After eighty yearsin storage, it cannot possibly beflown. And evenif it could,
you'll never get it out of thishole.”

Trujillo gestured a the series of large rams that surrounded the ship and the heavy sted cylinder
suspended in the gloom overhead. "Penetration equipment, Doctor Beckwith. Getting it to the surfaceis
the easiest part of the task ahead of us. As soon aswe trace down the emergency generators, we will let
the ancients own equipment do thejob.

"Asfor the airworthiness of the craft, you are wrong when you say it cannot beflown. | have just
finished atour of the interior; which, by theway, wasfilled with an inert gas until just afew hours ago.
These command ships were designed for indefinite periods of storage. Hismajesty's archivists believe
the reconditioning task to be well within the current capabilities of the empire. And if they arewrong..."
Trujillo gave an expansive shrug, "1 won't bethe man flying it.”



"Evenif youreright, what useisit? Where canyou fly it to?"

The generd smiled. The shadows on hisface turned the expression ugly. "To High Citadd , of course.
The orhital fortressis rumored to possess large stocks of nuclear weapons. If Mexico can obtain those
stocks, we will put an end to the Californians arrogance! But enough of this. Areyou going to tell me
your mission, or do | have my guards escort Esperanza down a side passage to begin the fedtivities?!

"You are as big abastard as your emperor," Beckwith cursed.

Trujillo took one long stride forward, whipped back hisarm, and dapped Beckwith full acrosstheface.
"You will keep acivil tonguein your head, Medico. Now quit wasting my time. The name of your

employer!”

Beckwith clenched histeeth together. The gritting sound was loud insde hisskull as Trujillo moved infor
asecond blow. The second dap was more painful than thefirst. Half of Beckwith's face was aflame as
he concentrated on histormentor through blurry eyes. Trujillo grinned evilly and moved in for another
attack. Beckwith waited until the genera was lessthan thirty centimeters distant, then spat full in his
face. Trujillo staggered backwards, hisfeatures frozen in alook of shocked amazement. He dowly and
carefully wiped the dripping sdivafrom hischin. Ashedid so, hisexpression turned to one of animal

rage.

Thistime when he advanced on Beckwith, Trujillo's hands were baled into white knuckled fists. The
generd'sfirst blow landed on the doctor's right temple, sending him backwards againgt the safety railing.
The second smashed into hisnose. Thethird doubled him over and drove the breath from hislungs. The
pummeling continued for nearly aminute before Darol Beckwith dipped thankfully into the black comfort
of unconsciousness.

#

Again, Beckwith struggled back from oblivion to amyriad of achesand pains. A fire ssemed centered in
his nose, and his bresthing was accompanied by arecurring painin hischest. Of moreimmediate
concern was the arm that he could not fed at dl, and the low placed ache that Signaled at least one
sharp-toed kick to the groin. A single cough welled up unbidden. He waited for the pain to subside
before opening his single uninjured eyeto survey his surroundings.

To hissurprise, he found himsdlf in hisown room in the hacienda. Judging by the light streaming through
the window, the time was early afternoon. Precisdy which early afternoon wasimpossible to determine
since the sky was the same pale blue it had been for the past severa days. As he scanned hisfield of
view, he noted anumber of changes. Someone had gone to the expense of equipping the window with
aniron grille. The pegson which he had hung his clothes were bare and his valise was not in the corner
where he had left it.

Beckwith carefully turned over in bed. The sudden torrent of pain that accompanied the movement |eft
himwith tearsin hiseyes. Helet asudden dizzy spdll pass and gazed in the direction of the door leading
out into the hall. He noted with interest that aten-centimeter square hole had been messily chopped in
the oak door to form a peephole of the sort guards use to periodically check their prisoners.

At the thought that aguard might be nearby, Beckwith croaked out the singleword, "Agua!” He
waited afew seconds and then repeated it in avoice that sounded like anail being scraped across
concrete. After adozen seconds, ablond bearded face appeared at the peephole.

"Get me water," Beckwith cried out. The face disappeared and he lay back, panting from his exertions.
Another minute passed before arattling on the other side of the door signaed the unlocking of a



padlock. The door opened and Espe Galway entered the room. Her face still showed the marks of her
beating, but she had washed and changed into clean clothes. She smiled when she saw him awake.

"Get meadrink!" he gasped.

"Right away, Doctor Darol," Espe replied. She moved to the rough table beside his bed and poured
from the pitcher ditting there. She then cradled hishead doft and let him sip the cool liquid from a
ceramic cup. After two painful swallows, he signaled that he was through. She lowered him gently to the
pillow.

"Thank you. How long have | been out of it?"
"Two days. | wasvery worried. | thought the fat genera had killed you!™
"Tojudgefromtheway | fed, he came close. What are my injuries?’

Heligtened quietly as she catdoged the damage that Trujillo had inflicted on him. He had aready
deduced that he had suffered broken ribs from the fact that his chest was wrapped tightly in bandages,
and every breath felt likealung full of fire. The swollen eye was accompanied by facia lacerations; and
the dizziness, coupled with the length of time he had been unconscious, confirmed Espe's tentative
diagnosis of amild concussion.

Hewaited until shefinished her list of hisills, and then smiled painfully. ™Y ou have remembered your
lessonswel. What isyour prognosis, Doctor Esperanza?’

"That you will liveto face a Sonoran firing squad, Doctor Darol, aswill 1."
"Isthat what they have decided to do with us?' he asked.

She nodded. "Those were the orders Generd Trujillo gave his men when he finally stopped kicking you.
He told them to bring you here, and ordered meto care for you so that you would be awake and aware
when the bulletstore into you."

"What about the ship? Havethey raised it yet?"

Espe shook her head. "All work has stopped. General Trujillo gave orders that he must be present
during the attempt. He was directing the salvage yesterday when he collgpsed in the ship cavern. They
have himin my parents room."

"What is his condition?' Beckwith asked.

"Hisfever isvery high. Forty-one degreesthelast timel checked. He has developed convulsonsandis
raving. He has had numerous diarrhea attacks. | havetried to care for him, but he does not respond.
Capitan Villdaisvery worried."

Beckwith grunted his understanding, and then struggled to Sit up. Hetried to ignore the pain as he swung
hisfeet over the side of the bed.

"What are you doing?' Espe asked.
"I'm going to seethe patient,” he replied through clenched teeth. “Now bring me my pants.”

"But hetried to kill you, Doctor Darol, and will have both of us shot as soon as he regains
consciousness.”



"No one ever said the practice of medicinewaseasy. Now do as| say, girl!"

Beckwith dressed with Espe's help, and then rose unsteadily to hisfeet. He hobbled out into the hallway
with Espe supporting him under onearm. The dozen meters of halway was the longest Beckwith had
ever walked in hislife. They were met at the door to the master bedroom by Captain Villda. From the
bags under his eyes and the deep worry linesin hisface, Beckwith knew that the Mexican officer hadn't
dept in severd days.

"Doctor Beckwith, you are avake!"
"No thanksto your chief. | understand that heisill.”

" 9," Villdasad, hishead bobbing rapidly. "It ismost mysterious. He waswhole yesterday morning,
but by afternoon had lapsed into a deep coma.”

"What are the symptoms?’

"Before he lost consciousness he complained of asevere headache and painin hischest. Do you have
any thought asto what the problem could be?’

Beckwith started to shrug, remembered hisribs, and thought better of it. "From your description,
Captain, it could be anumber of things. | will haveto examine him."

Villela snapped out a series of orders and Beckwith quickly found himsalf ushered into the sickroom.
The expedition's priest stood at the edge of the bed and watched as the guards hel ped Beckwith into a
chair at Generd Trujillo'sbedside. He found a position that was less uncomfortable than any other, and
quickly examined theill man whileletting Villda handle the manud |abor involved. When hewas
finished, he asked, "Whereis my luggage?'

"Y our equipment cases are down in the church where you left them. Y our persona bag isin the study
downgairs. Generd Trujillo wasingpecting it before hefdl ill."

"Fetch thebag. | need to consult my library.”

Beckwith'sleather case was brought to him. He noted that the fal se bottom was till sedled, and
concluded that Trujillo's inspection had been acursory one. He had probably planned to return to it after
organizing the salvage operation. Beckwith fished asmall pre-Catastrophe computer from its carrying
case. Heopened it up to reved asmal, caculator size keyboard and an LCD screen. He carefully
typed in an inquiry, and then | et his eyes scan the scrolling words. He did this anumber of times before
he looked up and nodded.

"What isit?" Villdaasked.

"I can't be completely sure, Captain, without tests I'm not equipped to make. However, | think your
commander is suffering from septicemic plague. |If that isthe case, I'm afraid thereis nothing | can do for
him."

"Madre de Dios!" the priest said from the foot of the bed as he crossed himself.
"But how can thisbe?
"Who besides Genera Trujillo entered the spacecraft?' Beckwith asked.

"No one, Medico,” Villdareplied. "The General's orders were quite strict on that point. He alone was



to enter the ship. Hedidn't wish to risk one of the common soldiers damaging the equipment.”

"Then from the fact that he was the only one struck down, | can only conclude that he ran into an old war
germinddethe ship. Both sdesare known to have used mutated Pasteurella pestis , the plague
bacteria, in their germ warfare laboratories. The war germswere bred for quick action and deadly
effect.”

"Surely there must be something we can do,” Villdareplied.

"For the Generd, no," Beckwith said. "Not if it'struly modified septicemic plague. We have ourselvesto
think about.”

"What do you mean?"
"I mean the damned Stuff is contagious, youidiot! Why esewould they cdl it The Plague?’

The priest crossed himself once more, while Villdamerely gulped as his complexion lightened severd
shades. Findly, hesad, "What must we do, Medico?'

"Thefirg thing isto sedl up that devil's spawn in the cave where you found it. If the original source ever
getsloosg, it could decimate every town and village between San Francisco and Mexico City. The next
thingisto cdl for hep."

"But we have no radio!" the priest exclamed. "It failed severa days ago and the technicians have been
unableto fix it."

"Inthat case, we must get you and your men to a Public Hedlth Service Sation, Padre. The nearestisin
Blythe, but you can't very well use that one, can you?"

"Thereissuch agtation in Hermosillo, Doctor," Villdasaid.
"Sothereis. Youwill haveto go there, Captain.”

"But thereisn't time. Generd Trujillo was struck down within twelve hours of first entering the ship. If we
too are infected, we will be dead before we reach the imperia border.”

"l admit that | don't know how it hit him so quickly,” Beckwith replied. "Perhaps he cut hisfinger while
he was in the ship and the bacteriawent directly into his bloodstream. Y ou will haveto pray that it does
not attack you that quickly. However, if any of your men have been infected, they have no more than a
week to reach adequate medical care. Perhapsyou can send asmall party ahead with remounts and
dert the doctors at Hermosillo Station. The Duke can loan them one of hisaircraft to fly out to meet you
onyour lineof march.”

"What of the village, Doctor Darol?" Espe asked, terror in her voice.

"WEell haveto do the same. We will send riders as quickly as possible to Blythe. Perhapsthey too can
get an aircraft to bring serum here. In any event, as soon as Generd Trujillo dies, wewill burn his body
and dl of the bedding in thisroom. | am sorry, Espe, but it isall we can do.

#

Darol Beckwith stood on the balcony of Hacienda Galway and gazed toward the south where a cloud
of brown dust hung low on the horizon. 1t had been long minutes since even his eectronic binoculars had
been able to pick out the retreating Sonoran column. Even so, he continued to watch until the cloud of



dust kicked up by their passage had begun to dissipate on a gentle easterly wind.

Despite their obvious fear of the plague, the Sonorans had retreated in good order. Captain Villelahad
waited for the moon to rise the previous evening before dispatching a group of hisbest riderstoward
Hermosillo. The main column had followed at dawn. Judging by the swiftness with which the men and
horses disappeared from sight, Beckwith estimated that they would make at least sixty kilometerstheir

first day.

Helowered his gaze to the remains of the Sonoran encampment just beyond thevillagewall. Thetwo
steam wagons were parked where he had first seen them. Likethe rest of the heavy equipment, they had
been judged too cumbersome to take a ong on the forced march and had been abandoned. The
cavarymen had been gone only afew minutes when thefirst villagers ventured forth to salvage whet they
could. Sincethen, practically the entire population of Nuevo Tubac had joined in the excitement. The
abandoned equipment would go along way toward repaying the people of the village for the occupation.

On asmall rise beyond the abandoned encampment lay a mound of blackened wood and gray ash from
which athin wisp of oily smokeroselazily into theair. The smoke marked al that remained of Genera
Migud Stefan Trujillo'sfunera pyre. The Sonoran commander had stopped breathing at 04:16 that
morning, and had been cremated shortly thereafter. The expedition priest had prayed for the soul of the
departed even as soldiers doused the body and bedding with alcohol. Immediately following the funerd,
Nuevo Tubac had been rocked by aseries of distant thunderclaps from the excavation site. It had taken
all of the expedition's remaining stocks of explosivesto resed the entrance to the underground base, but
resed it they had.

Beckwith wasjolted from hisreverie by the sound of footsteps. He turned in time to see Epe Galway
join himon the balcony. "Did you get through?"

Shenodded. "They said to tell you that they were sending ateam viaaircraft, and that it will be herethis
afternoon.”

"And thetroops?'
"Thefirgt party of Cdiforniadragoonswill arrivein three days. The rest will follow aweek later."

"Very good," he said, smiling. Espe had been in contact with Public Health Service Headquartersin San
Francisco via Beckwith's hidden radio.

"Arethey gone?' she asked, gesturing after the departed column.

Beckwith nodded.

"Good riddance! Now maybe you will explain dl of thisto me."

"Nothing to explain,” hesaid. "Generd Trujillo ran into an old war germ, got sick, and died.”
"l don't think so," Espereplied.

"Oh?" Beckwith responded, his single arched eyebrow asking far more than that s mple monosyllable
ever could.

"Generd Trujillo told usthat the ship had been filled with inert gas until just afew hours before we
arived. Remember?'

Beckwith nodded.



"Asyou taught me, " Pasteurella pestisis carried by thefleasonrats. | hardly think therats, the fleas, or
the bacteria could have survived eighty yearsin aship without oxygen.”

Beckwith shrugged. "How e se could he have been infected?”
"I think your sdlivawasfilled with Pasteurella pestis when you spat on him.”
"Then | should be dead, too."

She shook her head. "Not if you've been vaccinated against the plague. That was what that injection
you gave me in the equipment shed was for, wasn't it?"

"Areyou saying that |, amedica man, would intentiondly infect another human being with adeadly
bacteria?'

Espe dowly nodded her head.
"Do you have any proof to back up such an dlegation?’

She nodded again. "1 checked your teeth while looking over your injuries. | thought the fat
Generdissmo might have loosened onewith hisblows. | found an artificid molar broken off a the root.
That iswhere you kept the bacteria culture until you were ready to releaseit.”

Beckwith sighed and put hisarm around Espe's shoulder. "My ribs are beginning to ache. Why don't we
goindgdeand well talk about this."

Espe assisted Beckwith to one of Y nicente Galway's softer chairs. Beckwith gestured for her to Sit on
thefloor infront of him. Shedid so in amanner that made him envy the recuperative powers of the
young. He reached into the pocket of hisrobe, fished out his pipe, and made a production of lighting it.
Only when he was surrounded by a blue haze of tobacco smoke did he continue: "Y ou seem to have
some very definite ideas, Esperanza. Why don't you tell me what you think you know."

"I know your superiors sent you here to stop the Mexican Empire from establishing a plutonium mine. |
imagine you were quite relieved when you redlized that what they had found was not anuclear fuel
depository after al. Then you discovered Generd Trujillo planned to salvage the command ship in order
toraid High Citadd 'snuclear arsend, and you killed him. Did | get thet right?"

"Sorry, no," Beckwith replied. He watched his star pupil as her smile of triumph turned to alook of
confusion. For abrief ingtant during the transformation, he caught sight of the beautiful young woman she
would soon become. "Thetruth, Espe, isthat there aren't any nuclear weapons aboard the battle

gation. High Citadel was acommand-and-control facility, and as such, was prohibited from stocking
nuclear devices. True, it commanded such wesgpons during The Catastrophe, but those were ground and
space based systems long since expended.

"And while I'm clearing things up,” he continued, "I'm afraid that | owe you an apology. That story about
my coming here to stop the Sonorans from looting anuclear depository was not thetruth. Actudly, the
last of the fudl depositories was discovered and neutralized thirty years ago.”

"But if therewasn't any fuel depository, and High Citadel doesn't stock nuclear weapons, why did you
kill Generd Trujillo?'

Beckwith sighed. "That isdifficult to explain. To begin, what caused The Catastrophe?
Espe blinked at Beckwith's sudden change of subject. "The Sevastopol Incident, of course.”



"Sorry, but you're wrong."
"That'swhat al the history books say!"

"Then they confuse the incident that touched off the conflagration with itsroot cause. It istruethat the
nuclear exchange wastriggered by the sinking of two American destroyers off Sevastopol. The reasons
the bombs began to fly were far more complex and spring ultimately from asingle source. The
underlying cause of The Catastrophe was due to our ancestors tarrying too long in an era.”

"What era?'

"That of unbridled offense, the period that began with the mating of nuclear warheadsto intercontinental
ballistic missiles and ended with the lofting of thefirst orbital defense systems. Nuclear tipped ICBMs
were wegpons of irresigtible power. They so overwhelmed al other military technology that for decades
no defensewas possible. That unpalatable truth drove our ancestors dightly insane.

"Y ou see, Espe, once the option for self protection istaken away, dl that's|eft isfor one side to thresten
the other with extermination should they launch an attack. The andogy that was often used was that of
two men standing in waist deep gasoline, each holding an unlit match, and each ready to strike aspark a
thefirst Sgn of hisopponent'sdoing likewise. The only recourse to having one's own citizensincinerated
wasto incinerate the other sde's citizens. Isit any wonder that they were abit paranoid?’

"But what else could they do?' Espe asked.

"Nothing," Beckwith replied. "And that'sthe point. So long as there was no defense against nuclear
tipped ICBM's, the strange logic of mutual destruction made sense. However, that logic carried with it a
terrible price. Throughout history, the race has become more unified asitslevel of technology hasrisen.
Nothing mysterious about that, of course. The effect is mostly afunction of the ease of travel and long
distance communications.

"The invention of nuclear weapons halted that process. In aworld of such destructive power and
half-hour flight times, anation's first mistake could well have beenitslast. No one dared take the risk
that always accompanies trusting one's enemies. So, theworld divided into two hostile camps and
hunkered down to glare at each other acrosstheir respective battlements.

"To give credit whereit's due, they did manage to control the sdemate for an admirably long time. Still,
the Situation was unstable. It could not endure forever. Sooner or later, one of the men in the pool of
gasoline had to strike a spark with hismatch. So long aswarfare was al offense and no defense, disaster
wasinevitable"

"But warfare wasn't all offense, Doctor Darol! They had High Citadel and al of the other battle sations
to defend them.”

"True," Beckwith said, nodding. "But thereisaways atimelag of about ageneration between thetimea
new technology isintroduced and when societies come fully to grips with that technology's
consequences. At thetime of The Catastrophe, the orbiting battle stations were still too new to have put
to rest acentury of paranoia. Had the nuclear exchange been delayed another thirty years, things would
have been different. By that time the defenseswould surely have been good enough to hold the damage
to aleve civilization could have tolerated. Who knows? Had the consequences of making a mistake not
been so grave, the various leaders might have risked trusting one another enough that they could have
avoided The Catastrophe atogether.”

"What hasdl of thisto do with you killing Genera Trujillo?" Espe asked.



"It has everything to do with it. Asyou surmised, | killed the Generd to stop that ship from being raised.
My service keepsits ears open. One of our operativesin Mexico City picked up rumors about a
discovery intheroya archives, and of an archeologica expedition that was being dispatched to check it
out. | was sent here as soon as we received Manuedl Vargassreport. My orders were to evaluate
whatever it was that they had discovered, and to act as| thought appropriate. That isprecisely what |
did."

"But why take any action at al? What could it have harmed if the Mexicans had raised that ship?’
"Do you remember what we spoke about at dinner that first night | came to Nuevo Tubac?!

"Y ou said that nuclear weapons were too easy to build."

"And after that?"

"Y ou explained how we've managed to surpassthe ancientsin some fields.”

"That we havel Not many, | will admit. Nevertheless, we have had our moments. Thetruth isthat we
are recovering much fagter than anyone predicted. 1n many ways, our current state of development is
reminiscent of that of the Late Middle Agesin Europe. Wetoo livein aworld of postage samp fiefdoms
where rulers spend their time plotting the overthrow of their neighbors, or else scheming to prevent their
own overthrow. Asinthe Middle Ages, this state of anarchy isanecessary precursor to the formation of
continent spanning nation-gates. Also, like the Middle Ages, we see definite Signs of arenaissance
emerging from the chaos of our present age. Out of thisrebirth will come many things. Therewill be
advancesin the arts, in science, in mathematics. Asour duchies and despotisms are consolidated, trade
will increase and the grinding poverty in which we have lived these past eighty yearswill begin to lift.
Roadswill be rebuilt, oceans spanned; there will be arebirth of intellectua vigor unmatched since before
The Catastrophe.

"Unfortunately, that vigor will bring with it amuch lesswecome development. If thereis onething we
can predict with full confidence, it isthat humanity will soon &ttain the level of development necessary to
produce nuclear wegpons. Knowing human nature, we have no doubt that such weaponswill be
produced as soon as we regain the capacity. Once we reach that particular plateau, we will face the
dilemmathat nearly destroyed our ancestors.”

"Whether we survive the Second Age of Nuclear Weaponswill depend on two factors: How long can
we ddlay the inevitable conflict, and how quickly can werebuild our orbital defenses? When thetime
comes, we are going to need every it of technology that High Citadel represents, aswell asthe
information stored in the battle station's computers. If we alow that technology and information to be
vandalized or squandered, we will delay by decades the time when the human race will be safely past the
criss. If, on the other hand, we conserve those assets for future generations, we may well shorten the
epoch of overwhel ming offense to amanageable period. Oncethrough it, the race will reach an era of
Sability that could well ensureitsimmortality.

"Helping humanity survive the coming crissisthetrue god of the Public Hedlth Service. We advance
that goa any way we can. Inthis particular case, we advanced it by safeguarding High Citadd . In
another place and time, we may choose to make certain that aking never produces alegitimate heir. In
another, we may give an aged philosopher anew heart in order that he can live afew more yearsto
complete hiswork. By so doing, we perform more good for humanity than with al the potions and
nostrums ever peddled. That isthe organization that | am giving you achanceto join, Espe. | await your
decison.”

There was along silence while Espe digested all that Beckwith had told her. Findly, she asked, "Do you



truly think that | would make a good doctor of the service?’

He laughed, unmindful of the painit caused him. "If | didn', | wouldn't have spent so much timetraining
you. | must warn you, though. Thework is hard and dangerous, the food is poor, and you spend
entirdly too much time deeping on the hard, cold ground. It will mean years of separation from your
friends and family, and you could end up in aravine somewhere with your throat dit or abullet through
your head. Still interested?’

"I have never wanted anything other than to be just like you, Doctor Darol."

Henodded. "In that case, welll see about arranging passage to San Francisco for you when the plane
comesthisafternoon. | think you will find it an interesting life. 1 know | havel™

#



