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In the back of the stuffy transport, Orion's head had begun to ache. The handcuffs were not only pinching his wrists, they were constricting the blood flow to his hands. He shifted in an effort to relieve some of the pressure and something hard jammed into his side. "Stay still," snapped the agent next to him. "This is a stun gun and I'll use it if I have to."

Orion opened his mouth as if to say something. Then he thought better of it, and closed it again. There was no sense in wasting arguments on these people. They were CTA and to them he was just another piece of confiscated property.

Magya plucked at Bruno's sleeve. "I think he's in pain. Isn't there something we can do? We are supposed to keep him healthy, you know."

Bruno glanced in the rearview mirror. "The subject looks healthy enough to me. We'll be at Central Storage pretty soon anyway. They'll do an assessment when they check him in. If there are any problems, they'll take care of them then. Just don't worry your head about it, Maggie. You did good."

Oh sure I did, she thought bitterly. That's why I'm feeling so wonderful right now.

When the transport stopped, a pair of hands pulled Orion out of the vehicle and onto his feet. 

Damn, he thought as his head cracked against the door frame again. Don't you morons realize I can't see? But you're just not going to be satisfied with anything less than a full concussion, are you? He shook off the hand on his arm. "I'm up, dammit. Just point me in the direction I'm supposed to go. And I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't run me into any more obstacles--or is that too much to expect?"

Magya's voice came from somewhere below him and to his right. "I'm sorry, Orion. Here let me guide you."

"Well, if you're so friggin' sorry, why don't you just take this damn thing off and let me guide myself? Frankly, I wouldn't trust you as far as I could throw you with both hands tied behind my back. So do me a favor, lady. Just go get your friggin' promotion and stay the hell away from me." Then he loosed off a string of oaths that would have done credit to an Imperial Marine.

"All right. That's enough," snapped Bruno. "Just get the hell in there so we can sign you over, and you can quit lipping off to Maggie right now. I hear one more word out of you, and so help me, I'll use that stun gun to knock you clear into the middle of next week. Do you understand?" Bruno took Orion's arm and guided him through the double doors and into the central storage facility's olive-drab reception area. 

"Well, what have we here?" asked the gray-uniformed clerk behind the desk. Heavyset and ruddy-faced, with surprisingly intelligent brown eyes, her jet-black hair was cut very short and her top lip bore the shadow of an incipient mustache.

"Here's the paperwork," said Bruno, "but I'm not quite sure what this one's category is. Do you know, Maggie?"

Magya shook her head.

"Well, is he a cyborg or a robot or what?" asked the clerk. "Whatever he is, he certainly looks realistic. Why isn't he deactivated?"

"No on-off switch. It's all explained in the paperwork. That's the reason for the blindfold and the handcuffs. It was all we could come up at such short notice because we'd expected him to have a switch."

"Not enough," snapped the clerk. "Regulations say he's supposed to be deactivated and he's not supposed to be coming in here under his own power." She continued haughtily, "I can't accept him for storage in this condition. And I'll just bet you don't have a proper spec sheet on him either."

Orion was speechless with fury. I don't believe this. These jerks have just destroyed my entire life and they're nattering about paperwork?

"Give me that phone," snarled Bruno. "Then you can go get your supervisor. What's your name anyway?"

The clerk drew herself up. "Ella Moon, and for your information, I am the supervisor of this facility. I don't care who you call because I'm not accepting this cyborg or robot, or whatever he is for storage in my facility unless he's deactivated. Field agents, ha! You think you can come in any place and run roughshod over everybody. Well, I've got news for you. You ain't gonna to do it here."

In the background, Orion heard the murmur of Bruno's voice. Something went over with a clatter, followed by a soft curse. "All right," said Bruno. "A doctor's on his way to give him a knockout shot. Will that satisfy you?"

"I suppose so," huffed the clerk, "but what about the spec sheet? I have to know what to enter into the central computer and I can't do it without a proper spec sheet. Do you happen to have one?"

Bruno sighed. "He's a one-of-a-kind and there isn't any spec sheet. Now what do I need to do?"

"Well, if you had a model number it would help," she suggested, "or even a date of manufacture. However, there is a form here you can fill out. It's for customized and special models that don't have a regular category."

It was Bruno's turn to swear. "Good grief. This thing's over twenty pages long. I'll be here all day and I don't understand half the terms anyway. Isn't there anything else we can do?"

By now, Orion had begun to appreciate the humor of the situation and it was all he could do to keep a straight face. Much as he hated to, he thought he'd better help Bruno out. Otherwise, they were going to be standing here for the rest of the day and probably half the night. "I have a spec sheet," he said quietly, "It's in my main memory bank. If you happen to have a standard 34D male jack handy, I can tell you exactly what to do." He added as if it were an afterthought, "I also have a perfectly good on-off switch but I'll be damned if I'll tell you where it is after what you just put me through. Come to think of it, the knockout shot sounds better. With any luck, it'll kill me and then all my troubles will be over. But yours will be just beginning, won't they, Mr. Wagner?"

At Bruno's look of absolute horror, Magya had to bite her lips to keep from smiling. Well, score one for Orion. I wonder if that's true about the knockout shot or if he's just playing with Bruno's head. It doesn't really matter because, either way, he won't dare give it to him now.

"I have a 34D jack right here," said the clerk brightly. "It ports right into my computer."

"Good," said Orion. "If you look behind my right ear, you'll see exactly where to plug it in. But you might find it easier to do that if I was sitting."

Wordlessly, Bruno pulled a chair up beside the desk and guided Orion into it. "Now, about that on-off switch," he began hopefully.

"No. I've done you enough favors already. Deactivating me is something you and Miss Moon are just going to have to sort out between you. That is unless you can come up with some other place to keep me. Frankly, I'm getting very tired of this whole thing. Not only does my head hurt but these damn cuffs are so tight, I'll probably never have the use of my hands again."

To his surprise, Bruno promptly unlocked the manacles and removed them. Then he uncovered his eyes. Orion blinked at the sudden light. The circulation began to return to his hands and he winced. Then he started rubbing his wrists. 

Bruno examined the bruises on his forehead. "Would you have an emergency medical kit?"

The clerk gave Orion a hesitant look. "Well. Sure."

"Get it, and bring some ice while you're at it."

Pulling up a chair next to Orion's, Bruno sat down heavily. "Obviously this isn't going to be as simple as I'd thought and maybe this isn't the right facility for you after all. The Tax Prison would be better because all they seem to store here are deactivated robots. Since you strike me as a decent sort, I'll tell you what I'm going to do. First of all, I'm going to call the Tax Prison and see if their VIP cell is free. It's reserved for important types with fancy legal representation and you should find it quite comfortable. Then I'm going to find some shackles that fit you, preferably with padded cuffs. Finally, I'm going to pretend you never said anything about an on-off switch. Officially, you don't have one, which means I'll have to blindfold you again. At least, while you're in transit. Now does that sound better?"Than this place? Sure. But it would be better yet if you'd just let me go."

"Sorry. No can do. Ah, here's Miss Moon with the medical kit. Maggie, why don't you fix him up while I make a couple of calls? Miss Moon, we'll be out of your hair very shortly."

The clerk held up the 34D jack. "Well, what do you want to do about this spec sheet? Shall I retrieve it or not?"

Bruno glanced at Orion who nodded resignedly. "Go ahead. And I'll make a couple of calls while you're doing it."

Orion held his hand out for the jack. Then he reached up behind his right ear and plugged it in. "All right," he said, "Now punch in O, R, I, O, N, S, P, E, C, S, ONE, A, B, C."

The clerk typed busily for a few moments and her computer screen began to fill with data.

"Now hit Print, and you've got it." He calmly removed the jack from behind his ear and returned it to her.

"Wow," The clerk took the sheets from the printer and handed them to Bruno. "Now that's impressive. Why don't they all have a system like this?"

"Manufacturing costs," said Orion. "It's cheaper to print a catchall sheet and just cross certain things out."

Bruno carefully perused the specifications. "Maybe there's something about your on-off switch in here."

"Uh uh. I took that information out long ago precisely because I didn't want some smartass turning me on and off on a whim. One experience with Claudius Veniston Two as a teenager was quite enough, thank you very much. How would you like it if people started doing that to you?"

Magya could see that Bruno was beginning to like Orion. Which was something of an anomaly because Bruno actually liked very few people. She had certainly never seen him do a favor like that for anybody else. "How old are you anyway?" she asked. "You're obviously a lot more than thirty."

Orion cocked an eyebrow at her. "What makes you think that?"

"You just said you knew Claudius Veniston Two when he was in his teens," she faltered. "That had to be almost a hundred and fifty years ago. Oh, that's not possible. You're just putting us on."

Orion just looked at her.

Bruno handed Magya one of the specification sheets. "Check it for yourself. He's telling the truth."

"But this is your picture," she exclaimed. "How's that going to tell us anything?"

"Look again," suggested Bruno, "because that's not Orion."

Magya looked closer. The caption beneath the picture read, "Claudius Veniston One at the time of his university graduation."

Orion's voice was very quiet and he spoke in a monotone. "That's my father. I was cloned from him when Claudius OneI was only a toddler. Claudius One died a few days short of his hundredth birthday and Claudius Two lived to be almost ninety." Then he sighed. "I watched them grow old and die just as I did Claudius Three and goodness knows how many others. Even if my wife had lived a normal lifespan, she'd still be long gone and so would my child. Being immortal is not a gift, you know. It's a curse. If I'd had half a brain in my head I'd have let you give me that damned knockout shot without saying a word. Because you will notice, according to my specification sheets, it would most certainly have killed me."

"I see that," reflected Bruno. "You can die or be killed then."

"Sure, and in some ways I'm just as fragile as anybody else. On the other hand, if I lose a limb or a tooth, I simply grow another one. If I break a bone, it heals almost instantly,and it's almost impossible for me to bleed to death. I'm immune to most poisons, snake and insect venom and bacterial diseases. The knockout shot you were planning to give me hadn't been developed yet so I wasn't given any immunity to it."

The door opened and several men came in. Clad in the distinctive crimson uniforms of the city police, they carried a full complement of weapons. A blue-uniformed doctor followed them into the room. 

The squad leader looked around. "Bruno Wagner? You wanted a pickup on a VIP tax prisoner?"

"He's right here. Did you bring the shackles?" The police officer handed him a set of manacles and a key.

"Excellent." Bruno turned to Orion who was containing his amusement with some difficulty. "Please hold out your hands, sir."

The police officer flipped open his portable computer. "May I ask who this is? Just for our records, you understand."

Bruno was all politeness. "This gentleman is one of the Venistons. Claudius Four to be exact, but that's not for public consumption. This is a major fraud operation and the books are still open. We're still working on the case and any leaks could jeopardize the entire prosecution. So I would appreciate it if you'd just enter the usual Anonymous in your records." 


As he was snapping the shackles onto Orion's wrists and ankles, Bruno heard a slight choking sound and abruptly realized that his prisoner was doing his best not to laugh.

"Oh, certainly sir. That's a big name and I can understand why you would want to keep it quiet. I took the liberty of bringing along a hood as well. There's always some press hanging around the prison check-in area and you might want to consider using it. In the interests of anonymity of course."

"That was thoughtful of you, Lieutenant. Thank you." Bruno pulled the gray silk hood over Orion's head and buckled it in place.

The doctor snapped open his medical pack. "You called about a knockout shot?"

"I did but it's no longer necessary. I'm sorry to have troubled you."

Honestly Bruno, marveled Magya. Do you really think you're going to get away with this? Claudius Veniston IV indeed. Well, Orion, you just got yourself promoted from confiscated asset to VIP tax prisoner. Now, let's just hope that someone ransoms you out of there before the prison warden finds out.
