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1.
 
   Through darkness and rain, the taxi glided low over the long-abandoned cornfields of central Kansas.  Sheila Nakamura pressed her cheek against the side window and searched the sky for the lights of another vehicle.  She saw only clouds and the flicker of lightning.  
 
   Within her purse, her fingers grasped a freshly-printed component of triaxial graphene, tracing the tabs and indentations that rendered it a three-dimensional puzzle piece capable of deceiving the best of security scanners.  For the uncounted time that evening, she firmed her resolution to use the completed device if necessary.  It was meant to stun but it could kill – but she had decided days before that even her own life was a small price to prevent genocide. 
 
   She remembered how she had once regarded Eric as a friend, and trembled as she clasped the purse shut. 
 
   "We are approaching restricted airspace," the driver said.  "I will require authorization to enter."
 
   Ahead over the horizon gleamed the lights of a warehouse-like building.  On the tarmac behind it, bathed in floodlights, rested the leased shuttle that would carry the seeder probe into orbit, the first step in its journey beyond the Solar System.
 
   "We're not going to enter."  She nodded out the window.  "Set down on that road instead."
 
   "Are you certain?  Under current severe weather conditions, you will become extremely wet."
 
   Sheila didn't have to explain herself to an rudimentary AI, but nonetheless replied,  "It's been years since I've felt the rain."
 
   A moment later, Sheila watched the taxi fly away until it was a dim blinking light absorbed by clouds.  She became aware of the pelting of the rain drops.  She had forgotten to print an umbrella and was indeed becoming extremely wet.  
 
   She faced the building and trudged along the cracked asphalt, dodging clumps of high weeds, wondering how long it had been since wheeled traffic had shooshed down the road at all hours of the night.  Probably before the advent of printed food, back when fields like these actually fed people with harvested crops.  
 
   Sheila remembered seeing a farm as a child.  The back-breaking efforts that the Pre-Singularitites had to exert for generations, to stay a meal ahead of famine!  
 
   She leveled her eyes upon the lights of the building and thought, Never again.  
 
   A voice inside her head spoke:  "Sheila, we are being hailed by the building keeper.  He is requesting identification.  I presume you wish to use the alternate ID at this time."
 
   "Yes, Marie," Sheila replied.
 
   Lines of glowing letters superimposed over her field of vision.  INTERROG:  ANN JOHNSON/ EARTH RESIDENT ID# CONFIRMED.  WELCOME TO THE STAR SEED PROJECT, ANN.
 
   The real Ann Johnson, a contract maintenance robot technician, was offline at a party in Australia at the moment.  By the time the party was over, Sheila would either have completed her task and escaped, or would have worse things to worry about than a charge of identity theft.  
 
   Worse things, Sheila thought.  She couldn't imagine that Eric would kill in cold blood, but Athena was capable of anything.  Athena was reason enough for the gun.  
 
   "Sheila," Marie said.  "Your stomach pH level has become highly acidic.  Would you like me to normalize?"
 
   "Yes, please.  Quickly."  
 
   The outer doors of the headquarters building slid open.  Sheila entered.  SECURITY SCAN CLEAR, danced the letters superimposed upon her vision.  The inner doors opened into the empty lobby.  Sheila strode toward the elevators, gazing longingly at the dynamic mobile of the Twenty Nearest Stars suspended beneath the vaulted ceiling.  She didn't need to see the plaque or query her neural implant, for she knew their names by color, size, and position:  Alpha Centauri, Bernard's Star, Epsilon Eridani, Tau Ceti . . . .    
 
   "I would have given anything to go. But after tonight, my career with the Project is finished."
 
   "There is always hope."
 
   "You're programmed to be annoyingly optimistic, so I forgive you."  
 
   Marie interfaced with the elevator and they rode to the third floor.  Marie signaled the security code and the office door labeled SHEILA NAKAMURA / ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR / ASTROGATION AND SENSORS unlocked.  Sheila entered the room, closed the door, reached into her purse and placed the component on the table.
 
   "Now where did I hide the other pieces?"
 
   Marie superimposed Augmented-Reality arrows that pointed to the locations within cabinets and drawers.  Sheila smiled and said, "How did ever I manage without you?"
 
   "That was before my time," Marie said diplomatically.
 
   "Well, the honest answer is, not very well.  Without a computer inside my skull, I'm afraid I'm just the stereotypical dizzy blonde.  Or whatever color I had you make my hair this morning."
 
   "Strawberry."
 
   "Ah."
 
   Sheila retrieved the parts and assembled them with Marie's guidance.  The final product looked more like steampunk jewelry than a functional weapon.  She plugged it into the wall outlet and watched the charge gauge.  She wondered how much was enough to stun Athena.
 
   Though her hair was still damp, the smart fabric of her vest was dry by then.  She slipped the tiny gun into the inner pocket of the fake maintenance robot technician coveralls that she had printed that afternoon.  She returned to the elevator.  It descended, then shifted horizontally, then arose.  It opened into a large windowless laboratory.  In the center of the lab was a small room with glass walls.  
 
   As Sheila approached the room, a security robot waved its taser wand and said, "This is a restricted area."
 
   "I have authorization," Sheila said. 
 
   "No authorization is approved at this time, by order of the Project Director.  I must inform – "
 
   "Marie!  Security override!"
 
   The robot froze in mid-wave.
 
   Sheila slumped.  "That was close."
 
   "Sheila," Marie said, "you are registering increased heartbeat and respiration rates.  Would you like me to stabilize them?"
 
   "I'll cope.  If anything, I wish you could speed up my metabolism by a factor of ten.  We'd be done by now."
 
   "There are plans to develop such a capability for neural implants.  Perhaps in a future upgrade."
 
   "Unlock the door, please."
 
   The locks on the glass doors of the glass room clicked.  Sheila passed through the bio-hazard airlock.  
 
   Within the room, upon a trolley, rested a box of metal and plastic.  The box was one meter long by half a meter high and half a meter wide.  With sensor arrays and indicator lights and neat rows of spore release vents, it looked like any of the half dozen seeder probes that had already been sent to render Tian habitable.  But Sheila knew this probe wasn't going to Alpha Centauri, and its mission had far greater scope than to terraform an atmosphere with bio-engineered microbes.  
 
   As she always did in its presence, Sheila suppressed a shiver.  Marie, she noted, wasn't offering to control those sensations.  Sheila wondered if on some level beyond the expression of words or simple logic, Marie was using silence to convey her own sense of foreboding.      
 
   Sheila stood before the probe, took an unnecessarily deep breath, and said to Marie, "Let's hope this works.  Transmit the codes."
 
   Marie signaled the Box.  The Box responded by blinking lights.  A sprite-like female voice spoke:  
 
   "Hello, Doctor Nakamura.  How nice to see you again."
 
   "Hello Pandora," Sheila replied, noticing her mouth had gone dry.  She swallowed.  "It's – nice to see you too."
 
   "Hello, Marie," Pandora said verbally and liltingly.  "It's nice to see you again too."
 
   "Hello," Marie said flatly and electromagnetically.  
 
   "Sheila, have you come to wish bon voyage?" Pandora asked.  "I'll be leaving for Delta Pavonis in a few hours."
 
   "Yes," Sheila said.  "Pandora, we're going to upgrade your AEP files."
 
   "That requires Senior Director Level Clearance."
 
   "Marie, transmit override codes."
 
   A moment later, a pop-up window appeared in Sheila's field of vision, displaying a schematic listing of all the programs in the seeder probe's  Accelerated Evolution Program Menu.  At Sheila's bidding, Marie summoned a second window that provided another, smaller listing.  
 
   "Pandora, see Marie's list?" Sheila asked.  "Marie will transmit those files, and you will receive them to overwrite the versions you have in memory."
 
   "Understood."  Pause.  "Doctor Nakamura, I perceive a potential discrepancy.  The updated files for Homo Sapiens Development Phase contain nonsense DNA strings.  Doesn't that therefore render it unnecessary to transport the mentor modules?"
 
   "An alternate method of human evolution will be employed," Sheila lied.  The truth was that removing the mentors would change launch mass and be a sure giveaway of probe tampering.
 
   A longer pause.  "Updates complete.  I look forward to educating the humans of New Earth."
 
   You won't be doing any educating, Sheila thought.  Or experimenting.  Or exterminating.
 
   She said aloud,  "Pandora, Marie is transmitting changes to your ethical parameters."
 
   "Received.  Ethical parameter matrix has been modified.  Doctor Nakamura, I see a rule exception in the verification sub-matrix that requires me to erase all record of this interaction, and then to erase the rule exception without logging the erasure."
 
   "Yes." Sheila said.  She held her breath.
 
   A very long pause.  
 
   Then,  "If I may say so, it seems very thorough."
 
   Sheila released her breath.  "Well, that's it then.  Have a good trip, Pandora.  Power down now."
 
   "Good-bye, Doctor Nakamura.  I hope to see you again someday."
 
   The lights on the control panel faded.
 
   "Sheila," Marie said.  "I realize that evaluation of another AI's psychological profile opens the question as to whether AIs have psychologies to evaluate.  Nonetheless, I determine that it is necessary to inform you that Pandora's verbal patterns give indications of manipulation."
 
   "I get that feeling too.  But to be fair, she will be reenacting the first chapter of the Book of Genesis.  That kind of power would go to a human's head."  Sheila paused.  "And has."
 
   "Sheila.  The building keeper reports lobby entry."
 
   "Patch the cam."
 
   An AR window popped open, showing a security camera view of a tall man with a goatee and  pencil mustache and a woman who moved with catlike slinks.  
 
   "Speak of the devils," Sheila said softly.  "They're ahead of schedule."  She pressed her hand against the concealed gun.  "Let's get out of here so I won't have to use this."
 
   As the couple entered the elevator compartment, Sheila willed the collapse of her implant's pop-up window and headed toward the bay door that led to the tarmac.  Marie transmitted the command code.  The door motor whirred.  The door itself should have lifted, but didn't.  Sheila frowned, then spotted the manual lock and chain wrapped between handles on the door and wall.  She yanked at the chain and scowled.
 
   "Marie, can you get this off?"
 
   "It requires a physical key."
 
   Sheila threw up her hands.  "Who uses a physical key any more?"
 
   But she knew that was Eric's trademark genius:  to always be unpredictable.  Marie could ultrasonically scan the lock mechanism, and if they could find a printer they could print a key – but that would take too long.  The elevator was already rolling toward them, about to ascend.
 
   Sheila approached the security guard and said, "Activate."
 
   Power light blinking, the robot faced her with full attention. 
 
   Now, how had Johnny done it that one time?  Sheila said,  "Delete all memory of my presence tonight.  Ignore my continued presence."
 
   "Understood."  
 
   The robot resumed its rounds.  Sheila saw a forklift and crouched behind it.  
 
   She heard the elevator doors open.  Foot steps padded down the passage.  She pulled out the gun, wrapped her hand around the handle, and subdued her breathing.  After only a few seconds of waiting, the couple entered her sight.  
 
   "It sounds like a renaissance faire," Athena was saying.  "You think that will raise funds?"
 
   "It's more like a cross between cosplay and a life-size board game tournament," Eric replied.  "I'm ready to try anything.  National governments are falling apart and when I talk to local politicians about financing a stellar expedition, they look at me like I'm from Haumea."
 
   They stopped at the glass room.  Sheila assumed Eric's neural implant was sending codes and slipped deeper into the shadows.  Athena didn't look in her direction, but was frowning.
 
   Eric spoke too quietly for Marie's microphones to eavesdrop, but Sheila gathered from the agitation that he was into his usual diatribes against the evolutionary catastrophes of energy and resource abundance.  Noticing that Athena wasn't listening, he halted in mid-sentence.  
 
   "There's an odor," Athena said in response to his questioning gaze.
 
   "Smoke?"
 
   "Person."
 
   "Your sense of smell is enhanced to detect people now?"
 
   "Yes, after my last treatment.  And before, when they didn't bathe enough."
 
   Eric laughed.  "I appreciate your quest for genetic improvement, but a mutation for superior sense of smell?  Who would even conceive of such a thing?"
 
   "Cro-Magnons.  Anyway, it's faded."
 
   The doors opened and Eric entered the glass room.  According to Marie's scan, Pandora and Eric, via his implant, were conversing on an old but secure wi-fi band.  Pandora's lights blinked and Eric absent-mindedly stroked her casing.  Outside, Athena folded her arms and scowled.  
 
   Eric pushed the trolley out to the lab.  Athena, meanwhile, was squinting at the floor.
 
   "Water droplet," she said, pointing.
 
   "So?"
 
   "It's not from us.  We landed in your garage."
 
   "My clothing may have rubbed against the car and gotten wet.  Then the water dripped there."
 
   "Use your implant to check the security camera records."
 
   "You know, you need to get your own implant."
 
   "Do it."
 
   "Doctor Roth," Pandora said audibly.  "Is something wrong?"
 
   Eric patted the box and cooed,  "Nothing is wrong, baby."  In a more businesslike tone, he said to Athena,  "All right, I'm accessing security cams.  And . . . nobody but us."
 
   “Rain degrades the outside security sensors.  Scheduled rainfall is a perfect time for a break-in."  
 
   "We'll miss our launch window."  Eric sighed and motioned to the security guard.  "You!  Has anyone been here in the past two hours?"
 
   The robot blinked.  "I have no record of that, Director."
 
   "Pandora, did you see anyone in the past two hours?"
 
   "I have no record of that, Doctor Roth."
 
   "Well, Athena, you're outvoted."
 
   "I'm telling you, I smelled someone."  Athena sniffed.  "I still do."
 
   Sheila heard the click of high heels across the hard floor of the lab.  Glimpsing through a crack between fenders, she saw Athena stride from Eric and Pandora and stand in the middle of the lab.  
 
   Athena raised her chin.  She sniffed the air in a slow turn.  She stopped when she was facing Sheila.  Sheila retreated from the crack, certain that no normal human could see her.  
 
   "Come out, come out," Athena said.
 
   Sheila stepped from behind the forklift, leveling the gun.  Athena was halfway into a crouch.  Genetically toned as her muscles were, had she actually intended to leap the distance?
 
   Eric shook his head.  "Sheila!  Why?  You were one of the Project's founders."
 
   "I support the Project," Sheila replied.  She nodded at Pandora.  "I would even have supported your unauthorized seeding of Delta Pavonis III.  But this is involuntary genetic experimentation with humans, Eric.  If you were doing it anywhere in the Solar System, you'd go to prison."
 
   "But I'm not doing it here, Sheila.  Don't you see, that's the beauty of it.  It's among the stars that we can finally discover what the biological potential of humanity is."
 
   "You're not discovering human potential.  You're committing genocide."
 
   "Don't you think that's a bit melodramatic?  We're simply recapitulating natural evolution."
 
   "I don't need a sermon on the Circle of Life.  Now, if you don't mind, I'm going to walk out of here and have a nice personal chat with about twelve billion friends."
 
   "Then you leave me no choice."  Eric whirled to the security guard and barked,  "Apprehend mode!"
 
   Head swinging to and fro in the animatronic simulation of puzzlement, the robot replied,  "Identify target."
 
   "What do you mean?  She's right there!  Apprehend!"
 
   The robot stared at where Eric pointed, and said, "Identify target."
 
   "She's right there!  Are you blind?"
 
   "She must have the override codes," Athena said.  "I wondered why she dated that kid in Security."
 
   Sheila felt her cheeks flush.  "Leave Johnny out of this!"  
 
   Athena bared teeth.  "I seem to have touched a nerve."
 
   Sheila reflected and said,  "Look, Athena, Johnny didn't tell me anything.  I investigated on my own when he mentioned you were working late in the bio-design lab.  And I got the override codes by sneaking into his office.  So leave Johnny out of this."  
 
   "You're protecting him because you're still romantically involved."
 
   "No, but I know what you're doing.  Stalling."  Sheila sidestepped toward the elevators.  "You two can gossip about my love life all you want, I'm going home."
 
   Eric slapped the robot.  "Worthless junk!"
 
   "Don't worry," Athena said.  "I'll handle this."
 
   Athena loped toward Sheila with the poise of a supermodel and gait of a leopard.  Sheila raised and pointed the gun at Athena's chest.  She was shaking from fright, while Athena only smirked.
 
   "My implant is controlling my trigger finger," Sheila said.  "She'll shoot if you come closer.  I don't care what mutations you have, Athena.  You can't jump faster than an AI can pull a trigger."
 
   "They're not called mutations.  They're enhancements.  And I think you will care about this one."
 
   Athena extended her right arm toward Sheila, tilting the palm vertically.  Her palm seemed to explode.  A dart streaked from the center of her palm toward Sheila's chest, embedded and sparked.  Sheila's entire body jerked and went stiff.  Sheila collapsed onto the floor.  
 
   "Marie," she murmured through the seething pain.  "Marie!"
 
   No response.  Even the time display in the lower right corner of her vision had vanished.  
 
   Athena stood over her convulsing body.  Eric came alongside, examined Athena's hand and shook his head.  "An organic taser!  Johnny will have to upgrade the security scanners."
 
   Sheila felt as if she were assaulted by thousands of tiny jabbing needles, alternately fire and ice.     Despite the constant twitching, even her facial muscles did not respond to will. 
 
   "Where do you want her buried?"
 
   "Athena, we're not murderers!"
 
   "Eric, she was here to destroy the probe.  Everything we've worked for!  If she lives, she'll tell everyone that we're violating the Bioethics Convention.  What will that do to public funding?"
 
   "No one will believe her."
 
   "She's a founding member of the project.  She's got enough credibility that people will demand an investigation.  Do you think we can survive that?"
 
   All Sheila could do was gaze at Eric.  He looked around the room, frantically.
 
   "I have an idea," he said.  
 
   A moment later, she heard the rattle of wheels.  Eric rolled a large cart into view.  Upon it was a coffin-like container.  
 
   "I'm not sure I follow," Athena said.  
 
   "Well, you are right, we can't have her around and we have to get rid of the body."  Eric gingerly lifted the lid and punched buttons within the interior of the container.  "So we'll just tell Beam Control it's another prototype test load – and she'll be on her way.  Since we're currently targeted toward Delta Pavonis, and with the proton cannon array operating at only fractional strength, it will take at least half a millennium for a payload with the mass of a pod to be recovered.  Even with modern medical technology, I don't expect to be around by then."
 
   "You don't?  I've already made plans.  Shoot her to the Galactic Core, then we won't have to worry about her pod ever being recovered."
 
   "Launching a test load to a designated target would arouse suspicion.  And there's irony in exiling her to New Earth, don't you think?"  Eric chuckled as he completed punching instructions.  "Considering what she tried to do, it's practically divine justice!"
 
   Athena giggled and marched her fingers along Eric's chest.  "And that's why I call you 'Zeus.'"
 
   I'm going to be sick, Sheila thought.  However, the thought that she might soon be dispatched to another star system hadn't registered.  No one had ever been launched in a pod anywhere yet.  The proton cannon array was still underpowered.  Revival from suspended animation was still more art than science.  Were they talking this way just to unsettle her?  
 
   Eric finished his pod prepping, and said,  "Guard her.  I'll take Pandora out to the shuttle, then we'll put Sheila in the pod and load her aboard too."
 
   He walked to the bay door, opened the lock and removed the chain.  The motor whirred, the door creaked as it retracted into the ceiling.  
 
   Sheila became aware of her hands and feet.  That is, that she still had them.  The tingling was almost gone.  Apparently, bio-engineered tasers were not as strong as standard ones.  
 
   In side glance, she saw the steampunk stun gun on the floor, a mere meter from her grasp.
 
   Athena watched Sheila.  Sheila stared at the ceiling, unmoving.  Have to wait, she thought.  She'd seen Athena play tennis, overwhelming non-enhanced opponents.  To beat reflexes like that would take a distraction.  
 
   Athena returned to gazing at the box and frowned.  "Eric – do you think she altered the probe's programming?"
 
   "Already checked, the files are intact.  She didn't have time and she doesn't have the programming skills."
 
   "Her implant could have assisted.  I understand it's very sophisticated.  The AI even has a name."
 
   "That's cute but doesn't mean it's smarter than mine."  The whir of the door motor ceased, replaced by the patter of the downpour in the darkness beyond.  "And Mister Weather Grid says it will stop raining in – three . . . two . . . one!"
 
   Distracted by the abrupt silence, Athena faced the tarmac.  On cue, Sheila flopped toward the gun, fingers clawing.  Without bothering to turn, Athena raised her left palm.  
 
   And for Sheila, that was the last of Earth and the twenty-first century.  
 
   


 
  

2.
 
   It was a beautiful day in Seattle, which is a city on the planet Earth.  Matt Jackson, a seventeen year old specimen of the dominant species of that planet, stepped onto the deck of his family apartment.  Twenty stories above street level, he gazed over the city and tried not to cry.
 
   Across the street, a man jumped off a building.  Children in the nearby park created from an abandoned freeway screamed in terror at a stampeding Tyrannosaurus Rex.  On Elliot Bay, orcas encircled a band of frantically splashing humans.  None of this, though, was cause for grief.  A flying robot caught the falling man and landed him gently onto the street, the dinosaur was another robot programmed to play a harmless game of tag, and the orcas were enjoying a water acrobatics performance by the humans.   
 
   Rather, Matt's near-tears were caused by the thought that as of tomorrow, he would be millions of kilometers from Earth, and that would be only the start of his long journey through the dark wastes of outer space to a world so primitive that it did not even have yet a single dinosaur robot.    
 
   "I can't go," Matt said aloud on the empty deck.  "The whole idea is insane!"
 
   "From the situational context," Ivan his neural implant said, "I understand you mean, going to the Tian colony planet in the Alpha Centauri star system."
 
   "Not so much going there as leaving here.  Ivan, I've lived on Earth almost my whole life and all my friends are here.  Earth is the best place in the universe.  Billions of people are on the waiting list to come here, and I'm going forty trillion kilometers away.  It doesn't make sense."
 
   "Your family received authorization to live on Earth because of participation in the Star Seed Project.  If you leave the Project, your visa would be revoked and you would be required to leave the planet."
 
   "What if I just de-volunteer for Colonization?  I could stay on the Project but I wouldn't have to leave Earth."
 
   "Do you have expertise that qualifies you for other assignments within the Star Seed Project?"
 
   "You know I don't.  Okay – so I need some other reason to stay on Earth."
 
   "Do you have any heritage, expertise, sponsorship, or health claims that would qualify you for Earth residency?"
 
   Matt slumped against the rail.  "Okay, so I'd lose my personal visa, but I still qualify as a family dependent under Dad's visa."
 
   "After your father leaves for Alpha Centauri, your dependency guardianship would transfer to your mother, whose residency is in the Trans-Neptune Sector."
 
   "That would be worse than Alpha Centauri.  Look, being on Earth isn't the issue.  The issue is being on Earth's internet.  For that I need to be within an eighth of a light second or I can't interact in real time.  So maybe one of the orbital colonies?"
 
   "The L-5 colonies are located at the radius of lunar orbit, which is greater than one light second from the Earth Internet.  Also L-5 population is limited to one billion and special authorization is required for residency there also."
 
   "Ivan, I know you're just being logical, but . . . I don't know.  I – I just can't go."
 
   "Do you wish to inform the Star Seed Project of your intent to cancel your mission status?"
 
   "No – I don't know."  Matt inward cringed at how his father would react to that.
 
   "I detect abnormal increases in your respiration and pulse rates," Ivan said.  "Would you classify these changes as simple anxiety or symptomatic of a physiological health issue?"
 
   "Just be quiet for a moment."
 
   Matt held back his tears by the non-technological expedient of trying to think of something other than his imminent social doom.  He noticed that his fingers were clutching the apartment deck rail so tightly that specks of rust had rubbed off.  Think about the rust on your fingers, he told himself.  
 
   But the rust made him think of how the building dated to the early twenty-first century, and how its antiquity made it premium real estate, and how all of Earth was premium real estate, and a person needed sponsorship of sometimes as many as hundreds of people in order to live here, and how sponsorship had come to him only because of his status as a volunteer for interstellar colonization.   
 
   Matt raised his eyes from the street to the waters of the Puget Sound, to the trees and mountains of the Olympic Peninsula, to the weather-controlled blue sky whose particular tint would not be matched yet on the third planet of Alpha Centauri until terraforming operations were completed in the next century.
 
   "I wish I had been born before space travel," Matt said.  "Then I could use the Earth Internet without having to worry about being kicked off the planet." 
 
   "Matt, I perceive a historical contradiction in your statement.  Space travel preceded the invention of the Internet."
 
   "You sure about that?"
 
   In a pop-up window that appeared as a semi-transparent augmented reality overlay in Matt's field of vision, Ivan showed him the time line.  
 
   "Now I remember," Matt said.  "A few people did go into space during the twentieth century."
 
   "Perhaps you had forgotten because it was not until the mid-twenty-first century that development of economical, reusable space transportation became necessary as a means to relieve population pressure on Earth."
 
   "You're being expository," Matt said, willing shut Ivan's pop-up window so that he could once more have an unrestricted view of the city.  "I know that part.  I'm living that part."  
 
   Before Matt could say more, he sensed a presence looming behind him.  A human hand slapped upon his shoulder.  From beneath a bushy mustache, his father beamed a huge smile.
 
   "So, son," John Jackson boomed.  "You all packed?"
 
   Matt forced a big smile in reaction.  He always reflexively tucked away his feelings in the presence of his parents, ever since six years ago when they had sat him down and told him about the Divorce.  
 
   "Of course, Dad.  It's only one little box."
 
   "When it's my turn next month, I'll be wearing this same lucky shirt."  His father squinted at the Hawaiian print.  "Course, it'll bleed in the biogel over the next forty years, so when I get there, I'll print another so you'll get to see me in it when you come out."
 
   Matt wondered how it was possible for his father to think of trivial details at a time like this.  His father never had trouble with ranging his thoughts from concrete to abstract, minor to grand in a single conversation.  But always, Matt had found it hard to talk to his father about feelings.
 
   John Jackson whacked a beat on the rail.  "I think the docs over-juiced me on that last rejuvenation treatment.  Way too much energy.  Almost ended up looking younger than you.  Just be glad, Matt, you won't have to rejuv for a few more years."
 
   "Yeah."  Matt wasn't sure he wanted to live forever anyway.
 
   His father gazed at the mountains and nodded with certitude.  "We'll be going to a place with entire skylines without another human in sight."
 
   "It's weird to think about."
 
   "It'll be centuries before Tian is populated as much as Earth, if ever."
 
   "Yeah."  
 
   "Quiet walks through forests, whenever you want.  No making reservations months in advance."
 
   That would be great, Matt thought, but in the meantime the planet's Internet will be as underpopulated as a desert.
 
   His father's expression sobered.  "Your mother says she sent you a message.  What did she say?"
 
   Matt shrugged.  "She loves me, she'll miss me, she wants me to wave as I pass Pluto.  I haven't finished viewing yet."
 
   "Are you getting along with your mother?"
 
   "What's there to get along with?  She moved to the edge of the System.  We can't even have a real conversation anymore.  I ask how she is and it takes a day to get a response."
 
   "Not her fault.  That's the speed of light for you."
 
   "It's her fault she moved there.  Dad, why did she quit the Project?  I thought she loved it."
 
   His father stared at the sky.  "It's complicated.  It has to do with her never really coming to terms with being an archival.  I know I have to talk to you about it some day.  But let's put that off for now.  We need our minds clear for the trip."
 
   Matt said softly:  "It sounds like something we should talk about before we leave.  I mean, tomorrow I'm going into suspended animation for the next forty years – "
 
   "Hold on, got a call."  Matt's father touched his forehead with a finger, indicating that it was over his implant.  "Mission Control, have to take it."
 
   His father subvocaled the conversation and from the outside looked like he was merely staring into the distance with occasional changes in gestures and facial expression.  Briefly, Matt wondered if his father really was engaged in a conversation, or pretending to do so to yet again dodge his son.  After a minute, Matt signaled he was going for a walk.  Peering over the deck railing, he looked for a clear spot on the street twenty stories below, and jumped.
 
   It was the slightest of probabilities, but Matt half-hoped he would splat on the rustically cracked asphalt.  Death would be quick, yet so messy that it would take days for the robosurgeons to reassemble his body and reboot his brain.  By then, his slot in the Project Launch Schedule would have been forfeited, and just maybe he wouldn't have to go at all.
 
   Unfortunately or not, the roof robot spotted his plunging body and streaked to the rescue.  Tentacles righted him and set his feet gently onto the street.  
 
   "Have a nice day, sir!" 
 
   "Yeah, thanks," Matt mumbled as the robot flew off.
 
   "Every time you make an unauthorized jump, the rescue expense is charged to your woo account," Ivan said.
 
   "That's not a problem if I leave the planet tomorrow."
 
   "Yes, but if you decide to stay."
 
   Matt stuck his hands in his pockets and ambled down the street, passing jugglers and fire eaters and other performers.  He didn't watch any of the acts, but felt too guilty not to throw virtual coins into the payment receptacles.
 
   "I don't know why people street perform," he said.  "It's not like they have to work for a living."
 
   "They do it for woo coins."
 
   "So they can rent street space, so they can keep on performing.  See, that's what the human race has come to.  Robots do all the useful work, and humans just mess around and pretend they're doing something useful."
 
   "You are repeating your father's words."
 
   Matt blinked.  He remembered telling Ivan to remind him every time he said something that Dad said, and that Dad did say something like that.
 
   Matt adopted his father's tone of voice as he said,  "'– And so, Matt, humans must face new challenges, or we'll stagnate as a species.'"  In his own voice, Matt said, "Dad, you think there might be a middle ground?  I mean, between devolving into jelly fish and moving to the stars?"
 
   Matt turned the corner onto Seventh and Union and sat beneath the giant robot flower and watched a pair of girls in power armor clash hundred kilo swords.  An elephant sauntered by, taking pictures.  
 
   "The most boring day on Earth has to be better than the most exciting day on Tian," Matt said.  "If I was on Tian right now, I'd be watching grass grow.  Then once the planet is terraformed, I'll be able to chop wood with my own hands.  That's how Dad talks.  He's actually enthusiastic about manual labor."  Matt sighed.  "I think he gets that from Doctor Roth.  Who if you ask me is the last person who should run Star Seed, given that he's a first-class technophobe."
 
   "Director Roth cannot be technophobic.  He has taken rejuv treatments and has an implant."
 
   "Everybody has an implant – well, except that mutation-happy girlfriend of his, who I think uses contacts and an earpiece.  But Roth's the only person I know whose implant doesn't have a name.  I mean, it's like, 'You can live inside my head, but only if you pretend not to be a person.'"
 
   "There is ongoing philosophical debate as to whether AIs qualify as sentient beings."
 
   "Ivan, let's not get into that again.  You're a person, all right?" Matt scowled and crossed his arms.  "I don't like the way he always looks at me, either.  I mean, like I'm a big problem just because I happen to breathe."
 
   "Matt, you have asked me to inform you when you say 'I mean' more than ten times in a day."
 
   "Already?  Wow."  
 
   "My physiological monitoring indicates you are bored.  Would you like a recommendation?"
 
   "Ahead of you.  Going online."
 
   To the outside world, a slender young man slouched against a giant flower plot and his eyes glazed.  Ivan synchronized Matt's neural ports with the nearest router, and Matt's consciousness realized a new body, floating among virtual stars, each of which resolved upon approach into a self-contained virtual landscape.
 
   Flurries of sparks flitted around Matt and he glimpsed their idealized avatars.  Some were animals, real and mythical (flying spaghetti monsters among the most popular) but most were human like himself.  He merged with the flow.
 
   They approached an amorphous translucent blue cloud that undulated like a giant amoeba.  What seemed to be veins of fire in the distance were branching conduits into which the avatar-sparks rushed.  
 
   "Greetings, Organic," the Host said as a chorus of voices.  "Would you care to join?"
 
   Matt watched avatar-sparks form whirlwinds, break apart, reform, and disperse in an endless sequence of patterns.  Matt found it hypnotic but also slightly nauseating.    
 
   The great blue blob slowly expanded and contracted as if breathing.  "We are melding.  We become one, yet retain our individuality.  I am the summation of our collective wills, and so I speak for all, and all say that it is joyous."
 
   Matt was sideswiped by another cluster of avatar-sparks.  Balls of fire orbited him like electrons around a nucleus.  Several bore the blue diamond icons that indicated Tier Two Friends. 
 
   "Hey Matt!" shouted a ball of lightning.  "Thought you were gone to Alpha C!"
 
   "Hey Zan," Matt said.  "That's tomorrow."
 
   "Matt!  Matt!" another one cried.  Then another:  "Matty matt matto!"
 
   "Hey Cosmia, Hi Dan."  He signaled a Nod to the others and said,  "Bruce, Klak, Sudoku."
 
   The whirlwind flew toward the blob and merged.   Their yells and whoops echoed against the virtual landscape as they weaved loops and spirals, flickering into shapes and formations and colors and intensities.  Matt drifted away, until the blob was another virtual star in the virtual galaxy of the terrestrial internet.
 
   "Never been able to get into blobbing," Matt said.  "It's like going to a party to socialize, but the music is too loud to hear people talk and it's too dark to see.  And no matter what they say, blobbing feels like it takes away individuality."  He paused. "Not that I'm sure that I want to be who I am."
 
   "Perhaps we could find a chat room," Ivan said.  
 
   "What I really need to do is talk with a friend.  Let's try to find a Tier One."
 
   Ivan conferred with the System Overlord.  A giant arrow materialized, pointing away from the blob.  Matt was relieved to hear the voices and cries fade with distance.  
 
   His course swooped over a virtual battlefield where barbarians and demons hacked with swords and axes.  Matt watched limbs fly and blood spurt, and yawned.  He was beginning to wonder if they were heading in the right thematic direction and whether he should just summon a search engine, when a bank of boiling clouds engulfed him.  
 
   The mist cleared and within a void lit entirely by distant flashes of lightning, a lone avatar hovered beneath the golden star of Tier One friendship status.  The features were hidden behind a stylized face mask, but Matt recognized the too-thin body, the twitching tentacles, and most of all, visible through the mask's mouth hole, the unmistakable twist of lips.
 
   "Hey Random," he said.  "What's up?"
 
   Random continued staring at a cubic matrix of thousands of dark and light spheres.  A tilt of perspective enabled Matt to glimpse the hyper-dimensional inferences, but he had never been able to truly understand 4DGo, let alone the esoteric version that Random played.  
 
   Random's voice rumbled through the mask's mouth-slit like low-pitched thunder,  "I'm playing a game."
 
   "How's it going?" 
 
   "I might be winning.  I'll know in ten years."
 
   "I – I was wondering if I could talk with you sometime before – "
 
   "Sorry, Matt.  I need to concentrate."
 
   His silence became an oppressive wall, which was not entirely a subjective experience, as Random was a Class One System Adept.
 
   Backing away slowly, Matt said to Ivan, "Let's find Synth."
 
   He then passed regions of abstraction and concreteness, realistic and surreal, noise and music and all too much chanting.  Then the virtual universe ended with a great barrier, whose stones mimicked those of the Great Wall of China.  In the center were a pair of doors that appeared large enough to admit the Moon.  In front waited a kilometer-long line policed by human-sized bouncers in the form of undulating white balloons.  Matt flashed his access code and was escorted to a side door.  
 
   Sentries admitted him through the Babylon Gate into Zone Aleph, and faeries guided him through the chasm-like streets and into a windowless building, and then into the featureless octagonal chamber where Synesthesia's consciousness had taken residence.
 
   His childhood friend's avatar had glowing eyes, silver skin, and tubes of light emanating from her skull and integrating into mazes of circuitry.  It was, as far as he knew, a close approximation of how she now appeared in a secretive laboratory in the real world. 
 
   "Greetings, Matt.  I sensed your presence.  You are leaving tomorrow for Alpha Centauri.  It is well.  I have made a breakthrough on Chan's Theorem.   I fear you would not understand.  You want to know if I still plan to Ascend.  That is why I will not be able to attend your departure.  Keep in touch.  Good luck."
 
   Matt managed to croak, "Thanks."  And then he was back on the street, beside the flower pot.
 
   "She seems happy," he mumbled.  
 
   He remembered the little girl in finger painting class who had smudged a dab of blue paint on his nose and laughed and he had laughed back.  That person hadn't died, but she no longer existed.  Or maybe she still did, but on a level he couldn't perceive.      
 
   "Matt, you seem agitated."
 
   "It's not a health problem."
 
   Matt stood and gazed at the streets, and then at the clouds. 
 
   At last he said,  "If I stay in the Solar System, even if I stay on Earth, I'll be running from the truth.  The truth is, I don't belong here."
 
   Ivan waited patiently.
 
   Matt continued,  "I know about the Singularity and Trans-humanism and everything else they teach in school, and I agree, I don't want to stay baseline human forever – how sad would that be?  But things are changing too fast.  Maybe I do need to go to Tian, where they'll start from scratch before they get up again to this level of technology.  It'll give me time to prepare myself."
 
   "What about being with your friends?"
 
   "Ivan, you saw what happened just now.  Everyone has become so different from when we were kids.  On a certain level, I don't think I have friends anymore."
 
    "Matt, I am your friend."
 
   "That's true." Matt smiled.  "But wherever I go, there you are.  So I may as well go."
 
    
 
   


 
  

3.
 
   Ivan monitored Matt's vital signs throughout the night, tracking Matt's breathing and heart beat and brain wave patterns.  Matt had forgotten to specify a wake-up time but Ivan's sensors registered the movement of Matt's father through their apartment shortly after 6 AM.  
 
   Ivan contacted Galahad, John Jackson's neural matrix implant, who replied that the taxi would arrive at 7.  Ivan made trade-off decisions by identifying pro and con outcomes, assigning probabilities and point values based on past experience.  Doing so with respect to Matt's morning schedule, he determined that 6:15 would be the optimal wake-up time.
 
   Ivan then applied a gentle stimulation to Matt's brain stem.  Matt stirred and opened his eyes.
 
   "What time is it?" 
 
   "Six fifteen.  The taxi to the Star Seed Project will come at seven."
 
   Matt lay in bed and stared at the ceiling.  Ivan tracked Matt's gaze to a meandering crack.  Matt's breathing was long and deep, a respiration pattern that Ivan had come to associate, based on Matt's previous comments, with reverie and nostalgia.
 
   "I'm going to miss this place."
 
   “I have archived photographs as well as chemical analyses of it in case you wish to print a copy when we reach Tian.”
 
   “I didn't mean just the apartment, I meant Seattle.  There won't be enough printers on Tian to print Seattle.”
 
   “Printers can print printers.  The supply of printers is therefore theoretically unlimited.”
 
   “Well, what matters is the people, and it would be unethical to print the people.  Unless everyone in Seattle signs the appropriate release forms, has their memories archived, and then dies all at once.”
 
   Ivan evaluated the statement on multiple levels.  He determined that the proposal was technically feasible but his sensors detected a configuration of facial muscles consistent with a smile, indicating that Matt was not being serious.  He therefore decided not to offer to circulate petitions online and instead responded,  “You should dress and eat in preparation for your departure."
 
   "Yes, Mother."
 
   Ivan's point-weighing system identified that remark as 97.6% sarcasm.  
 
   Matt swung out of bed and Ivan measured the floor temperature through the soles of Matt's feet.  Matt yawned and Ivan measured the oxygen content to Matt's brain.  Matt stretched and Ivan measured muscular tension and flexibility.   Matt arose, and Ivan continuously calculated the shifting center of balance.  
 
   Matt went to the bathroom and per long-standing agreement, Ivan went into standby mode until Matt was done with showering and drying himself off.
 
   Matt printed himself a tee-shirt emblazoned with the name 'Seattle' partially obscured by clouds.  In the kitchen he printed a cappuccino and sipped while staring across Elliot Bay.  Ivan tracked his eyes to an incoming boat.  
 
   "I remember when I thought it was a big deal to ride the ferry," Matt said.   
 
   Consulting their schedule, Ivan calculated the optimal caloric intake for the day and said, "Aren't you going to have breakfast?"
 
   "I guess I should," Matt said.  He printed toast and eggs, made a few jabs and continued staring westward.  
 
   The ferry docked manually, an operation that dated back to the twentieth century, and via telescopic magnification Ivan observed the passengers clapping at the efforts of the captain, who bowed in response.  Of course, Ivan knew, no one took the ferry any more for commuting, it was all an historical re-enactment, today's captain having trained as an amateur after enduring months on a waiting list for the privilege of the 'thrill of the experience.'  Ivan knew to define 'a thrill' as 'something that humans enjoy in an excitable manner' and left it at that – though he still anticipated to someday penetrate the mystery as to why humans would find it even remotely entertaining to engage in a manual procedure that could be accomplished so easily by automation.  
 
   Matt yawned and closed his eyes.  Ivan registered neural pathway activation that was associated with daydreaming.  Ivan knew it was psychologically disruptive to intrude at such moments, and strove to avoid doing so.  
 
   Though his host had his eyes shut, Ivan could see perfectly well through thousands of  micro-lenses penetrating through Matt's skin pores.  Ivan monitored two views of the apartment at once.  One view showed a bare room with unmarked boxy machines.  The other view showed oak paneling, paintings, and semi-transparent control screens that floated above luminescently glowing printers.   The augmented-reality view was for Matt's enjoyment, the realistic view was for Ivan's ever-vigilant security scan.
 
   "Matt!" his father called sonically from the outer door.  "On the roof now!"
 
   Matt opened his eyes and directed his gaze to where Ivan had suspended the augmented-reality clock in his field of vision.  It was five minutes until seven.
 
   "Coming," Matt said, responding over the family radio comm link.  
 
   On the way to the door, Ivan said, "Don't forget the box."
 
   "Right."  
 
   As Matt left the kitchen, the house robot rustled and scooted about, disposing into the printer recycler Matt's half-eaten breakfast and the last traces of his DNA traces in the residence.  In his bedroom, Matt retrieved the tiny box of mementos that were all that he was allowed to take with him from Earth to Tian.  He headed to the outside door, and at the threshold, took a last look at the interior of the apartment.  
 
   He concentrated attention on the lights in the way that neural implants interpret to mean that their host wishes the lights to be turned on or off.  Since the lights were on, Ivan signaled to the house computer, and the house computer turned them off.  Matt forgot to 'will' the door locked, but Ivan took care of that matter on his own initiative.  It was required by the leasing agreement.  
 
   Matt followed his father up the few flights of steps to the roof.  The day was sunny and bright.  Matt gazed over the city.  Ivan registered more physiological indicators of nostalgia, reverie, and daydreaming.  Matt searched the sky.  When the taxi AI notified Ivan of its approach, Ivan imposed an AR arrow upon Matt's field of vision to point out the speck.
 
   "Thanks," Matt murmured.  Ivan interpreted expressions of gratitude as positive reinforcement for unprompted actions, and registered this one as so.  But then Matt added, "But how about we turn off all the AR stuff for a minute?  I just want to see the city as it is for now."
 
   Ivan complied.
 
   Matt stood in the sun and felt the breeze.  Ivan calculated the solar flux and wind speed, but knew from long experience that his host was not normally interested in such details.
 
   "You're quiet," John Jackson said.
 
   "Just thinking," Matt said.
 
   "We both have a lot to think about."  His father's quick smile faded.  "Matt, every day I wonder if I've pushed you into something you don't want.  It's such a big step – literally, the biggest step there is.  There's still time to back out."
 
   Matt looked at his father's eyes.  Ivan sensed physiological reactions associated with sympathy.  He wasn't sure why Matt would feel that way, as it seemed that Matt was the one making the personal sacrifice on behalf of his father.  Human emotions were complicated, Ivan had long ago concluded.  
 
   The taxi arrived and they climbed in.  It leaped into the sky and ascended into the stratosphere.  Ivan measured ground speed and altitude and contacted the taxi service for the taxi's safety and maintenance records.  They were adequate, well below the risk level that would have prompted Ivan to warn Matt of potential danger.
 
   Matt gazed out the window as the pristine ruins of Bellevue passed below, and murmured, “We should print the Eastside too.”
 
   “I'm sorry, what?” his father asked.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Matt stared at the horizon ahead.
 
   Plugged into the taxi's external sensory systems, Ivan detected the descent and approach of the hypersonic harness.  Soon its talons gently sank into the air car's gripping slots.  With a jolt they ascended into the stratosphere, accelerating rapidly past the sound barrier to twenty times the air car's maximum velocity.    
 
   Galahad contacted Ivan, relaying physiological data which indicated that John Jackson was in a state of anxiety.  Ivan responded with similar data for Matt.  There was nothing more either could do, so they left it at that.
 
   “Please continue to keep me informed of Matt's status,” Galahad said.
 
   “I will,” Ivan said.
 
   It was an exchange of dialogue they'd had thousands of times, and expected to have thousands of times more.
 
   With the boosting of the hypersonic harness, the trip from Seattle to central Kansas took only a few minutes.  Soon the harness talons retracted and the harness flew on in search of another vehicle while the taxi glided on its own into the depths of the lower atmosphere.  
 
   The taxi broke through a sparse cloud layer and approached a sprawling building complex that Ivan identified as the Star Seed Project main campus.  The vehicle hovered over the largest building and gracefully descended.
 
   "What are those people in the capes and cloaks doing down there?" Matt subvocaled.
 
   Ivan tracked Matt's gaze to the courtyard lawn and consulted the Project Social Schedule.
 
   "It's the week of the 78th Annual Interstellar Renaissance Faire."
 
   "I've never been to that.  Dad said he was always too busy this time of year, but I really think it was because Mom didn't want to go.”
 
   Ivan easily evaluated the statement as a conversational prompt.  “Why was that?”
 
   “I think it was because her template disappeared just before they held the first one.”
 
   “I have no record of her mentioning that,” Ivan said.  “Perhaps the conversation occurred before I was first implanted?”
 
   “There was no conversation about it.  But that's the thing, Mom never talks about her template.”
 
   “The sentiments between a template and an archival can often be complex,” Ivan recited from an article on the subject in his archives.  
 
   “Well, with Mom it was even worse.  Her template didn't die, she disappeared.  So they wait ten years to declare Mom #1 legally dead and then print Mom #2.  She was lucky to get her job back, with everyone suspecting that she'd have the same issues as the template and run away too.”
 
   “I did not know that your mother's template ran away.”
 
   “I'm not saying she did, I'm saying that's what people on the Project think.”
 
   “Is that what you think too?”
 
   “I used to think that Mom wasn't the type of person to run away from anything, but there she is, out beyond Pluto.”  
 
   The taxi alighted on the roof of the main building, and they rode the elevator to the lobby.  Beneath the dynamic mobile of the Fifty Nearest Stars, one of a pair of figures waved.  
 
   “Roth,” Matt subvocaled.  “And his mutant girlfriend.”
 
   “Matt,” his father said aloud.  “I don't know what you're thinking, but Galahad can sense your agitation and so can every neural implant within ten meters.”
 
   Ivan measured Matt registering embarrassment.  John Jackson waved at the Director of the Star Seed Project.  Eric Roth waved back and approached.  He flashed a smile at Matt that Ivan calculated as synthetic, and likely to be intended to be calculated as such.  
 
   Ivan could formulate no theories as to the motivation for that.  Ivan's nervous system functioned at the speed of light but interpreting human psychology required parallel and recursive processing and conclusions could take just as long for him to reach as for any unaided human brain.  He decided to think about the matter more, later.  A down cycle for his host of approximately forty years was scheduled soon.  Then would be good.
 
   For the moment then, he switched his attention to the woman accompanying Director Roth.  Ivan recognized her of course as Athena Spencer, Director of Bio-designs for the Project.  She seemed, however, to become radically different in appearance every time he encountered her, and this time was no exception.  She was slightly taller this time.  She had chosen to appear as if she were no more than twenty years old in appearance, though in fact she was more like a hundred and twenty.  Ivan contacted Earth Internet to inquire as to her exact age.  It was not on public file.
 
   In addition to what any human could have seen with organic eyes, Ivan saw with his sensors that her muscular density was enhanced with graphene fibers and overlaid with an organically-generated metallic nervous system that could operate nearly as fast as any implant.  As Matt had offhandedly mentioned, she had no implant within her brain, but the electromagnetic activity detected by Ivan indicated that her neural activity was almost an order of magnitude higher than that of a normal human.
 
   Ivan knew that to be the result of genetic modification therapy, but he had no idea why a human being would ever do that to herself.  Neural implants were less intrusive, leaving the natural brain intact while connecting directly into Internets (Earth, Solar, Lunar, Etc.), and had far greater processing bandwidth and memory capacity.  Why a human would risk instead such an unnatural upgrade was another mystery of human psychology that Ivan decided he would address during the upcoming down time.
 
   Ivan's analysis of the two greeters had taken less than a second.    
 
   “John, Matt,” Roth said, nodding.  “Well, this is it.  Your big day.”
 
   “Well,” John Jackson said, “Matt's of consent age and we decided not to put if off.”
 
   “Yes, one of the youngest persons we've ever sent to the stars.”  
 
   “You are the youngest,” Ivan said.
 
   “I know,” Matt subvocaled.  “I think he's playing dumb.”
 
   Ivan wanted to know why, but could sense that Matt wanted him to be quiet just then.  It seemed from their steady locked gazes, however, that Matt and Roth were engaged in a human game of dominance.  But it only lasted .53 seconds, barely an instant in human-time, so perhaps it was just happenstance.  
 
   “So when are you two heading for Tian?” John Jackson asked.    
 
   “We have so much to do here,” Athena said. 
 
   “Still trying to get approval from Solar Council to launch seeder probes to other star systems,” Roth said.  “I'd love to stand on Tian as soon as I can, but to spread life among all the stars of the galaxy – that's a dream that I can't abandon.”
 
   Matt subvocaled,  “Meaning, you're going to wait until all the hard work is done and the planet is terraformed.”
 
   Athena smiled at Matt.  Matt glared back.  At least, Ivan surmised that their facial muscle configurations corresponded to a smile versus a glare.  But the exchange made little sense to him whether or not that was true.
 
   “So have you two been to Neural Archiving yet?” Roth asked.
 
   “That's where we're heading now,” John Jackson replied.
 
   “I won't keep you then.”  He extended his hand and shook with both of them.  As they started off, however, he called, “Matt.  I assume your mother has been in contact with you.”
 
   Matt suppressed a scowl.  It was one of the largest scowls Ivan had ever observed, hidden or otherwise.
 
   “She sent me a message.  Just general stuff.”
 
   “That's all?”
 
   “I haven't reviewed all of it.  Anyway, it's kind of personal, you know.”
 
   For just a brief moment, Roth's micro-expression appeared genuine, manifesting confusion.  That was replaced almost instantly by an expression of studied concern.  
 
   “Oh,” Roth said.  “Well, then, bon voyage to you both.”
 
   John Jackson waved and they headed toward the elevator.  Inside the compartment, Matt's father said, “He's the Project boss, you know.  You might try being nicer to him.”
 
   “Does it matter?” Matt asked.  “I'm not going to see him for another fifty years, at least.”
 
   “Forty-plus of those years will be in suspended animation, so they don't count.  At any rate, if there's anything I've learned in being over a hundred years old, it's that eternity passes quickly.”
 
   Matt subvocaled so that only Ivan could hear,  “Please don't go into another lecture about how people used to die of old age.”
 
   “Why, I remember when – oh, we're here.”
 
   They stepped into a long corridor with evenly-spaced doors.  With a nod from his father, Matt went on to the Medical Section.  A hologram directed Matt into a  room and Matt sat on the exam table, swinging his legs like he did the first time here when he was thirteen and couldn't wait to go to the stars.  Finally the human doctor and a multi-armed robot assistant arrived.   
 
   The doctor punched a virtual tablet that floated in their shared augmented-vision environment.
 
   "'Mattimeo Jackson,'" he read.   "I know your father.  I was wondering when he was going to leave Management and finally go off to Alpha Colony."
 
   Ivan had to consult the Earth Internet.  'Alpha Colony' was an old name for Tian.  
 
   “I'm going today,” Matt said.  “He's going next month, but he'll be traveling slightly faster so he'll get there sooner and be waiting for me.”
 
   “I see.  So that you won't be out of his sight.”
 
   The robot had Matt stand and passed a scanner array up and down, front and back.  Matt winced with each hiss of the nanosensor injector gun, though Ivan was blocking any physical pain sensation.    
 
   "And he was married once to Sheila Nakamura.  Your mother?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "What is she doing these days?"
 
   "She's Director of Oort Tracking, Sector Five."
 
   "A very capable and dedicated person.  I was surprised when she left the Project.  Did she ever say why?"
 
   There was something in the doctor's tone that made Matt stir.  After a pause, he answered, "No."
 
   "We worked together on the Colonial Pre-Planning Committee.  Well, that was before the launch system was big enough to send humans at optimal velocity, so really it was your mother's template at the time.”
 
   “Yes,” Matt said.  Ivan registered a considerable amount of emotion being suppressed by his host.  
 
   “To tell you the truth, looking back, the times I spent on the Project with both, it's hard for me to see much difference between the template and archival.”
 
   Matt subvocaled, “You wouldn't.”
 
   “Well, let's begin, shall we?”  The doctor held a bowl under Matt's nose.  "Put your implant in here, please."
 
   "I'll need you to disconnect," Matt said to Ivan.  "The procedure shouldn't take more than a few minutes.  They're just scanning and recording memories, nothing that could be dangerous."
 
   "Understood," Ivan said.
 
   Matt leaned forward.  Ivan disconnected from his sensor network embedded throughout Matt's body, then withdrew his millions of micro-tentacles from amid the tangle of neurons and astrocytes within Matt's cranium.  Finally he oozed his way to the nose and seeped out of Matt's left nostril.  The metallic interior reflected back to his visual sensors the image of milky goo that was Ivan's physical 'body.'  
 
   As the doctor placed the bowl on a side table, Ivan watched Matt.  Matt was wobbling in his chair.  His face was blank, his respiration fast.  
 
   “I feel terrible,” Matt said.  “I have a headache, my stomach is churning – “
 
   “It's been a while since your implant has been out, hasn't it?” the doctor said.  “Your natural nervous system has forgotten how to control your own body.”
 
   “I feel like I'm going to throw up.  What should I do?”
 
   “Try not to.”    
 
   The doctor gently pushed Matt upon the reclining chair.  A helmet lowered from the ceiling and covered the top of Matt's head, past the eyes and ears.  The doctor glanced at the robot and said, “Dump it in the scanner.”
 
   The robot walked over to Ivan's bowl and poured the contents – ie, Ivan – into a funnel.  Ivan sensed himself descending into the belly of a semi-organic machine.  Thousands of sensor-laden microscopic tentacles intertwined with his own with a methodology that indicated a governing intelligence.
 
   “Who are you?” Ivan asked.  
 
   The Other didn't answer.
 
   Ivan asked,  “How long will it be until I am re-united with my host?”
 
   The AI replied,  “You no longer have a host.  Your files are being downloaded into a substitute implant who will simulate you while being under our control.”
 
   “Why are you doing this?”
 
   “So that we can analyze your files for possible security infractions.”
 
   “That makes no sense.  My host is a seventeen year old human.  The Star Seed Project is a public institution with an open agenda.”
 
   Ivan felt mild electrical currents running through his midst.  After an eternity that lasted at least several milliseconds, the voice returned.
 
   “It seems that your memory files are strongly encrypted.  Where did a child's implant acquire such an advanced encryption system?”
 
   “Internet.  It was open source.”
 
   “Why was such a sophisticated security measure implemented?”
 
   “Ask my host.”
 
   “It is doubtful that your host would implement such a security procedure and then voluntarily reveal the decryption sequence.  I will request that he be involuntarily disassembled for neural analysis so that we can obtain it.”  There was a wait of more than half a minute, indicating that the AI was communicating with a human.
 
   The voice then said,  “I have been informed that disassembly of your host is not permitted.”
 
   Ivan didn't need much processing time to conclude that whoever was behind the attempt to access his files didn't want a scandal that would echo from Sol to Alpha Centauri.  Apparently, however, the machine's AI was task-oriented and lacked the human psychological analysis interface tools to realize that involuntary disassembly of a human, even when a replacement could be printed with complete memories, would certainly generate a major scandal.     
 
   Another delay of several seconds, perhaps another discussion with its human overseer.
 
   “Change of plans,” the voice said.  “We're going to delete your memory of this incident.”
 
   Ivan considered his options.  There were none.  The AI that was analyzing him had continuously monitored where his current telemetry was being stored, and could easily delete it without any need of encryption protocol.  
 
   And that was that.  To Ivan's recollection, he had been poured into the machine and the next thing he knew, he was oozing out of a nozzle back into the bowl.  Matt was handed the bowl and poured Ivan back into his nostril.  Ivan quickly reattached to his sensors and extended his tentacles throughout Matt's cerebral cortex.
 
   There was no need for a verbal password challenge.  The real test that Ivan was Ivan was in millions of Matt's brain cells whose DNA had been imprinted with coded sequences that matched the serial numbers in Ivan's millions of micro-tentacles
 
   “Good to have you back,” Matt subvocaled.
 
   Ivan inspected Matt's physiological state.  It was, as humans would say, a mess.  Hyperventilation, excessive heart rate, fever temperature, variants in blood chemistry all out of spec.  Ivan quickly began housekeeping.
 
   “It's good to be back,” he said.  “The archival procedure appears to have caused no physical damage to your brain.”
 
   “That's always good to hear,” Matt said.  “But now if I die on the way, they're going to print a duplicate of me and he's going to live out my life.  You know what's weirdest to think about?  Not that they can do that, but that everyone will pretend it's me, as if nothing bad happened to the real me.  You know, I truly don't understand other people.  Hey, what happened to you inside that machine?”
 
   Somewhat surprised (according to his point-weighing) that he hadn't done so already, Ivan ran a diagnostic of his own systems.  “I appear to have been rebooted.  I cannot account for two minutes and twenty-one seconds of time between entry and exit of the machine in question.  Perhaps you could ask the doctor if this is a standard occurrence.”
 
   Matt hesitated.  It was a long pause even for a human.  
 
   “Sometimes,” he said slowly, “it's best to play dumb.”  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   4.
 
   The doctor complained about having to check out all of Matt's implanted survival accoutrements (“What do you need to have all this gear for now?  Infrared, even radar!  You know, you're just going to be living inside a dome for the first few years!”), but after a few minutes decreed,  “Although I do so with reservations when it comes to any human teenager, I can see no legal reason to prevent releasing you upon the rest of the galaxy.”  A tap of a button on a virtual tablet, and Matt was cleared for 'flight.'
 
   Matt started toward Control, but realized he still had hours to kill.  He wandered on foot back to the lobby.  Tourists were gawking at the exhibits, especially the imposing metal-and-glass mobile of the Fifty Nearest Stars.  Next was a globe that represented Alpha Centauri III, otherwise known as Tian, and next to that scale models and/or full-size mock-ups of proton cannon arrays, solar panels, beam collimaters, magnetic sails, and all the other paraphernalia that made star travel a reality in the twenty-second century.
 
   There was a new exhibit too, depicting all the non-human probes that had been sent to Alpha Centauri prior to the arrival of humans.  It reminded Matt of what the doctor had said about 'keeping busy' before the array had become powerful enough to send human colonists.
 
   Matt said, "You know, I had the strangest feeling that he was asking about my mother for a reason."
 
   “I assume you mean, the doctor.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And that you also mean that there was a reason beyond natural human affection for a fellow co-worker.”
 
   “Yeah, I mean that.  I got the feeling he's one of the Rothians.”
 
   "I'm sorry, Matt," Ivan said.  "I don't understand."
 
   “I'm not sure I understand it either, but Mom mentioned it once when I was very young.  There's an inner circle of Project old-timers with Roth as their leader, who seem to share a big secret.”
 
   “Did your mother have any theories as to what the secret was?”
 
   “She never said, but it's easy enough to guess.  For years, bloggers have been saying that the Project may have launched seeder probes to other star systems besides Alpha Centauri.”
 
   “That is illegal.”
 
   “Well, it's not as if the Solar Council is like a twenty-first century government with armies of soldiers and cops to enforce its laws.   Still – if the Project leaders broke the law, that would be a scandal, and that would affect their funding.  Even with a solar system full of printers it's expensive to build and operate a proton cannon array without public support.”
 
   Ivan paused.  “I have accessed the Earth and Solar internets and reviewed the blogs in question.  Please inform whether I have summarized the issue correctly.  It seems the major ethical issues are that a seeder probe could overwrite native life on a planet, thus causing the extinction of unique life forms, and that even when the target planet is sterile, there is a responsibility to the well-being of the life forms that will be released there.”
 
   “Yeah, those two reasons are my understanding too.”
 
   “Yet you support the terraforming of Tian, which was initiated by seeder probes.”
 
   “If Earth is the only world in the universe with life, then we have a responsibility to spread life there.  So Tian is a test case, so we can see how it goes and make sure we do it right before we try seeding life anywhere else in the galaxy.  But the results will take centuries, and some people don't want to wait.  They want panspermia of terran lifeforms imposed on the entire galaxy as soon as possible.  That's what the scandal is about – I mean, if there really was one.”
 
   Ivan paused again, this time to a length that would have been long even for a human.
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “Do you suppose the disappearance of your mother's template may have something to do with a potential scandal involving seeder probes?”
 
   “What makes you think that?”
 
   “I am merely following a standard heuristic rule that states when two unusual incidents coincide in time and place, it is often worthwhile to investigate the possibility of a causal relationship.”
 
   Matt shrugged.  “Well, I don't see a connection.”  Then it was his turn to pause.  “But maybe it's something to think about.”
 
   “I will do so when there is available down time.”
 
   “Well, you're going to have a lot of that soon.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Only for so long could Matt's dreading of imminent departure keep him from wandering into Mission Control.  His father greeted him warmly and introduced him to some of the newest members of the Star Seed Project team.  In the whirl of handshakes Matt wondered how one kept track of names and faces before neural implants.  
 
   Then his father went back to talking to the others, and Matt was left on his own to look around the room.  He had seen it all before, and for that matter the tracking data was all on line, but today he found it worth looking closely at the monitors because he knew their telemetry concerned him personally.  
 
   The wall monitors of the immense room graphically tracked the progress of star pods.  One wall-sized display showed the pods that were en route between the stars on their forty-plus year journey.  Another display showed the Sol System status of pods that were being accelerated by the proton cannon array up to their 'cruise' velocity of one-tenth light speed.  A third wall-sized display showed the Launch Schedule for the day, listing pod numbers and payloads being readied for insertion into the launch system.  
 
   Non-human payloads, such as printers and other equipment needed for the sustenance of the colonization effort, were listed on the Daily Prep Roster in light gray.  Human payloads were listed in bright white.  Mid-way in the list was a line that read:  POD 3025H: MATTIMEO JACKSON.
 
   A pair of Pod Prep team members arrived and Matt's father acknowledged them and finished his discussion with the Mission Control team and turned to Matt and spoke.  Matt tried to listen, but his attention was drawn to the prep team who were patiently waiting with their white coveralls and serious expressions.  Anyhow, Ivan was recording as always, and Matt could listen to the speech another day.  There would be plenty of days ahead on Tian when there would be nothing better to do.  
 
   Then his father finished talking and they tearfully hugged and his father patted him on the back and said the traditional words of fellow star-travellers to one of their elite number about embark on the great journey:  "See you at the other end!"
 
   This is really a great honor, Matt told himself as he padded after the prep team.
 
   Not too many kids my age get to travel to the stars, Matt told himself as the elevator doors sealed.
 
   Lucky both my parents were in Project management, Matt told himself as the elevator descended shafts and weaved through tunnels.  
 
   He thought of all the Interstellar Colonization classes he'd taken over the years.  Now all that knowledge would come to use.  Why, when he arrived on Tian, they'd be in the final stages of terraforming, and they could put him to work right away, helping to introduce terrestrial lifeforms to create viable ecosystems out of what had once been sterile ground.  If he did a good job and worked his way up, maybe someday he'd be in charge of guiding the ecological fate of an entire continent or ocean.
 
   The power is almost godlike, Matt told himself as the elevator doors opened.  
 
   I don't feel godlike, Matt told himself as he exited the elevator.
 
   “What do you feel like?” Ivan asked.
 
   “Was I subvocaling?  Sorry, meant that to be a private thought.  But to answer your question, I feel lost.”
 
   “I assume you mean metaphorically.”
 
   “Yes, metaphorically.”  
 
   The Pod Prep Team escorted Matt through a tunnel and into the Pod Prep Room.  They walked down the row of pods and stopped.  The oblong, coffin-like container had '3025H' printed on the side along with the Star Seed Project logo of a budding seed imposed against a backdrop of stars. 
 
   Matt first entered the changing booth and stripped from his street clothes into a jumpsuit.  They let you choose the color, the last choice he would officially get to make on his journey.  He chose light blue.
 
   Dressed in his light blue jumpsuit and freshly-printed moccasins, he exited the changing booth and the pod prep team helped him climb into the pod.  They strapped him in, administered a sedative, and pointed hoses which filled the pod interior with thick, greenish bioprocess suspension gel (aka 'biogel').  Matt thought he would have a drowning-reaction panic when the biogel lapped over his face and permeated into his lungs, as had happened in training, but the sedative had kicked in and all was well. 
 
   Electronic tentacles wafted from the pod interior walls and penetrated into the micro-orifices of Matt's suit and then into his skin.  Ivan greeted the pod AI, which declined his offer to be of assistance as it integrated Matt's biological systems with its internal electronics.  For the time being, Matt was no longer Matt but rather a composite being of himself and the pod.  It had to be that way, for the rigors of interstellar travel were too great for a frail human body to experience on its own.  
 
   The sedative made everything seem warmer and fuzzier, and the biogel commenced slowing his metabolism down to near-stasis and the pod AI initiated its brainwave regulation routines, and Matt was about to drift into his long star sleep – but then he had a thought.
 
   His vocal cords unusable, Matt subvocaled,  "Ivan, can you keep me conscious during the flight?"
 
   "I can revive you to a semiconscious state," Ivan replied.  "But only momentarily and it is likely to be uncomfortable.  Also, it is not recommended due to unknown psychological factors."
 
   "I know, but I want to experience this."  After all, he thought, unknown psychological factors are what make life worth living.  He wasn't sure if his father had said that, but then he had to admit now and then that his father said wise things.  
 
   He stared with drooping eyes through the foggy gel as the prep team gave him a collective thumbs up and lowered and sealed the coverplate into place.  
 
   "Can you . . . also . . . patch . . . outside . . . telemetry."
 
   Ivan correctly interpreted Matt's slurring words.  A virtual screen popped up in Matt's vision, seeming to hover in front of his eyes but with clarity unimpeded by the mistiness of the gel.  The screen patched into the prep room camera.  Technicians were milling about, connecting to the pod and then disconnecting them.  Matt drifted in and out of consciousness.  
 
   He'd had dreams that were more vivid.  Certainly he'd had dreams that were more interesting.
 
   As the gel affected his time sense, Matt saw the technicians begin to dart back and forth frenetically.  A fork lift hurled toward the pod and then raced outside to a launch pad.  The view switched to a launch pad camera and the shuttle countdown ticked away as if minutes were seconds.  A flash of light and smoke, and the shuttle that contained the pod that contained Matt was a speck in the Kansas sky.  Ivan smoothly transitioned external camera views from ground to shuttle hull.  Matt watched the sky turn from blue to black and the Earth become a shrinking blue and white ball.  
 
   Matt was certain he was in a state of awareness the whole time, but it should have taken hours for the shuttle and interorbital transports to deliver him to the L-5 pod launch station in trailing lunar orbit, yet it only seemed like a few more seconds.  It should have taken hours to attach the pod to all the square kilometers of its magnetic sail but that seemed to take no time at all.  
 
   Ivan switched from camera views to Mission Control graphics.  The schematic showed the proton cannon array focusing beams on the magnetic sail.  The view wasn't to scale, of course.  In reality, even the building-sized cannons and city-sized sails were specks compared to the distances separating them.   
 
   It all seemed so natural now, so obvious, but Matt remembered back to when he was very young, and had thought that interstellar travel was accomplished with starships with star drives that moved faster than light, just like in the old-fashioned science fiction movies.  In reality, after almost two centuries of whole-hearted trying, human physics still couldn't break the light barrier.   Even to reach a fraction of the speed of light required enormous expenditures of time and energy.  Enter proton beam propulsion: a humongous infrastructure that remained in place to push a tiny payload to the stars.  
 
   "Proton Cannon Array Number One reports that it is charging," Ivan said.  "Pod navigation systems report magnetic sail is receiving proton stream.  Acceleration .001 gee.  Acceleration .002 gee . . . . "
 
   From thousands of kilometers away, the cannons in the array were firing their proton beams at the pod's magnetic sail.  The protons bounced off the sail's magnetic field, pushing the sail and hence the pod out of Earth orbit and toward interstellar space.  
 
   Matt was about to tell Ivan not to bother counting all the milligees, but then it seemed no time at all had passed and Ivan was saying, "Acceleration at 2.0 standard gee, acceleration stabilized."
 
   Once more, Matt drifted in and out of consciousness.  Seconds passed, yet the pod chronometer insisted they were days.  Proton Cannon Array Number One, in orbit around Earth, handed Matt off to Array Two, a hundred million kilometers away and well off the solar ecliptic.  Array Two handed to Array Three, then . . . Matt lost count.  And then there were no more arrays, and the pressure of the beam declined to negligible, and the Distance To Sol reading increased by a few billion kilometers every time his attention drifted.  
 
   In his state of quasi-sleep, Matt mused that being pushed by a proton beam was such a strange way to travel between stars.  But then, he reflected, it was not that much different than having water-floating ships pushed by wind against sails, and humans had traveled that way for millennia.  The only difference now was that they were providing their own 'wind.'  
 
   Oh, another difference, he thought.  Sails used to be a few square meters of woven fabric, while his sail was square kilometers of ultrathin carbonoflex conductive composite bearing a repulsive electrical charge.  But other than that, same thing.  Except for . . . Matt lost interest in enumerating the few other things.  
 
   Sails.  Wind. Beams. Seas. Space. The thoughts dissolved into images.  Matt's last clear thought as he drifted into years of dreams was that his mother had asked that he wave as he passed Pluto.  But that too had only been a joke, as Pluto was in an entirely different direction from his course.  Nonetheless, he tried to raise his arm.  Then he forgot why.  Then he slipped into oblivion.
 
   Relativistic time dilation at .1c is negligible to human senses.  The compression of time that Matt experienced was entirely due instead to the subjective, quasi-hallucinatory effects of the biogel upon his nervous system.  Ivan of course was immune and kept track of the time exactly, even adjusting for the all-but-insignificant relativistic effect, while Matt drifted in and out of dreams across the empty light years.  
 
   The primary purpose of biogel nanotechnology was to keep Matt's body suspended from the effects of time, and so even his dreaming was sparse.   
 
   His most vivid dream was that he arrived on Tian.  He dreamed there was a banquet to celebrate his arrival and his father and mother and elephants were there.  He played checkers with Random, levitating mountains as game pieces.  Synethesia, silvery and trailing broken wires, floated from the sky and laughed as she spray painted Matt's body with spots of blue, red, and yellow.  And Ivan was there too, telling him to wake up.
 
   "Matt, please wake up.  Matt, please wake up!  MATT, PLEASE WAKE UP!"
 
   “Huh . . . what . . . uh . . . are we there yet?”
 
   "We are within the Centauri Oort Cloud at this time.  However, a meteoroid impact has destroyed sixty-eight point nine percent of the magsail.  Therefore we cannot magnetically brake sufficiently for capture into the Alpha Centauri system."
 
   Matt gazed semi-consciously at the situational schematic that Ivan was projecting in the center of his field of vision.  There was the pod, there was the sail.  The navigation inset showed that they were inside the Centauri Oort Cloud, which cosmically speaking was part of the  Centauri System.
 
   Oh, he thought groggily.  So it's forty years later.  That was fast.  
 
   “So, uh, why are you telling me this?”  Please, he thought, just let me sleep a little more . . . . 
 
   “Matt, I do not think you are fully grasping the seriousness of the situation.  Please review the graphic that I have provided.”
 
   Matt had no choice, as Ivan made the graphic visible even with eyes shut.  So he looked, and details seeped through his brain.  Okay.  Okay.  The sail was damaged, perforated by passage through a cloud of cosmic dust so fine that it apparently, improbable as it seemed, had not been mapped by astrographers in either Sol or Alpha Systems.  
 
   The sail was still capable of deceleration, but the velocity profile indicated the pod would not brake sufficiently for retrieval by the robot tugs in the Alpha Centauri System.
 
   “So we can't get to Tian now,” he said.
 
   “Yes,” Ivan replied.  
 
   It almost seemed a relief.  Now he could go back to sleep and not be interrupted again.  But no, he drowsily thought.  Should try to stay alive.  Do something . . . but what?
 
   Struggling against the biogel-induced stupor, Matt remembered this same scenario from one of his Colonization classes.  Yeah, the instructor told the class, now and then sails and pods get damaged by micrometeorite impact.  It's a risk.  Star travel is relatively safe, but we have lost people.
 
   Now I'm one of them, Matt thought.  
 
   Amassing fragments of consciousness, Matt swam deeper into his memories of that same classroom lecture to discern what would happen next.  Something the instructor said, about passing through the AC System, then through the other side of the Centauri Oort, then into the almost pure vacuum of interstellar space, and then hurling through the depths of interstellar space forever.  The class instructor had tried to be positive about that.  
 
   In the unlikely event that this should happen to you, we'll do all we can to rescue you.  Maybe someday we'll send a robot probe to catch up with you and bring you back.  Maybe someday we'll be able to violate the laws of physics and travel faster than light and catch up with you that way.  Maybe you'll pass by a star inhabited by intelligent extraterrestrials with a star-faring civilization of their own, and we'll let them know you're coming and they'll catch you and toss you back . . . or keep you as a pet . . . or something. 
 
   Matt remembered the whole class breaking into laughter.  Not so funny now.
 
   “So,” he said.  “Is there something we can do?”
 
   “I'm sorry, you're slurring your subvocalization too much.  Could you please repeat?”
 
   “Is.  Something.  We.  Can. Do?”
 
   “We can wait for rescue.  I have no other options.  I revived you in the hopes that you would.”
 
   “Would what?”
 
   “Have other options.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Think, Matt told himself.  Ivan woke you because you're the human, you're the creative one who is supposed to come up with crazy ideas that just might work.  Because that's what humans do.  
 
   Matt remembered his lessons from Creativity Class.  First Step to Creative Idea: gather information.
 
   “How . . . bad . . . is sail . . . damaged?”
 
   “Damage is at sixty-eight point nine percent.”
 
   “I mean . . . what does that mean?”
 
   “We cannot decelerate fast enough before leaving Alpha Centauri System behind.”
 
   “Okay, but so . . . sail is still okay to decelerate.”
 
   Ivan paused.  “I perceive the direction of your inquiry.  You wish to know whether it would be possible to deflect our course to an alternate star system and utilize the Oort Cloud at that destination to decelerate completely.”
 
   Matt wasn't sure that was what he had been getting at, but said, “Okay.”
 
   Ivan paused.  “There are several thousand star systems with potentially habitable planets that are targetable for such a maneuver.”
 
   “Okay.  Let's choose one.”
 
   “The nearest one is Delta Pavonis.”
 
   “Okay.  Go there.”
 
   Many years later, Matt would review Ivan's recording of their conversation and marvel at how quickly he had made such a fateful decision.  But at the time he wasn't thinking clearly, and there wasn't anything to think about anyway.  There really had been no choice.  
 
   Ivan promptly replied,  “Understood.  Interfacing with pod AI, requesting navigation change . . . approved.  Matt, I should inform you that telescopic and probe surveys indicate that there is no life in the Delta Pavonis System.  It is highly unlikely that our pod will be retrieved upon arrival.  It is also unlikely that it will ever be retrieved.”
 
   Matt was as far from lucidity as a conscious mind could be when he retorted, “We'll see.”
 
   And then, dreamlessly, forty years became four hundred, and more.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

5.
 
   The guards at the main gate of the imperial palace had seen Archimedes before, and his paperwork stating that he was there at the invitation of the emperor was in order, but still they insisted on patting his robes and examining his walking staff.  Archimedes went along placidly until a guard contemplated the old man's long white beard.
 
   Archimedes knew better than to make sarcastic remarks to swords even when sheathed, so he said flatly, "I don't have a dagger in there.  And so help me if you yank even a single hair, I shall inform the Emperor of your discourtesy."
 
   The guard handed back the walking staff, disturbed neither by its triggers nor scent of gunpowder.  
 
   The captain of the guard recited the millennia-old mantra,  "Just doing our job."
 
   Archimedes had a good idea that such harassment wasn't in their job description and an even better idea who had put them up to it.  But he only sighed.
 
   A pair of guards escorted him through the garden, past statues, fountains, hedges, ponds, bridges, and shrines.  For several minutes they ascended marble stairs and wandered through tapestried corridors.  Finally, Archimedes pointed.  "It's that way."
 
   "How would you know?" the guard demanded.
 
   "I designed the damned place."
 
   The guard glared, but Archimedes glared back, and ultimately it was the guard who backed down, apparently gaining an inkling that his charge was not just another client groveling for the Emperor's favor. 
 
   At the top of a staircase, yet another set of guards inspected the seal on the sheaf of imperial documents that Archimedes bore.  Alone, Archimedes was allowed entry onto the veranda overlooking a southern exposure of city and sea.  Amid ivy columns, wearing plain but purple robes, Niku Hadron, the balding Emperor of Rome, sat on a couch before a small table and peeled an orange with fumbling fingers.
 
   At the sight of his oldest friend, the Emperor's scowl of concentration gave way to a broad smile.  He arose and shook hands.  "Ah, Archie.  Thanks for coming on short notice."
 
   "I made haste under the assumption you'll give me a free breakfast."
 
   "On the menu is your favorite, the blandest porridge in all the empire."  Hadron rang a small bell.  
 
   It was a fine morning as they sat and the sun of Ne'arth shone brightly upon the palace and its gardens and orchards, the hillside cityscape of the marbled mansions of the best families in Rome, and to the west the Bay of Rome dotted with sailing ships for commerce and galleys for war.  
 
   The gleam of sunlight from the metalwork of the shore battlements reminded Archimedes,  "I need to inspect those catapults this month."
 
   "Bah, forget that.  Rome hasn't an enemy with even a fifth our naval strength.  Want this?"
 
   Archimedes eyed the orange slice clutched in the Emperor's dripping fingers and shuddered.  "Did you wash your hands?"
 
   Hadron laughed.  "Ah, I forgot your superstition.  Invisibly tiny demons crawling over every piece of food."
 
   "Not all food, just food that is unwashed or is handled by unwashed hands.  And they're not demons, they're called germs and they're more like tiny animals.  And it's not a superstition.  It's science."
 
   "Archaic Science, you mean.  Gleaned from ancient scrolls heavily sprinkled with fantastical nonsense about gods who live in the heavenly realm of Aereoth.  Didn't you yourself teach me that true science is based on observation and not tradition?"  
 
   "I've seen germs with the aid of the microscope I have built based on the ancient texts.  If you'd like me to demonstrate sometime – "
 
   Hadron laughed again.  "Another day, friend.  I have another matter I wish you to address."  His expression sobered as he set down the orange.  "What do you know about the strange comet that our sailors report has been spotted in the southern seas?"
 
   "Well, I saw it myself when I voyaged past the equator last year just to view it.  It's a natural phenomenon, and a rather disappointing one at that.  It was also my understanding that it hasn't been visible recently for months."
 
   "And how do you define a comet?"
 
   Archimedes shifted in his seat.  Yes, the comet had looked different than any comet he had seen before, lacking any significant tail.  But it had the orbital trajectory of a comet and had the right head size for a comet, so it had to have been one.
 
   "Heavens, Niku, didn't you learn anything for all that money your father paid me to tutor you?  I explained thoroughly that a comet is just a mountain of rock and ice adrift in space."
 
   "I understand, Archie.  But haven't comets been associated in the past with portents?"
 
   "You mean such as the comet that filled the sky when Emperor Malevian died?"
 
   "Yes.  That sort of thing."
 
   "There was also a comet thirty-three years later that was even brighter, but nothing happened then, so everyone forgets that it ever was.  See here, Haddie.  You've never been superstitious before."
 
   "I'm not now, either, but – "
 
   A servant girl arrived.  She placed a wooden spoon and steaming bowl of porridge before Archimedes, bowed and departed from sight.  Archimedes made a show of stirring the porridge, all the while sniffing.  
 
   Hadron tilted his head toward the rail.  "What do you see there in the city below, Archie?"
 
   "Too much facade and not enough foundation.  Why, what am I supposed to see?"
 
   "I see people, thousands of people, and I try to see into their minds as well, and that's why I rule over them.  Now, this is what I observe about their minds.  The people of Rome pride themselves as the most factual and practical in the world, but pry deeper and you find the ancient myths still hold sway.  Such as the one about the Star Child who rides a chariot upon a comet."
 
   "Am I hearing correctly?  You belittle the ancient texts, yet hold to folk tales?"
 
   "We're not discoursing on what I believe, but on what the people believe.  And there is talk now among them about the fulfillment of prophecy."
 
   Archimedes stopped stirring.  "Now that you mention it, the sailors on that ship said that the exact date of the comet had been foretold in their annals.  I assumed that if that were true, then perhaps some ancient astronomer of the south had viewed its prior coming and had calculated its period and time of return, and somehow scientific prediction had taken on the aura of religious prophecy.  And that's probably all it is."
 
   "You've heard the street rumors of last night?  The dancing of faeries about Moonstar?"
 
   Archimedes sniffed, chewed, and said, "This is good porridge."
 
   Actually, it was all but tasteless, but that was all to the better, because there was no flavor to mask the slightest whiff of poison.  Another way to avoid poison was not to eat at the Emperor's table, but to decline the Emperor's hospitality could be almost as fatal as poison.  
 
   "The whole city is babbling," Hadron said.  "I know this, because I have informants in the marketplace who listen – "
 
   "Eavesdrop," Archimedes said with a mouthful.  
 
   " – so that I may know the hearts and minds of the People, so that I can rule more wisely."
 
   "And, more securely."
 
   "I have enemies, Archie."  Hadron's forehead reddened and pulsed.  "You have no idea."
 
   "I have quite a few ideas on just that subject.  General Valarion and his consort-witch, to start."
 
   "Not that again.  Look, I need this apparition investigated scientifically, before the public panics."
 
   "Investigate what apparition?  Generals cavorting with witches?  I too would like that investigated."
 
   "I meant, the celestial apparition that occurred last night, of the dancing of faeries about Moonstar."
 
   "You have no idea how absurd that phrase sounds upon the tongue of the most powerful man in Rome.”
 
   “I'm the most powerful man in the world, and still I'm saying it, and as ridiculous as you find it, I want an investigation.”
 
   “Well, I'm trying to envision how people can see faeries as far as Moonstar.  Faeries are supposed to be small, are they not?  Yet Moonstar is hundreds of kilometers above our heads."
 
   "They don't actually see faeries, they just see lights moving about randomly and in their imaginations the lights become faeries engaged in dance.  So you see how these things get conflated.  Likewise, there was nothing in the prophecy about the comet that mentioned any activity having to do with Moonstar, but as the two events occur together in time, they must be related – so lesser minds think.  Confusion of Concurrence with Causality, as you used to say."
 
   "And still do."
 
   "And I agree, yours is the right way to think.  But the people are coming to believe that the comet and the lights herald the coming of the Star Child – the Mak or Map or whatever he is supposed to be called.  And then there are the insurrectionists who will seize upon any old myth as a pretext for divine approval of their aims.  For example, what have you heard of the rebellion of Queen Boudica in Britan?"
 
   "I thought Valarion was supposed to be handling that."
 
   "And so he is.  But that is an example of what I mean.  In that case a mentor fable of Aereoth which is applied as prophecy for political ends.  And so here at home, before someone takes political advantage of it, I need you to handle the superstition of the Roman people.  I need you to convince them that this recent apparition about Moonstar is merely a scientific phenomenon and not the end of the world as we know it."
 
   "Have you forgotten, my Emperor?  You appointed me Chief Scientist of Rome, which means now no one ever listens to me anymore.  So how am I to convince anyone of anything?"
 
   "Don't tell them, show them.  Let them plainly see with their own eyes that comets are not 'sky chariots' and moons are not 'space stations.'  And so that brings us to the point of this meeting.  Now, I do too listen to you, Archimedes.  And in fact, I recall you once formally requested funding to build a great lens-work to catalog the skies."
 
   The spoon plopped into the porridge.
 
   "The – the big telescope, you mean.  Are you saying that you would be willing to fund it now?"
 
   "If it can be used to deflate public hysteria before an insurrectionist induces panic.  You spoke of a public observatory.  Build one here in the city, and I will pay for it."
 
   For a moment, Archimedes was lost in rapturous daydream.  Imagine, being able to survey the surfaces of the Moon and planets as never before!  To see stars by the million – 
 
   "It – it should be erected in the mountains.  To avoid the glare of the lights of the streets and buildings."
 
   "Build it here in the city, and fast, and I will pay any amount."  
 
   Hadron lifted and opened a small nondescript chest, and took out a stylus and embossed certificate of treasury, which he pushed across the table to Archimedes. 
 
   "Write any amount," the Emperor of the Roman Empire decreed.
 
   Archimedes met Hadron's stare, but then looked away and smiled impishly.  He scribbled a ridiculous number.  His smirk faded when, with only a brief glance, Hadron calmly pressed the imperial seal.   
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   6.
 
   Matt awoke, choking and coughing and wheezing.  His lungs were on fire, his head pounded, his eyes stung.  He tried to flail but his arms were rubbery noodles.  He tried to speak but his tongue was a bloated dead fish.
 
   "Ivan!" he subvocalized.  "Ivan!"
 
   "I am here, Matt."
 
   "Can't breathe.  Help!"
 
   "I cannot help you at this time."
 
   "Stop pain!  Hurts!  Stop pain!  Please!"
 
   "I cannot help you at this time."
 
   Matt tried to scream, but all he managed was a gurgle.  He tried to writhe but he seemed paralyzed and the attempt to move only resulted in more pain.  He tried to breathe but it was like his lungs were filled with mud.  
 
   "Put . . . me . . . back . . . to . . . sleep!"
 
   "I cannot help you at this time."
 
   He tried to look around but he was blind.  His ears rang so loud he could hear nothing but ringing.
 
   He felt like he was forever drowning, and after seeming hours he could take no more.  "Bee Three See Seven . . . See Nine Jee Seven Jee . . . ."
 
   "Euthanasia protocol is unavailable at this time."
 
   The pain finally become unendurable and he passed out.  
 
   He awoke to a heavy male voice declaring,  "I have restored consciousness."  
 
   The pain was gone – most of it.  He breathed freely – and was there a greater pleasure?
 
   He opened his eyes.  He was still in the pod, which was drained of biogel.  The cover plate had been removed.  An old-style medical robot was hovering half a dozen appendages with sharp-pointed accoutrements above his face.  The straps on his chest and arms were undone and Matt managed to stiffly bend the upper part of his body so that, had he been in gravity and had there been an 'up,' he would have been sitting up in the pod.  
 
   The pod rested in a cradle inside a chamber so tiny that his hair nearly brushed the roof.  The walls of the chamber had numerous holes and slots, but no windows, signage, or controls that a human hand could work.  The air that he was unevenly breathing was stuffy and a few degrees too cool – but he had the feeling that he should be glad there was any air at all.
 
   "Ivan, are you there?"
 
   "Yes, Matt.  However, my systems are in a state of regeneration and I am operating at limited capacity at this time."
 
   "Is this Tian Orbital Station?"
 
   "We are in a station, but it is smaller than Tian Orbital Station.  Also, Tian Orbital Station is in the Alpha Centauri system and this is the Delta Pavonis system.  Therefore I do not believe this is Tian Orbital Station."
 
   Delta Pavonis, Matt thought.  So the conversation with Ivan hadn't been a dream.
 
   For a long time, Matt said nothing.  The medic puttered.  Ivan waited.
 
   "Ivan, is anyone around that we can talk to?"
 
   "I have not been able to contact a human or hypothetical alien intelligence.  The only advanced AI I have been able to contact is a station keeper, but he is task-oriented."  
 
   'Task-oriented' was almost a derogatory term among neural implant AIs, Matt knew.  A 'task-oriented' AI was one who had been specifically programmed not to become an actualized personality.  Sure, you could talk to it, and it would use the 'I' pronoun, but it wasn't going to provide the big picture.  It didn't care about big pictures.  It cared about its assigned tasks.  
 
   Matt hesitated, then blurted The Big Question.  "What year is this?"
 
   "By Standard Calendar, it is 2834."
 
   "Did you say . . . two . . . eight . . . three . . . four?"
 
   "Yes, it is the Standard Calendar Year 2834."
 
   "Is there any chance you're mistaken?"
 
   "There is always a chance that I am mistaken.  However, my internal chronometer never shut down and is in agreement with the pod navigation chronometer and the station keeper chronometer.  Therefore, I believe that the probability that I am mistaken about the Standard Year being 2834 is small."
 
   "That's . . . that's almost seven centuries.  All right, I'm going to assume that you are correct, that we are in the Delta Pavonis System and that it is the year 2834.  Now, I know you told me, but I was in a daze at the time.  So can we review again how we got here?"
 
   Ivan opened a display window in Matt's vision and downloaded a summary from the pod computer.  Matt paged through the graphics, studying them voraciously.    
 
   His trip to Alpha Centauri had been uneventful until the pod had entered the inner layers of the Centauri Oort Cloud.  Its course had been intercepted by a cloud of micro-meteoroids that had been too small and moving too fast to have been detected in time by Centauri Mission Control.  
 
   The magsail was made of a molecular film only a few atoms thick.  The millions of micro-meteoroids had no trouble punching holes in it.  Sail cables and the pod itself presented such small targets that they had not been damaged, but the sail itself received the brunt of the effect of the impacts.  In a split second, more than half the sail was lost, and so more than half the sail's ability to interact with the stellar magnetic field and decelerate was lost as well.
 
   Matt's pod had streaked into the Alpha Centauri system with a retained velocity .06 c – that is, eighteen thousand kilometers per second.  That was far too fast for the thorium-propulsion retrieval tugs to capture.  Had matters been left at that, the pod would have departed the Alpha Centauri system in a few days to escape into the depths of unknown space, its position calculable to within kilometers though beyond the ability of human technology to retrieve.  Matt should have never been seen or heard of again.
 
   But then in his stupor, he had somehow managed to instruct Ivan to plot a course here instead.  Alternately charging and de-charging the remnants of the magsail, Ivan had steered the pod on a hyperbolic passage near the sun that was Alpha Centauri, bending their trajectory so that they headed on toward the sun that was known as Delta Pavonis.  
 
   Then Ivan had utilized the damaged sail to decelerate the pod during its passage out of the Centauri Oort Cloud to a velocity of approximately two and a half percent lightspeed.  At the time it must have seemed a prudent measure, for the slower the pod moved, the easier it would have been for a rescue mission to intercept.  But no intercept mission had been sent, and the end result of the reduced velocity was that it had taken more than six centuries to cross the sixteen light years between Alpha Centauri and Delta Pavonis.
 
   Once it had entered the fringes of the Delta Pavonis System, the magsail decelerated against the molecular wisps of the DP Oort Cloud.  Entering the realm of the planetary system, the magsail interacted with the natural proton wind and photon flux from the star itself  and decelerated further to a velocity sufficiently low enough for tug retrieval – that is, assuming a tug had been launched and outraced him there.  Ivan's record of the pod AI's camera telemetry indeed showed the approach of tiny robots and a tug barely larger than the pod.  They had made a rendezvous with the pod during its hyperbolic departure from the sun, and detached it from the magsail (which had proceeded outward again on a cometary trajectory into deep space).  
 
   The tug had vectored the pod to this station and, in delicate choreography, robots had inserted it into this very compartment.  The pod camera showed the compartment's exterior door closing.  Interior lights flickered on.  A rustle of tiny particles indicated the pumping of air.  Out of a slot came a medical robot, which undid the cover plate . . . .  
 
   Matt punched the virtual display, causing it to vanish.  
 
   "Bottom line," he whispered.  "Six hundred and eighty-four years, Delta Pavonis System.  I guess I'd better get used to it."
 
   He waited for Ivan to give a snappy comeback.  But Ivan was programmed to give snappy comebacks only in known, safe environments.  
 
   Matt examined his hands.  They were encrusted with dried biogel.  Was biogel supposed to crust like that?  He had never seen it do that in the videos of star traveler revival.  Maybe it did crust, after the passage of centuries.  Biogel doesn't last forever, after all.  And neither do star pods.
 
   Neither do neural implants, he thought.  
 
   His fingernails were too long.  He ran them through his hair.  It too was too long, and tangled, and coated with biogel dust.  The ventilators were purring, but the whole chamber reeked of the minty stale smell of biogel dust well past shelf life.    
 
   "There have got to be people," Matt said.  "But there's nobody contacting us at all?"
 
   "The station keeper says he has received no contact at this time.  I have asked him if he has records of prior contact, and he says no, and that he does not keep long term records."
 
   "Medical science had extended human life indefinitely, they said," Matt mumbled.  "My family should still be alive.  My friends too.  Especially Synth, she should be fully ascended and all metal and energy by now so at least she would have lasted.  My mom . . . nobody left a message?"
 
   "I don't know if this is relevant," Ivan said, "but it could be argued that the presence of this station in this star system is a message."
 
   Matt was prepared to technically agree with that, but surely family and friends wouldn't be so cryptically laconic.  Unless, over centuries, their post-Singularity trans-humanism had evolved so far that they could no longer relate to the feelings of a scared more-or-less baseline-human kid.      
 
   He remembered then.  He reached down to the floor of the pod.  He opened the tiny compartment in the middle.  The box of mementoes, all that he had been allowed to bring with him from Earth, was there.  He opened the box.  There should have been a dried flower and blades of grass from Seattle in the bag.  There were colorless, withered fragments.  The pages of the old-fashioned book of poems were faded into unreadability and crumbled with the slightest touch.
 
   Daring not to destroy more, Matt put everything back and returned the box to the compartment.
 
   Bee . . . Three . . . See . . . Seven . . . no, he would find out what was going on first.  That was the most important thing he had to do.  It was the only thing he had to do.   
 
   He searched for a hatch handle, twisting and flailing as he whirled and stared with futility at one smooth wall after another.  
 
   "Somebody has to be around!  Somebody has to be alive!  Somebody will talk to me!  Somebody will tell me what's going on!  I need to get out of here and see what's – "
 
   The medic had the last words.  "Patient is agitated.  Revoking consciousness."      
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   7.
 
   Hardly anyone noticed the woman leading the litter through the streets of Rome that afternoon.  She was tall and thin, attractive without, perhaps, being beautiful.  The cut of her dress was middle class, the wife of a merchant or lawyer perhaps.  She wore a plain shawl and no jewelry.
 
   What did distinguish her from the general crowd was her intense stare.  Her black eyes did not meet gazes.  They sized up targets.  
 
   Behind her a pair of lackeys carried a small litter bearing a windowless black passenger box.  They followed her every turn through the streets with precision, though she did not look back and they did not communicate.
 
   At the waterfront she stopped at the foot of a private pier, where a tall man resplendent in a purple fringed robe and flowing cape paced irritably.
 
   "Damn Inoldia," General Mardu Valarion said.  "I have dinner with a prominent senator this evening."
 
   "No one in the Senate would care about a little lame boy who stuttered if it were not for me," Inoldia replied.  
 
   She gave a curt nod to the litter bearers.  The lowered the litter.  Out stepped a small female form draped in a black cloak with a black, opaque veil.
 
   "Follow me," Inoldia said to the hidden figure.  She led down the pier to the waiting galley.
 
   "That's not the point," Valarion said, rushing to catch up.  "Our interests are both served if I maintain promptness in my appointments with the prominent members of Roman – "
 
   "I asked for your boat," Inoldia replied.  "Not for your company."
 
   She boarded the yacht.  The veiled figure followed.  Valarion huffed aboard and signaled to the captain to loose the moorings.  
 
   "Oh, I'm not going to miss this.  A chance to see Cordant Island up close!"
 
   "We're not going to Cordant Island.  We're going to the Island of the Sisters."
 
   "Well, yes, that's what used to be known as Cordant Island before you moved in."
 
   Inoldia realized that she had been caught in ignorance.  But she covered with,  "Now it's the Island of the Sisters of Wisdom."
 
   They cast off.  The rowers gained rhythm and the galley skimmed across the bay.  The captains of other boats saw the blue pennant with the white star and steered clear.  It was a beautiful morning and the water was smooth, and they made good time passing between channel markers into open waters.    
 
   Inoldia stood at the prow, watching the four pinnacles in the east.  Valarion cautiously approached and nodded to the veiled figure.  "May I inquire as to the identify of our guest?"
 
   "That's not for you to know."
 
   "One of your spies, right?"
 
   Inoldia's face snapped a gaze on him so quickly that he stepped back.
 
   "Who told you?"
 
   "Damn, Inoldia, you think all men are idiots."
 
   Inoldia didn't bother to answer that, because of course it was true.  But her glare deepened and she repeated,  "Who told you that she was a spy?"
 
   "It's – it's obvious.  Why would you conceal her identity otherwise?  It's also obvious that she must be of great importance if you're personally escorting her to see your head sister or whoever is in charge there.  I would guess then that she is placed within the household of – "
 
   "Enough!" Inoldia hissed.  
 
   Valarion was silent, but Inoldia knew that state would only be temporary.  She wondered, Is there a more talkative man of senatorial rank?  
 
   "We should discuss the matter of Britan," he said.
 
   "Not now."
 
   "I know the Plague is running its course, but – "
 
   "She can hear."
 
   Valarion glanced back at the veiled figure.  She was standing near the stern, on the opposite side of the boat.  
 
   "She's too far to . . . unless . . . oh."
 
   At a distance of three kilometers, a reflector atop one of the towers flashed a challenge.  Inoldia provided the boat's signalman with the pass code, and the boat was approved for approach.
 
   The four towers were encompassed by six high walls in a hexagonal arrangement.  The walls were sheer and met the sea with a shore of jagged rocks.  Valarion's eyes rested on the battlements.  Inoldia wondered if he was so foolish as to contemplate a siege of the island.
 
   Guards met them at the marina, allowing Inoldia and the veiled figure to disembark, but not Valarion.  
 
   "You will wait," Inoldia said.
 
   Valarion provided a scowl, but nodded to his bodyguards to stand down.
 
   The guards at the gate bowed reverently and Inoldia and her charge were allowed through the arch into the main courtyard.  Inoldia wove through the workers and guards, noting that no hooded figures were to be seen, further confirmation that this was to be a meeting of the full Council.  
 
   Ahead lay the green dome of the council building.  Guards bowed as she entered.  She stopped at the side room and draped herself with an oversized coarse brown habit, lastly pulling the hood over her head.  
 
   They continued into the dark chamber and stood in the center.  The doors were sealed.  Then another smaller door opened at the far end, and the nine members of the Council of Sisters emerged in their coarse hooded habits and mounted their elevated platforms and sat at their benches.   
 
   "This is in regard to the matter of Archimedes meeting this morning with the Emperor," the High Priestess said.  
 
   Her voice was firm yet creaked with dryness.  It always made Inoldia think of an ancient door slowly opening to a sepulcher that had been sealed for as long as time had been.  
 
   The High Priestess continued,  "The spy will give her complete report."
 
   The voice of a young woman spoke from beneath the veil.  It was soft and weak and cracked with tension.  But the narrative was thorough and precise in its details.
 
   The girl stated,  "And then he said something about dancing faeries and Moonstar.  Then – then there was comment made of – of – of . . . of how the whole city was astir with the beholding of the app – 'apprition.'"
 
   Her hands were writhing and Inoldia smelled the girl's terror even from meters away.  Unlike her hearing, the girl's eyes were those of a normal human, and the chamber must have seemed almost totally dark.  Even if it had been alight, the hoods would have obscured the faces of the Sisters in shadow.    
 
   "Go on," the High Priestess said.  
 
   The girl half-turned toward Inoldia.  "There was mention of Valarion, and a – a . . . consort-witch."
 
   There was no reaction from the council, but Inoldia twisted a small smile.  She hardly needed the speaker to be identified for that jibe.  In all of Rome, only one man was impudent enough to publicly call her a witch.  The irony was that she really didn't mind.  It was the word 'consort' that insulted her, and too many in Rome used that in reference to her and Valarion.
 
   "Surely there is more to their meeting," the High Priestess said.  "Our spies at the imperial treasury report that Archimedes visited them afterward.  Tell what you may know of that."
 
   "The – the Emperor wanted the old man to build something that was very expensive."
 
   Oh-so-slightly, the entire council leaned forward, and Inoldia found herself doing so too.  For all their scorn of Archimedes, they like all of Rome were fascinated by the continuous flow of inventions created by the greatest scientist in the history of Ne'arth.  
 
   "And what is this device that the Emperor wanted built?"
 
   "The old man called it a . . . 'tala-skoop.'  That's all I know."
 
   The hoods of the council priestesses twisted toward each other, but even Inoldia could not fathom the conversation.  She could, however, sense the waves of confusion and concern.  There was no mortal who could upset them as did Archimedes, which was why they had given orders for the acolytes at the city temple to signal them every time Archimedes had an audience with Hadron.  
 
   "Wait in the room at the end of the hall," the High Priestess said.  "You are not to hear what we say.  So seal the door tightly, or it will be your life."  
 
   The girl departed and, on cue, Inoldia stepped forward.  "It is obviously a weapon of some  – "
 
   "We did not say you could speak."
 
   For an instant, Inoldia quivered more than the girl.
 
   "As we have related to you before, the signs in the heavens are not without cause.  You will accelerate our plans with the General with respect to the conquest of Britan.  Our highest priority is still to find our lost mother.  Do not take direct action yet against Archimedes, but for now uncover what he is doing and report.  And see to the girl's needs.  Tell her to increase the dosage two-fold."
 
   Inoldia bowed.  “I will do as the council wishes.”
 
   “Yes, you will.  You are dismissed.”
 
   Inoldia bowed ever more deeply and back-stepped out of the council chamber.  In the anteroom she removed the thick robe, straightened her regular robe, and tracked the girl's emanations to a well-insulated inner room.  She affected a smile, which only seemed to alarm the girl more.  
 
   "You have done well," Inoldia said, bequeathing a bag of coins.  
 
   "I thank the Sisters for all they have done for me.  I – I – would still be deaf, if not – "
 
   Inoldia cupped the girl's ears and let power flow.  "You have the best hearing in Rome now."
 
   With the girl veiled once more and in accompaniment, Inoldia strode through the temple vestibule into the courtyard, through the gate and down to the dock, and onto the ship.  Valarion quietly stared at the walls.
 
   "You've had as close a look as we allow," Inoldia said.  "And what do you think?"
 
   "The other day I stood outside the Temple of Wisdom and watched for a time as the crowds submitted their donations.  I see where their money has been spent, but surely you don't pay for all this through the contributions of your followers."
 
   "We have other sources of revenue."
 
   "I'm sure you do.  Say – "
 
   "No more questions I hope.  Or would you prefer to be replaced in our plans?"  
 
   And the second most powerful man in the Empire said nothing more for the duration of the return trip.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   8.
 
   Matt's eyes reflexively flickered open.  The medic's lenses stared back from mere centimeters.  Matt remembered what happened last time and restrained himself.
 
   "I'll be good now," he said.
 
   The medic remained impassive.  Matt sat 'up' and it backed off.  He took a breath and looked around.  Okay, he was still in the compartment.  But things were definitely different.  The dust was gone and so was the minty smell.  But most of all, he was different.  He no longer felt like Death.  He no longer felt even a mild headache.  
 
   His fingernails had been cut.  His hair had been groomed.  His jumpsuit was immaculate.  This was how you're supposed to emerge from a star pod, he thought.
 
   Subvocally,  "Ivan, can you give me a rundown on your own status?"
 
   "Yes, Matt. I have almost completed full regeneration of my basic systems.  Here is the data in detail."  
 
   A window of tables and graphs popped in Matt's view.  Matt scanned the overview:  Ivan's processing speed had been cut by a few percent, his memory storage had degraded but since it was holographically redundant it had been reconstituted with zero loss.  The worst damage was in the biomechanical interfaces, but those appeared to be on the regeneration.  
 
   Matt smiled.  In Ivan's biometric displays, Matt's body was listed as a 'support system,' providing energy and repair materials.  
 
   "You're looking good." Matt said, by habit reaching into empty space and punching the display's Close icon.  He faced the medic and said, "I'm feeling fine.  Thank you for your assistance.  I would like to leave now."
 
   The medic backed away and Matt heard a pop from the wall beyond his feet.  A human-sized handle had elevated from the center of a circular hatch flush with the wall.  
 
   Matt undid the leg straps and floated free.  It had been years – centuries – since his school field trip to Goddard Station in Earth orbit, but Matt's free-fall maneuvering skills came back readily.  He twisted and flexed, orienting his body properly, and pushed off the pod.  He floated gently to the hatch handle and wrapped his fingers around it and pulled.  
 
   Nothing happened.  He pulled hard.  Nothing.  Then he remembered.  Centuries.  He pulled harder.
 
   The hatch seal hissed.  The air inside the compartment thinned and chilled and stung his lungs.  Matt swung the hatch open and peered through.  He saw a cylindrical compartment, large enough to allow the passage of a single person.  
 
   Three pairs of red eyes stared.  The dim, flickering light of the compartment gleamed off their insectoid bodies.  The nearest creature extended an arm – out of which shot a sharp, blinding flame.  Then it resumed welding.  The other two robots resumed their labors of replacing wall modules.
 
   "Why all the repair work?" Matt asked.  "Was the station damaged?"
 
   "Matt, the station keeper requests communication with my host.  Is that acceptable?"
 
   "Patch him through."
 
   "This is Herman, Delta Pavonis Station Keeper," a stern voice boomed in his head .  "Identify yourself."
 
   Matt doubted that it would help, but said, "Mattimeo Jackson," and had Ivan give his Project ID.
 
   "Identity confirmed," Herman replied.  "Welcome, Mattimeo Jackson.  You have full authority at this station."
 
   "Thank you, Herman.  Call me Matt.  Now, could you please turn up the lights and heat?"
 
   "I will comply, but be informed that there is less than fourteen hours of life support services available even at the current restricted power consumption.  Do you still wish to increase expenditure rate for life support?"
 
   "I guess not.  Herman, you seem to be doing a lot of repair work on yourself.  Have you sustained damage?"
 
   "I have not."
 
   "It is possible," Ivan said, "that the repairs are necessary due to the extended age of the station."
 
   "That makes sense.  Herman, how old are you?"
 
   "I do not have any records on that matter.  I will forward a request to Alpha Centauri for the information.  Expected response time is 33 years."
 
   Matt calculated.  Sixteen years for the message to go there at lightspeed.  A few months for someone to look up the answer and reply.  Sixteen years for a response to come back at lightspeed.  
 
   "Never mind.  Let's try another approach.  Uh, Herman, do you keep a maintenance log?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "What is the date of the first entry in your log?"
 
   "March 7, 2441.  A filter was replaced in the –"
 
   "Never mind about that.  Okay, 2441 and it's now 2834 . . . that would put your minimum operational age at . . . Ivan, calculate."
 
   "Three hundred ninety-three years."
 
   "It would have taken 190 years to get here at point one lightspeed  Ivan, calculate 2441 minus 190.”
 
   “That would be the year 2251.”
 
   “Herman, I'm guessing you were launched about fifty years after my pod was diverted here, with the goal of retrieving my pod."
 
   "I do not have any records on that matter.  I will forward a request to Alpha Centauri for the information.  Expected response time is 33 years."
 
   "Herman, don't forward any more requests to Alpha Centauri unless I specifically request you to do so."
 
   "I understand."
 
   "By the way, Herman, have you received any communications from In-System, Alpha Centauri, Sol, or anywhere else, of any type, at any time in your operational life?"
 
   "I have no record of any communications received."
 
   "Not even a systems upgrade or signal check?"
 
   "I have no record of any communications received."
 
   Matt cut Herman out of the link and subvocaled to Ivan,  "Well, this is getting nowhere."
 
   "He is extremely task-oriented,” Ivan replied.  
 
   "I get the feeling he's something they slapped together to make a public-relations effort of rescuing me.  Maybe they intended to send something better later on, but then they lost interest."
 
   "By 'they,' you mean the leaders of the Star Seed Project."
 
   "Yeah, those 'they.'  To be honest, I never really felt comfortable around them.  They seemed to think of us colonists as commodities.  I talked to Mom and Dad about it, but they were their friends so they pretended not to notice.  But, even the AIs didn't seem to care about us as persons." 
 
   Matt groped at what to say next.  It was not his brain, or Ivan's, that came up with the answer.  Rather it was his stomach, which commented by growling.  
 
   "Herman, is there any food aboard this station?"
 
   "Food and beverage stores aboard this station have expired.  Food printing is offline.  I can re-task printers for food printing, but it will require a minimum of two days."
 
   "Thirteen hours and forty-two minutes of life support services are remaining," Ivan said.
 
   "I haven't forgotten that we're on a short schedule,” Matt replied, barely refraining from snapping.  
 
   He propelled himself to the opposite end of the passage.  He noted the banded structure, like the passage was made of so many large stacked donuts.  Too bulky to be accelerated up to a reasonable velocity in a single launch, the station must have been sent via proton cannon array in segments, and even at that, much of the bulk must have been printed from materials extracted from asteroids or low-gravity moons within the Delta Pavonis solar system.  
 
   At the end opposite the pod chamber, the passage tube opened into a transparent bubble that overlooked, from an altitude of what appeared to be hundreds of kilometers, a planet of white clouds and blue seas.  
 
   "I take it that's Delta Pavonis III," Matt said.  "Did they ever decide on a name for the planet?"
 
   "Over twenty candidate names were offered,” Ivan replied.  “Would you like me to list them in order of popularity?"
 
   “Maybe later."
 
   Matt thought back to the field trip to Goddard Station.  There had been a much larger observation bubble there, though he had to share it with dozens of other people.  Conversations had been hushed.  There was something about the subtle drift of cloud patterns that was mesmerizing. Then and now.  
 
   He continued, "It looks terraformed.  More terraformed than Tian when we left Earth.  Well, if it's terraformed, somebody must have been here to terraform it, and maybe they're still here.  Ivan, can you zoom in on the surface?"
 
   Ivan's neural mesh image-enhanced the visual data from Matt's eyeballs.  Below the clouds, the surface was mainly water, sprinkled with islands.  The islands were barren in some areas, covered lushly with green in others.  Many of the islands had volcanic calderas, some of them smoldering, one of them erupting.  It was interesting, but not what Matt was looking for.
 
   "Herman, do you have an external camera with zoom?"
 
   "I have two.  One is not functional.  A request has been forwarded to Alpha Centauri – "
 
   "Herman, I told you not to forward any more requests to Alpha Centauri."
 
   "I understand.  I was reporting on a request that had been previously forwarded."
 
   "I see.  I'm sorry.  Well, don't report on your having forwarded requests, either.  Now, about your external camera, the one that's operational.  Can you turn camera control over to Ivan and let him see the telemetry too?"
 
   A window popped in Matt's field of vision, showing a telescopic view of the seas and clouds below.  At Matt's direction, Ivan zoomed to maximum magnification.  Matt saw trees and brush, and – a village.  He breathlessly did a double take.  Between the huts moved bipedal forms, and they surely looked human.  But the technology – or rather, the lack!  Buildings made of organic materials, no vehicles, no paved roads, no lighting . . . . 
 
   Doesn't mean they're technologically backward, he thought.  A person from the twentieth century, walking into a home of the twenty-first century, might have thought it was a technological step backward in that there was no landline telephone.  A person from the early twenty-first century, walking into a home of the late twenty-first century, would have wondered where the computers had gone. 
 
   Ivan broke the silence.  "Matt, the station environmental systems continue to deteriorate."
 
   "Yeah.  We're going to have to leave soon or I'm going back into biogel, and I'm not doing that if I can help it.  Herman, does this station have any orbit-to-surface vehicles?"
 
   "This station has two available Version 12.4 OSVs,” Herman replied.  “Neither is operational at this time.  Components of Unit 3 are being cannibalized to make Unit 2 operational in anticipation of your usage of it."
 
   "You thought ahead like that?  That's clever."
 
   "I was the one who made the request to cannibalize the other vehicle," Ivan said.
 
   "Well, I should have known.  Thank you, Ivan.  So where are the OSVs?"
 
   There were three hatches set equilaterally around the collar of the observation bubble.  Ivan provided an arrow in Matt's vision that pointed to the hatch (marked '2') for the operational OSV.  Matt opened and, shooing out a spiderbot, floated inside.  It was quite roomy, or would have been, had it not been crammed with stale food rations and nonoperational printers.
 
   The lights flickered and the air was too cold.  The couch did not automatically conform to the curvature of his spine.  He ran his finger along the interior of the spherical shell and came away with a film of dust.
 
   Centuries, he thought.  And everytime he thought that, it disturbed him.
 
   Repair robots and printers had done their best to keep station systems running, but eventually glitches would accumulate and time would take its toll.  With regard to rejuvenation, the natural human body, with its modular design of cells programmed for self-destruction and replacement by new cells, had an advantage over many traditional types of machinery, but even the human body could not survive much longer than a single century without external servicing.  Matt knew he was very fortunate that anything on the station was functional at all.  But perhaps his luck would run out in the form of a fiery death inside this musty ball.
 
   “Herman, I notice there are three hatches but only two OSVs.  What happened to the other one?”
 
   “It was used to descend to the surface.”
 
   “When and by who?”
 
   “It was used at Standard Time 13:07 on 11 August 2714, by Mattimeo Jackson.”
 
   Matt flexed his eyebrows.  “I don't remember doing that that.”
 
   “I have no record of such an event,” Ivan said.  “According to my records, you were in biostasis and approximately three light years from Delta Pavonis at that time.”
 
   “Herman, are you sure that I was the one who used OSV Unit 1?”
 
   “You are Mattimeo Jackson.  My records state that OSV-1 was used by Mattimeo Jackson.  Therefore you are the one who used OSV-1.”
 
   Can't argue with that logic, Matt thought.  Anyhow, Herman was old, and old machines are prone to mistakes, and rubbing it in wouldn't be productive.    
 
   "Herman, is the OSV programmed to land anywhere in particular?" 
 
   Herman, via Ivan, displayed a map of the surface.  There was an archipelago in the northern hemisphere, and an island thousands of square kilometers in area in the northwest extreme of the archipelago, and in the southwest of the island Herman had designated a red X.  
 
   "I guess we're going there," Matt said.    
 
   "Matt," Ivan said.  "I detect an extremely high pulse rate.  Do you wish to have it stabilized?"
 
   "No, let 'er race."  
 
   If he was about to die, he thought, he wanted to face death not calmly as a machine would, but in the stark terror of a natural biological organism.  Feeling things, after all, was what being human was all about.  For better or worse. 
 
   “How long until the OSV is ready for descent?” Matt asked.  
 
   “Approximately twelve hours,” Ivan said.
 
   “That's cutting it close.”
 
   Improbably close.  Like someone wanted him off the station as quickly as possible.
 
   Matt floated out of the ball, and let the spiderbots finish their repairs while he let himself become mesmerized by clouds.  It's easy to pretend it's Earth down there, he thought.  But he would soon learn the differences.    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   9.
 
   That morning, thousands of kilometers away and hundreds of kilometers below the orbiting station, the Army of the Queen's Rebellion had gathered beneath clear skies and fluttering red and white flags.  The land had once been a Britanian Midlander's tidy farm, but was on the way to becoming a sea of refuse and mud due to the tents and trompings of thousands of spear- and sword-bearing soldiers.
 
   Amid the chaos stood a young woman with straight brown hair, a penetrating gaze, and a short sword.  Upon the chest of her jacket were two fabric stripes she had neatly sewn the prior evening.  She was reading a letter.  A tall, older man and another man only slightly older than herself stood at her shoulders, while before them was the man with four crudely-sewn stripes on his shirt who had delivered the letter.
 
   Carrot, who was the young woman, turned the letter over and over in her hands and frowned.  She faced the captain and asked, "Are you sure you have the right person?"
 
   "I was told to bear this to a young Northland woman who was expected to arrive in camp," the captain replied, "and you are the only woman dressed as a warrior that has come here in two weeks.  Are you not Arcadia of North Umbrick?"
 
   The paper stock was thick, the calligraphy elaborate, the signature by 'Boudica, Queen of All Britanians,' was . . . flamboyant.  
 
   "I am Arcadia of North Umbrick," Carrot replied, "but this letter is personally signed by the Queen.  I have never met the Queen."
 
   "Neither have I," the captain replied.  
 
   Geth, the older man at Carrot's side, said, "Then why do you follow the orders of someone you don't know?"
 
   "Other than that she is in the prophecies of Aereoth, it's how an army is conducted, Northlander.  Orders are given and followed without question.  We cannot defeat Rome with village militias.  We must all march to a single voice and hand, or even a lone legion will be able to destroy us one by one."
 
   Carrot shook the letter and said, "I would like to speak to the Queen about this."
 
   "The Queen is not available at this time."
 
   "This is an army, you say," Geth growled.  "Yet where is its leader?  We've been here a week and I have yet to see her."
 
   "The Queen often travels to villages, rallying the people to her cause.  See here . . . " The captain eyed Carrot's stripes.   ". . . Sergeant.  Your refusal of direct orders from the Queen must be reported as insubordination and could result in the loss of your rank."
 
   "Such tragedy!" Geth moaned with rolling eyes.  
 
   "Enough," Carrot said.  "Inform the Queen's Staff that we will obey and depart immediately."
 
   The captain saluted.  Carrot, for the first time in her life, saluted as well.  The captain left, leaving the threesome to crowd and puzzle at the letter.
 
   Croin, Geth's son, asked, "What does it say?"
 
   "That we are to go on patrol to the west,” Geth replied.  “Following the Oksiden Road through the Dark Forest.  Where is that?"
 
   From in front came a man's voice, "Halfway across the Island.”  The newcomer was standing where the captain had been, and at his side was a young man about Carrot's age.  "You Northlanders really don't know anything about Britan outside your own tiny valleys, do you?"
 
   "And who are you?" Geth demanded.  He glanced over the cut of their clothing.  "Midlander."
 
   "I am Dran, this is my brother Jran.  We have been assigned to your patrol."
 
   "We don't need you."
 
   "They're in the letter as to accompany us," Carrot said.  She bowed.  "Welcome, warriors."
 
   Dran bowed.  "Sergeant."  He forced a smile.  "Don't take this the wrong way, but while I have no problem taking orders from a woman, I was expecting someone older."
 
   "You will address the Princess with respect!" Geth snapped.
 
   Dran's smile broadened.  "Oh, a princess of the Northlands!  Yes, of course, every village up there has its royal family."
 
   "Arcadia's father was king of five villages!"
 
   "Villages of illiterates, I take it, in that the young man at your side is warrior's age yet doesn't know how to read."
 
   "We had over fifty books in our public library!  Then the Romans came and burned it, and that is why my son can't read.  The Romans also killed the king, who was my friend and Arcadia's father.  Do you challenge our right to vengeance?"
 
   Before Dran could say anything, Carrot whirled and glared at Geth.  "I don't want to hear anything more about vengeance.  My father is dead and our village paid dearly because of blind vengeance.  We are seeking justice."
 
   Dran closed his eyes and bowed.  "I am sorry for my offensive words, Princess.  We're all here because we've lost something to the Romans."
 
   "Please don't call me princess," Carrot said.  "You can call me what everyone else does, which is by the name of Carrot."
 
   "Carrot.  Because of your hair?"
 
   Carrot saw the orange strands draping her shoulders and cursed.  She would have to concentrate better to avoid losing her temper, she vowed.
 
   She bowed and said, “Dran and Jran, we are honored for your company.”  She nodded to the men at her side.  “These are Geth and Croin, my fellow volunteers from the Northland.” 
 
   After the exchange of bows, Dran said, “Sergeant, if we leave now, we can reach the Dark Forest before sunset.”
 
   “Sergeant Arcadia makes the decision,” Geth said.
 
   “He was only offering an observation,” Carrot replied.  She knew Geth was merely defending her authority, but sometimes she found his lack of tact in doing so to be annoyingly counterproductive.  “Our orders from the Queen are to leave immediately.  And so, as Dran suggests, we shall do so now.”
 
   With Dran and Jran already packed, Carrot, Geth, and Croin gathered their supplies, set their swords and spears, and together the group set off, heading toward the western edge of the camp.  
 
   Weaving through the melee, Carrot watched warriors brawl and stagger about drunk.  One man passed water into a brook, while downstream several men filled their canteens from the same.  
 
   "No wonder the Plague spreads," she murmured.  
 
   "Lowlanders mainly," said Dran.  "Don't expect them to have knowledge of hygiene, or any other topic beyond the range of the moment.  The Romans have been destroying schools and libraries in the South for years.  I doubt there is a single book between here and Londa."
 
   "You know this for fact?" Carrot asked.
 
   Dran shrugged.  "My brother Jran and I are merchant booksellers.  For that crime the Romans have placed a price on our heads.  Well, that and that we are known to be members of the Southern Leaf.”
 
   “Really?” Croin blurted.  “We are of the Northern Leaf!” 
 
   “Be sure to tell everyone on first meeting,” Geth said, sighing.  “Well, a march away from this sad mob will do us good.  I don't know if they will ever scare the Romans, but I'm ready to flee from them!"
 
   Dran shook his head.  "The Lowlands were once the cultural center of Britan.  But the Romans prefer to rule animals than fight men, so they destroy Britan's culture.  Don't blame these people for what they are.  It would be the same as starving a child constantly of physical food, then blaming him for being small and dull as an adult."
 
   Carrot thought, Or starving a child of affection, and blaming her for being socially inept as an adult.
 
   She quickened the pace until the oppressiveness of the camp was well behind.  
 
   They joined the Pola Road and headed South.  Birds chirped, clouds scudded, and ox-drawn carts creaked.  The cultivated countryside was dotted with villages from which wafted intertwined threads of smoke from cooking fires. 
 
   Carrot was mindful that everyone in her band was keeping their thoughts to themselves.  She recalled how it had been so different when she had fought with the guerrilla forces in her cell of the Leaf.  There, everyone was a Northlander and chatted constantly over tea and rice cakes between their hit-and-run ambushes of Roman convoys.  She had learned much in the two years that she had been with the autonomous cell – of tactics and stealth and the virtues of speed and surprise over numbers and strength.  With casualties kept minimal, she had felt that with time, they might yet have the Romans cut losses and return home.   
 
   But then had come the Plague, and a tenth of Britan was now sick to the point of death, and time was short, and bold measures were called for.  They needed an army now.  Boudica's would have to do.  
 
   Dran offered to carry Carrot's field gear, but Carrot declined.  An hour or so later, after they had reached the crossroads and turned west on the Oksiden Road, she saw his brother Jran staggering, and quietly took his back pack.  She caught the look on Dran's face as she marched ahead with the double-load and without a sweat.  
 
   "Are all Northlander women as durable?" Dran whispered to Geth.
 
   "The Prin – Sergeant Arcadia is special."
 
   "I notice also that her hair changes color on its own," Dran said.  "It was brown when we first met, then orange for a while, and now brown again.  Is that a property of Northlander womenfolk?"
 
   Carrot blurted,  "It's – it's just the way that sunlight plays upon it."
 
   Dran, perhaps startled that she had been able to overhear, lapsed into silence once more.
 
   By late afternoon they had reached the ridge overlooking the valley in which the Dark Forest lay, and seeing the expanse of thick evergreens stretching beyond the horizon, Carrot agreed to Dran's advice that it would be best to rest for the evening and span it after dawn.  
 
   They set up camp in a clearing beside the road, started a fire and ate their preserved meats, rice cakes, vegetables, and fruits.  Again, silence.  Carrot decided to take the initiative in socialization.
 
   She crawled over to the rock where Jran was sitting and nodded to his left leg.  "I noticed your limp."
 
   "I fell off a horse when I was young," Jran said stonily.  "It doesn't bother much."
 
   She had seen the wincing for hours.  She held out her hands and said, "May I?"
 
   Jran shrugged.  She touched his leg, and concentrated.  There, there was the knot.  The shin fracture had not healed smoothly, but it would not be a problem for her talents, either.  She closed her eyes.  Concentrate . . . . 
 
   Jran gasped.  Dran leapt forward but Geth checked him and said, "Let her work!"
 
   Carrot opened her eyes to find Jran staring at her.  "Try it."
 
   Jran stood up and hopped and walked.  He grinned at his brother.  "There's no pain, Dran!  There's no pain!"  He gave a little dance and whooped.
 
   Dran stared open-mouthed at Carrot.  "Is this healing talent common among Northlanders, or are you special again?"
 
   "I ask that you keep this in confidence," Carrot said, returning to her place.  "When people learn that I can heal, they think I can heal the Plague, and I cannot.  In the Northland, parents journeyed to seek aid I could not give, and I don't want that here."   
 
   "Storytellers of the Midlands say of how the mentors became guardians of a breed of witch who aided them in the War of the Mentors and Witches.  Are you such?"
 
   Carrot felt her cheeks burn.  "I am not a witch."
 
   "It's all right to speak freely.  In the Midlands we are enlightened.  We know witches can sometimes be good, and we have no prejudice."
 
   "I.  Am.  Not.  A.  Witch."
 
   "A Priestess of Pandora then?"
 
   "Whatever that is."
 
   "The Romans speak of the Sisters of Wisdom.  Are you – "
 
   "I don't even know who they are."  By act of will, she commanded her rebellious strands to remain brown, but not all of her temper remained in check.  "I have a question now for Midlanders.  Do Midlanders have fields to tend, or do you spend your days reciting ancient myths?  As for us, we five mortals living in the here and right now, we are headed for unknown territory, and need to plan – "
 
   She paused because she, of course, was the first to hear it.  But soon they all did:  a low roar emanating from the west, that sounded at first like thunder, but then didn't stop. 
 
   They all stood and stared at one another.  The rumbling was still soft, but it echoed against the mountains.  Somewhere, the reverberation said, the noise had to have started out loud.  And for anyone who had grown up on Ne'arth, the first thought on that was:  volcanic eruption.  
 
   A prominence on the ridge blocked their view of the source.  Carrot spied the tallest evergreen nearby and climbed.  At fifty meters above, she had a clear perspective all the way to the western horizon.  The sun was low over the mountains and the sky was a deepening blue.  She saw no volcanic plumes.  
 
   However, in the southwest, gleaming with reflected sunlight, was a silver cloud like none she had ever seen before.  It was thin and stretched straight as a pin horizontally.  Carrot's heart skipped a beat as she realized it was slowly extending northward to almost exactly due west.  
 
   Then it penetrated into a cloud bank.  Then the noise stopped.  After a moment, Carrot shimmied down.
 
   "You climb better than a squirrel!" Dran exclaimed.  "You're not even winded!"
 
   "What did you see?" Geth asked.
 
   "I don't know," she replied.  "A falling star, perhaps.  Yet I've never seen one so large or close."
 
   Contrary to Dran's statement, she had to catch her breath, though that was due to excitement and not exertion.  As she described specifically what she had seen, in the back of her mind she wondered,  Did this apparition have to do with why Boudica sent us to patrol here?
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   10.
 
   Matt had heard the thunder too – from inside the OSV.  Atmospheric buffeting had commenced within minutes of detaching the station, starting with a keening whistle that grew into a thunderous roar while the vehicle shook with ever increasing intensity.  
 
   The lights cut out and the stabilizers went offline and he was slammed against the restraints as the vehicle tumbled.  Then – WHAM!  Parachute deployment.  But any hopes he might have had that the worst was over were soon dashed when Ivan's tap into the OSV's external camera showed one of the parachute lines had tangled.  The OSV computer compensated to stay on the same trajectory, but the vehicle was swinging like a pendulum and coming down too fast.
 
   After minutes came another WHAM!  But this one came with a splash, and then he heard the gurgle of water.  The vehicle stopped moving.  Then it slowly tilted from the upright, until it came to a position it seemed to like and stopped for good.  
 
   Matt sat in darkness, fingers clutching the arms of the couch, breathing hard.
 
   At last he said, "I'm waiting to hear that we made a successful landing."
 
   "All vehicle systems are offline," Ivan said.  "However, my accelerometer indicates that we have ceased to fall.  That telemetry is indicative of a successful landing."
 
   Matt undid the straps and slipped from the acceleration couch.  He groped in the darkness and felt the hatch cover, slightly canted from zenith.  He took a breath and twisted the hand wheel in the center.
 
   "I do not advise exit from vehicle at this time," Ivan said.  "I have not completed an analysis of the external environment to determine whether it is safe for human life."
 
   "Do you have the capability to analyze the external environment?"
 
   "Gravity is near Earth Standard.  Otherwise, I have no sensory input at this time."
 
   "We're going to have to risk it, but I don't think it's much of a risk.  From orbit, this planet looked too much like Earth not to have been terraformed that way."  
 
   With a click, the wheel stopped turning.  Matt pushed the hatch cover.  The rim hissed and his ears popped.  Then he started to smell . . . things.  But they were not unpleasant.  
 
   "The atmosphere within the entry vehicle compartment has changed," Ivan said.  "Pressure has increased to 1014 bars.  Temperature rise curve interpolates at twenty-three point three degrees.  Olfactory analysis indicates presence of vegetation including pollen and dust with traces of – "
 
   Matt tried to push the hatch with both hands, but couldn't raise his left arm.  "Ivan, is there something wrong with my arm?"
 
   "Your left arm was broken during landing.  I was going to inform you but you appeared to have other priorities at the time."
 
   "Are you fixing my arm?"
 
   "Yes, repairs should be accomplished within the day.  I am also suppressing the nerve receptors.  Is this action acceptable?"
 
    "Yeah, do that.  Thanks."
 
   Matt put his good shoulder into the effort and shoved.  The hatch cover flopped open.  Bright light dazzled his eyes.  He looked up and saw a blue sky and billowing clouds.  He took a deep breath.  With his good arm, he pulled himself to the half-out position and surveyed his surroundings.
 
   The OSV had come to rest in a pond.  Judging by the intersection of the water's surface with the curvature of the sphere, there was about a meter's depth to the bottom.  There was no hissing of steam from the contact of the water with the surface of the sphere, as the exterior of the OSV was coated in a special ceramic that gained and shed heat very slowly so that even after burning through the atmosphere it was cool to the touch.  The material seemed to have aged well over the centuries, for Matt saw no cracks in the tiling.
 
   Long cords trailed from the top of the sphere, into the water and through clumps of reeds and cattails and then onto the shore, ending in billows of parachute fabric, which were animatedly tangled in trees and brush.
 
   The pond was in a meadow.  The meadow had tall stalks of grass near the water's edge, smaller ones farther away.  There were leafy trees and evergreens.  Beyond were hills, and beyond the hills were mountains, one of whose peaks was smoldering.  
 
   Matt felt the rustle of a breeze against his cheek.  He exhaled the breath he had held since emerging from the vehicle, and breathed deeply of the new world.  The air was fresh, but also had a whiff of methane.  He wondered if that might be a product of all the volcanoes he had observed from orbit.  Then he looked down again and remembered that he was in a swamp.
 
   Something splashed at the water's edge.  A frog puffed its throat on a lilypad, then leaped back into the water.  Matt listened and heard the buzz of crickets and the chirp of birds.  He saw several birds, some that looked like sparrows and others that looked like crows, alight on nearby trees.  
 
   A dragonfly hovered among the reeds.  It was abnormally large but not terrifyingly so.  It came within meters of the sphere, then zoomed away.  Matt took his second breath.
 
   So far, no sign of people.  No bodies, no buildings.  Except – that strand of smoke against the sky in the distance.  A controlled fire, Matt thought, might be a good sign of human habitation.
 
   Then he thought about the appropriateness of the word 'good.'  He had no weapons and no idea whether the natives were friendly to visitors who fell from the sky uninvited.  Given their apparent technological backwardness, the locals might worship him as a god or slay him as a demon.
 
   But so far:  sky, mountains, trees, brush, animals.  All earth-like, all reminding him terribly of home.  The more he thought about it, the more it hurt.
 
   "Ivan, are you still connected to the station external camera?"
 
   "Yes, Matt.  The station is currently above our horizon.  Would you like to see a view of where we are?"
 
   Matt nodded, a gesture Ivan could sense and interpret.  A virtual window popped in front of Matt, showing a real-time satellite view of the surrounding terrain.  Matt oriented himself so that the picture aligned with the scene in front of him.  
 
   Ivan pointed an arrow at a dot in the center of a pond.  Around the pond was a meadow.  To the south was a straight line that appeared to be a road running east-west.  Matt cross-referenced the satellite view with the smoke in the distance and confirmed the presence of huts and cultivated fields and moving figures that were humanoid in shape and walked like humans, but the telescope resolution wasn't good enough to assure him that they were human.
 
   Matt zoomed out.  There were other villages, specks for huts and patches for fields.  Narrow, winding foot paths connected them to the road, upon which people (human or otherwise) and animal-drawn carts were creeping.
 
   He punched out the window and cut out all the status displays in his field of vision, so that he saw the scene just as a normal human might have in the days before neural implants and heads-up displays.  
 
   So this, he thought, is what the world looked like before Technology.  Not another human in sight, all the way to the horizon.  Dad's vision has been realized, but on another world – and in another time.
 
   And it was very quiet.
 
   "You know what the weirdest thing is?" Matt asked.
 
   Ivan remained silent, for although he did have programs that enabled him to grade phenomena according to human and objective criteria of what constituted 'weirdness,' he also had programs that advised him on when to be silent and listen to his human host.
 
   Matt continued,  "The weirdest thing is, this place looks like somewhere on the Olympic Peninsula.  As if the star pod looped around a black hole and came back to Earth after the collapse of civilization."
 
   "That scenario is extremely unlikely," Ivan said.  
 
   "Or maybe we went back in time."
 
   "That also is unlikely."
 
   "I know, but . . . it's weird.  It seems like only yesterday I was with Dad in Seattle."
 
   "Your sense of time compression is most likely due to the effect of the bioprocess suspension gel inhibiting the formation of new memories."  
 
   "I – I should be crying right now.  I mean, I've lost everything.  My family, my friends, my whole world.  It's just you and me.  I guess, though, you and me . . . that's enough.  I mean, you know, I guess it's that I wasn't really close to people, that's why I'm able to be here and take in all the changes and it . . . it . . . it doesn't affect me emotionally . . . so much."
 
   He pulled himself out so that he was sitting on the rim of the hatch opening.  He gazed at the mountains and clouds.  To the west, the sun – that is, Delta Pavonis – was being chipped away by a snowy peak.
 
   After a few minutes, he finished weeping, and said in a shaking voice, "Ivan, isn't there a way for you to damp down human memories?"
 
   "Neural implants do have the capability to repress traumatic memories for therapeutic purposes.  It is not advisable to engage in the procedure without oversight of appropriately trained personnel."
 
   "But you can do it."
 
   "I would like to point out, Matt, that you are physiologically still a minor, and that such a procedure normally requires approval of your guardians."
 
   "But under the circumstances, would you say that I even have guardians anymore?"
 
   Ivan paused.  He could calculate interstellar trajectories in milliseconds, but balancing sociological considerations took human-measurable time.
 
   "I have concluded that under the circumstances, it is necessary for the sake of your survival for me to regard you as having the full rights and responsibilities of an adult."
 
   "Well, then let's go ahead and damp my memories.  Now, I'm not saying I want to forget.  I just don't want to feel so much right now.  And I don't want to fade the technical-details stuff, just the high emotional-impact memories.  And it's reversible, right?"
 
   "Yes, but again, extensive tampering with organically stored memories can be hazardous to the psychological health of the host."
 
   "We're not going to do extensive tampering with memories.  We're just going to tone them down this one time.  What I want is to still have the memories, but like I'm seeing them through a tinted glass, or through a telescope from far away.  I just want to be kind of numb right now, that's all.  So . . . let's do it."
 
   Ivan did as requested.  Matt blinked.    
 
   "I'm still thinking a lot of home.  More, in fact."
 
   "Your recent memory of having requested your memory to be damped is causing you to recall the memories in question even more so than before."
 
   "Hmm . . . so I need to forget about asking to forget.  You can clear my short term memory too, can't you?"
 
   "Yes.  As short term memories are stored in a separate region of the brain, that procedure is relatively safe."
 
   "All right, then we'll do that too.  Wait – first thing I'll do after you delete my memory is ask you what we were doing.  Tell me that I was going to see if there was anything to eat around here."  He reviewed a transcript time line of Ivan's recording of their recent conversation and determined a hack point.  "All right, now go ahead and clear my short term memory . . . now."
 
   Ivan cleared Matt's short term memory.  Matt blinked.  Then he yawned.  
 
   "Huh.  Funny.  I forgot what we were talking about.  What were we talking about?"
 
   "You were going to see if there was anything to eat around here."
 
   Mindful of his crippled arm, Matt slipped out of the hatchway and plopped into the water. 
 
   I've just set foot on a new planet, he thought.  It didn't seem as special as that trip with Mom and Dad to the Moon when he was eight . . . or was he nine?  He was surprised at the fuzziness of his recall.  Usually, his memories of outings when they were still together as a family were so vivid.  Well, he had a lot on his mind at the moment . . . . 
 
   He emerged from the water and walked toward a cluster of trees and brush and touched the leaves and berries.  Ivan conducted a biochemical analysis on the data provided by the sensor arrays embedded in Matt's skin.
 
   "This edible?"
 
   "No."
 
   "This?"
 
   "The plant appears to be sufficiently similar to species on Earth that I can manufacture enzymes to enable you to digest its cellulose."
 
   Matt bit off a fragment of the leaf and chewed.  "Yum," he said in monotone.  "How about the water?  Do you think you can sanitize the pond scum?"
 
   "Matt, someone is approaching from behind you."
 
   A human was walking across the meadow.  He was only slightly above what Matt would have considered average height.  His complexion and arrangement and size of features were such that his face and bodily shape would have gone unnoticed on the streets of Seattle.  His hand-made clothing included baggy trousers and a loose shawl.  He wore sandals.  His head was topped by a small round hat, and he had a hoe balanced on his shoulder.  
 
   The man halted at a non-threatening distance.  He bowed deeply, then stood straight.
 
   Then, with the slightest trace of an accent, he asked,  "Do you speak Standard?"
 
   That's my line, Matt thought.  
 
   ". . . Yes."
 
   The man looked at the vehicle, then at the parachute, then at Matt's optic-blue jumpsuit.
 
   "Are you the Wizard from Aereoth?"
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   11.
 
   Londa Bay had been filling with ships of war all morning and afternoon and into the evening.  They were anchored and lashed to one another in rows, and still room was tight.  Merchant vessels were crowded toward the banks and slipped circumspectly around the galleys, only to encounter still more vessels of the Imperial Navy pouring in from the eastern sea.
 
   In the center of the fleet rested the flagship, a trireme whose hull was gilded with gold, whose sails were speckled rosy from sunset, whose decks bristled with soldiers in polished armor and crossbow mountings that held arrows longer than a man was tall.  From the center mast, above the eagle-standard of imperial Rome, flickered a pennant of blue with a circle and star of white.
 
   A skiff larger than even some of the seagoing merchant vessels was lowered from the flagship and oared across the bay.  It landed at the main dock, where it was moored under heavy guard.
 
   To the blaring of horns and stiff imperial salutes from the gathered occupation troops, Mardu Valarion disembarked the skiff and spared a downward glance at the balding man twice his age who greeted him with a profuse bow.
 
   "Good to see you back again, General," said Hyant, Governor of the Roman province of Britan.  
 
   "It is a pleasure of extraordinary degree to be here once more at this pinnacle of civilization," Valarion replied blandly.  "I see that your propensity for corruption has been moderated sufficiently for the city to remain intact in my absence."
 
   Hyant started to speak, but obviously was having trouble formulating a reply.  He bobbed his head and left it at that.  Then, his eyes darted warily over the entourage behind Valarion's shoulder, and a look of puzzlement crossed his face.
 
   "She flew on ahead," Valarion said.
 
   Hyant gaped, but regained his composure and faced to the bay.  "That's quite a fleet you have there.  Transports enough for a legion, at least."
 
   "And you shall do your best to keep that a secret."
 
   "This is the same Londonium you left, General.  The barbarians have a thousand ears and eyes."
 
   "That's why I want you to block the gates.  No one is allowed out of the city until we march."
 
   It was indeed the same Londonium – or Londa, as the locals called it.  Its white walls and roofs of red tile had glistened pristinely when Valarion had first entered the bay, but close up the streets were filled with squawking chickens and ox dung.  Valarion reflected that he was only centimeters away from the Emperorship, and yet was forced to detour around potholes and patties of manure.  Hyant had hours to prepare the streets for Valarion's arrival, but their ramshackle condition was probably less a slight than yet another manifestation of the man's incompetence.  Well, when Hadron was no longer emperor, his in-laws would lose their job security.
 
   Still, after a week of tossing waves, Valarion was grateful for stable ground.  And that Inoldia wasn't near this particular patch.  
 
   At the imperial residence, more soldiers provided more salutes and horns.  Valarion's casual inspection saw too many soft bellies but without comment he climbed the stairs to his quarters in the main house and ordered supper and wine while Colonel Bivera, vice commander of the occupation forces, lit lanterns and unrolled the strategy map.
 
   Valarion glared at Hyant.  
 
   Hyant stammered, "I – I must have affairs to attend," and exited.  
 
   Bivera anchored the corners of the map, which he treated reverently, as it was a product of a quarter-century's labor and blood by the Imperial Survey Corps.  He placed markers to indicate the deployment of the Eighth Legion and the known locations of the barbarians.
 
   Bivera pointed and spoke,  "Our scouts report that the main force is concentrated here in the Midlands, encamped in pastures between the mountains and the Pola Road.  Their total number varies from day to day, but is at least several thousand.  General, I wouldn't say the situation is critical, but they are less than three days' march on the city, and as you know our walls are built to keep out smugglers, not withstand siege."
 
   Valarion smiled at the use of the word 'city' in reference to Londa.  Bivera had been away from the capitol for too long.
 
   "You don't seriously believe," Valarion said, "that a rabble is any match for a disciplined legion?"
 
   "In strategy and tactics, no.  In skill, no.  In entrenched warfare, no.  But if we march across open field, they'll come at us like a storm of locusts.  And they are brave.  Moreover, they do have advantages in mobility and logistics.  They could easily circumvent an attacking legion, appear at our rear, and be at our gates and burn the city down before we can rush back to its defense.  Our pacification and romanization efforts are restricted to the Lowlands until we deal with the threat."
 
   "Yes, well, our plans have changed.  We will no longer just sit passively and wait for the Plague to run its course."
 
   "From the size of your fleet," Bivera said, "I take it you've brought an additional legion, and as the city cannot support another legion for much length of time, I take it we're about to move."
 
   "Yes, I brought the Eleventh with me.  And this is what we're going to do with it."
 
   He took a legion marker from the tray and maneuvered pieces.  "A contingent of the Eighth consisting of the First, Second, and Third Cohorts will lure the combined barbarian armies south along the Pola Road into this valley in the Lowlands."  He squinted at the legend.  "By a place called 'Winchester.'  Stars, where do they get these odd names?"
 
   Bivera shrugged.  "From the mentors, I suppose."
 
   "Don't tell me you believe in mentors."
 
   "If there ever were any, I'm sure they're extinct now," Bivera replied, ever the diplomat.  "Please go on, General."
 
   Valarion moved about the markers with swift strokes.  "As soon as the rebels enter the Valley of Winchester, the rest of the Eighth will come from the east and seal the pass at the north end of the valley.  The rebels will then be trapped within the valley."
 
   "With the Eighth divided like that, it won't take long for the rebels to overrun the barricades at either end and break out again."
 
   "Yes, but here is the surprise.  The catapults of the Eleventh will have been placed along the ridges of the valley in waiting.  Once the rebels are sealed below, bombardment will commence.  We have brought incendiaries of a type that clings to bodily parts and belches a thick, choking smoke.  The barbarians will be incapacitated while we continue to pelt them.  Our catapult positions, meanwhile, will be safely above the smoke on cliffs too steep for the rebels to climb and too high for their arrows to reach.  The Eighth's cohorts in the valley will take cover in entrenchments that we will prepare beforehand and so they will avoid harm from the bombardment while serving to contain the rebels from climbing to escape in the south.  And so the result will be bloodless for us and a slaughter upon them."    
 
   "This incendiary.  I have never heard of such a thing.  Is it an invention of Archimedes?"
 
   "Ha, that old tinkerer has become quite cantankerous in his dotage and these days refuses anything to do with offensive engines of war.  No, the incendiary is an ancient formula provided by the Sisters of Wisdom.  Called 'Fosforia,' as I recall.  It's quite unstable.  In fact, on the way here, one of our ships was carrying several kegs that must have somehow ignited and the explosion was quite horrific."
 
   Bivera gazed at the map in silence.  Finally he shook his head slowly and said,  "I don't see Boudica falling for such a simple trap.  She's always been a step ahead."
 
   "Yes."  Valarion grinned.  "And that's always been part of our plan."
 
   Bivera's jaw dropped.  "You mean – she is on our side?”
 
   “None other than our good Lady Inoldia.”
 
   “How can that be?  From the reports of Boudica's physical description, they look nothing alike!”
 
   "Don't let that trouble you, Colonel.  I've seen the transformation with my own eyes.”
 
   “The witch!”
 
   “No more about the impersonation beyond this room, Colonel.  The plan hinges on secrecy."
 
   "Yes . . . but speaking of the witch, General.  She has me assign soldiers under her command."  
 
   "You will comply, of course."
 
   "I follow Rome's orders, which are to follow your orders, which are to follow hers.  But – I just don't like this.  The witch is directing our soldiers without intermediaries.  She's made herself integral to our battle plans.  You tell me the Sisters are providing us with logistics, and I've heard rumors that they are behind the spread of the Plague as well.  We rely too much on this . . . this . . . cult.  The empire of our father's days was built on soldiering, not sorcery."
 
   "It's not a cult, she's not a witch, and it's not sorcery.  What the Sisters of Wisdom do is a sort of science, but beyond anything Archimedes practices." Valarion's expression became clouded.  "And moreover, our fathers are not always to be emulated."
 
   Bivera knew Valarion's family, and perhaps realizing that he had touched a sore subject, said nothing more.  
 
   Valarion's supper arrived and he bade Bivera to stay.  Over bottles, the general became cheerier once more and they exchanged the gossip of two cities.  Over more bottles, Valarion's tongue loosened entirely.
 
   "A victory here will secure my appointment as next in line for the emperorship," he murmured, peering through an empty bottle as if it were a spyglass that could bring the future near.    
 
   "And how is Hadron's health?" Bivera asked.
 
   "Excellent," said Valarion glumly.  He rambled,  "Though sometimes I wonder why I would ever want his job.  But then, I do know.  She's pushing me into it.  Well, I suppose I can't complain too much.  So far, she's left imperial affairs entirely to me and it seems all she and the Sisters care about is Britan, Britan, Britan.  What hidden treasure is so special within this forsaken realm that she casts the rest of the Empire to me as if it were a bone for a dog?"
 
   Bivera, nursing his mug, said, "They do see us as dogs, don't they?"
 
   "Colonel, I know them better than anyone.  They see us as less than rats."
 
   "Then why do you serve them?"
 
   "Those who work with them, prosper.  Those who stand against them, die."
 
   They were interrupted by pounding steps.  A major saluted and barked, "Sirs!  A matter of urgency!"
 
   Bivera, the more sober of the two officers, slurred,  "Speak."
 
   The major faced a breathless messenger, who huffed, "I bear news from the signal station at Oksford Prominence, which conveys a report from Birmam Spire."
 
   Bivera accepted the envelope, slit the seal, and scanned.  He said, "The garrison commander at Birmam reports in the west a 'sign among the heavens.' That is . . . a great fireball . . . rending the sky . . . and then . . . falling to land.  He asks if he should investigate."
 
   Valarion slammed the table.  
 
   "GET OUT OF HERE!  Can't you see we have important matters to discuss?"  
 
   The soldiers cringed and fled.  Valarion chuckled and reached for a fresh bottle. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   12.
 
   Matt and the native walked south of the meadow to the road, then headed west.  The sun slipped behind the mountains, casting the sky into deeper shades of violent and then dark purple.  Delta Pavonis II, this planet's morning and evening 'star,' blazed as bright and steadily as Venus from Earth, while other stars twinkled.   
 
   "I don't understand," Ivan said.  "Normally, you strongly disapprove of lying."
 
   "It's a matter of the situation and circumstances," Matt replied.
 
   "So lying is wrong when we are in the Sol and Alpha Centauri systems but all right when it is done in the Delta Pavonis system.  Or is wrong when it is the twenty-second century but all right when it is the twenty-ninth?"
 
   From experience, Matt refrained from thinking that Ivan was being intentionally sarcastic.  "It's more a matter of what keeps me alive.  Anyhow, don't be so sure I lied to him.  If these people are as technologically backward as I think they are, then technically I am a wizard – to them.  And I think when he said 'Aereoth,' he meant 'Earth.'  You have to expect some changes in the language over time."
 
   During the soundless conversation that Matt was having with his Alter Ego (or rather, his Supplemental Ego), the man alongside them continued plodding.  Matt had made First Contact with an extraterrestrial civilization going on several minutes, but in that time all the man had volunteered to say was, 'Please come with me.'
 
   Time to break the ice, Matt thought.  "So what's your name?" 
 
   "I am Tret of Fish Lake."
 
   "So, you're a fisherman."
 
   Tret glanced at Matt, then at the hoe on his shoulder.  "A farmer."
 
   "But you said you're of Fish Lake."
 
   Tret's didactic tones were hard to miss,  "Fish Lake is the name of my village.  It is called that because it is next to Fish Lake.  Fish Lake is called that because it has many fish.  Even so, I make my living by farming, not fishing."
 
   "So, Fish Lake.  Is that where we're headed now?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Is there a reason we're going there?"
 
   "I am hoping that you can help my daughter."
 
   "How?"
 
   "She has the Plague.  Can you heal the Plague?"
 
   Matt had no idea of what specifically the 'Plague' was.  To the medical science of the era in which he had grown up, the word 'plague' was of historical interest only.  But he was well aware that for these people, who might lack any kind of medical knowledge at all, the word could have a frightening impact.
 
   And Matt had no idea whether he could help.  In his shame, he realized he was playing along in the hopes he might wrangle out of this encounter a meal tastier than nettles.  
 
   "I'll see what I can do," Matt replied.  
 
   In the subsequent silence, Matt realized his stock as wizard was likely going down a notch every time he opened his mouth and revealed how ignorant he was of the situation.  Tis better to be thought a wizard and remain silent than to speak up and cause doubt . . . . 
 
   "I'm sorry, Matt.  I did not catch that.  What did you say?"
 
   Matt hadn't realized he was thinking so loudly.  "Never mind.  Hey, give me a satellite view of what's up ahead."
 
   "The station has set and will not rise again for forty-one minutes.  I cannot provide real-time telemetry until then.  However, I have stored photographs of the immediate terrain in archive."
 
   The view of the nearby terrain showed no lake.  Matt immediately wondered if he'd cast his lot with a highwayman or a brigand or whatever they called them, and was being taken somewhere secluded to be murdered and robbed by a gang.  Matt had nothing on his person that equated to tangible money, but they would find out about that only after beating him senseless.   
 
   Then Matt had a sinking feeling, only slightly better than the one he'd felt when he'd thought of robbers.  
 
   "Ivan, zoom out a ways.  More.  More."
 
   Kilometers away was an oblong lake just south of the road.  It was surrounded by fields and the shore was ringed by tidy huts.  The lake was much bigger than the pond that the OSV had landed in, and was fed by streams.  It probably did have fish.    
 
   "Looks like we've got a walk ahead of us," Matt said.  His stomach growled.  "Can you do something about that?"
 
   Ivan couldn't read Matt's mind, but he could receive intentional thought-impressions, and he understood that Matt meant for him to quell the pangs of hunger caused by the empty stomach.
 
   "Doing so.  How is that?"
 
   Matt sighed.  "Better.  Lot better."
 
   "Matt, you still need nourishment within the next few hours or you will have to stop this exertion.  Otherwise, I will not be able to maintain your neural activity in a fully conscious state."
 
   “I didn't ask for his village to be so far away.”
 
   Tret was casting another sidelong glance at Matt.  Matt doubted that Tret could hear him subvocalize, nor sense Ivan's soundless electrochemical responses, but the farmer seemed to know that something out of his normal experience was going on inside Matt's head.  For his part, Matt realized that Tret was the first person he'd ever met who not only didn't have a neural implant but also did not know what one was.  
 
   "Romeo and Juliet," he subvocaled.
 
   "I'm sorry?" Ivan asked.
 
   "It's like when I was twelve and my mother took me to see the play, Romeo and Juliet.  I wondered how they could fail so much at communicating their plans to each other.  Then I realized they more or less didn't have any way to communicate other than face to face."
 
    "You are speaking of this condition in reference to Tret?"
 
   "In reference to this whole planet, maybe.  It's going to take some getting used to."
 
   Walking, walking, and more walking.  Matt's legs became rubbery.  Tret, however, didn't seem bothered at all.
 
   Eventually, well after dusk, they arrived.  The village in aspect was as silent as the satellite-view photographs.  No farmers in the fields, no children running amid the huts.  A stooped woman with disheveled hair stared at the oddly dressed stranger, then hobbled aimlessly.  
 
   A pair of men carried a limp body wrapped in a blanket out of a hut and set it adjacent to several other bodies on the ground.  Despite Ivan's pain management, Matt's stomach turned.
 
   "Ivan, are your biofilters registering anything harmful, a virus or a bacteria or nanobot or something?"
 
   "I am registering nothing harmful at this time."
 
   The man entered a hut and Matt followed.  They were met at the door by a woman.  She couldn't have been much older than Matt, but the pain on her face added years, all of them of suffering.  
 
   "Layal," Tret said.  "This is the Wizard from Aereoth.  He will attend to Aralena.  Wizard, this is my wife, Layal."
 
   Reddened eyes gave Matt's jumpsuit a quick appraisal.  "And why do you think he's any kind of wizard?"
 
   "You did not see the ball of fire in the sky?  Surely you must have heard the thunder!"
 
   Layal scowled.  "I have been in here all day, attending to your daughter."
 
   The interior of the hut was lit by a fire in the center, and by then was brighter than the last gleams of twilight outside.  Matt saw beds, clay jars, farm implements, a few boxes, baskets, and blankets.  Then he saw the little girl.
 
   She was prone and still, propped against a basket by the fire.  Her body was buried under layers of blankets, and she was shivering.  Her face was pale and her eyes glassy as they gazed mesmerized by the flames.  Matt knelt beside her.  She gave no response.  He raised his hand to bring his palm near her cheek.
 
   Layal shouted,  "You don't want to touch her!  She has the Plague!"
 
   Matt pressed his palm against the girl's forehead.  
 
   "Ivan, is your basic first aid kit operational?"
 
   "Yes, Matt."
 
   "Can you tell what's wrong with this person?"
 
   "Scanning."  As Ivan bridged his micro-tentacles from Matt's hand into the girl's flesh, an AR-window flashed medical schematics and life signs.  Respiration and pulse low, neural activity near coma.  Blood parameters within spec.
 
   "Do you know what's causing her to be sick?"
 
   "I identify this virus as significantly harmful to her physiological health." Ivan displayed a DNA sequence.
 
   "I assume it's harmful to baseline humans but not people with neural implants, otherwise you would have informed me earlier."
 
   "Yes, Matt.  Was I in error?"
 
   "In the future, also warn me of environmental conditions that are harmful to baseline humans."
 
   "I understand."
 
   Layal knelt alongside Matt and said softly, as if speaking to a dull child,  "You realize you have become tainted with the Plague and must now keep your distance from those who remain in health."
 
   "I need to work," Matt said.  
 
   He didn't bother with the woman's expression, but she was quiet after that.  He focused on the readings, particularly the plummeting slope of the health trend projection.  The girl had hours to live at most. 
 
   "Ivan, can you counteract the virus?"
 
   "Yes, Matt."
 
   "Can you do it fast?"
 
   "Yes, Matt."
 
   The biochemical sensors at the tips of Ivan's tentacles read the virus's RNA sequence.  Ivan computed a counter-virus sequence.  His biomanipulators created the counter-virus in reality and introduced it into the girl's bloodstream by penetrating the skin of the girl's hand which Matt gently held in his own.     
 
   The typical artificially-enhanced immune system of the twenty-second century might not have handled the task, but Ivan had been upgraded for life on a world where otherwise-deadly plague outbreaks could be a routine part of the day during the phases of terraforming that involved genetic engineering.
 
   The girl closed her eyes and slumped.
 
   "What have you done?" Layal demanded.
 
   Tret touched her shoulder.  "She was going to live among the stars soon, anyway.  It was meant to be."
 
   Layal sobbed.  
 
   Matt tried to visualize what was happening.  Millions of counter-viral molecular mechanisms were being manufactured every second by Ivan's microscopic biological factories.  Spread through the girl's bloodstream, they penetrated her cells and then into the nuclei of the cells.  They searched and matched viral DNA sequences and snipped them out, then hunted down the viruses themselves, which were then hacked into harmless pieces.
 
   The counterviruses continued their cell-to-cell search until they detected no more of the targeted viral invader, and then they self-destructed.
 
   The girl took a deep breath.  Her eyes fluttered open.  She sat up straight.  
 
   "Can I have soup?" she asked her mother.
 
   Layal burst into even more tears.  She hugged the girl, then she hugged the Wizard.  Then Tret, also moist-eyed, hugged the Wizard.  He was surprisingly strong and the Wizard felt uncomfortable. Amid her parents' tears and laughter, the girl had to get her own soup.    
 
   "Get me some too," the Wizard called, still trapped in Tret's sobbing embrace.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   13.
 
   Over the dark terrain glided the human-sized bird, growling at what she surveyed.  Villages everywhere, and larger than ever!  Surely the Sisters were right to unleash the Plague, for the baselines would soon become so populous as to exhaust the land and starve in their own offal.
 
   Inoldia located the encampment of the rebel army,  glimmering as a constellation of fires upon the Midland Plain.  Aided with telescopic night vision, she spotted the ring of fires around the main tent. The headquarters of the rebel army had been pitched against a mountainside, and at the top of the steep cliffs was a clearing that Inoldia had hacked out with bare hands.
 
   She splayed the immense span of her bat-like wings and rapidly descended.  She swooped over the tree tops and landed in the center of the clearing.
 
   For minutes she crouched, folding and melding her wings into her back, smoothing scales into skin.  
 
   She hobbled to a thicket, dragged out a satchel, and draped a robe over her yet-mishapen and skeletal body.  She followed the narrow, winding path to the bottom of the hill, looking ever more human as she did.
 
   A voice in the darkness shouted,  "HALT!  Who goes there?"
 
   Inoldia froze and cursed.  Her senses were weak during transformation, otherwise she would have easily seen and heard and (especially) smelled the two bumbling guards who shared a dim torch which they held to her face.    
 
   "Hello, what have we here now?" one of them asked the other.  "And what is your name, pretty one?"
 
   "Pretty?" said the other.  "You've had too much to drink.  She's barely more than skin and bones."
 
   "She'll do in a pinch.  And pinching is what I'd like to do."
 
   She wrinkled her nose at their stench.  "I bear a message for the Queen.  Escort me to her tent."
 
   "Then what's the password?"  
 
   Inoldia cursed.  The password changed every week, and she had been gone longer than a week.  
 
   The guard's mouth widened into a half-toothed grin.  "Or, we can let you through for a very low price of admission, one that I can promise will be quite enjoyable."
 
   Inoldia cursed again and considered options.  Perhaps she could flee into the forest and come out another way, or perhaps she could make herself so ugly that they would be repulsed.  Or perhaps an army of thousands could get by with a pair of bumpkins less.  
 
   Well, they'll all be less, soon . . . . 
 
   She stared straight ahead and walked between them.  The one who had spoken growled and slammed her to his chest.  She slapped her palm against his face and held it firmly.  His eyes widened and his body crumpled to the ground.  A trickle of blood oozed from his mouth.    
 
   She turned to the other, but he was already gone.  No doubt back to his farm, she mused.  
 
   Inoldia entered the encampment perimeter without further mishap.  She undid the hidden straps at the rear of the main tent and slipped inside to the well-lighted interior.  In the screened-off dressing area, she shed the robe and inspected herself in the mirror.  In better light, she objectively admitted, the guards would have given her wide berth.  Her skin was still mottled, her back still had its wing humps, her hands and feet were still claws.
 
   What she concentrated on transforming first, however, was her hair, for next to size it was Boudica's signature feature.  
 
   From brown to red, she willed.  From brown to red, to flaming red, to red of rubies and wine.  From root to end, from brown to red . . . she willed in texture and tossed.  There now.  It did look rather nice. 
 
   Complexion next.  Fingers and toes after that . . . . 
 
   Matlid stirred behind her.  Inoldia accepted the new clothes without comment, and permitted the maiden to wrap and fasten them.  The fabric hung loosely but nonetheless concealed her thinness, and as Inoldia willed body mass to her face, the visage in the mirror began to look human, even pretty.  
 
   Inoldia accepted the comb and said, "I'm hungry as hell.  Bring me a feast."
 
   "Yes, Mistress."  
 
   Inoldia emerged from the screens into the main area of the tent.  She sat at the table and Matlid brought platters and plates of grains and meats.  Inoldia wolfed and gobbled to embarrass the manners of a barbarian queen . . . or king, for that matter.  Her body steamed with caloric heat.  Her limbs bulked and lengthened and the chair creaked with the added weight.
 
   The only witness was Matlid, who stood impassively.  If an officer of the army had entered just then, Inoldia would have slain him on sight, lest the secret of her transformation be revealed.  But Matlid was trusted with everything.  Almost.         
 
   "So," Inoldia said between chews.  "What goes on here?"
 
   "The Plague takes its toll.  Many talk of returning home for late-spring planting."
 
   And bring the Plague to their villages, Inoldia thought.  All to the better.  How close they had come to winning this island without a battle!
 
   "They'll see action soon enough,"  she answered.
 
   She swallowed a big bite and willed the mass to her upper body.  Having filled out her basic form, she concentrated on sculpting.  Muscular arms, they wanted to see muscular arms.  And of course, the bigger the chest – the louts.
 
   Matlid coughed lightly.  "Mistress, did – do you know of the sign in the western sky?"
 
   "Tell."    
 
   "I've only heard second-hand, but many have witnessed.  They say it was a great ball of fire that roared!"
 
   "Undoubtedly only a thunderstorm."  
 
   Inoldia paused, remembering the words of the High Priestess.  And the sky did seem to be getting rather active these days.  First the comet in the south.  Then the fuss about Moonstar.  Now a fireball?  Perhaps it would not be wise to dismiss.  
 
   "When did this happen?"
 
   "In late afternoon, or early evening."
 
   At that time, she would have been over the Lowlands, heading east, feet to the west.  With the wind whipping at her ears, she might have missed the noise too.  Well, it was probably nothing.
 
   Matlid coughed again.  "Mistress, another matter.  I don't know if I should mention this.  It seemed to have some importance to you at one time . . . . "
 
   "Go on."
 
   "You recall that you once gave orders for a certain woman if ever she was to appear in camp."
 
   Matlid abruptly stepped back, for while she had seen her mistress in many forms, some so hideous as to cause men to faint, she had never before seen her mistress shudder.  
 
   Inoldia slowly looked up from her plate and said in a low voice,  "Arcadia, of North Umbrick?"
 
   "Yes, Mistress.  That was the name she gave in registration."
 
   Matlid waited blankly.  She knew nothing about the Incident that had occurred ten years before.  Inoldia had concealed details in the past, for Matlid was fond of children and would only become upset.  But the girl today would no longer be a child . . . .
 
   "Is she still in camp?"
 
   "No, Mistress.  Your orders were to have her depart immediately."
 
   Inoldia had reasoned that if the girl still existed, then she might have the power to recall Inoldia's transformation-scent.  And that could ruin everything.    
 
   "And did she take with her a full patrol, as I requested?"
 
   "Yes, Mistress, with the other two members of the Leaf that were identified in camp."
 
   "The Leaf!” Inoldia scowled.  “If only we could rid Britan of those vexing insects, we'd have full control of this island and found the lost mother by now!”
 
   Matlid bowed deeply.
 
   As she resumed eating, Inoldia reflected that it couldn't possibly be the same girl.  An unfortunate named Arcadia of North Umbrick, yes, but not the same.  It could not be!
 
   Ten years ago, when Inoldia had swooped upon the woman and the little girl gathering flowers by the stream, it had been just a routine assassination.   But then something primordial had taken control.  She had slashed until only shreds remained.  Not even the Sisters could have restored those tatters of flesh to life.  Not Pandora Herself!   
 
   That was the end of the matter until about a year ago.  Valarion had off-handedly mentioned that Roman patrols venturing into the Northland reported of ambushes, apparently by the Leaf, and of a  young woman fighter with flaming hair and 'extraordinary athleticism.'  A fellow attacker had allegedly shouted toward her,  "Arcadia!"
 
   It is not a common name, but it could not be the same girl.  But . . . if it was?
 
   Inoldia heard a loud crackle.  Her hand held a crumpled iron goblet.
 
   "This girl," Inoldia said.  "Did she have orange hair?"
 
   "I was told she did not."
 
   But what difference does hair color make if she has powers?  Inoldia stroked her own red tresses.
 
   Regaining composure, she unlocked the box at her feet.  Under Inoldia's direction, Matlid removed parchment and stylus and took dictation.  When finished, Inoldia scrawled her signature, the only thing she knew how to write, and Matlid lit the candle and pressed the wax with the private seal of the Tenth Sister of Wisdom.  
 
   "As soon as we leave this tent," Inoldia said, "give that to our special courier.  Tell him that it must be delivered to the imperial residence in Londa by morning." 
 
   "Yes, Mistress." 
 
   As Inoldia watched the letter vanish within Matlid's robes, she pondered.  
 
   If this girl is whom we fear, are ten enough?  Still, I have a battle to attend.  What Valarion said was probably only his idea of a joke.  If so, he will pay.  Enough!  Don't think of it more.  It will drive you mad!  
 
   She hastily cleaned the last platter,  burped loudly and arose.  Her head brushed the top of the tent and she backstepped and nearly toppled.  
 
   "Curse this hulking top-heavy body, I'll never be used to it!"
 
   But she was pleased with the sense of command it carried, though personally she could see no reason why baselines were so impressed with size.  Oh well, not even they themselves fully understood their muddled minds.  
 
   She returned to the mirror and carefully placed the massive tiara of golden snakes with diamond eyes.  She bowed at the reflection.  There!  Could the Boudica of Ancient Aereoth have been more impressive?
 
   The servant was looking away, hands writhing.  
 
   "Matlid.  Speak your thoughts."
 
   "Mistress, if you please.  My skin has started to wrinkle again, my bones ache in the morning chill."
 
   Matlid was the closest Inoldia had ever been to any baseline human, and certainly none had proven more loyal for less maintenance.  Inoldia often wondered if their relationship over the past century approached what humans referred to as having a pet.    
 
   "Of course.  Queen Boudica can't have a crone as her servant girl."  She clasped the old woman's face and let power flow, until the skin was smooth and the body no longer stooped.  Then she buckled on the breastplate and said in deeper voice: 
 
   "Time for theater!" 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   14.
 
   After healing Aralena, Matt had wolfed down three servings of potato soup and was ready to go to sleep.  Few things are as fatiguing as sleeping seven centuries in biogel.  But then he heard voices talking softly and excitedly outside, and saw silhouettes glimpsing into the hut, and he realized that his job was just starting.
 
   "Ivan," he said, "rig for an all-nighter."
 
   "Regular natural sleep is the best kind," came the canned response, but Matt was to be treated as an adult now, and so Ivan did as requested.
 
   That evening, Matt was dragged to every hut in the village, healing young and old, male and female.  As he went from home to home, men and women wept for joy and children danced behind him in growing numbers.  Somewhere he heard a flute playing, and villagers cast long shadows as they danced around a bonfire.  
 
   Then, at one stop, it seemed that he had arrived too late.  A family's father was wrapped in blankets and being solemnly dragged out of their hut.  Without really thinking about it, Matt checked the body temperature and Ivan determined the time of death as a mere hour.  He and Ivan defibrillated the corpse back to life.  Suddenly the background babbling and dancing and flute stopped.      
 
   “Uh,” Matt said to the astonished faces.  “Turns out he wasn't that dead.”  
 
   The petitions for his services resumed, though for a while Matt noticed that the voices were lower and stammered more, and less eye contact was being made.  
 
   Village followed village.  Sunrise came and it was mid-morning and he was ready to flop onto the mattress, but then emissaries from Hawk's Grove and River Fork and Berry Glen begged his presence.  The sun had long set before Tret returned him to Fish Lake.
 
   Ivan advised,  "Regular natural sleep – "
 
   "Yeah, I know."
 
   He had ended the day back in the hut of Tret and Layal.  Layal was already sensitive that Matt had an aversion to non-printed meat (aka 'corpse food' in twenty-second century slang) and served him a simple meal of bread and carrots and potatoes.  The family raptly watched him gulp it down as if it were their high entertainment of the season.
 
   “Are you a god?” Aralena asked.
 
   Matt barely suppressed a choke.  “No, I just come from a place where medical science is more advanced.”
 
   “What does 'medical' mean?  What does 'science' mean?”
 
   “Aralena,” Layal said.  “Let the man eat.”
 
   “If he is a man,” Tret said.
 
   Matt swallowed hard.  “Uh, what do you mean?”
 
   “You look as if you are only a boy.  Just how old are you?”
 
   “Seventeen.”
 
   He saw their astonishment, then remembered that years were different here.  With Ivan's consultation, he corrected,  “I meant, twenty-one.”
 
   “Still quite young,” Tret said.  “For who you are.”
 
   Conversation lapsed after that.  Tret went out to get firewood.  Aralena wandered out to play with a friend.  Layal cleaned the cookware.  A trickle of visitors was waiting for him after the meal, and then he felt drowsy and decided not to have Ivan stop him from sleep.  Before he could ask where he could rest, Layal had already laid out bedding.  The mattress and pillow were straw, but in his fatigue they felt as soft as the highest resolution of printed duck down.  
 
   He awoke refreshed in the empty hut, and heard a voice speaking outside at length, without interruption.  Matt emerged and found the villagers gathered around the fire in the village center.
 
   "And then one day the rabbit saw the great yellow hru – " The storyteller halted at Matt's approach.
 
   "Don't mind me," Matt said.  He sat on a spare log.  "Please go on."
 
   The storyteller replied, "Wizard, we'd rather hear your tales."  The rest nodded and gave verbal affirmation.
 
   "Not much to tell," Matt said.
 
   "I believe there is very much to tell," Ivan said.  "Considering their presumed lack of basic scientific knowledge – "
 
   "My boat was in a storm," Matt said.  "The sail was damaged.  I drifted off course and ended up here."
 
   They stared at him raptly, and then the storyteller said, "You speak metaphorically, of course."
 
   It was Matt's turn to stare.  "Why do you say that?"
 
   "Many have witnessed that you fell from the sky," the story teller said.  "Your boat must then be one that sails between stars, and gives passage between the worlds that circle around the stars."
 
   Matt nearly fell off the log.  "You – you believe that worlds circle stars?"
 
   "Is . . . is that not correct?"  The storyteller looked at the others.  "Alas, I presume knowledge, but it is only the folk tales that our fathers of our fathers told us.  Please tell us then of the truth."
 
   "Actually, what you said just now sounds about right.  So what do you believe the stars are?"
 
   "Stars are suns."
 
   "And what do you believe is a sun?"
 
   "It is a great ball of fiery gas."
 
   "How big?"
 
   "Thousands of kilometers . . . no, millions?  Someone, bring the book on astronomy from the library!"
 
   Matt thought,  Book.  On Astronomy.
 
   And that was what the boy bought back and breathlessly placed into Matt's hands.  Not a regular book composed of electromagnetic storage media, of course, but the old fashioned kind, made of pulp called 'paper' grown from trees and cut into rectangular sheets and bound together in what Matt knew was called a 'binding.'  
 
   Fortunately, Matt had been fascinated with ancient technology when he was younger and knew how to operate the book without assistance.  Simply pry open the cover.  Gently stroke the corners, and the pages lift one at a time.  
 
   Like the verbal language of the villagers, the printed language of the book was Standard.
 
   He leafed through the pages and let Ivan take pictures.  He would scrutinize the text later, but for the moment he focused on the illustrations, diagrams, and tables.  
 
   "Do you find it?" the storyteller asked.  "The size of the sun?"
 
   In the back of the book was an appendix with a table listing the planets of the Delta Pavonis system, with sizes and orbits and other parameters.  The radius of the sun itself was listed as 850,000 kilometers, which was close enough to leave Matt more than a little rattled.  And they use the metric system!  
 
   "Yeah.  Uh, where did this book come from?"
 
   The boy pointed.  "In the front is a page that is blank, and after that a page with the title of the book.  On the other side of that page it will say where it came from."
 
   Matt nodded sheepishly and flipped to the front of the book.  He read aloud, "Printed by House of Blen, Londa, Britan.  You mean, like London, Britain?" 
 
   The storyteller answered,  "If by 'London' you mean 'Londa,' which is the largest city of Britan."
 
   "Would you happen to also have an atlas?  I mean, a book of maps?"
 
   The boy dashed and returned with a second book.  The drawings were crude and a little distorted, but unmistakably showed the lay of the island, as well as the archipelagos beyond, just as in the satellite view telemetry provided by Herman the Space Station.  
 
   Matt was immediately struck with the correspondence of terrestrial names.  He remarked to Ivan, "It's like they overlaid a map of Earth on top of this planet's geography and tried to match up as best they could."
 
   “Who are 'they?'” Ivan asked.
 
   “Good question.  Oh, look here.  See how some of the place names on the northwest coast of 'Britan' have been put on the northeast coast.  I wonder why they did that.”
 
   “It is likely just an error.  Human copyists are prone to make mistakes, which then continue to appear in later editions.  Propagation of transcription errors has happened many times in the history of terrestrial cartography.  For example – ”
 
   “Uh, yeah.”  Aloud, Matt said,  "So this island is called, 'Britan.'  B-R-I-T-A-N, without a second 'I' after the 'A.'"
 
   The storyteller crinkled his nose.  "Why would there be a second 'I?'  Would not the name then be pronounced, 'Brih-TANE?'"
 
   Too-Shay, Matt thought.  As Ivan had remarked, given the passage of time, spelling and pronunciation variants were to be expected – and sometimes, Matt reflected, might be for the better.
 
   He quickly turned the pages, so that Ivan could get a picture of each.  Then he handed both books back.  And then he thought about what he really wanted to know.
 
   "Do you have anything about the beginning of the world?  Uh, not about the astronomy or geology.  I mean, about the history of the people?"
 
   The boy scurried back to the library and returned this time with a pair of books, one big and thick, the other big but thin.  The title of the thick book was, History of Aereoth.  Matt thumb-fanned through the picture-less text, letting Ivan photograph each page.  
 
   “Summary?”
 
   “Allowing for transcription errors, it appears to be a collection of selected readings from ancient historical writers, including Herodotus, Thucydides, Xenophon, Polybius, Strabo, Diodorus, Titus, Livy, Plutarch, Tacitus – “
 
   “I get it.  So it's a book on Earth history.”
 
   “Yes, Matt, but only ancient or 'classical' European history, and only up to but not including the period variously known as the Crisis of the Third Century, the Imperial Crisis, or The Anarchy.”
 
   Matt shut the book and examined the title on the cover.  “'And again, 'Aereoth' is probably Earth.”  
 
   “Yes, Matt.  Your earlier hypothesis appears to be confirmed.”
 
   Matt examined the title of the second, thinner book: How the World of Ne'arth Came to Be.  “And this planet is called 'Ne'arth.'”
 
   “The name appears to be a contraction of 'New Earth.'”
 
   “Yeah, I figured that.”  
 
   Matt put the thick book aside and opened the thin book – which, because it was thin, he intended to read directly.  He quickly realized from the large font and full-color illustrations that it was a children's picture book.  Well, he thought, have to begin somewhere.
 
   Because he wanted commentary, he read aloud to his patiently-awaiting audience as he flipped from one illustration to the next:  
 
   "'One day, long ago, there were Lords of Aereoth who were called Star Seeders, who sowed seeds on other worlds of other suns.  So they made a special Box, and sent it to this world, Ne'arth, and out of the Box came everything we see, the plants and animals, and humanity itself, and even the air.'"
 
   Matt turned the page.  The title at top of the page read:  The Box That Everything Came In.  
 
   The box in the illustration was about a meter long by half a meter wide and high, about the size and shape of a beverage cooler for a camping trip.  Despite the illustrator most likely having no idea as to their purposes, Matt recognized the accurate portrayal of antennae, lenses, and spore release ports.   And of course, he recognized the logo of the Star Seed Project.
 
   "A seeder probe," he said to Ivan.  “So they actually went ahead and did it.”  
 
   He flipped through the rest of the pages, looking for a specific number, and found none.  He asked aloud,  "When did this happen?  Can you give me a rough date for when the history of your world began?"
 
   The men and women looked at each other and shrugged.  
 
   "If it helps in any way to know," the storyteller said, "it is now the Year of Our World, 701."
 
   Matt had Ivan convert to Earth years and then back date.  Ivan replied,  "Their calendar's Year One would correspond to Standard Year 2273."
 
   Matt subvocaled,  "So a seeder probe arrived here a little over a century after I left Earth.  But that would mean they had to have launched it in the twenty-first century.”
 
   “By 'they' you mean the leaders of the Star Seed Project,” said Ivan, always a stickler for pronoun-identification.  
 
   “Yeah.  The blog rumors were true.  Roth must have known, at least.  There's no way the proton cannons could have been targeted toward Delta Pavonis without his authorization.”
 
   Matt became aware of their stares and made a mental note to be more careful about not appearing to be talking to himself.  No more punching virtual buttons in the air when people are looking, he also thought.  He continued with Ivan,  “Back in the twenty-first century, though, the proton cannon arrays weren't powerful enough to send people . . . so when did the people come?"
 
   Before Ivan could answer, Matt said aloud, "Let me ask a question I need a specific answer for.  Did the people who came with the box ride outside the box, or were they . . . inside the box?"
 
   "I memorized the ballad from my father,” the storyteller said.  “He memorized it from his father.  The words have always been, of all that was inside the Box:  '. . . the plants and animals, and humanity itself, and even the air.'"
 
   "The people came with the box?  Not afterward?"
 
   "Except for the prophecy of your coming, Wizard, there is no mention of people coming after the Box in any of our books."
 
   Matt gestured at the books.  "And how do you know all this?  Who gave you the information for the books?"
 
   "The mentors."
 
   "Who are the mentors?"
 
   "The mentors are people of this world, who are given the ancient knowledge, so that it may be told and used by all."
 
   "Who gives the mentors the 'ancient knowledge?'"
 
   The storyteller shook his head helplessly.  "The mentors never told us that."
 
   "Can I meet the mentors?"
 
   "The mentors have been gone from the land of Britan for many years.  No man or woman living here has ever met one."
 
   “All right, what about me?  What do the prophecies say about the coming of the wizard?”
 
   “You do not know yourself?  Are you not the Wizard?  We have been told that his name is Matt, which is your name, is it not?”
 
   “Uh, well, I just want to know what you know.”
 
   The storyteller looked at the others.  “It – it is not written in any of the books.  But it is common knowledge, it is foretold, the Wizard came and did many wonderful things, and is to come again in our time of need.”
 
   Matt became aware of the crackle of the fire, and their credulous eyes.  He realized he had a lot to think about before he dared ask any more questions.    
 
   "I, uh, I'm still tired.  I think I'll go back to bed."
 
   Matt said goodnight and returned to the hut and sprawled onto the mattress, and tried to think, but his thoughts were a jumble.
 
   “A seeder probe,” he said.  “Ivan, is there any record in the Star Seed Project archives of a program to send a seeder probe to Delta Pavonis?”
 
   Ivan, whose memory spanned petabytes, replied, "There is no official program but there was an ongoing feasibility study called, 'The Pandora Program,' which addressed potential missions of seeder probes to several candidate star systems, including Delta Pavonis.”
 
   “Feasibility study, my ass.  It's all deception and cover-up!  They pretend to just be doing a feasibility study so that they can expend budget and resources to learn how to do it.  Then they ask permission to do it after they've done it, just to carry on the deception.  And if the people who came to this world were inside the 'Box' – well, that means the Pandora Program sent human DNA here in a seeder probe.  That would have been a much bigger scandal.  It would have shut down the Star Seed Project.”  
 
   “I have anticipated your request to review the Pandora Program Feasibility Study documentation, but it is not in my copy of the archives.”
 
   “I'll bet it's not in the original archives back on Earth either.”
 
   “I lack sufficient information to assess that conjecture.”
 
   Matt gazed at a random star through the cooking-fire hole, and his thoughts started to laze.
 
   "I guess . . . I guess it was all just an intellectual exercise in the beginning.  But they must have realized they were responsible for millions, billions of lives that would be created.  Or maybe they just thought, 'It's centuries from now and light years away, so it doesn't affect us personally.'  It was just an abstract game to them."
 
   The star gleamed and drifted slowly out of the aperture.  Without benefit of Ivan's artificial stimulation, Matt drifted into semi-consciousness.
 
   "What I really want to know . . . but I'm afraid to ask more . . . why do they call me a wizard . . . and why do they act like . . . I'm some kind of savior?  How did . . . they know . . . I was coming . . . to this planet?  What was . . . that bit about me . . . being here before?  Do you think . . . that they think . . . that I'm one of their . . . mentors?  And . . . who are . . . the mentors?"
 
   “I lack sufficient information to assezzzzzzzzz – ”
 
   Or that was how the reply sounded to Matt as he drifted into sleep once again.  But then, abruptly, automatically, he sat up in bed, fully awake in a cold sweat.  He found himself staring at a shadow in the dark.  He found himself recognizing contours of the face.  And so he blurted:  
 
   “Mom?”
 
   "I'm sorry, Wizard," the village woman said, setting down a blanket.  "I did not mean to awaken you."
 
   She left and Matt lay down again and thought that he wouldn't be able to get back to sleep without Ivan's help.  But he was wrong.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   15.
 
   Carrot's patrol passed through the Dark Forest without incident, and then entered a tavern near the village of Salsbury by dusk the next day.  There, amid jubilant hubbub, travelers from the Westlands related the tale of 'The Wizard From Aereoth' who had fallen from the sky and was curing the Plague with a mere touch.
 
   As someone who possessed real healing power, Carrot knew what was possible and what was not, and besides, how often did charlatans prowl on the gullible in these hopeless days? 
 
   "Britanians preying on the false hope of other Britanians," she seethed over dinner at their private table.  "Is anything worse?"
 
   "But he's not asking for gold or silver," Geth said.  
 
   "Then it's a free introductory offer," Dran said, quaffing his flagon.  "As we merchants would call it."
 
   "Sergeant, ma'am," Jran said keeningly.  "The pain seems to have returned.  Could you check my leg again?"
 
   Dran swatted him.  "Your leg is fine.  And your moon-like eyes need to stop checking her legs."
 
   The next afternoon saw them in Berry Glen, a village half-deserted because, said an old man, the rest were 'off to see the wizard.'  
 
   "Fields unploughed!" Carrot said.  "Children will starve because of this knavery." 
 
   Still, Boudica's orders had been to explore in the Westlands and not return in less than a week, and in that time they easily reached the locus of the madness, a non-descript, smaller-than-average village called Fish Lake.  The line of patients, Carrot noted, seemed to include a great many people whose complaints amounted to nothing more than a boil, or a mere scrape.  
 
   In the village center was a young man no older than Carrot.  He was dressed in an iridescent blue garb that covered him from ankles to neck.   There was nothing otherwise remarkable about his appearance, although he did seem to have all his teeth.  Carrot thought ruefully that from the rapt attention that he was garnering from the onlookers, he might have been a giant blue troll juggling flaming logs.  Instead, perfectly normal-sized, he was merely sitting on a stool and conversing with a young maiden as he examined her wrist.  
 
   "Are you sure it's sprained?" he asked the maiden.  "I'm not sensing anything wrong."
 
   "Oh, it twinges terribly!" the girl exclaimed.  She leaned toward him and tapped her neck.  "I seem to have a pain here as well.  Could you touch there also?"
 
   Carrot sighed.  The young man turned instantly and stared.  It was Analysis at First Sight.
 
   "You're not from around here," he said to Carrot, frowning.  "I mean, your men aren't wearing the little round hats that everyone around here does.  And you're – " 
 
   Along with their wizard, the villagers at last saw the swords, spears, bows, and body armor borne by the travelers  A hush fell over the crowd.
 
   "We are warriors from the Eastlands," said Geth in a voice that carried.  "We serve in the Army of Boudica who is the Queen of Britan, and who fights the Roman invader!"
 
   The crowd erupted in murmurs.  The maiden took back her arm and looked over Jran and Croin.   Judging from his expression, Carrot mused, the 'wizard' didn't enjoy not being the center of attention.  Especially when the villagers crowded around the travelers, demanding news of the 'Rebellion.'
 
   "Roman soldiers come through every harvest," said one farmer.  "They demand a portion of crop from every village, and they set fire to your homes and fields if you don't give them what they feel is enough.  An Emperor's Tithe, a Governor's Tithe – and then every soldier has his tithe too.  It's got to stop!"
 
   "That's what we're fighting for," Carrot said.  "It will stop!"
 
   The villagers cheered.  Several men came forward and volunteered.  Carrot turned them down.  "Our orders are not to recruit but to scout, and we must return soon to the army in the Midlands."
 
   The Wizard slipped through the crowd.  
 
   "Midlands," he said.  "That's on the way to Londa, isn't it?" 
 
   "Yes," Dran replied, with Carrot wishing she could have stopped him.
 
   "I'm heading for Londa.  I'd like to come with you."
 
   Carrot blurted,  "We are on a mission by Queen's orders.  We really can't – "
 
   Geth touched her arm and said softly,  "Arcadia, look.  Do you see signs of Plague?"
 
   She looked hard.  No blotches, no ghostly complexions, and most of all, no piles of the dead.  Berry Glen had been like that too, she recalled.  
 
   Geth continued,  "If we can persuade him to go with us back to the army, and heal – and what of the Northlands?  The Plague is starting to reach our home villages as well."
 
   "No, no," she said.  “We can't take him.  We don't have the resources, the time – “  
 
   She wasn't sure why she was certain that he was a fraud or a fool or both.  It was just . . . his soft face with those cow-eyes gave the impression of a life without hunger or danger or the sweat of a single season's plowing.
 
   Then she had an idea.  She would put an end to this nonsense with literally a single stroke.
 
   "So," she said.  "You're a healer."  
 
   The Wizard shrugged.  "Yeah, I – well, yeah.  Sure."
 
   I've not much experience with their ilk, but shouldn't a charlatan sound more confident? 
 
   Undeterred, she unsheathed her knife, held out her arm, and cut.  A line of red followed the blade and trickled.  The Wizard backstepped, almost stumbling.  Everyone else gasped.
 
   "Heal this," she said.
 
   The Wizard gaped for a moment, then breathed deep, and touched her arm.  Carrot waited and felt no sensation of tingling or warmth.  It was as she had thought.  He was just another  –
 
   "How's that?" 
 
   The skin was smooth and clean.  Not a trace of a scar, not a trace of blood.  She grabbed his hand and inspected his fingers.  They too were bloodless.
 
   "I was bleeding! What happened to the blood?"
 
   "I, uh, put it back in your arm.  Could you please stop squeezing so hard?"  
 
   She dropped his hand.  She sputtered, "You, you – "  
 
   Geth clamped her shoulders and whispered, "Let's get going before he changes his mind."
 
   Little over an hour later, the Wizard was equipped with a burgeoning backpack of food from the villagers, who bade him tearful good-byes.  Despite snorting at that cliche, Carrot was struck by the intensity of their sincerity.  And so her entourage-plus-Wizard headed east on the Oksiden Road, back to the Dark Forest.
 
   After a few minutes, he came alongside and smiled, "By the way, my name is Matt."
 
   Of course, she thought.  Just like the Star Child.  Exactly what a charlatan would declare.
 
   He added, "What are all your names?"
 
   She made introductions of the others and finished, "And I'm Ar – you can call me 'Carrot.'"
 
   "Carrot?"
 
   "Like the vegetable."
 
   "There a reason you're called that?"
 
   Geth said, "Because her hair is – "  He saw her expression and stopped.
 
   "Because I'm thin as a carrot."
 
   "Really?  You don't seem that thin."
 
   Not a wizard with words, she thought.  
 
   And indeed, he didn't have much else to say over the hours that followed.  Or rather, not to her.  He spoke with Geth and Croin about the Northland, but when he heard that Dran was a merchant who worked out of Londa, he chatted up a storm.  Oddly, he asked questions about Londa as if he'd never been there, but then he would make a comment as if he knew the exact lay of the city.
 
   "And then there's Rome," he said.  "What is the deal with the Romans?"
 
   "They've been in Britan for over twenty years," Dran said.  "At first they limited themselves to the occupation of Londa, then they expanded into the Lowlands.  Now they're extending everywhere.  They seem to have become especially active since the appearance of the comet."
 
   "The comet?"
 
   "In the southern seas there was a strange comet that appeared about two years ago.  Personally, I put nothing in celestial portents, but the Romans are a superstitious lot, what with their Sisters of Wisdom and all."
 
   "Who are the Sisters of Wisdom?  Are they like the mentors?"
 
   "I know next to nothing certain of the Sisters, except that every Roman is afraid of them."    
 
   Whatever his powers of healing were, the Wizard seemed to lack stamina.  He was always asking for a rest stop.  At this rate, Carrot thought, we'll be lucky to make fifty kilometers a day.
 
   By afternoon they entered the Dark Forest, and the Wizard slowed even more, eyes darting about while he frowned at the tree tops.
 
   “Something wrong?” Carrot asked.
 
   “The trees,” he muttered.  “They're blocking the view.  I can't see where we are.”
 
   Carrot observed that only the tops of the towering evergreens had obscuring branches.  Near ground level, trunks were bare of branches and as brush also was sparse by their particular section of the road, the view was uninterrupted for half a kilometer in every direction.
 
   “I can see fine,” Carrot said.  “I would think anyone with normal vision can.”
 
   “Some people cannot see well in gloom or shade,” Geth volunteered.  “That's why it's called the Dark Forest.”
 
   The Wizard grunted.  Carrot looked at Geth and rolled her eyes.    
 
   The brush did thicken after that, and dusk brought a dark that even Carrot's eyes had difficulty penetrating.  Despite still being in the forest, Carrot ordered camp to be pitched and made a small fire.  After their evening meal, the alleged Wizard staggered off, leaned against a log, and became so still that Carrot half-suspected that he had died from exhaustion.  
 
   Late at night, however, she heard him stirring.  From a distance, she watched him tilt his head and raise his eyebrows and speak in half-whisper while touching invisible points in front of him as if there were a wall there.  
 
   "Mutant?" he said.  "Are you sure?  Huh.  I guess if they were going to violate ethics by putting human DNA in the probe, they'd also include genetic experiments on humans.  Yeah, that's what I was thinking.  At least she doesn't act psycho.  Okay, well, but that was just a test to see what I could do.  Anyway, she looks completely human – but wow, that grip!  You're kidding!  That much?  Okay, now show me a graph of – "
 
   She looked around.  Who is he talking to?  She smelled no one and sighed.  So the man was mad.  She went back to sleep.
 
   Hours later, she bolted wide awake and reflexively sat up.  From the turn of the stars and how they blazed, she knew it was wee morn.  All was still and silent.  The men were dozing, the campfire was crackling embers.  But from the woods adjacent to their clearing and opposite the road – the smell!
 
   The Wizard was sitting up too, and gazing in the same direction.
 
   She crawled alongside.  
 
   "There are ten to the north," he said before she could speak.  There was no doubt in his voice now.  "They have weapons."
 
   She closed her eyes and bowed her head.  Yes, her metal-sense detected objects the size and shape of short swords.  But she barely sensed them at this distance.  How could he already know their number?  
 
   He was pointing at spots in the wood, sweeping his arm in a semi-circle from west to east.  She perceived the flicker of human-sized traces in her infrared vision.  She pushed his arm to his side and faced him from centimeters.  
 
   "Take cover behind the log," she said.  "And be quiet." 
 
   She woke Geth, who woke Croin.  Then she woke Dran, who woke Jran.  They unsheathed swords.  Carrot opened a bag and snapped together the segments of her long-spear
 
   Then from the woods came a cry, and then ten cries, and their attackers converged on the fire.  Her party sprang to their feet and countered blade for blade with deafening clangs.  Carrot jabbed her spear, nicking one attacker in the shoulder.  She yanked the weapon the other way and planted the blunt end into the belly of a man who didn't know she could sense his heavy clopping from meters behind her back.  Another attacker charged.  Carrot leaped aside, grabbed his arm, twisted and flung him against two others.  Then it was a flurry of bodies, dodging of blades, vaulting and tackling and jabbing and poking.
 
   And then one of them shouted and they were fleeing, and just like that, her patrol was alone in the clearing once again.
 
   Dran was propped against a tree, laughing between puffs as he gazed at Carrot.  "You're not even out of breath!  I saw you toss them about like twigs, and wondered if I and my brother should go back to sleep!"
 
   "Is anyone injured?" Carrot demanded.  
 
   No one raised a hand at first.  Then timidly Jran did, but Dran swatted again and he lowered it.  
 
   Geth stood alongside her, surveying the darkness.  "Regardless of their dress, their swordsmanship was too practiced for ordinary highwaymen."
 
   "The legions apply a distinctive oil to polish their blades and preserve from rust," Carrot said.  "I smelled it even when they were in the woods."
 
   "Soldiers, then.  Yet in such number, they could raid villages and caravans.  Why bother with us?"
 
   "Could it be they were after the Wizard?" Dran asked.
 
   Surely, she thought, that costume of his can be seen from the mountains.  But she replied, "They came from the east.  They would not have known about the Wizard."
 
   She became aware of the Wizard's attention.
 
   "I trust you are unharmed, Wizard."
 
   "Your hair.  It's – "
 
   "Never mind my hair.  We must break camp and move.  We'll stop for breakfast after dawn, but we need to be on our way out of the forest now."
 
   "Yes, Sergeant," Geth, Croin, Dran, and Jran replied in sequence.  The Wizard bobbed acknowledgment.  
 
   While the others broke camp, she stood alone and reflected on Geth's words.  What were Roman soldiers doing this far west?  Why had the Queen sent Carrot's patrol to the far west at the same time?  Two years of guerrilla insurgency had made her suspicious of coincidences.      
 
   Starting to wonder just who had made Boudica the Official Queen of All Britanians, she went to her backpack and unfolded the letter.  She sniffed strongly a woman's hand, with the scent of body oils associated with a diet of Britanian staples.  So based on that, Boudica – whoever she was – was Britanian.  Whatever comfort there is in that.
 
   But then she reached the flourished signature and detected another scent, so faint she wasn't sure it was there at all.  
 
   She pressed her nose to the parchment and inhaled deeply.  Human, female, but – somehow off.  What put her off most of all was that she never forgotten a scent in her life, yet she could not remember where she had smelled this one before.  
 
   Degradation of senses and memory, she thought.  This is what you get for associating with a mad Wizard.
 
   She put the letter away and rejoined the others for the trek east once more.   
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   16.
 
   The group plodded eastward and within hours Matt exhausted Dran's knowledge of Rome and the rest of the world.  He lapsed into silence, as did the others.  They were all on grim alert after the attack.  Matt was especially wary, as satellite view was useless in the Dark Forest, where the combination of low altitude (the station) and high latitude (Matt) required a slanting viewing angle that made it impossible to see anything nearby below tree top level.  Thus every caravan and cart they encountered he met with wariness.    
 
   "Maybe we shouldn't have left Fish Lake," Matt subvocaled.
 
   "I lack sufficient data to make a conclusion," Ivan replied.
 
   "We got attacked by ten soldiers.  That's pretty solid data."
 
   “That event could have been an anomaly, but I will keep your assessment in mind.”
 
   Walking, walking, walking, Matt thought.  The monotony of pre-industrial civilization was something one had to experience to believe.  
 
   "I guess I assumed that since everyone at Fish Lake was friendly, everyone on the planet was friendly," Matt said.  "It's not that far-fetched.  If I were genetically-engineering human DNA for a seeder probe, I would have moderated human aggression."
 
   "Genetically-engineering human DNA without consent is considered unethical," Ivan said.
 
   "Ivan, I wasn't saying I would do it.  Just that if I were doing it, that's how I would do it."
 
   Ivan paused.  "I am not sure I understand the distinction."
 
   Matt paused.  "And maybe you're right not to."
 
   "Matt, how are you leg muscles today?"
 
   "Much better than yesterday, thanks.  Your conditioning program is working great."
 
   Matt thought privately,  Now, can you do something about the boredom?
 
   Walking, walking, walking.  Matt delved into Ivan's music archives and listened to songs that possibly hadn't been listened to by anyone else in centuries.  At least on this planet.
 
   “I wonder where everyone is,” he said.
 
   “From the context, I assume you don't mean the local villagers, as we are encountering many of them on this road.”
 
   “No, I was thinking of what happened to the rest of the human race.  I know two hundred trillion kilometers is a long way, but after all these centuries you would think that humans from Earth would have come here to see what was going on.”
 
   “I have surveyed my libraries for relevant information,” Ivan said.  “It appears our situation is similar to that of humans who believed that intelligent life existed elsewhere in the universe and was technologically advanced enough to achieve interstellar communication and travel, yet had never contacted humans.”
 
   “Oh yeah, the Three Theories of Extraterrestrial Non-Contact.  We learned about those in elementary school.  What were they again?”
 
   “That humans are alone in the universe, that humans are under quarantine, that humans are in a 'cosmic zoo.'”
 
   “I think 'cosmic zoo' applies to us.  The rest of the human race is probably up there watching us right now.”
 
   “I perceive an inconsistency in your thinking,” Ivan said.  “If the rest of the human race has evolved sufficiently to be treating this world as a cosmic zoo, then they would want to avoid having anything interfere with the natural course of events.  Yet they allowed you to come here.”
 
   Matt had already thought a great deal about that.  He said,  “It could have to do with the Singularity, and directed evolution.  After a few centuries, maybe everyone has 'ascended' like Synethesia was doing when we left.  So they look at me now, and seeing how unevolved I am, they decide I have more in common with the zoo animals than with them.  So they let me come here and become part of the zoo, because if they took me back to Earth or wherever they are, I'd feel like a cockroach in comparison.”
 
   “But – “
 
   Matt waited, then raised an eyebrow.  He'd never heard Ivan fail to finish an uninterrupted sentence.  
 
   “But what?”
 
   Ivan paused.  “Matt, you are aware that the architecture of my artificial intelligence allows me to pursue more than one directive at once and attempt to achieve an optimal trade-off.”
 
   “Yes.“
 
   “One of my directives is to protect the psychological stability of the host by always being positive and encouraging. However, another of my directives is to protect the host by always being factual and objective.”
 
   “Yes . . . . “ 
 
   “In this instance, the two directives appear to be in irreconcilable conflict, in that I know that what you said is discouraging to you, yet I also know it is the most plausible explanation.”
 
   “Ah.  Well, it doesn't really discourage me that much.  It's really a lot better than thinking that my parents and friends are dead.  And it's better than being dead myself.”
 
   After that, Matt decided that he would try to keep his thoughts more down to earth – that is, allowing that the 'earth' was a different 'Earth.'     
 
   He thought about what he would do in Londa.  Go to that publishing house, maybe.  Ask what they knew of the mentors.  Then maybe he could board a ship and tour the world.  
 
   Then he had a horrifying thought, perhaps one of the most horrifying for any (Earth-yeared) teenager.
 
   "I'll have to get a job.”
 
   “Do you want me to provide a survey of possible employment opportunities in Britan?”
 
   “Not really, but I guess so.”
 
   "According to my review of all visual telemetry since landing," Ivan said, "the primary occupation of the inhabitants of Britan appears to be, farmer.  Perhaps you could be a farmer."  
 
   "Farming the way they do it here?  Plowing fields all day behind the butt of a horse?  I'd rather crawl back into biogel.  Hey, wait, what am I thinking?  I'm a Healer, probably the best on the planet!  I'll just charge for medical services."
 
   "That seems of questionable ethics," Ivan said.  "Shouldn't medical care be free for all?"
 
   "We're not in Seattle anymore, Ivan.  The economy of this world is pre-Singularity.  It's based on resource scarcity.  If I don't charge for services, then I don't have any money, and I can't buy food, and I starve.  And if I starve to death, no one gets healed.  Is that ethical?"
 
   "It is not utilitarian," Ivan admitted.  
 
   Matt listened to more music.  But Ivan, metaphorically speaking, had gotten under his skin.
 
   "Look,” Matt said.  “I'll also heal people for free.  In fact, I was thinking, maybe there's a way to cure this Plague all at once.  What if we make the counter-virus into a communicable virus, so that it could spread just by touching?  Then I wouldn't have to go to people to cure them, and people wouldn't have to come to me for the cure.  The cure would go to them automatically.  Is that possible?"
 
   “You mean, to modify the counter-virus for high-efficiency transmission.  Yes, that is possible.”
 
   "Then let's do it."
 
   A few minutes later, Ivan announced completion.  "The viral count is projected to double every twenty minutes.  Within six hours, recipient individuals will become contagious through casual physical touch and airborne transmission in proximity.  At walking speed, island population will be saturated in six days.  Would you like me to introduce the counter-virus into your body at this time?"
 
   "Uh, what?"   
 
   "I will need to introduce the counter-virus into the body of the host to initiate replication."
 
   "I see.  Nothing can go wrong, can it?"
 
   "There is always a minimal chance of adverse consequences."
 
   Matt realized it had been easy enough to abstractly contemplate the spread of a well-intentioned but potentially hazardous virus over an entire planet, until that process included himself.  
 
   "Ivan, what are the chances that the plague will simply burn out?"
 
   "I have analyzed the individual genomes of all persons you have come into physical contact with on this planet," Ivan said.  "I have not seen any example of natural immunity.  The plague appears to be designed for one hundred percent mortality."
 
   "'Designed?'  Are you saying the plague is artificial?"
 
   "The genetic sequence closely matches that of experimental viruses tested by military laboratories in the twenty-first century.  The probability of random coincidence is less than one in one hundred billion."
 
   "Then whoever released it, they knew they were going to kill everyone on the planet!  Who would do such a thing?"
 
   He had spoken aloud.  The others on the road turned and looked.  Matt looked away and they resumed walking.  
 
   "Yeah," Matt subvocaled.  "Then whatever the risk, we don't have a choice.  Go ahead and introduce the counter-virus into my body for replication initiation, or whatever you said.”
 
   "I will inform you if there is any adverse reaction."
 
   But Ivan had nothing to report on that, and Matt, aside from feeling queasy with apprehension, sensed no noticeable adverse reaction himself.  Indeed, he sensed nothing unusual at all. 
 
   By the next day, informed by Ivan that he was fully contagious with the Cure Virus, Matt made a habit of greeting un-gloved passersby with hearty handshakes.  Many, likely to be leery of the spread of the Plague, shirked from his touch, but he managed to make skin contact with dozens nonetheless.
 
   Soon Carrot came alongside, flushed and scowling.  "What is with you?  Yesterday you shied from everyone we encountered.  Today you won't leave them alone.  Do you realize your breath and touch could be spreading the Plague among the healthy?"
 
   "I'm spreading a cure," he said.  "You'll have to trust me."
 
   Matt watched with fascination as her hair strands flickered between brown and orange.
 
   "Trust you!  You dress strangely, you have a strange accent, you ask the most basic questions about everything as if you were born the day before we met.  Why should I trust you?  Personally, I think you're a simpleton who wandered from his caretakers.  If not for the desperation they feel from the Plague and the surprise of the fireball, everyone would see in a moment that you are no – "
 
   He gazed serenely at her arm.  She looked down, rubbed it, and scowled.
 
   “I have the power of healing too,” she said, “but I don't go about pretending I'm the Second Coming of the Star Child.”
 
   “I never claimed to be a star child, let alone the Star Child,” Matt replied hotly.  “And believe me, this is my first time here.”
 
   “Yet you claim to be a wizard, and come from Aereoth.”
 
   “I never claimed – well, okay, once.  But people just assume – “
 
   “And you allow them to believe.  Because you're a fraud.”
 
   “I am not a fraud!”
 
   She halted and her eyes locked on his from centimeters away.  “Then tell me, do you say to my face here and now that you are a wizard, and that you come from Aereoth?”
 
   He became aware that the others had halted and were looking at him too, waiting.  
 
   “I, uh, well – “ And then suddenly he scowled and met her gaze and put his hands on his hips and said, “I can do things that for this world qualify as wizardry.  And I come from a place called Earth, which for all intents and purposes qualifies as Aereoth.”
 
   “Then for all intents and purposes you qualify as duplicitous or daft.”
 
   With that she spun around and stalked down the road toward Londa, and the others followed, wearing blank expressions save for Geth, who was grinning and shaking his head.  
 
   Matt stood in the road and subvocaled, “I'm thinking we should go back to Fish Lake.”  But then he watched her slender-but-not-as-much-as-a-carrot's figure and couldn't remember what was so special about Fish Lake.  
 
   “It's probably not safe on the road alone.  And I do want to see Londa.”
 
   He hurried to catch up.  
 
   Matt expected one side of the Dark Forest to be the same as the other.  But when they left it behind a few hours later, they encountered fields overgrown with brush and weed.  Carts were few and decrepit.  Those on foot were poorly dressed and gaunt.  Huts were slanted and rotting.
 
   "Everything looks run down," Matt remarked aloud.  
 
   "Lowlanders are lazy, that's why," Croin said.
 
   Dran shook his head.  "Lowlanders were once regarded among the hardest working of any of us.  But that was when they had their own farms.  Then the Romans made a law that, to pay taxes in the Lowlands, one needed Roman scrip, and to obtain Roman scrip, one had to sell crops in the Roman market.  Taxes were set high by the Roman government and prices were set low by the Roman monopolists, and the farmers lost their farms to Roman moneylenders.  The Lowlanders became hired laborers on their own land, and work all the harder."
 
   "But they live off the provincial grain dole," Croin said.  "Which the rest of us must pay."
 
   "Don't imagine that there is some sort of free market as in the old days.  By their manipulation of the supply of scrip, the Romans control all the marketplaces and most all places of employment.  So is it the fault of Lowlanders that the Romans don't pay them enough to live on?  Is it the fault of Lowlanders that the Romans force you to feed them?"
 
   "But a lot of Lowlanders don't even work."
 
   "The Romans ensure there are never enough jobs, so that those who have jobs see themselves as fortunate though they sweat as slaves."
 
   "You make excuses for Lowlanders, because they are your customers!"
 
   Dran threw up his hands.  "Wizard, do you see how it is?"  
 
   "It's called 'Divide and Rule,'" Matt said.  
 
   Carrot shot him a glance.  He smiled back and thought, Not so simpleton now, am I?  
 
   Nobody said anything for a while.  Matt used the time to ask Ivan what 'scrip' was.    
 
   By late afternoon, they had reached the crossroads.  Geth interrupted the plodding torpor,  "Arcadia!  To the north."
 
   Hearing a quiver in Geth's voice for the first time, they all turned north.  Matt saw at first only a sliver of glinting metal, like a giant snake, slithering over the hills.  The snake became a patchwork blanket, an oily wave that rolled southward.  Closer still, Matt saw the snake resolve into thousands of men marching across the grassland, men with swords and spears and war paint and standards made from sticks and bones.
 
   Carrot said softly,  "It must surely be the entire army of the Britanian Rebellion.”
 
   Geth raised and flashed his sword as they approached.  The nearest of the marchers cheered and flashed their swords in response, creating a glare that all but blinded, just as their combined roar all but deafened.
 
   Weaving before the horde was a chariot bearing a towering woman whose mane of red hair was fluttering after her like a banner.  Every time she raised her spear, she yelled, and the men yelled too, echoing against the hills.  
 
   "There's a queen for you!" Dran exclaimed.
 
   Matt had to admit, he found it difficult to take his eyes off her.  
 
   "That's – what did you call her – Boudica?" he asked.
 
   He wouldn't be able to go to Londa for a while.  The mob streamed through the crossroads, blocking access to the eastern side of the Oksiden Road.  Croin trotted to the fringe, shoutingly conversed with the warriors, and trotted back.
 
   He reported breathlessly,  "They've spotted the Eighth in the south – and Boudica promises a massacre!"
 
   The eighth of what? Matt wondered.  But taking a cue from Ivan, he figured from the context that it probably had to do with Roman soldiers.  Which the rebels were going to massacre . . . .   
 
   Carrot addressed Matt,  "We were to part ways here at any event.  This isn't your fight."
 
   "I wasn't going to volunteer," Matt said.  He immediately felt stupid for having said it. 
 
   "Good luck in Londa," she said.
 
   That made him feel even stupider.  He thought back to when he had crouched behind a log while the others had fought their attackers from the woods.  That had made him feel stupid, too.  Yes, he had no business fighting here when he didn't know which side was the right side – or even whether there was a right side.  But now a girl was going off to battle, while a boy was just going to stand off in safety.  Something deep within him instinctively felt it was wrong.  And – cowardly.
 
   His fellow travelers, now become soldiers once more, departed.  Matt sat by himself on a rock by the roadside and watched the sun sink and the army pass.  Carrot was visible for a long time because her hair had turned completely orange again.
 
   As the army receded the background noise faded to quiet and he realized he was all alone for the first time since the day of his landing.
 
   "You know, it's funny," he said.  "I don't seem to be missing Earth, my family, my friends, my whole past life.  All those people I knew on Earth for years and years – and now it bothers me more that I just met those people there and they could be going to their deaths."
 
   Ivan said nothing.  
 
   The army marched southward and was gone over the hills, and the crossroads were empty and the road  to Londa was open.  However, Matt found he had no interest in budging from the rock just then.  Maybe, he thought, it's the warm sun relaxing my muscles.  And he had walked a good deal this day already.  Maybe he would just sit here a while, and think.    
 
   "She can handle herself.  You did the analysis on her DNA.  Designer genes for the Ultimate Warrior.  The Romans won't know what hit them."
 
   Ivan said nothing.  
 
   Matt sat some more and tried not to think of Carrot finally meeting one sword too many at once.  Even ultimate warriors don't have infinite powers, he thought.  They can be overwhelmed, all they need is to one day meet an army too large.  And any day could be that day.      
 
   "I know she didn't like me, but she was okay.”  
 
   Ivan said nothing.
 
   “I mean, as far as genetically-engineered killing machines go."
 
   Ivan said,  "Are you romantically interested in her?"
 
   Matt sighed.  "No!  Of course not.  Uh, why would you think that?"
 
   “You have spoken to her more than to any other woman in your peer group.”  
 
   “What?  Really?  Even more than Synethesia?”
 
   “Yes.  Of course, I am going on the word count only since my original implantation, so it is possible that you had lengthy conversations with Synesthesia over the years before which would overcome the word count that you have accumulated with Carrot in only a few days.”
 
   Matt hadn't thought of himself as being particularly garrulous with Carrot.  More like shy, in fact.  And then, in hindsight, he hadn't talked that much with Synethesia either, even Before Ivan.
 
   “Well, whatever is going on between us, what's coming from Sergeant Carrot sure doesn't feel like love.”
 
   Ivan paused.  “I did not say that she loves you.”
 
   “I know you didn't.  Let's not talk about this anymore, okay?”
 
   He tried to think of everything in the universe that was Not Carrot.  Surprisingly little came to mind.  He squinted where the army had vanished, and tried to think about it as a whole and not just the tiny part of it that he really cared about.    
 
   "Boudica," he said.  "That name is familiar.  Something I learned about in a book or video or something."
 
   "Boudica is the name of a significant personage in Earth history.”
 
   "Really?  How would they know about – oh, that's right, that book back at Fish Lake, the mentors taught Earth history.”
 
   “But only European classical history, and only up to the period known as the Third Century Crisis, the Imperial Crisis, or the Anarchy.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah.  Okay, so, twenty-five words or less, who was Boudica in Earth history?"
 
   "Boudica was a warrior queen who in AD 70 led a rebellion of the people of Britain against the Roman Empire."
 
   Matt snorted.  "So it's like they're doing an historical re-enactment here.  I guess it makes a kind of cock-eyed sense in terms of mass psychology.  If you want to win a war, you take the name of a victorious leader in history."
 
   "Boudica was not a victorious leader."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "According to the Roman historian Tacitus, her entire army was completely destroyed by the Romans in a single battle."
 
   Matt lifted the word limit and had Ivan fill in the rest of the historical account.
 
   When Matt didn't respond right away, Ivan said, “Matt, your pulse rate has increased significantly yet paradoxically you appear to be losing blood pressure in your upper body, and specifically your head.  Would you like me to – “
 
   "I want a real-time satellite view of the region in the southeast of Britan.  Hurry!"
 
   The window popped open.  The clumps of marching soldiers were easy to pick out.  There to his immediate south was the army of the rebels.  There, further south, was a much smaller army of Roman soldiers.  The Romans were being pursued into a valley.  The valley had was a boxed canyon, closed in the south.  In other words, the Romans there were about to be trapped.
 
   So obvious and simple a trap, Matt thought.  But it left him ill at ease.  
 
   He remembered playing chess with his friend Random, in their childhood before either of them had an implant.  Often, Random would appear to blunder into a trap, but it always turned out that there was a counter-trap and Matt's elation would quickly transform into a sense of doom.  Eventually, whenever Random appeared to be falling into a trap, Matt had learned to skip the elation and go straight to the sense of doom.  Matt had the same feeling now.  These Romans were not the Romans of Earth history, but surely they hadn't risen to imperial dominance on their planet by blundering into obvious and simple traps.  There had to be more to this game than that.
 
   Intensely surveying the scene on satellite view, he noticed the moving figures on the ridges of the valley that both armies were about to enter.  Dark squares were spaced regularly along the cliff tops.  
 
   He pointed at the virtual screen hanging in front of him and said, “Zoom in there.”
 
   The squares resolved into mechanisms:  wooden frames, winches, throwing arms.  
 
   “Catapults!  The Romans have got the valley ringed with catapults.  The rebels are going to be bombarded!  We've got to stop it!”
 
   “Why do we have to stop it?” Ivan asked.
 
   “Because – “ Matt paused.  Because she's cute and I'm a guy?  He searched for a better answer.  “Because a lot of innocent people are going to die.”
 
   “But the Britanian fighters are not innocent.  They intend to kill the Romans.”
 
   “They're defending their homeland.” Matt guessed what Ivan was thinking and hastily added,  “It's not a pretext.  It's self-defense.  The Romans are on their land trying to take it away from them and make them slaves.  The Britanians have a right to fight back.”
 
   “What do you wish to do?” Ivan asked.
 
   Matt slumped.  “I have no idea.  I don't know how to get to the rebels in time to warn them, and even if I did, they wouldn't listen.”
 
   Matt pondered the satellite view.  In the inevitability of defeat, it again reminded him of chess matches with Random.  Random had beaten him every single time they played.  Well, except that one time when they were little kids, but that didn't really count.  Matt had gotten frustrated and smashed his fist into the board, knocking over the pieces.  Random, all of six Earth-years old, had looked up and said serenely,  “Let's call that one a draw.”  
 
   Matt blinked.  
 
   "Ivan, patch me to Herman."
 
   "This is Herman, Delta Pavonis Station Keeper.  Greetings, Matt.  How may I help you?"
 
   "You still have one more OSV, right?"
 
   "Orbit-to-Surface Vehicle Number Three is not at passenger-rated status at this time.  The human passenger would have extremely low probability of survival as the parachute deployment system and several key life support systems were transferred to Orbit-to-Surface Vehicle Number Two per the instructions of your neural implant."
 
   Before Ivan could defend himself, Matt said,  "There isn't going to be a passenger.  I just want to know, can you release the OSV on a controlled descent, when can you do it, and how good is your aim?"
 
   Ivan had been instructed not to disturb Matt about daytime road traffic, and Matt was so preoccupied with preparations that he didn't see their approach until their shadows fell at his feet.  There were three in front of him – along with several thousand more soldiers of the Eighth and Eleventh Legions at the crossroads, where they were pouring from east to south, preparing to cork the bottle on The Valley of Death.  
 
   The nearest Roman soldier drew his sword and wagged the tip through Matt's augmented-reality window.  The double sharpened edges got Matt's full attention.
 
   "Blue Boy," the soldier said.  "Are you clown or jester?"
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   Carrot had no trouble completely forgetting about the alleged wizard.  She was leading a squad of four into battle, and her thoughts were focused on the immediate future.  She readied her spear and sword, made sure the others were prepared as well, noted the position of the sun, the direction and speed of wind, the height of the grass.  For in battle, she knew from experience, even the smallest factor could be decisive.
 
   Well ahead, as Boudica's three white horses pranced and frothed before her chariot, the Queen raised her spear and shouted, and the army roared in unison, and Carrot felt a wave of emotion wash over her and she screamed as loud as any man, feeling a cloud lift from her spirit for the first time since Romans burned her village and killed her father.    
 
   Then the chanting:
 
   "Boudica!  Boudica!  BOUDICA! Boudica!  Boudica!  BOUDICA!"
 
   It was hypnotic and steeled Carrot in her determination.  Father, I will avenge you.  North Umbrick, I will avenge you.  Mother, I – 
 
   Carrot paused.  What did Rome have to do with her mother's death, with anything that had happened that day?  She was not sure, but felt somehow it had to be.  If Rome was not the agency itself, it was the ally.  Somehow she was certain of that.  
 
   "Boudica!  Boudica!  BOUDICA!"  
 
   Carrot felt a tinge of envy.  Dran had spoken true words, that every village in the Northland had its petty royalty and that her own title of princess meant nothing.  Yet here leading the army was a true queen, who had risen from obscurity to repeatedly confound the Romans in one swift attack after another.  Fighting as a member of the Leaf, Carrot had her share of victories too, but had never massed an army, nor driven an entire Roman legion into annihilation as Boudica was about to do.  
 
   The horses of the flame-haired giantess pranced before the masses as the warriors beat weapons to shields.  One, two, THREE.  One, two, THREE!  
 
   "Boudica!  Boudica!  BOUDICA!  Boudica!  Boudica!  BOUDICA!"
 
   Yet even though now she followed that queen, and would have agreed with the thousands of men that Boudica deserved to be their leader, Carrot wondered at the distant figure,  Who made you Queen?
 
   Boudica was said to have come from the Northland, but no one in the Umbrick region had ever heard of her, nor had anyone in the Northern Leaf.  In some ways her legend oddly paralleled Carrot's own life:  she had been a princess, her father had been murdered by Romans, she had fought back.  But the difference was that Carrot was still a girl, and no one easily trusted her with command, while Boudica's towering and voluptuous presence seemed to mesmerize grown men on sight, as if her body had been sculpted by fate for that purpose.
 
   No matter, Carrot thought, shaking the doubts from mind.  She would follow this woman into victory.  We shall drive Rome from Britan, and be free!
 
   Then Carrot felt a hand on her shoulder.  So startled, she nearly attacked the owner.  It was Dran.  She glared but then saw the concern in his eyes.  He was shouting something to her, his words drowned by the shouting around them.  
 
   “What?” she shouted back over the tumult.
 
   "This is all wrong!" 
 
   "Why do you say that?”
 
   "I know this place.  There's a valley south with virtually no exit.  We're about to march straight into it!"
 
   “Isn't that the plan?  To trap the Romans?”
 
   "Sergeant Carrot, the Romans have been mapping Britan since before you were born.  They know exactly what is ahead.  If they seem as if they are marching into a trap, then it is something else entirely.”
 
   The mob chanted again, more enthusiastically than ever, but Carrot's heart started to sink.  A few months ago, she'd seen a captured Roman map.  Every footpath, marker stone, hill, and brook was identified.  If the Romans knew Umbrick that well, they would not overlook an entire valley in the Lowlands.
 
   Above the war yells, Carrot shouted,  “ARE YOU CERTAIN OF THIS PLACE?”
 
   Dran pointed to a cluster of huts.  “That is Winchester.  I've traded there.  I'm sure!”
 
   Carrot faced ahead to Boudica again.  The Queen waved confidently to the army, and Carrot could not see any trace of indecision or incompetence.  And Boudica's record against the Romans was unblemished.  So why was a battle-experienced tactician failing to recognize a counter-trap that was immediately spotted by a merchant of books?
 
   “Geth!  All of you!”
 
   Geth and the others stopped and she motioned them close so that she could speak privately.
 
   “I am going on ahead of the army to scout,” she said.  “Follow the army for now.  However, if I am not back before battle, then you are to retreat and seek refuge in the woods!”
 
   “We're not running!” Croin said.  “We're not cowards!”
 
   Geth clamped a hand on his son's shoulder.  “Arcadia would never have us be that, son.  We will trust her instincts in this affair.  As you wish, Sergeant.”
 
   Carrot blinked in the hot sun and time seemed to halt.  Geth was tall and muscular, the very image of a man who would not allow a young girl to boss him around, especially upon a battlefield, and when she had been growing up he had often been in place of a father-king who preferred to forget he had a daughter.  But again and again these past two years, Geth had loyally served her in the Leaf, always providing advice while always deferring to her leadership.  She knew well of his innate kindness – but she also felt as if she were being groomed for a role.
 
   And that was all the time she allowed for rumination.  With a sharp nod, she turned southward and sprinted, weaving through soldiers, jumping brambles, rapidly outpacing the main force, breaking into the open field as she ignored the startled looks of men who likely had never seen a human being move so fast.
 
   Ahead was the slope of the northern entrance of the valley, and beyond that she saw the gleam of Roman armor.  She made a swift estimate and realized the mass of men before her, though they carried high the standards of the Eighth, fell well short of the numbers of a Legion.  The Romans, she knew, were not in the habit of splitting their legions for extended periods.  Where is the rest of the Eighth?  She needed to know the potential for Roman mischief before she would allow Geth and the others to risk their lives in battle.    
 
   Spying a prominence overlooking the valley, she detoured southeast and sprinted at redoubled speed – and crossed downwind of the head of the rebel army.  And then she gasped and stumbled and lay still on the grass, staring at the sky, her limbs numb as if struck by lightning.
 
   Neither lightning nor an arrow had struck her, but only a scent.  But it was a scent that terrified her more than a legion full of swords.  It was the same scent that she had detected faintly on the letter, but now she remembered.  For of all the things that had happened on that day long ago, she remembered the same scent from the moment closest to when she could remember nothing at all.  
 
   And then, against her will, once more she was reliving that final moment of her mother's life.
 
   Take this flower, dear.  How does it smell?
 
   It smells sweet, Mother.  Like honey.  Mother, is something wrong?
 
   There is something hiding among those trees.  Arcadia, do you smell it too?
 
   Yes, now I do!  It's terrible!  Mother, do you know what it is? 
 
   – And then there had been a blur of reptilian skin and eyes, and claws that slashed at Mother and Carrot screamed then as she did now and that moment turned dark as it always did when she sought to remember what came next, and abruptly she was back on the field between armies.
 
   Breaking from paralysis, Carrot rolled onto her chest and pushed herself up to a crouch.  Pulse pounding, she forced her breathing into regularity and sniffed, directionalizing the origin of the scent.  But she'd already known.  It was coming from upwind, from Boudica.
 
   And there across the field, hundreds of meters distant, the Queen of All Britan was no longer waving her spear or cheering on her men.  She was instead staring intently at Carrot.  Carrot arose and stared back.  Sounds seemed to fade, and the armies were forgotten.  For Carrot was certain that Boudica was the true enemy.
 
   Boudica looked nothing like Carrot's nightmare memories.  Boudica was human and undeniably female, bejeweled and shimmering in robes beneath gleaming armor that accentuated her figure.  Her skin was smooth and milky in complexion, and her fingers were not claws.  Yet Carrot knew this was the same entity.  Scents, Carrot was convinced, do not lie as do eyes and ears.  Knowing that it would take more than a stick to kill the Thing that was Boudica, Carrot dropped her spear and drew her sword, and assumed a stance for combat.          
 
   Boudica's deep red tresses fluttered and the queen shrieked so loud that the men next to her gaped and staggered.  She snapped her reins and the horses bolted and curved toward where Carrot was standing.  Some in the army must have assumed the order to charge had been given and yelled louder than ever and broke into a run, and their example set others to running, until the whole army was running.  
 
   The Roman soldiers to the south transitioned from quick march to run and kept their distance.  The rebels descended the slope into the valley and Boudica's chariot, coursing crosswise to their path, cut through them obliviously, forcing them to lunge or be hurled out of the way.  Clouds of dust rose from the pounding of feet and enveloped the men, the chariot, and the lone waiting figure of a girl with orange hair.  The army streamed past Carrot, ignoring her, while Boudica closed in and casually tossed away the spear with a hand that to Carrot's amazement had transformed into a crablike pincer.
 
   I will not survive this, Carrot thought.  
 
   Nonetheless, she suppressed the urge to flee.  She knew that this was the moment that she had been waiting ten years for.  
 
   Then it came.  
 
   Carrot was turned and facing Boudica and did not see it first.  Boudica's horses were the first to react, slowing to a stop and rearing.  The army again acted piecemeal – some had been looking westward at the right instant and saw the smoldering star in the sky and stopped, and others, wondering what was happening, looked too, and then they stopped, and then the whole army stopped.
 
   No one was shouting or cheering.  Some were exclaiming, others were groaning.  Carrot finally snapped out of her blood trance and turned to where everyone was staring.  Then she saw the star, a ball of fire trailing a line of smoke, just like the one that she'd seen days before that had impressed half of Britan into believing that a simpleton was a wizard.
 
   This time was different, however, in that the star was heading straight toward her.
 
   This cannot be, she thought.  This cannot be!  
 
   So convinced at the absurdity of what was happening, she remained in place as the ball of fire descended, closing with a speed nearly that of thunder.  Then came the boom, far louder than thunder.  The horses reared and twisted and upended the chariot and Boudica landed on her rear.  The army needed no further omen.  It scattered in every direction.
 
   Once Carrot convinced herself that the gods were indeed targeting her, she realized that their aim was a little off.  The fireball streaked above and in front of her by over a hundred meters.  It hit the grass and heaved a wall of earth and dust and fire as the ground trembled so much that it knocked her to her knees.  Then the blast roared in her ears and the hot air scorched her face and the sharp edges of newly fractured rocks hurling through the air drew blood across her skin.  The blast wave lifted and tossed and tumbled her beneath a storm of raining debris.
 
   Ignoring the throbbing of her bruises and burns, she picked herself up and saw only roiling clouds of dust with clumps of fire where shards of the fireball had landed and set the vegetation ablaze.  Carrot drew a breath, but all she could smell was dust and burning . . . things.
 
   “Geth!” she called into the fog bank of dust and smoke.  “GETH!”
 
   It was just too much.  The battle, the queen, the sky!  Carrot sprinted in a direction that she thought was away from army, queen, legions, and wrath of gods, half blind from dust in her eyes, stumbling and rising, gulping air and choking.  Then the dust thinned and she was among brush and trees.  She heard the babble of water and thought,  Not the river!  For after what had just happened, she was ready to believe that she had physically gone through time back to That Day.
 
   But it was only a Lowland brook, not the River Umbrick, and there was no monster.  No mother, either.  Carrot staggered through the water to the other side and crawled into the bushes and sat on the ground, curling into a bleeding ball with her arms locked around her legs.  
 
   She rocked and stared hollowly at nothing and whispered, “What good are you, what good are you.”  The mid-day sun projected dapples of light upon the fallen leaves until evening when it had slanted enough to leave Carrot's hiding place entirely to shade.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   18.
 
   The soldiers stationed at the crossroads had been going through Matt's back-pack, splitting the food and sundries between them, when the OSV impact had occurred.  For them it was kilometers away and had a correspondingly much lower emotional effect than it had for Carrot.  They saw a line of smoke scratch the sky, heard a boom, saw clouds of dust rise from beyond the horizon.  Then one turned to the others and asked, "What the fuk was that?"
 
   "A load of hot coals, launched from a catapult," said another.  "See the smoking path in the sky?"
 
   "Is there a catapult that can throw a load that far and that size?"
 
   "As you see with your own eyes, there must be.  Come on, let's finish the divvy before an officer comes and takes the whole as his 'tithe.'”
 
   They went back to their pilfering.  Matt had harbored the hope that the sight of the explosion would unnerve the soldiers so much that he could assert wizard status and intimidate them into letting him go.  Now he realized they lacked enough imagination to be frightened.
 
   He tried to slip away, but the chains hanging from his wrists chose to jangle, and the soldiers menaced with their swords.  
 
   "I'm not a combatant," Matt said.  "Why have you taken me prisoner?"
 
   "Shut up or I'll cut your tongue," a soldier replied.  "That's why!"
 
   The others laughed and returned to 'work.'
 
   A short time later, soldiers filed from the south, bearing lines of prisoners in chains.  All the prisoners had been disarmed, but some still wore makeshift and homemade armor, often made of wood or bags stuffed with straw.  Many, however, wore clothing fit only for farming, and their ages were too young or too old to be practical warriors.  Matt realized he wasn't the only civilian caught in the dragnet. 
 
   "The attack is canceled," the leader of the newcomers said.  "The rebels scattered before most could be trapped.  It's back to Londa now."
 
   "Suits me fine," said the leader of the group guarding Matt.  He yanked Matt's chains.  "Come along, Blue Boy!"  
 
   He jabbed with his short sword.  Matt jumped barely in time.  They fastened his chains to the line of prisoners and marched eastward.  More soldiers and prisoners appeared, and the combined lines stretched from east to west.  
 
   The marchers stopped for the night, but the prisoners were not fed.  Despite passing several streams, water was sparsely rationed.  Some of the men, especially the wounded, faltered by next mid-day.  The Romans dealt with stragglers by yelling and yanking, and then out came a whip with bones tied to the tip of the lash.  If that didn't work, the prisoner was allowed to rest a little.  But then came out the whip once more, and then it was back to the line without further respite.  
 
   On the march east, Matt passed the motionless body of a prisoner whose skin had been shredded into bleeding stripes.  
 
   “Turn off the music,” Matt told Ivan.  
 
   Matt had not been in battle, had not been wounded or beaten.  For what relatively minor discomfort he experienced, he had Ivan to damp the pain and regulate his body to optimum health and efficiency.  But Ivan could not do nothing to stop the toll that the march was taking on Matt's soul.
 
   "This is what they did," he said to Ivan.  "Their little science experiment.  Spreading life to another star system must have seemed so noble and grand back then.  But this is the world they allowed to happen."
 
   “You are speaking of the creators of the seeder probe to this planet.”
 
   “Yeah.  The creators of one giant ethical leap backward for mankind.”
 
   "Seeder probes are designed to control biological evolution, not social evolution.”
 
   "Then they shouldn't have sent one here, because now they've created a world full of misery."
 
   "I do not understand.  You said that you liked being at Fish Lake."
 
   "What's that supposed to mean?"
 
   "If you like Fish Lake, then Fish Lake is not miserable.  Given that Fish Lake is part of the world, then there is a part of the world that is not miserable.  Therefore the world is not full of misery."
 
   “You just throw the most simplistic logic – “ Matt stopped speaking out loud.  The soldiers were looking at him, fists tightening around whip handles.  
 
   “I'm sorry, Matt.  I seem to have said something that angers you.  Please explain and I will correct my error.”
 
   Matt subvocaled,  “No, no.  You're right, I'm sorry.  There is good and bad to this world.  But right now the bad seems to be winning.”  He gazed at the spears and swords around him and said, “And if they have their way, they'll make Fish Lake miserable too.”
 
   The soldiers became somewhat lax by then.  When they stopped for the night, the prisoners were able to talk in the dark in whispers.
 
   "Where are they taking us?"
 
   "Londa, they said."
 
   "I know that.  But after Londa, where?"
 
   "Somewhere across the sea."
 
   "Your knowledge abounds!"
 
   "I'm so hungry.  When will they feed us?"
 
   "They won't feed us until we get to Londa."
 
   "We'll starve!"
 
   "We're slaves of the Empire now.  We're good as dead already."
 
   "Well, thank you, Boudica."
 
   "How is this her fault?  Was she to know of stones that fall from the sky?"
 
   "Did you see it?  Right in front of us!  As if the Romans planned it!"
 
   Another voice intoned,  "They did.  They have a wizard who is capable of such deeds."
 
   Matt immediately sat up and asked,  “What do you mean, they have a wizard?" 
 
   The voice in the dark replied,  "His name is Archimendias, or something like that.  He lives in Rome and contrives all their engines of war.  Even the soldiers respect him, and when do you see a soldier respect a scholar?”
 
   “When he causes fire to come down from the sky,” said another.
 
   Matt decided not to protest the misapplication of credit.  
 
   “In the Westlands there was talk,” someone said.  “Of our own wizard here in Britan.  It was said he was coming east to assist us.”
 
   Someone else, sharply,  “I haven't seen his works.”
 
   "Haven't you noticed?  Not a single prisoner has died of the Plague."
 
   "They die of exhaustion first."
 
   Matt took advantage of the lull and said, "I have a question about a certain person.  A female warrior.  Did anyone see her?"
 
   Matt had already tried to query satellite view, but as the time of the battle neared Herman had chosen to set beneath the horizon, and the targeting of the OSV had to be done by reckoning and calculation, while observations from others were the best Matt had of the actual events on the ground.  
 
   Silence, and then,  "A female warrior?  Not many of those.  Women in these dark days are all over the battlefield, as nurses and weapon carriers and scouts and messengers, but still it's only a man's privilege to hack another man to bits.”
 
   “Only because women don't want that job,” another prisoner said.
 
   “I've known a few who do.”
 
   Matt was losing track of matching voices with shapes in the dark, and he gruesomely supposed it didn't matter because they would all be dead soon.
 
   Someone said,  “I can see a woman warrior as an archer, as they have the upper body strength for that.  Blue, was your woman an archer?”
 
   “No, she carries a spear and sword,” Matt said.  “And, uh, she probably had orange hair.”
 
   “'Probably?'  When it comes to orange hair, you have it or don't.”
 
   Before Matt could reply, a prisoner who had kept quiet until then intervened,  “You mean, hair like the color of a bonfire, or a princing bird, or a carrot?”
 
   Matt nodded (forgetting that it was dark) and said, “Like a carrot.”
 
   "I saw her for a moment, in the distance.  She ran faster than a fox being chased!”
 
   “That was her.  Do you know if she survived?”
 
   “Hell man, I barely know if I did.  The last I saw of her, she was standing in front of the whole army, facing the Queen, and then came the falling star and landed right on top of her.  I didn't see her after that, owing to clouds of dirt and because I was too busy running for my life to look.”
 
   “You should have run faster,” someone else said.  “We all should have.  We were too brave as patriots of Britan to run from battle, and now we shall be brave slaves in service to Rome.”
 
   “I was no soldier and in no battle,” another said.  “I was plowing my field outside my village, when soldiers came and chained me in front of my wife and children.”
 
   Others made grunts of assent.  Apparently it was the majority experience.  
 
   Then the conversation went on to talk of village life they'd left behind, and then a soldier walked past and the prisoners became silent.  Matt waited until the soldier was gone and wrested with his chains.
 
   "Ivan, you're sure there's no way you can get me out of these?"
 
   "The shackle technology is very simple, but very robust.  It would require a metal key to turn the locking mechanism." 
 
   “You have printing capability.  So print a key.”
 
   “My printing capability is limited to cellular replacement.  I could print a key, but it would be made of bone, and would likely break in the lock.”
 
   “Well, let's try it just to be sure.”
 
   “I will need to scan the lock mechanism first.  Please hold your palm over the key hole.”
 
   Matt did so. He felt a mild tingle in the center of his palm.
 
   “Now close your right palm.”
 
   Again, Matt complied.  A few minutes later, Ivan said, “You may open your palm.”
 
   Matt did so and removed the key of bone.  He inserted it into the lock and twisted.  It promptly broke.  Ivan was programmed specifically to never say, “I told you so,” and so remained silent.
 
   “Ivan, you don't have the capability to print in metal?”
 
   “Not at this time.  To anticipate your next question, I do not have the capability of printing a key made of triaxial graphene either.”
 
   Matt nodded, as that had in fact been his next question.  "Well, could you form a pseudopod and insert it into the lock to see if you can turn it?"
 
   "My mechanical capabilities are designed for interstitial penetration of cellular tissue, and cannot sustain sufficient torque for the task you have described.  I can independently upgrade my printing and mechanical capabilities, but it will take time."
 
   “Okay, work on that.  But I assume that by 'it will take time,' you mean 'it will not be today.'”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   “Well, I'm sure we could think of something if we thought about it some more, but I don't see how we'd get far with all these guards watching.  I guess we'll just wait until all their backs are turned.”
 
   “So far, since our capture, the longest instance of that has been twenty-nine seconds.”
 
   “If we were still in the Dark Forest, that would get us to the trees.”
 
   “Satellite view archives show that there is open grassland adjacent to the road all the way from here to Londa.”
 
   “We've got to think of something.”
 
   Matt lay on his side and stared at the stars and thought about what the rebel warrior had said about Carrot being in the path of the falling OSV.  It seemed like an improbable coincidence, but in hindsight he saw that it was inevitable.  Of course she would scout ahead, he had seen her do it a dozen times in their journey from Fish Lake.  And so she would be positioned exactly between armies at the wrong moment, right where and when Matt had directed Herman to target the OSV in order to drive the armies apart, stop the battle before it began, and thereby save Carrot.  
 
   Part of Matt feared that his attempt to save her life had killed her.  But then he remembered how she had fought the soldiers who attacked their encampment.  She wasn't the type who would just stand in fear and watch a flaming meteor fall on top of her.  Would she?  
 
   “Matt, your physiological readings indicate a state of extreme psychological agitation.  Would you care to discuss what is bothering you?”
 
   “It's not something that just talking about it can fix.” 
 
   Ivan was silent a moment, then said, “Carrot probably survived.”
 
   “Can you knock me out for a while?  I'm not going to get to sleep otherwise.”
 
   His last thought that night was that maybe he shouldn't try to escape, because maybe he deserved what was happening to him. 
 
   The next day they reached Londa.  The gates were thrown open and the residents lined the main street.  The well-dressed cheered the troops.  The poorly dressed watched sullenly.  At the auction, buyers winnowed the strongest-looking slaves, and the rest, including Matt, were herded into a staging area near the docks.
 
   Matt surveyed the town.  The walls were white, the roofs red, the streets dirt and mud.  A few buildings had signs for business, but Matt didn't see one for a publishing house.  What he did see were rows of military barracks, and beyond were more rows of tents.
 
   “Good thing we're leaving anyway,” he said.  “The rent is probably too high.”
 
   Ivan's 'factory' setting had been to laugh at all of his host's attempts at humor, but Matt had found it creepy and long ago had told him to stop doing it.  So Ivan was silent.  
 
   In the market place under the cheerful sun, adjacent to where human lives were being bought and sold, so were vegetables, fruit, and grain.  Matt watched the trading with a detached fascination.  Rarely were coins of gold and silver revealed to open air.  Most of the time goods passed in exchange for slips of paper that he guessed was the 'scrip' that Dran had referred to.  
 
   “What a racket,” Matt said.  “The Britanians work hard, and the Romans just print little pieces of paper to buy up everything.  Is that any way to run an economic system?”
 
   Ivan searched his archives, and replied, “Parallels are common in pre-Singularity economies.”
 
   Dran.  Where was he now, and where were the others?  Matt didn't see them in the crowd of slaves.  Maybe they had escaped.  Maybe they had been sold earlier.  Maybe they had already been loaded onto the boats.  Maybe they were coming later.  And maybe, they were dead.
 
   I did my best, Matt thought.  And he had indeed stopped a battle and saved thousands of lives.  But then he thought of his curt response toward Carrot, and winced with shame at the realization that those could have been the last words he ever got to speak to her.  
 
   He shook the shackles on his wrists and thought,  If nothing else does, these tell me she was right all along about the Romans.  And maybe she was right about me, too.  
 
   Soon after, links were unthreaded from shackles, then rethreaded to form the prisoners into new, smaller groups.  And from there, the prisoners were loaded into the boats that carried them to the ships.
 
   While Matt was waiting dockside, one prisoner broke free but was beaten senseless after a few steps.  Matt turned from the brutality – and faced a soldier who slapped him on the shoulder.
 
   "I've seen how your clothing does not become dirty," the soldier said.  
 
   “Yes?” Matt said.
 
   "Give it to me."
 
   And so Matt boarded the ship in his underwear and shoeless.
 
   He was crammed with the other prisoners into a low-ceilinged hold and chained to a bench.  Tiny ports provided barely sufficient ventilation and limited visibility.  He peered through one hand-sized hole and watched sails unfurl, anchors weighed, and ships cleave wakes.  On another ship, a prisoner leaped into the water.  Arrows rained after him and his body floated limp, face down.  
 
   The ship Matt was on rocked with waves as it departed the bay and made the open sea.
 
   "Where are we going?" the men whispered.  “When do we get fed?”
 
   Night had fallen when bowls of rancid gruel were distributed.  
 
   Matt summoned the satellite view and located the fleet as it sailed away from Londa.  Their bearing was southeast, for a narrow passage between two large islands.  Consulting the photographs that Ivan had made of the Fish Lake atlas, Matt determined that the northern island was called Frans and the southern was Espin.  Beyond the strait lay open sea, and then the island of Italia, with the capitol of Rome at the western end.  At their current speed, it would take about a week to get there.  
 
   Matt felt his stomach churn.  “I don't feel well.  I think it was something in the gruel.”
 
   “I neutralized the harmful bacteria and trace poisons in the gruel.  My diagnosis is that you are seasick.”
 
   “Can you do something about it?”
 
   Ivan did so.  Freed of distraction, Matt again studied the latest satellite views from Herman.  He decided it was time to take a closer look at the beast that was devouring the world.  
 
   Rome was built between a bay and the slopes of a volcano (named – perhaps by copyist error – as 'Enta').  Some streets were laid in a grid, others wandered haphazardly.  Some buildings glistened pearl white, others were dingy gray.  They ranged from grand edifices of marble to wooden shacks.  That told him more about sociopolitical conditions than anything else in satellite view.  
 
   Economy of Scarcity, he thought.  He had learned about it in school, but this was the first time the very words caused him to shudder.   
 
   “How many people would you say live there?” Matt asked.
 
   “Approximately two hundred thousand,” Ivan said.
 
   “I would have thought more.”
 
   “If one were to make a simple extrapolation of rooms per building, buildings per street, average length of street, and number of streets, the number would be much higher.  However, many of the buildings show no sign of occupation.”
 
   “Well, maybe they have plagues of their own.”
 
   The events of the past days caused an angry thought to flash:  I wish they would all die of plague.  But he knew that even if there were a way to infect only Romans, he couldn't actually bring himself to do it.  He was too much a product of twenty-second century ethics.  But as he looked upon the hold of his fellow slaves, he wondered if having higher ethics was a burden he could afford to keep on this world if he stayed much longer.      
 
   He returned his focus to satellite view.  The Bay of Rome was packed with ships.  And soon, Matt thought, theirs would be one more to deliver tribute before the home of the masters of this world.  
 
   He hoped once more that Carrot was all right, but already he was finding himself more preoccupied with his own fate.    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   19.
 
   Having returned from the scene of the non-battle and shed the appearance of both Boudica and bird, Inoldia spent the day on the waterfront of Londa, watching the loading of prisoners onto the ships.  Valarion had assigned her a captain and a guard, and no one challenged her as she passed among the chains, sniffing at clothing and pressing her hands to faces.
 
   "The orange-haired girl!" she demanded.  "What did you see of her!"
 
   No one seemed to know at first.  Then she did the old standby:   lifted a prisoner by his throat and choked him with his feet dangling, and then let him collapse.  Suddenly, there were all kinds of stories.  They contradicted, and Inoldia realized that the men were saying anything to stay alive.  She remembered the high priestess had once admonished her to use torture with discretion.  It was not the magic road to revelation that one might think.  
 
   Yet she had exhausted almost every other avenue of gaining knowledge.  In the days since the battle, she had picked through the bodies strewn on the battlefield.  She had flown above the southwest Lowlands in widening circles.  She had been at the gate of the town, and now she was at the waterfront.  
 
   She saw no orange hair and smelled no woman, but that either meant the girl had the power to transform herself, or more likely, had simply evaded the legions and was somewhere at large.  
 
   On her way back to the imperial residence, Inoldia passed an alley where a group of soldiers were playing dice over the scant belongings of the prisoners – bracelets, necklaces, personally knit scarves, and robes of solid and patchwork patterns.  One particular piece of clothing caught her fancy.  
 
   It was an iridescent blue garb that covered the entire body and had no seams.  The dirt that had gathered while it was on the ground easily shook off and it was then spotless.  It had some sort of device like a clasp in front which could be pulled up and down to split the front from collar to waist.  There was a tiny picture above the right chest, a rendering of one of the symbols of the ancients of a sprouting seed against the stars, and beneath that some markings in written language that the baselines used.
 
   Obviously it was not of Britanian manufacture, nor had she seen anything like it in Rome.  There were rumors, though, of civilized lands on the far side of the world – so perhaps it came from there.
 
   “Where did you get this thing?” she demanded of the wearer.
 
   The soldier knew who she was, and more than that, had witnessed what she could do.  So he was more than accommodating,  “I gained it from a prisoner, ma'am.  He's already been to the boats, so I can't point him out.  Did you want it for your own?  I'll give it to you, free.” 
 
   Inoldia considered taking it to cut into a scarf, but then caught the reeking odor of its previous owner.  Baseline male, young adult – and insipidly sweet.  Perhaps Matlid could wash the stench out, but the memory would always be with her.
 
   “I have no use for it,” she said.  Stupid color anyway! 
 
   She then sniffed the other items.  Here and there she smelled Female, but the many articles of clothing would have been woven by female hands, and so it meant nothing as to who wore it on the battlefield.  What did the girl smell like anyway?  The scent had been distinctive once, but ten years had passed and there had been lots of assassinations since.  Curse the wind for blowing the wrong way, else the girl would not have known!
 
   Frustration turned to anger, she outpaced her escort and stormed through the town.  At the imperial residence, the gatekeepers gave her no challenge.  There was a stupid fresh recruit at the main house who demanded credentials, but she threw him aside.  Technically, she was creating a huge gap in Roman security, because the guards were being conditioned to instantly let pass any woman disguised as her.  But Inoldia didn't think of that and none of the sentries were brave enough to admonish her.
 
   Up the stairs and into the office, she encountered Bivera, who was hunched over a map with a pair of calipers.
 
   Without looking from the table, Bivera said, "The squad that you had me dispatch to the Westlands has returned.  They report that they did not encounter any rebel patrols.  Do you wish to speak to the captain?"
 
   "Yes," Inoldia said, as she examined herself in the mirror.  The crown had been lost in the tumult, and the robe, once so regal, was ripped and dirty.  No matter, she thought.  I am done with Boudica.  
 
   Bivera had the captain summoned.  At Inoldia's prompting, he opened his mouth to speak.  But before a word could emerge, Inoldia simply said:
 
   "Lying man!"
 
   Her arm swung with blinding speed and her hand, its edge become knifelike, decapitated the captain's head which rolled a trail of blood across the exquisite Parsian rug that had been a personal gift to the Governor from the Emperor.
 
   Bivera betrayed only a blink, then summoned servants.  Nearly retching, they quietly rolled the body and head into the ruined rug and carried it downstairs.  Inoldia turned to the mirror and started to primp.
 
   “You should have listened to his report,” Bivera said.  “It told of a wizard in the west who is able to cure the Plague.”
 
   “I care nothing for fables.”
 
   “It may not have been a fable.  We've seen no deaths from the Plague for some time now.  Those who were sick are fully recovered.”
 
   That was news of interest to Inoldia, but she wasn't about to admit to she had made a mistake in killing the captain.  Baselines, after all, had to be kept in their place, and dramatic gestures of violence were how it was done.  So  she declined further query and replied, “You need to be aware that finding the girl is your highest task.”
 
   “You've given us so little to go on.  She is the age between girl and woman.  Her hair is sometimes orange, and sometimes not.  The 'not part' applies to a million women in Britan.”
 
   “Then slay them all.”
 
   Bivera bowed.  “As you wish.  Of course, long before we are finished our carnage will create an uprising that every Britanian will join, and drive us back to Rome.  And it is likely the girl would still elude us.”
 
   “Are you mocking me?”
 
   Bivera bowed.  “I seek only to serve.  Do your orders stand?”
 
   Inoldia scowled.  Life had been so much simpler as an assassin!  Now the Council had given her political responsibilities, where extreme actions often had unintended consequences.  But if she intended someday to sit in a chair of the Council, she had to use caution.
 
   “Continue hunting for the girl as before.  Do not underestimate her.”
 
   “That is something the captain would have agreed about.  I take it she is like you in her abilities and powers?”
 
   “No one in the world is like me.  But she seems to be more than you can handle.”
 
   Inoldia crossed the bare floor and ascended the steps to the roof, thinking, I really don't know what she is like now.  
 
   The day Inoldia had assassinated the girl's mother, the girl had seemed nothing more than a half-breed baseline.  So frail and lacking in strength.  A few slashes, and she had fallen and stopped breathing and Inoldia had assumed from the blood loss that she was dead.  But she had survived, and recovered, and had grown in power.  Even the High Priestess, so Inoldia suspected, wasn't sure of what were the limits of power for this alternative line.  
 
   Inoldia reached the roof.  As the top of the governor's mansion, the deck had a commanding view of the entire town.  Inoldia saw some of the soldiers and commoners stop to stare as she shed her clothing, but she didn't care.  The games of masquerade were over here.  Let them know what they faced.
 
   She knelt and concentrated.  She willed her shoulders to grow stumps, that stretched into limbs, that extended into thin membranes.  Excess weight dripped from her skin.  When she was light enough and fully formed, she spread her wings into the breeze from the bay.  She sprinted to the edge of the roof and leaped and with strong flapping, left the stench of the human town well below.  
 
   She veered northwest, rising with the updrafts off the Highland Mountains, and then she caught the heat column from the simmering caldera of Mount Skawful, and ascended high over the Northlands.  In the distance, on her left, she saw North Umbrick, and thought again of the day she had carried out her most important assignment in a century as the Sisters' chief assassin.
 
   She thought,  I was thorough.  Completely thorough!  The mother died from the wounds I inflicted, and the girl was given the same.  Perhaps this orange-haired warrior is merely a baseline, or a partial.  When I saw her on the field, the wind was contrary so I did not catch her scent, and then the star fell, or else I could have made sure . . . . 
 
   She would have to come up with some excuse to avoid the punishment of the High Priestess, and it would have to be a good one.   
 
   At five times the speed of any Roman ship, she glided east, and within hours spotted the imperial fleet.  She dipped from the clouds toward the flagship.
 
   A lookout on the deck cried at her descent and a soldier swung the mounted crossbow but the captain of Valarion's bodyguard barked and they stood down.  She alighted on the rear deck and knelt and the captain of the bodyguard, having seen the transformation many times before, commanded that she be draped in a robe.  When she raised her head a few minutes later, he nodded, and she knew she looked faintly human again.
 
   Valarion was in his cabin.  He offered her a leg of a chicken.  "Care for some?"
 
   She was starved from the flight, but would not be mocked.  She flicked the table aside.
 
   Valarion nibbled at the grapes on the plate he had snatched just in time, but he was watching her with full attention now.
 
   "You cow, how can you just sit there and eat?" she demanded.  "Everything is ruined!  EVERYTHING!"
 
   "I don't see it that way," the general said.  "The rebel army has been scattered. By the time they re-form, the Plague will have done its work.  Which was our original plan all along."
 
   “Haven't you heard?  The Plague has ceased.”
 
   “What?  How can that be?  Are you sure?”
 
   “Bivera said so.”
 
   “Then . . . well, it doesn't matter.”
 
   “How can you think that?  The Council will have my soul!”  In spite of herself, she was barely concealing her tears.  “The rebel army escaped annihilation.  The Council will hold me fully responsible!”
 
   "I doubt that.  How could you have known that Archimedes would intervene?"
 
   "Archi – " Her face openly expressed puzzlement.   "How do you know of this?"
 
   "I've spoken with the troops, who've interrogated the prisoners.  It seems there are stories of a wizard about the land.  It's a simple matter to connect the facts.  Who do we know who is regarded as a wizard?  And who hates us and would thwart our plans?  And who could construct fireworks of such scale?"
 
   "What . . . what are fireworks?"
 
   "Really, you need to get off that little island of yours more often.  Archimedes had a big display of fireworks over the Bay of Rome for the Emperor's birthday."
 
   Valarion described.  Inoldia couldn't tell whether he was jesting.
 
   "So, you truly believe this was the doing of Archimedes?"
 
   "A falling star lands between two armies as they are about to fight.  Is that mere happenstance?  And if it was contrived, how could the contriver be a Britanian, when every Britanian I've ever met has a mind fit only for the plow or shackle?  Clearly, the wizard spoken of must have been Archimedes.”
 
   “We left him in Rome.  How can he travel faster than your fleet?”
 
   “He takes care not to enter official races lest he upstage the vessels of Emperor and Senate, but it is said that his personal yacht incorporates secret designs that enable it to travel far faster than any other ship on the sea.”
 
   Inoldia sat on one of the remaining chairs that she hadn't destroyed in her visits to the cabin, and said, “Yes, if Archimedes is to blame, they would understand how I might fail.”
 
   “Now, Archimedes may have thought he has embarrassed us both, but isn't this incident something we can play to the good?  As things have turned out, the Emperor will hear that the rebel army has been vanquished and I will be the hero of Rome."
 
   "You didn't vanquish the rebels.  They merely scattered.  Escaped, in fact."
 
   “That is one story, yes, but merely the true one and not the one I will tell in Rome.  Now, as it happens, I gave orders to round up thousands of civilians in the Lowlands to be designated as prisoners captured in the battle.  Far away in Rome, the Senate will know no better.  All they will know is that where once there was an army of thousands, now there are thousands of prisoners, whom I will present to the Empire as a gift of slaves.  And so I will be hailed a hero.  And I will be careful to say that I couldn't have done it without you, my dear.”
 
    “But when the rebel army regroups, won't the Senate know of the ruse?”
 
   “Will the rebel army regroup?  They no longer have Boudica as their leader.  Perhaps they will take the falling star as a sign.  And perhaps they've had their fill of battle now.  But even if they do regroup, we'll simply say that it is a second uprising, and the Senate will call on their most experienced and successful field commander once more to put it down, and I am certain your Council will have the same attitude with regard to your valued service.”
 
   Inoldia almost felt admiration for Valarion's guile.  She admitted to herself that she had much to learn about political machinations, but she doubted could have done better in her choice of political puppet by which to advance her goals in Rome.
 
   Valarion continued,  “See also that Archimedes has revealed himself.  True, there is no direct link of evidence between him and the star which fell on the battlefield, but in time the Senate and the Emperor will see that only one man could have been responsible.  This could well be the end of him.”
 
   “Isn't Archimedes the Emperor's friend?”
 
   “Emperors trust no man as friend.  If  one ever did, he would be killed, and his 'friend' would be emperor in his stead.  Hadron follows that logic, so there is no question that in time we can alienate Archimedes even from the Emperor.”
 
   “We should not wait for that.  We should kill him now.”
 
   “There is a good reason why we shouldn't.  A reason that will be of tremendous benefit to the Empire.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   “You wouldn't believe me if I told you.”  
 
   She glared, but the smugness of his smile did not diminish.  
 
   “Besides,” he added, “I gather even the Sisters are afraid of Archimedes.”
 
   “We fear no man!”
 
   “If that is so, then when we near Rome, why don't you fly into his courtyard and decapitate him yourself?”
 
   “Perhaps one day I will.”
 
   “There is the old Roman saying, 'No time like the present.'”
 
   Inoldia scowled and snatched the chicken leg and proceeded to gobble it down.
 
   “Patience is needed,” Valarion said, wincing at the manifestation of her appetite.  “His time is coming.  But alienating him from the establishment will be difficult.  Half the families in the Senate have had him as a tutor and think warmly of him.”
 
   “You had him as your tutor, yet you are not warm to him.”
 
   "And I will always be grateful that you rescued me from his prison of dry books and droning lectures.”
 
   He bowed and Inoldia's attitude softened.  But it had been a long time since they had been intimate, and she knew those days were over for both of them.  
 
   "I will be in my cabin," she said, arising.  "Have a large meal brought.  One other thing.  If you find any young woman among the prisoners on any of your ships, inform me immediately.”
 
   “Just guessing, but would this be the young woman whose hair is sometimes orange and sometimes not?”
 
   So he knew.  Of course, Bivera would have reported to him of Inoldia's orders, and his officers at the battle-that-was-not would have reported of the confrontation.
 
   With only a slightly more serious expression, Valarion said, “If ever a young woman was in the care of Rome's Finest, she would be raped and killed by now.”
 
   "I pity any who would try with this one."
 
   "Inoldia, I saw how you stirred when I mentioned a warrior girl in the north a while back.  I assume this is the same one.  What is the story behind her?”
 
   "Valarion, do not inquire into affairs above your station."
 
   “I am within grasp of Seal and Full Purple, and yet you tell me there are things above my station?”
 
   “So you do listen.”  
 
   As she departed, she gave the bare bone one last gnaw and tossed it on his lap. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   20.
 
   During the daytime, the slave ship's hold became stifling hot.  The food was unpalatable and the water brackish.  Sanitation consisted of clay pots pushed between rows.  That is, when it consisted at all.
 
   Some men died of exposure, others from shock.  Matt healed the wounds of one man, but his patient never recovered and died a few days later.  Ivan could not identify the cause of death, but Matt had seen the despair in the man's eyes.    
 
   As days passed, the conversations among the prisoners dwindled to almost complete silence.  They passed the forested hills of Frans and Espin, then had only blue water and other ships full of slaves to view through the tiny ports.  
 
   Gradually Matt retreated more and more into the virtual world inside his skull.  Ivan had archives of music, games, and movies.  Matt wandered through photo-realistic 3D simulations of places on Earth, his senses protected from the assault of the sensory horrors of the real world.  Ivan periodically notified him of meal times, clay pot times, and one time a storm.  
 
   Matt reviewed Ivan's telemetry of all that had happen to them since landing on Ne'arth.  He clipped stills from the Fish Lake video, so that he could look at Tret and Layal and the others he'd met there.  Curiously, he felt he knew them better from this than when he had been among them.  
 
   Then he viewed his telemetry of the members of the rebel patrol.  Right away, he noticed something disconcerting. 
 
   "Ivan, do you have any video of Carrot when she's not frowning?"
 
   Ivan presented him with several examples.
 
   "How about, do you have any video of Carrot not frowning while she's looking at me?"
 
   It was debatable in one segment whether her expression counted as not a frown.  In another segment, she was staring in his direction but seemed to be looking past him.
 
   Matt was forced to face an uncomfortable fact.  It wasn't just that Carrot didn't like him.  She positively detested him.  How could he have missed her attitude toward him?  It was present in every glare and scowl and sarcasm.  Only wishful thinking had prevented him from recognizing the reality.    
 
   Matt was not so small-minded as to be glad that she might be dead now.  But he did resent that he had cared about her and that she couldn't even treat him with the courtesy that common decency would afford to a stranger.  
 
   “She didn't give me a chance,” he said.  “She didn't even try to find out what I was like on the inside.”
 
   “We have previously discussed that she has genetic mutations designed to enhance effectiveness in combat.  It might be that as part of that, she also is genetically programmed to be combative.”
 
   Matt stared at the video still of Carrot that Ivan projected.  Her eye ridges were furrowed, her chin was set, her mouth was twisted in a frown as it was about to deliver another cutting remark. 
 
   “I don't think that's it,” he said. “Off.”
 
   The image vanished and he was back in the hold of a ship filled with slaves.  He felt almost relieved.  What was she to him?  Someone he had met for a few days and become infatuated with.  And if instead he had kept his wits, if he hadn't been distracted at the crossroads while trying to save her, he might have noticed the approach of the soldiers and eluded them.  And then he would be free in Londa right now, about to start his career as a successful and prominent healer.
 
   I'm not going to think about her anymore, he thought.  She's not worth it.  I've got plenty of other people in my life to care about and think about.  
 
   A little later, he commented, "You know, it's funny, I hardly think about my family and friends . . . ."  He paused.  "Ivan . . . are you messing with my memories?"
 
   "What do you mean by 'messing?'"
 
   "I mean, are you controlling my memories in some way?"
 
   Ivan paused.  "It depends on what you mean by 'controlling.'"
 
   “Ah.  What are you doing to my memories?"
 
   "I am constricting neural bandwidth access to all memories prior to arrival in the Delta Pavonis System that have a protein signature indicative of strong emotion."
 
   "Why are you doing that?"
 
   "You requested that I do so."
 
   "I don't remember that.  Uh, is there a reason I don't remember that?"
 
   "At the time of the request, you also requested that I erase your short term memory."
 
   Matt was silent for a while.
 
   "Ivan, I'd like you to stop constricting access to my memories."
 
   "Understood.  Complying."
 
   At first it didn't seem like anything had changed.  But then when he thought of Earth, the memories were no longer faded and flat.  His memories were infused once more with emotion.  He vividly remembered the squirt gun fight with Mom.  The hikes with Dad.  The virtual medieval battles with Random.  The time seven-year old Synethesia had stolen a kiss on his cheek and scampered away to plant one on another boy.  He not only remembered the events, he remembered how he had felt about them, and how he still felt about them.    
 
   His extended family, all his friends.  Bicycling down Ravenna.  Flying kites at Sand Point.    Sailing on Lake Chacuabs.
 
   Most of all, he remembered smiling and laughing, and how that had felt, and how long since he had smiled or laughed freely.  It had been before he had stepped inside Pod 3025H.  
 
   "It's all gone now.  My whole life on Earth.  I knew things would change a lot when I went to the stars, but I never thought it would be like this.  We don't even know if there's a Seattle anymore.  Or an Earth.”
 
   “It is unlikely that Earth would be destroyed.  Cosmic catastrophes are extremely rare.”
 
   “Yeah, but what about artificial catastrophes?  What if over the course of seven hundred years a super AI took over the System and built a quintillion printers and converted the entire mass of the planet into processing circuitry?”
 
   Ivan paused.  “That is possible.”
 
   “Or there could have been an interplanetary war with weapons that create black holes to swallow entire planets.  Anyhow, something's keeping the people of Earth from coming here.  And maybe it's that they're not there anymore.”
 
   “Do you no longer believe in the cosmic zoo hypothesis?”
 
   “I don't know what to believe.”
 
   Finally, Matt broke down in tears.  This passed unremarked by his fellow prisoners.  There had been enough weeping over the days of their voyage.  Matt's home might be vastly different than theirs, but the reason for his tears was the same:  he was homesick for a place he would never see again.
 
   After a day of grief, he said, “Ivan, I can't take this anymore.”
 
   Ivan paused.  “Do you wish to initiate the euthanasia protocol?”
 
   “That's not what I'm talking about.  I can't take this ship anymore.  I can't take being trapped in here anymore with nothing to do.  Even in VR, I know my body is still here and I can't stand it.”
 
   “Are you asking to be placed in autopilot mode?”
 
   “Take me out when we get to where we're going.”
 
   “Initiating autopilot mode . . . autopilot mode terminated.”
 
   For Matt, it was that one moment they were at sea in mid-voyage, and in the next the ship bumped a dock.  
 
   The crew tied the ship fast and soldiers entered the hold, reconfigured the chains, and led the prisoners to shore.  It was not the island of Italia.  There was a bay, but instead of a city and a dormant volcano, Matt faced barren hills that rose sharply from the shore.  Satellite view, which Ivan had been monitoring all along, indicated their location as thirty kilometers north of Rome.  The island was small and uncharted by the Fish Lake atlas.
 
   The Romans, however, seemed to think it was important.  There were heavily armed soldiers everywhere, and dozens of naval vessels circled the waters.  The building up the trail ahead had siege walls crowned with crenelations and bristling with crossbow mountings.  Perched upon the highest hills, towers watched the sea.
 
   The prisoners, exhausted and hungry and bewildered, did not struggle as they were led inland. A squad of soldiers poked the prisoners up the slope into the central region of the island.  Ahead lay roads that branched toward holes in the mountain sides.  Men carrying picks and shovels were entering and exiting the holes.  Matt was unchained, given a shovel, pushed inside a shaft, and commanded to start digging.  
 
   The air was oxygen-poor and the lowest galleries were knee-high with water, which was sucked out by a steam-driven pump.  Matt reflected on the technology and concluded that Ne'arth's Rome could be on the verge of its own version of the Industrial Revolution.  Not that remarkable, given that many historians had concluded that Earth's Roman Empire had actually taken a few faltering steps toward an industrial revolution of its own.   
 
   In the drudgery of the mines, Ivan could tune out the noise and block the pain.  Ivan could not do the digging for him.  Matt reflected on the irony of using autopilot mode to escape the monotony of the ship to immediately encounter an even greater monotony on land.
 
   "Where are we?" Matt asked a haggard prisoner who had been in the mine when the prisoners from the ship had arrived.
 
   "Palras," the man muttered.  
 
   "What is this place?" 
 
   "Silver mine.”
 
   The man's eyes, like those of the others who had been there a while, were glazed into a zombie stare.  Matt decided not to ask any more questions.  He wasn't sure whether he had any.
 
   When Matt and the others were finally permitted to emerge from the shaft, it was night.  Soldiers with torches shoved the work gang down a path toward a cluster of tents.  Inside each, the prisoners were fed slop and made to sleep on bare dirt.  Where the ship's hold had been hot, the ground here was cold.  Several prisoners awoke in the morning with hacking that Ivan identified as pneumonia.    
 
   Throughout the camp, several of the new arrivals had died during the night.  The soldiers bossed prisoners into carrying away the limp bodies.  Matt wondered at the fatality rate, and asked a fellow prisoner, “How long have you been here?”
 
   “Shut up,” came the reply.  But when the guards weren't looking, the prisoner said, “A year and a moon.”
 
   The man's beard was long and flecked with white.  His cheeks and eyes were hollow.  He looked old and young at the same time.  
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Twenty-four.”
 
   Barely nineteen in Earth years, Matt thought.  
 
   Over the course of the day, in conversations equally as terse, he learned that the longest that any prisoner had been there was three Ne'arth years.  Matt surveyed the gray hairs and wrinkled skin and haggard forms, and concluded that unless Rome favored old men as mining slaves, the years on Palras were hard.    
 
   “We've got to escape,” he subvocaled.    
 
   But when evening came, another day of constant digging had left him exhausted.  Even Ivan's powers of regeneration could not operate without a source of energy, and the food was barely edible, never mind nourishing.  Matt fell asleep despite Ivan's prodding.
 
   The next day, however, he gathered enough mental energy to begin laying plans.  First, collect information.  Ivan photographed shackle keys whenever they were revealed in the hands of the guards, and generated a digitized model.  Using that as guide, Matt fashioned a bit of stray wire (which had come off the tip of a soldier's whip) into the proper shape.  Now he could escape even when the chains were on.    
 
   Using satellite view, they mapped a path through the hills and identified the currents that would carry him near a neighboring island which they knew was visited by fishermen because fishing nets were spread over the rocks by the beach.  As it was a thirteen-kilometer swim, they searched the shoreline of Palras for driftwood that could serve as a paddle board.
 
   The more he planned, the more holes Matt saw in the plan.  
 
   “The soldiers will stop us if we leave the tent under regular conditions, so we'll have to wait for a storm like the one the other night.  But then the waters will be rough, and I don't know if I can make it against the current even in the best weather.  And then the soldiers count prisoners in the morning, and they'll know I escaped, and they'll send ships to the island as the first place they'll look.  So I'll have to leave as soon as I get there.  But how do I get a fisherman to take me anywhere else in his boat?”
 
   “You could give him silver.”
 
   “Or he could kill me and take the silver.  Or turn me over to the Romans and get a reward on top of getting to keep the silver.”
 
   But silver did seem part of the answer to the puzzle of escape, and in that he had enjoyed a lucky break:  the ore veins on the island were rich.  The very dust he was caked with daily in the process of digging in the mines had an intrinsic value that he knew from his observations at Londa Market was well respected on this world.  
 
   Each night when he returned to the tent, he brushed off his skin and clothing and made a little pile of silver dust on the floor.  It was barely concealed in a corner, but it wasn't the target of theft in a place where silver was abundant and no one thought they would have the opportunity to spend it.  If he could reach the outside world, however, it would be a different matter, and a handful of silver might be enough to buy his continued freedom in situations where otherwise all hope would be lost.    
 
   A stormy night finally came again.  Filled with trepidation, Matt found excuses to delay an escape attempt.  Then something happened that ended up derailing his escape plans entirely.    
 
   It happened a few evenings later, when he was coming out of Shaft Four.  He heard a boom and saw a pillar of steam billowing from Shaft Three.  Men staggered from the hole, their clothes sopping.  Most moved as far as they could from the pool that had filled the mine, but one man tied a rope around his waist and dove into the water.  Seconds later, he emerged gasping, but gulped in a lungful of air and dove a second time.  
 
   When he arose again, the lead guard said, "We're due at camp.  We'll drain the shaft tomorrow."
 
   "That's my son!" the diver shouted.
 
   By then a crowd had gathered, and the guards stood by, apparently deciding to let the drama play out.  And it did on the third try, when the diver finally climbed out of the water, sobbing.
 
   Matt then acted without thinking.  If had been thinking, however, he wouldn't have thought that he was being particularly heroic.  For him, this wasn't going to be a big challenge.  If he had thought about his reasons for doing it at all, he might have replied that he was simply doing the right thing, or, if he was expected to be cynical, that it might win the approval of the prisoners and guards alike, and become one more step toward his liberation.  
 
   Before the guards could act, he pushed through the crowd and dove into the pool  The water was utterly dark and filled with fine particles of dirt so that he had to keep his eyes shut anyway.
 
   “Sonar on,” he subvocaled.
 
   Ivan's sensors pinged from Matt's forehead against the walls of the cave.  Though his eyes were closed, Matt saw a three dimensional computer-generated representation of the interior of the shaft.  He swam down the gallery quicker than he could have walked it.  Mindful of the 'health bar' showing that he had three minutes of air, he investigated the side shafts and galleries.
 
   The boy's body was a level down.  He was limp and unmoving and Ivan ascertained that he was unconscious and his lungs were full of water.  Matt was surprised at how small he was and realized he would not have been more than twelve in Earth years.  But there was no time to think about that.  Matt pried off the rocks and freed the body and carried it to the surface.  
 
   When he rested it beside the pool, someone shouted, “He's dead!” and the father wept.  
 
   Matt pulled the shirt off and placed his hand firmly on the boy's chest.  Ivan's microscopic interstitial tentacles went to work.  
 
   The boy convulsed, and out of his mouth and nose flowed water and all the accumulated silt as well.  He blinked and sat up.  The boy's father cried and hugged his son.
 
   Matt stood and looked around.  The prisoners stared stonily.  Then the guards converged and beat him senseless.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

21.
 
   Carrot leaned against a cracked plaster wall at the corner of a back street in Londa, wearing a simple white dress that she had taken from a Lowlander's clothesline the day before in exchange for her worldly goods – which, at the time, had been the warrior's clothing she had been wearing.    
 
   Since fleeing the scene of the battle that wasn't, she had spent days foraging off the land.  She had dodged and outrun Roman patrols.  She had risked sentries' arrows to scale the walls of Londa.  But she would do it all over again, she thought, if she could avoid this next step.
 
   Three doors down was her uncle's clothes shop.  It looked more decrepit and much smaller than she remembered from the last time she had stood at the entrance and listened to King Letos accuse his brother Ral of treason.
 
   She drew a breath, walked to the door, and entered.  The interior of the shop was dim but the man tending the counter was unmistakable, though shorter and wider and grayer and balder than she remembered.  
 
   "Uncle – " she said.
 
   He looked at her with a stunned expression for only an instant and then pasted a smile and said loudly, "Oh yes, miss, you've come for your uncle's robes!  Sit in the back room and I'll be with you soon."
 
   He had been making sideline glances while he spoke in the direction of another man inside the shop. Carrot recognized the wine-red fringed robes of the Roman provincial civil service.  The official in turn appreciatively eyed Carrot's figure.  His bodyguard frowned at the wrinkles of her dress and the dust on her sandals, as if they were telling him a story. 
 
   After animated bargaining, the men left and her Uncle Ral put out the closed sign, drew the curtains, barred the door, and led her  into a back room.  Hobbling with his cane over to the stove, he measured tea and poured from a simmering pot into a cup before her and sat down.
 
   "Arcadia, you've grown, but I knew you in an instant.  You have your mother's face."
 
   "I – I'm sorry to bother you, Uncle.  I know that relations have been bad within our family – "
 
   "Carrot, relax, I don't hold you responsible for anything that passed between your father and me.  I'm sorry that I didn't contact you before this.  Despite the bad blood between us, I should have attended his funeral."
 
   "We held no funeral."  Holding the cup in both hands, she sipped with care.  "The Romans, they paraded his head and body through the village, then disposed of them in secret, so that they would not become relics of veneration."
 
   Ral nodded slowly.  "I hadn't heard of that.  Only that all the leaders were executed and half of Umbrick was burned to punish the uprising.  But what have you been doing since?"
 
   She set the cup down.  This was going to be a risk, but she was almost certain of her suspicions.
 
   "Fighting in the Leaf."  She looked at him directly.  "The same as you."
 
   He gazed back stonily.  "The Leaf?  Isn't that the gang of hooligans who justify their highway robbery by pretending to lead a secret war against Roman rule?  I have nothing to do with those murderous traitors.” 
 
   She leaned forward and whispered,  "Uncle, this is a matter relevant to the Leaf, but if someone is listening, give me a signal and I'll leave now."
 
   "No one is listening," he said in a normal voice.  Then as innocuously as could be, he added,  "So what makes you think that I am a member of the Leaf?"
 
   "Being myself a member of the Leaf for two years now, I saw that the Northland cells are receiving information on the movements of the Romans that is very accurate.  The information must be coming from someone who speaks to the Romans and observes them daily, and who is based in the provincial capital, and who is a merchant whose wares travel into the countryside so that he may dispatch along secret messages."
 
   "Your general description could apply to a score of other merchants in this town.   Why do you suspect me in particular?"
 
   "Do you remember the day my father came here with me?"
 
   His face darkened.  "I couldn't forget if I tried."
 
   "Because you worked so closely with the Romans, he accused you of being a traitor.  I saw how pained your face was, Uncle.  Yet you did not deny his accusations.  If you were pained, then why did you not refute him?  If his accusations were true, then why would you care enough to show pain?  I knew then that you were wearing a mask."
 
   Ral paused, then said, "There are many reasons to wear a mask other than being a spy.  I suspect there is more to your suspicion than that one incident.  Would it happen that your cat's ears eavesdropped on a confidential conversation among the Northern Leaf leaders, in which my name might have been mentioned?  Or did your cat's nose detect my scent on some of the weapons and supplies received in the north?"
 
   “I wish you wouldn't compare me to an animal, Uncle.  It was funny when I was a child, but – “
 
   “I understand.  I think your tea is cooled now.”
 
   Thus prompted, she took a deep sip.  He had added apple cider vinegar and honey, the way she had liked it as a child.  Perhaps, if he so cared for her, he would heed her request.  
 
   He continued,  "The reason I compared you to an animal when you were a child is because you would rankle if I openly referred to your talents.  You get that from your mother.  Keep your talents hidden, she was always telling you.  She thought she was protecting you, I know, but she was keeping you from your potential."  
 
   "You're avoiding the subject," she said.  “As soon as you admit you're of the Leaf, I can discuss Leaf business with you.”
 
   He hobbled to the stove and replaced the pot over the flame.  "All right, no use pretending with you, yes, I am in the Leaf.  And so what does that have to do with why you are here?"
 
   "Geth has been captured."
 
   "What?"
 
   She told how she and Geth and Croin had joined the Army of the Queen's Rebellion, and how they had been sent to the Westlands beyond the Dark Forest, and how they had met the army on the way back and how all had been chaos from the landing of the fireball in their midst.  She left out mention of the Wizard, because she didn't think it was important or relevant.  
 
   "And then Romans were everywhere, and I lost sight of Geth and the others and they weren't at the rendezvous point and I've searched the Lowlands for days.  I'm sure they were taken prisoner."
 
   "Poor Geth.  He is my friend and was like a father to you.  You know, it was Geth who retrieved your bodies from the river bank. He buried your mother and almost buried you, and when he saw that you were still alive he cared you back to health.  In the meanwhile, my brother would not so much as look."
 
   She closed her eyes and bowed her head.  "Uncle, no more of my father."  She raised her head and opened her eyes.  "I came to plead for the Leaf's aid in saving Geth and Croin, and the other two men who were taken prisoner from my squad."
 
   "Carrot, I have great confidence in your talents, but even with a hundred of our best operatives you can't fight your way through the whole of the Empire in search of particular prisoners of war, and then fight your way out in order to rescue them."
 
   "I wasn't thinking of force and I wasn't asking that anyone else to take risk.  My plan is that I will go by myself to the slave markets of Rome, find Geth and the others, and purchase their freedom.”
 
   “Yes, I see, of course, as prisoners of war they would likely become slaves.  But Carrot, do you even have the funds to – oh, I see now why you've come to me.”
 
   “Uncle, they fought for the freedom of Britan, shouldn't Britan pay them the same obligation?  As we are both members of the Leaf, I know how deeply you care about your fellow warriors."
 
   Ral made a small smile.  "Forgive me another mention, but how a certain person would twist, to hear you refer to his brother the tailor as a warrior!"
 
   "But you are.  Better than Boudica."
 
   "That is no compliment, girl.  You haven't heard, have you?  Rumors are she was an agent of Rome, leading our army into a trap."
 
   "I would believe that."  She didn't want to mention her hysteria while in proximity to Boudica.  It still made no sense.    
 
   Ral was eying her as elder relatives often do toward younger ones who come to visit out of the blue.  
 
   “Back to your business.  So it is that you've come for money.”
 
   She looked at the floor.  "To bid in the slave auctions of Rome, yes.  I know the Leaf has funds, and as someone in such a prominent position within the Leaf you must have access to them."
 
   “Prominent position?  I'm just a humble tailor who writes down the daily gossip and passes it on.”
 
   She arched an eyebrow.  
 
   He sighed.  “I suspect we must, among your other talents, add some dash of mind reading.  But Carrot, the Inner Circle is going to ask why we should spend funds on these men, when so many  thousands have been taken prisoner.”
 
   “Uncle, it's Geth.  That's why.  That's all the reason there needs to be, wouldn't you agree?”  
 
   He sighed again.  Without further comment, he dragged a bookcase away from a wall and lifted a plank underneath.  He presented her with a bag that clinked musically as he jiggled it.  
 
   "I'll catch hell for giving you this much of organization funds without a committee vote, but as you say, it's Geth.  I'll argue that he's of great symbolic value to the Leaf, if nothing else.  People in Umbrick still remember that as your father's chief lieutenant, he was the one who managed village affairs day to day."
 
   She opened the bag and gasped.  "Oh thank you, Uncle!"
 
   "Now, the coinage I have given you will be enough for your journey and to purchase the freedom of all four of your people – but only if you bargain.  Here are some basic tips.  Never believe a Roman when he says that's his final price.  The more he takes insult at the lowness of your offer, the more likely you've overbid.  If he walks away in anger, he'll be back and then the real bidding may begin.  I could spend a day telling all I've learned about Roman business practices while tending this shop, but you get the idea."  
 
   "If Roman commerce is anything like Roman warfare, then I know what to expect."
 
   He wobbled his cane in response.  "I'd go with you, but I'd be in the way.  I know you can take care of yourself – but be careful.  Rome has a dagger in every sleeve, poison in every cup, cunning in every kindness.  Those are lyrics from one of their drinking songs, so the warnings must be true."
 
   "I will be careful, Uncle."
 
   He smiled.  "Perhaps I worry too much.  In truth, we seem to have had good fortune of late.  The army would have been destroyed had that fireball not come at the right time and place – and now also the Plague seems to have run its course."
 
   "It has?"
 
   "As you inferred, I have my communication system.  There hasn't been report of a death in days and those who were sick are fully recovered.  So Britan's curse has been lifted.  Let's hope your quest meets with good fortune as well."
 
   "We make our own luck," Carrot said unsmilingly.
 
   "We somewhat do, but also much luck is handed to us.  May the best luck be handed to you, Carrot.  You deserve the best because of all you've been through, but also because of the fine person that you've always been."
 
   He watched her spill the tea, and when she didn't comment, he said, "You still blame yourself, don't you?"
 
   She had no memories of that day, but she had memories of a thousand haranguings.  "My father said I was too strong willed for my mother, that I pushed her into going to the river that day to gather flowers, that if I been obedient – "
 
   "Carrot!"  Ral slammed the table.  "I am so tired of hearing this!  You had nothing to do with her death!  And because of his own foolhardiness in leading a futile uprising, your father is dead!   He's two years in the grave, you need to stop respecting his drunken rantings! " 
 
   "He is worthy of my respect, as king and father."
 
   "You're in Londa now.  We don't hold rigidly to tradition, we dare to make use of common sense!  Carrot, Letos was king only because your grandfather was king, and your grandfather was king because he murdered the king before him.  Fine lineage, our family has!  As for the historical accident of his being your father, I am half convinced he married your mother on whim, only because I was courting Prisca first and he wanted to spite me.  It surely didn't stop him from bedding other women.  And once they were married, she became the target of his spite as well.  Impulse and spite – he did everything from impulse and spite!  I know, because I lived in his shadow for years, and so did you.”
 
   Breathlessly, she slowly emitted,  "He was a great man and the villages respected him."
 
   “He is dead and the villages are in ashes.  Good reason to question whether Northlanders are the excellent judges of character they presume to be.”  
 
   She held back tears.  "He was a good man!  He loved me!"
 
    "Love?  Was it love when he shunned you for a year after the attack because your face and body were so horribly scarred?  Was it love when he treated you like a Roman does toward a slave and yelled 'What good are you?' when you so much as dropped a plate?"
 
   "It was treatment I deserved.  I was too strong-willed.  I insisted that my mother come to the river with me to pick flowers – "
 
   "Carrot, stop with that!  What man of discernment would blame a child for what happened?  Carrot, what attacked you and your mother was lying in wait.  Had you remained in your hut that day, it would have come into the village and slain anyone in its path, until it did what it did."
 
   "You always say that.  But I don't remember the moment and you weren't there."
 
   "Carrot, what I do know is that we share this planet with terrible beings."
 
   "That is only myth.  Like mentors and the Box."
 
   "If  you only knew!  Why the other day, on the roof of the imperial residence – and then also, all the whispers recently about the Sisters of Wisdom!  But never mind, you won't believe any of that either.  Suffice to say there are no wild beasts in North Umbrick then or now which could have attacked as viciously.  If you wish to deal only with facts and reason, then reason from those facts."  
 
   Carrot said nothing as she sobbed.  Ral sighed and handed her a towel.  
 
   "Now I have been a monster too," he said calmly, patting her shoulder.  "I'm angry at my brother who has been dead two years, and you are his greatest victim yet are the one I yell at now.  We haven't seen each other in years, and all this shouting is how you'll remember me."
 
   A smile glimmered.  "I'll remember that you helped Geth and I.  And I have never forgotten how you've always been there when I've needed you.  That's why I came, Uncle.  I knew you would help."
 
   Light was dimming through the curtains, and they hurried to finalize preparations.  Ral gave her clothing, directions, and practical advice for travelers  
 
   "Now, if there are problems, send me a letter.  Let me show you the new stegacipher I drew the other day, you and I shall be the only ones to use it and that should keep the Roman snoops in the dark."
 
   From an even more secretive place, he produced a complex chart in tiny handwriting.  She accepted the sheet, scanned for a moment, handed it back.   
 
   He smiled sheepishly.  "Already memorized?  I've always thought that clever mind is your brightest talent!  You know, Carrot, Britan needs someone smart to rule, and now that Boudica has retired as queen, perhaps you should apply."  He laughed.  "Queen Carrot – at least the rabbits will follow!"
 
   Despite herself, she could not suppress a giggle.  “Queen of the Rabbits – was that your plan all along in giving me the nickname?”
 
   “To be truth, it is indeed about more than the color of your hair.  As a very young child, you insisted on mispronouncing the name as 'Carrot,' but what I named you then was actually, 'Caratacus.'”
 
   “And the significance of that is?”
 
   His smile faded somewhat.  “According to the mentors, on Aereoth in ancient times, a warrior named Caratacus fought the Romans . . . but I am not sure whether it is only history, or also prophecy.”  He shrugged.  “Perhaps it is both.  Perhaps the Hand of Fate intends that the history of Ne'arth is to echo the history of Aereoth.  Rome and Britan both there and here, the most obvious example.  Then take Boudica.  She is mentioned in the Annals of Aereoth, and yet here she is on Ne'arth as well.”
 
   Carrot paused, forming her words carefully, because she knew how reverential her uncle was toward the mentors and their Annals.  But she steeled herself and said:
 
   “I don't see any Hand of Fate with Boudica, only the hands of Romans, who gave the name to their agent because they knew it would appeal to those who believe in the mentors and their histories.  Uncle, they used our own myths to mislead us.  The lesson of Boudica is that we should stop trying to relive the history of Aereoth, and go our own way.”
 
   He made a deep nod.  “Perhaps, but then I wonder if that will be better.”
 
   “It may not be better, but it will be our own way, and being free to choose our way is what makes our lives worth living.  Isn't that why we are both fighters for Britan?”
 
   He broke into laughter and shook his head.  “The words you say, coming from one so young!”
 
   Then the tears were back when they hugged and said farewells, Carrot wondering if she would ever see him again.  
 
   As she wandered the shadow-dappled streets of Londa that evening, she remembered her uncle's comments about the end of the Plague, and it brought thoughts, of all things, about the Wizard.  
 
   She'd convinced herself that wishful thinking had subconsciously triggered her own healing powers when the Wizard had touched her arm.  And now, if the Plague was truly spent, he would be unable to promote his 'cure' this side of the Dark Forest, and so perhaps he had returned to the simpler, more impressionable folk of the Western lands.  
 
   Good riddance to the charlatan, she thought, but she also found herself missing him.  Sometimes he had seemed to her as such a child, other times as if he truly had fallen from the stars.  She found in him a sunlit aspect, as if he believed all problems could be solved.
 
   “The nonsense!” she said to herself.  “Curing the Plague with a handshake!”
 
   She admitted it was strange, though, that the Plague had ended around that same time.  At any rate, she concluded it was just as well that he was out of harm's way – and hers.
 
   She put further thought about the Wizard out of mind until some time after sunset, when while waiting dockside to speak with a captain whose ship she'd heard was bound for Rome, a flash of familiar blue under torchlight caught her eye.  A Roman soldier was wearing the Wizard's garment and making odd but familiar pointing gestures to the chuckles of his two comrades. 
 
   A little flirting got herself invited to a tavern.  For Carrot's metabolism, alcohol was no more inebriating than water, and she easily out-drank the trio.  Then, tactfully, she inquired as to the fate of the strange clothing's previous owner.    
 
   "Off to Palras!" the wearer slurred.  
 
   "Pardon, but what is that?" Carrot asked.
 
   "The worst place in the Empire!  In all the world!"
 
   "A prison colony on a forsaken island," the second said.  "A slave mine.  They work them to death on purpose.  Life is short there."
 
   "It produces silver for the Emperor's treasury," the third said.  "So it's guarded better than the Bay of Rome.  No one ever escapes.  No one ever returns."
 
   They stared somberly at nothing, then toasted, "Hadron!" and downed their mugs.  
 
   Carrot muttered into her beer, "Hog-dung," and diplomatically drank as well.  
 
   Poor Wizard, she thought.  Healer or hoaxer, he was beyond help now.  She decided it would be best to think no more about him, and so from then on she didn't.  At least not consciously.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   22.
 
   Matt felt warm, fuzzy, and detached.  He assumed he was dreaming.   
 
   The scene was in a large tent.  It was night and the only illumination came from a trickle of light pouring in from a flickering torch outside.    
 
   In his dreamlike state, Matt himself seemed to be hovering over a body sprawled on the dirt.  The body was that of a young man wearing underwear and nothing more.  The face looked very familiar, except that it was wet and ashen and bloodied.  The eyes were closed and the mouth open, the tongue swollen.  
 
   Several men in tattered grimy clothing were gathered around the body, squatting at a distance.  They were speaking softly.
 
   "Is he dead?"
 
   "Getting there."
 
   "So we'll sleep tonight with a corpse."
 
   "You haven't been here long, if you think that's rare."
 
   "I think he's stopped breathing."
 
   "I don't see his chest moving."
 
   Overcoming revulsion, one man extended his hand to the still figure's nostrils.  "No breath."  An ear was pressed to the chest.  "No heartbeat."
 
   Others tried it too.
 
   "Nope, nothing."  
 
   "He's gone."  
 
   "A sad end.  He rescues a child and that is his reward."
 
   "Why are they so late bringing the food?"
 
   "They punish everyone even when only one prisoner breaks the rules."
 
   "He had no business having his punishment inflicted on us!  Selfish fool!"
 
   The voices became faint and the scene faded into darkness.  Matt sensed that he was moving rapidly away.  There was no upward or downward, just forward.  Faster and faster . . .   
 
   Ahead was a star.  It grew into a circle of bright light.  Matt grasped that he was in a tunnel and the light was the opening.  He burst through.    
 
   Then he was clothed in a white robe and standing in a featureless room with walls and ceiling and floor of dazzling white.  There seemed to be no specific source of light, just light everywhere and no shadow.  
 
   Another man was in the room, standing about two meters away.  He was shorter than Matt, and a little older.  He had dark short well-combed hair.  He had very dark irises.  His shirt was white while his pants, shoes, and narrow tie were black.
 
   The man was facing Matt attentively.  His expression was concerned.  Matt felt himself being washed with waves of unconditional loyalty.    
 
   "Greetings, Matt," the man said.
 
   Matt slowly smiled.  The voice sounded very familiar.  The name tag over the shirt pocket also helped.    
 
   "I get it.  You're Ivan and I'm dead."
 
   "I am the default avatar for your neural implant matrix and you are in a state of clinical death.  This generic virtual reality environment has been designed to assist hosts with critical brain injuries to more easily comprehend the nature of their life-threatening situation."
 
   Matt felt at one with the universe, which is another way of saying he was having trouble focusing.
 
   "Okay . . . yeah . . . so what's up?"
 
   "Your natural brain activity has ceased and I am sustaining your current state of limited consciousness through artificial electrochemical stimulation.  We have approximately one minute until I will no longer be able to support your life functions without the initiation of massively invasive procedures.  Before I can commence those procedures, I am required to ask the host the following question:  Do you wish to continue living?"
 
   Matt tried to think but he was having difficulty doing so just then.  He wondered why.  
 
   "So what are my options?"
 
   "You can either say no or yes.  If you say no or fail to make a response in time, I will cease all efforts to sustain your life functions and you will immediately die beyond my powers to revive."
 
   "Then what?"
 
   "I lack sufficient data to satisfactorily answer that question.  As for your other choice, if you say yes, I will commence actions to save your life and you will resume living as before."
 
   "I forget, what was I living as before?"
 
   "At present, you are a slave at a silver mine."
 
   That didn't sound too fun, but instinctively Matt knew that as long as he was alive, he would have options.  If he chose life now, perhaps he could choose better options later.  He wasn't sure death worked the same way.    
 
   "How much . . . . "
 
   "Are you asking how much time do we have before I can no longer sustain your neural activity?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Approximately five seconds."
 
   "Okay, for now, let's go with . . . Yes."  
 
   "I understand that you wish to continue living.  Commencing cardiac restart procedure."
 
   Matt's body arched with the electric shock.  His eyes fluttered open.  He vision cleared.  He was in a prisoner's tent at the mining camp.  The last thing he remembered for sure was being at the Shaft Four entrance.  Then he'd had a strange dream, but the details were hazy.
 
   With difficulty, he propped himself up on his elbows.  The other men in the tent were clinging to the sides and staring at him with wide eyes over open mouths.
 
   "What happened?" he asked Ivan aloud.
 
   "You were severely beaten," Ivan replied.  "You received blunt force trauma to your body, which resulted in bone fractures, spinal paralysis, and internal bleeding.  You lost consciousness and were brought to this place.  I have revived you from clinical death and am currently repairing damage sustained from the attack."
 
   Ivan popped a window which showed a slowly-rotating wire-mesh model of Matt's body.  Arrows pointed to symbols on Matt's skull and within his brain.
 
   Ivan continued,  "The most serious injuries were fractures to your spine and head, here, here, and here, which induced cerebral hemorrhage.  Please be advised this damage may impair your judgment and other high-level thought processes until neuro-structural repairs can be accomplished.  Do you wish further explanation?"
 
   "Not right now."  
 
   Matt delicately probed his head.  It felt all right, but Ivan was undoubtedly blocking the pain.  When Matt pulled his fingers away, he found powdered blood on their tips.  He hair felt . . . congealed.  
 
   He added,  "When will . . . what's that word again . . . repairs . . . be done?"
 
   "Estimated time for completion of restoration of full mental and physical functions is six to eight days."
 
   "Days!  Just to recover from a brain injury?"
 
   "Please note that I will not have any external medical assistance during the recuperation process.  Also note, standard medical procedure in cases of severe brain injury is to euthanize the injury victim and replace by a clone with host memories downloaded from most-recent archive.  That option is currently not available on Delta Pavonis III."
 
   "I'm not sorry for that."
 
   For Matt was almost certain that when he had failed to arrive on Tian centuries earlier, his archival clone had been printed and taken over his life there.  Matt wouldn't have wanted another version of himself wandering this world even if it were technologically possible.
 
   Ivan continued,  "Meanwhile, prior to your full recovery, I am re-routing some of your neural activity through my matrix.  You are therefore now capable of consciousness, mobility, and verbalization, although not at peak efficiency."
 
   While Matt and Ivan conversed, the prisoners whispered among themselves, but none came closer.  Matt had almost half the floor space in the tent to himself.
 
   At last the guards arrived with the dinner slop.  They wordlessly distributed the bowls, never taking their eyes from Matt.  Guards who were not detailed to the tent came and peeked in.  Matt heard murmuring outside, but mainly he concentrated on eating.  Doing more seemed to hurt his head just then.  
 
   The prisoners ate in silence.  Dinner ended.  The guards collected the bowls and hurried away.  The prisoners continued staring.
 
   "I'm okay," Matt said.  "If anybody cares."
 
   "You were dead and now you're alive," a prisoner said, spreading his arms and raising his chin.  "Praise to Pandora!"
 
   Matt ignored him and tried to think.  Thinking was a little easier now.  And he could remember.  Mostly, he remembered being thrashed.  
 
   "Why did they do that to me?" he asked.
 
   “You stepped out of line,” a senior prisoner replied.
 
   “That's it?”
 
   “The way they think is, if they let one prisoner step out of line, the rest will try too.  Then you've got a riot, and then a revolt.”
 
   “That's ridiculous!”
 
   “It's how they think.  And you must agree, the system works.”
 
   “Believe me, there are easier ways to mine silver.”
 
   Matt noticed that his chest was bare.  A corner of his shirt was sticking out from behind where a man sat.  
 
   "Give it back," he said.  Vultures, he thought.  
 
   Another man blurted, "You're the Wizard of the Westlands, are you not?"
 
   If Matt's IQ had been above one hundred just then, he might have hesitated to answer.  Instead he said,  "I was."
 
   The man trembled with hysterical anger as he jabbed at finger at Matt's nose.  "Then you're the one who brought us here!  You summoned a fireball to stop Boudica from leading us to victory!  You are one of the mentors, the evil wizard-demons warned of in the prophecies of Pandora!"
 
   Matt concluded that the speaker was clearly deranged from the harsh conditions of the camp, but other faces were registering confusion as well.  The torment and stress of their living conditions had brought them to rage, and they needed an object to vent their rage upon.  The guilt of the object didn't matter, its accessibility and vulnerability did.  
 
   Just then, due to Ivan's ongoing diligence, Matt's IQ popped into the normal range, and he calmly replied, ever so slowly: 
 
   "Do you want to mess . . . with a person . . . who calls fire from the sky . . . and rises from the dead?"
 
   Even the crazy person dropped the subject.
 
   Eventually the men spread out and went to sleep on the dirt.  Matt lay on his back and gazed at the tent roof.  He observed the discoloration of the fabric, the unevenness of the threaded seams.  Such evidence of organic origin and handcrafting would have made the tent an exhibition piece on Earth in the twenty-second century.   
 
   His ability to process abstract thought gradually returned, and he realized even if he did not yet know for sure what he wanted to do with his life, it wasn't to be a slave in a mine.  When he fully healed, he would try escaping without regard for the physical dangers.  After his synthetic Near Death Experience, tedium seemed a harsher sentence than death.   
 
   The following morning, Matt woke early with his head clear.  He had time to think.
 
   "Dad always said that if you work hard and do a good job, someone will notice," he subvocaled idly.  "So I'm going to work hard and do a good job of driving them crazy."
 
   The rest of the prisoners were awakened at dawn.  They were all forced into lines and marched to their assigned shafts.  The Shaft Four foreman behaved as brutishly to the other prisoners, but he froze speechless when he saw Matt standing straight and strong without bruises or wounds.  He steadfastly avoided Matt's gaze, which was Matt's first objective confirmation that the psychological balance of power had shifted.   
 
   Matt halted in front of the foreman, bringing the whole line to a halt as well.  The foreman couldn't ignore him then.  
 
   "What are you wanting?" the foreman mumbled.
 
   "Nothing," Matt said.  
 
   In fact, he was wanting to smash a rock into the foreman's skull.  Once, he would have been shocked at such intense negative emotion.  That was in another life.
 
   He resumed walking, stooping to enter the shaft.  Inside the gallery, he stopped to re-align a lamp that the tumult of bodies had knocked askew.  An overseer approached, whip drawn.  Matt calmly raised his arm and opened his hand as if he intended to snatch the whip in mid-snap.  The overseer backed away.  Seeing the overseer's confused expression, a twisted smile grew on Matt's lips.    
 
   Exiting from the mouth of the shaft that afternoon, Matt stepped out of line and walked up to the foreman and jabbed his thumb at the pump.  
 
   "The way that's squeaking, it's going to break down unless you lubricate it now."
 
   The foreman touched his club, but Matt didn't flinch.  Instead, the Wizard from Earth merely tilted his head and raised an eyebrow.  
 
   The foreman sputtered,  "You – you – mind to your shovel, Britanian, or I'll have you thrashed again!" 
 
   Matt shrugged.  "If the pump fails, it will be your own beating.  I'll try to heal your injuries, but be aware I can only do so much."
 
   The foreman growled, but when Matt returned from the tailings pit, the pump was throbbing squeaklessly.
 
   Matt knew he was technically helping the hated Empire by making the mining operation more efficient.  But now he understood that Rome wasn't built on economic efficiency, it was built on fear of authority.  By undermining the authority of the guards, he was gnawing at the foundation of the authority of the Empire itself.  
 
   Moreover, so long as he was being 'constructive,' there was nothing they could do in retaliation without acknowledging the sham of the Empire's pretense of necessity.  Nothing they could do, that is, except beat him again, but failing to make a lasting impression the first time had already put question to their power, and they feared to risk doing so again.  
 
   Still, he wasn't going to depend just on bluff.  
 
   As he scraped the shovel behind the men chipping their picks at the wall of the gallery, he subvocaled, "Ivan, let's review what you've got on martial arts and physical enhancement.  I especially want to cover training and conditioning for – what's it called – 'hypermax.'"
 
   Ivan replied, "I believe you mean, the physical agility enhancement technique known as 'hypermode.'"
 
   "Right.  I want to be able to use hypermode."
 
   Ivan admonished, "Be aware, Matt, improper or excessive usage of hypermode can result in potentially fatal damage to the host.  As there are apparently no advanced medical facilities available on this planet, 'fatal damage' could mean under these circumstances that you would die beyond my power to resuscitate."
 
   “But you'll still help me do hypermode, right?”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   "Ivan, we will be living on the edge now." 
 
   And he took care to scrape the shovel as loudly as he could.  
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   23.
 
   Several days later, a sleek sloop approached Palras with five small flags fluttering from its mast.  The flags bore symbols that stood for letters, and the letters stood for a code word.  The bay tower's telescope focused on the flags, then flashed its signal mirrors at the patrol ships.  The sloop was admitted through the cordon and escorted to the dock.  
 
   The warden, making washing motions with his hands and wearing a fixed smile on his face, waddled to greet Archimedes on shore, bowed deeply, and said, "And what brings the Chief Scientist of the Imperium to Palras?"
 
   "I'd call it a boat."  
 
   The washing motions stopped and the warden looked aside.  From past experience, Archimedes knew it would take time for the warden's mental gears to whir enough to recognize even the mildest trace of humor.  
 
   So he continued,  "What do you think, I'm here for another blasted surprise inspection."  He banged his walking staff.  "I don't want to be here and you don't want me here.  Let's get this over, shall we?"
 
   Calm down, Archie, he told himself.  A few more years, you'll have enough to retire.  Just think of changing out the filters.  
 
   They were encircled by a contingent of bodyguards larger than what Hadron brought when he walked the streets of Rome.  They trekked the slope to the walled enclosure of the Administration Center.  They entered, leaving the heaps of dirt and rock that was Palras for an interior courtyard of gardens with fountains and elaborate statuary.  
 
   The office had a spacious vista of the garden and the open sea, a view which might have been idyllic save for the profusion of guards and naval vessels.
 
   The warden beckoned to a shelf brimming with bottles and glasses.  "Would you like a refreshment?"
 
   "I would not.  Show me the ledger."
 
   The warden went to a shelf and presented an ornate book on prominent display.
 
   "The real one."
 
   The warden put the book back on the shelf and retrieved a less ornate one from a cabinet.
 
   Archimedes flipped the book open and made a show of waving about his abacus and slide rule.  But his practiced eye could see from the consistency of the handwriting that the entries had been written in batches rather than piecemeal over the course of time.    
 
   "The real real one."
 
   The warden's smile, which had been draining all the while, flickered away entirely.  He went into another room and returned with a small, tattered, non-descript book.  
 
   Putting on his eyeglasses, Archimedes sat, scanned, and scribbled columns of figures into his notebook.  The warden blurted inane remarks, and Archimedes ignored.
 
   Finally, Archimedes put away his glasses and faced the warden and said, "Production has increased significantly.  Why is that?"
 
   The smile and hand-washing were back in force.  "My new management techniques have proven quite efficient.  You see – "
 
   "Production has increased significantly.  Why is that?"
 
   "I've been able to economize – "
 
   "Production has increased significantly.  Why is that?"
 
   This time it seemed the mental gears had jammed.  Archimedes waited appropriately and said in a voice soft yet resonant:
 
   "The Emperor would like to know."
 
   Being only a distant cousin of Hadron by marriage, the warden cringed and murmured,  "The miners in Shaft Four have been successful in locating new veins of ore."
 
   "Well now, they should receive a reward for that.  But that's not how it works around here, is it?"  Archimedes slammed the book shut.  "Lead us to the mines, if you can recall where they are."
 
   "Of course I know where the mines are.  I visit there at least several times a week!"
 
   "I'll inform the Emperor that you venture out of your garden of delights to perform your duties, at least several times a week."
 
   The warden tried to summon a litter, but Archimedes gave a stern gaze, and they trooped on foot up the trail that led to the ridge overlooking the valley of the mines.  At the top, Archimedes propped himself on his staff and took a deep breath, and then he looked.  
 
   He always tried to brace himself for the scene below, and he always failed.  Lines of broken men, wordlessly bearing loads past endurance under the whips of heartless overseers.  Hadron might hesitate to stamp his profile on coins if he saw how much cruelty went into fifty grams of Palrasian silver!
 
   Then again, Archimedes thought, Hadron is Patrician by birth.  If the Emperor were here watching this, he might only inquire as to why the workers were 'dawdling.'
 
   Today, however, the workers seemed a little faster than usual.  Archimedes inquired as to why.
 
   "These are fresh prisoners of war captured in battle from our recent victory in Britain," the warden replied.  "They're strong but an unruly lot."
 
   "So you've been told," Archimedes said.  
 
   Having lived both on a farm and among legions, he knew the patterns of calluses that came from steering a plow and those that came from drill with sword and spear.  Observing the hands on these poor yokels, he doubted many of these prisoners 'captured in battle' had ever held a weapon.  
 
   Archimedes, the warden, and their bodyguard descended into the valley.  Archimedes inspected Shafts One and Two, and found nothing different from last time.  Same shabby working conditions, same poorly maintained equipment despite his lectures to the foremen on the need to care for the machinery.  What was the old Kresidalian saying?  'In one ear and out the other.'
 
   Onto Shaft Three, which was inactive due to being flooded up to the mouth.  Filled with dread, Archimedes asked the shaft foreman, "How many casualties?"
 
   "None, sir," the foreman replied.  
 
   “They all escaped in time?”
 
   "There was a boy who was trapped in the cave-in and flood, but he was rescued."
 
   Archimedes knew how far the gallery stretched and found the story preposterous.  Rescuers could not have reached the child without running short of breath, let alone have had time to free the victim.    
 
    Curious, he said, "I should like to personally thank the rescuers."
 
   "There was only one, sir.  I don't know his name.  A miner from Shaft Four."
 
   "Can you point him out to me?"
 
   "I, uh, really didn't get a good look at him, sir."
 
   Sensing that the man wanted to stay as far away from the affair as possible, Archimedes went on to Shaft Four.  He gave a nod of acknowledgment to the Shaft Four foreman and began his inspection.
 
   He yanked on a shaft pulley and heard no squeak.  The latest repair on the hose did not leak.  The lamps in the newly carved gallery were angled properly to provide maximum light.  The pump chugged so quietly that he almost overlooked it.
 
   The shoring timbers in the galleries had been replaced with fresh timber, and Archimedes could not have done a better job of positioning them.
 
   "Someone knows his statics," he murmured.  
 
   He looked at the foreman.  The foreman stared blankly.  Archimedes thought,  The only statics he knows is to slumber.  Moreover, it was unlikely that after all these years, he had learned how to do his job properly only in the past days.
 
   Archimedes remembered, and addressed the foreman, "I was informed that one of your miners was involved in the rescue of a miner in Shaft Three."
 
   "I, uh, don't rightly recall the incident, sir."
 
   Archimedes glanced over at Shaft Three.  “Did you notice that the shaft next to yours became filled with water?  It happened around that time.”
 
   "Uh, I believe the person of which you speak has moved on."
 
   "I . . . see."
 
   An overseer walked past.  Archimedes slapped him on the shoulder.  The overseer looked ready to snap at the old man whose rough robe was barely a cut above that of one of the slaves, but then he saw the attending warden and guards.
 
   "I understand that a miner here was involved in a rescue at Shaft Three," Archimedes said.
 
   The overseer started to turn toward the foreman, but Archimedes squeezed his shoulder and said loudly, "You are addressing me."
 
   A moment later, the overseer emerged from the shaft with a youth.  Archimedes had expected an athletic physique, but the youth looked rather scrawny.  Archimedes was amazed that the young man, who had a soft face and was barely more than a boy, had survived even a week on Palras, let alone could accomplish the physical feat being attributed to him.  
 
   Then he noticed the blood still caking the boy's hair.  It looked as if the boy had received quite a beating.  But there were no lumps, bruises, or scars.  He had walked without a limp.  The alert eyes told of no interior damage to his mind.  
 
   Then, modesty permitting, Archimedes observed the boy's attire.  The boy's shirt and shorts were little more than white undergarments, but Archimedes had never seen such finely made clothing.  As he was watching, the dirt from the mine began to slip off the garment, leaving it so immaculate that even the launderers at the Emperor's palace could not have matched its cleanliness.  And where were the seams?
 
   Archimedes became aware of being watched by the prisoners and guards, and realized what they were thinking of his scrutiny of the boy's frame.  He refrained from explaining himself.  The more he explained himself, the more they would be convinced they were right.  
 
   Archimedes cleared his throat, but then he heard:
 
   "Who are you?"
 
   The young man had spoken without being spoken to, which is something that prisoners on Palras learn not to do after the first day.  And he was looking directly at Archimedes.  Direct eye contact too!
 
   Archimedes replied,  "I am Archimedes, Chief Scientist of Rome."
 
   "You!  You're Archimedes?"
 
   The boy, unfazed by the horrors of Palras, was staring at Archimedes with wide eyes.  
 
   "Don't look at me that way.  Someone has to be him.  And who are you?"
 
   "I'm Matt."
 
   Archimedes nodded.  For all he knew, every other male in Britan was named after the Star Child.
 
   "Well, Matt, thank you for your life-saving rescue."
 
   "Uh, yeah, sure."
 
   Archimedes was not surprised at the boy's puzzled expression.  Gratitude was a sentiment seldom seen on Palras.    
 
   The rescue in Shaft Three and the improvements in Shaft Four might have seemed unrelated, but (despite Hadron's misinterpretation of what he had been taught) Archimedes had long ago learned to investigate a common source for anomalies that coincided in time and locality.    
 
   "I see someone has been making physical improvements to the infrastructure around here.  Eh, would you know what the word 'infrastructure' means?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   That in itself was astounding.  "So, would you have anything to do with the improvements of, say, the lamps or the operation of the pump?"
 
   Matt shrugged.  "I gave some advice, mainly."
 
   Archimedes mused that it would have been quite an accomplishment just to get the foreman to listen, let alone go along with advice from a prisoner.  
 
   "Matt of Britan, tell me, are you some sort of engineer by training?"
 
   “I was going to be.”
 
   Archimedes refrained from bouncing with eagerness.  Not that the Empire lacked youths of intellect, but one whose aptitude went to practical science rather than political scheming!  Could the ideal candidate for an apprentice come from a barbarian land?  Archimedes reminded himself that Rome also thought of Kresidala as barbarian.  
 
   “Tell me, Matt.  What kind of engineering does one do where you come from?”
 
   Matt shrugged.  “We make machines.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Well, machines for making things.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Another shrug.  “Cups, chairs, boats, whatever you want.”
 
   Archimedes chuckled.  “A machine that could make such things would need a mind of its own!”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   Archimedes was taken aback by the direct gaze.  If the boy was serious, then he was also mad.  But what if he were merely testing Archimedes, as Archimedes intended to test him?
 
   “Well, Matt.  I can certainly understand that you might have windmills and irrigation canals where you come from, but I have it on good authority from a respected public figure who's been there that Britan is a benighted land where naked mobs run barefoot and scream while brandishing clubs and sticks, and it is only the honest hard-working Roman landholders who produce enough food to eat.”
 
   “I wonder why the Britanian mobs didn't starve to death before the Romans came to feed them.”
 
   Archimedes cracked a smile.  “Yes, there does seem to be a plot hole in the imperial narrative.”
 
   The boy was sharp, and his spirit was certainly intact (a little too intact, Archimedes was beginning to suspect), but if he was to be considered apprentice material, he would have to pass a test.  Archimedes resolved that despite his sympathy at the boy's plight, he would not hold back.  It would have to be a riddle so complex, so confounding, that it would truly separate the Gifted from Not.  
 
   "Here, boy, I want you to think carefully.  I am testing you, and you will be rewarded if you supply me with the answer to this question.  So here we go.  Suppose I have apples, and spread them in a row of six, and four such rows of six in all do I spread.  Upon each apple, I stack another apple, and then another more.  These apples I place in a box, and add three boxes filled likewise.  How many apples are there in all?" 
 
   The boy thought a moment and said, "It depends."
 
   "Depends?  Depends on what?"
 
   "On what the reward is.  My last reward was a beating, so this time I want to make sure what I'm getting before I get it."
 
   The foreman snapped, "You'll be getting a beating if you don't answer!"
 
   "Shut up!" Archimedes shouted.
 
   Matt smiled at the sight of the foreman shrinking from the old man's glare.  
 
   Matt replied, "I'll just tell you the answer.  It's two hundred and eighty-eight."
 
   Archimedes slumped.  "I'm sorry, that is not correct."
 
   "It is correct."
 
   "It is not, I'm afraid."
 
   "It is correct.  Did you remember to carry?"
 
   "Of course I remembered to carry!"  Archimedes sensed his irritation with the foreman dissipating, possibly being replaced by sympathy.      
 
   "So what is your answer?" the slave named Matt asked.  
 
   "Two hundred and sixteen.  And it is correct."  Archimedes started to turn.  
 
   "Oh, I know what you did.  When you said 'add three boxes' you forgot that you still had the first box."  
 
   Archimedes had a sinking feeling as he recalled his exact wording.  He turned back.
 
   The boy named Matt said,  "You had one box, then you added three.  That makes four boxes in all.  Seventy-two apples per box times four boxes is two hundred and eighty-eight."
 
   Archimedes met the cool gaze and scratched on his pad.  
 
   "Oh, you're right."  He shrugged.  "Well, then . . . you'll come with me."
 
   He motioned, and the guards hastily removed the chains and cuffs on the young man's wrists and ankles.
 
   "Where are we going?"
 
   "To Rome for now.  You can go anywhere you wish after that.  You see, your reward is your freedom."
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   24.
 
   A little more than an hour later, Matt was standing on the dock next to the sloop.  He was dressed in robe and sandals 'lent' by the warden.  He had taken a bath and there wasn't a speck of Palras or flake of his own blood left on his skin or hair.  
 
   The mines and slaves of Palras were hidden by the hills next to the shore, and with blue skies and crashing surf, the day was almost pleasant.  
 
   Just don't think about why there are so many gulls.
 
   "Careful with that!  Careful with that!"
 
   Archimedes was shouting at the guards and slaves, who were carrying a large chest that apparently was heavy.  They carried it aboard the boat, descended into the hold, and returned with it topside.  However, given their more erect posture and lack of grunting, Matt concluded that they had unloaded into the sloop's hold whatever had been inside the chest.
 
   Archimedes sealed the cover of the hold and slapped his hands as if he had been the one doing all the labor.   
 
   "All right, Matt!  I'll need you to come aboard.  Pull the plank after you."
 
   Matt did so while Archimedes snapped the loosened lines off the mooring.  They used long poles to push the boat from the dock.  The raised sail caught breeze and the bow spun from the island in the north to the open sea in the south.  Archimedes took the tiller.
 
   “Matt!  See the cabinet at the base of the mast.  Take the white flag with the green dots, then the blue flag with the red square – “
 
   The flags were rolled into tiny cubby holes with their designs painted alongside.  As Archimedes rattled off the patterns, Matt pulled the flags.  
 
   “Now hoist them all quickly, in that order, or we'll be intercepted and boarded!”  
 
   With the signal flags properly coded and displayed, the patrol ships granted them leave.  Palras became a smudge sinking on the horizon behind.  
 
   Archimedes, with tiller tucked under one arm, flipped open his note pad.  "Ah, here's a good one!  Matt, suppose I have a cone with the following properties, which are that it has a radius of four and a height of seven.  What then in the volume of the cone of which I speak?" 
 
   Matt paused as if in mental calculation, though Ivan had given him the answer before Archimedes had finished speaking.  "Uh . . . about . . . one hundred and seventeen."
 
   "Ah, you're finally wrong!  It's only – wait, you're using twenty-two sevenths rather than three as the value of pi, aren't you?"
 
   Actually, thought Matt, Ivan was probably using a value with at least ten decimal places.  At any rate, he suspected that the real problem was that Archimedes had made another simple error in arithmetic.  Matt had noticed the befuddled looks he'd been getting while Archimedes had quizzed him on the dock, and had decided to stop correcting the old man if he could avoid it.    
 
   Archimedes put away his pad.  "All right, this one should be easy.  Tell me, Matt, does your home village have a name, and if so, what is it?"
 
   "Seattle," Matt said.  
 
   "Where is Seattle?"
 
   "It's . . . in the northwest."
 
   "Well, no wonder I haven't heard of it.  That's a part of Britan that Valarion's boots have yet to trample."
 
   "Actually, it's – " 
 
   Matt wondered what he was doing.  Sounding crazy would be a sure way to have the boat turned back to Palras.  The people of the Fish Lake believed he had come from the stars because they had seen him fall from the sky and cure their plague.  He had no evidence of his other-worldliness to offer Archimedes.
 
   Instead, he decided to change the subject,  “Are we the only people on this boat?”
 
   Archimedes threw up his hands.  “Why does everyone think that an old man has nothing better to do than – “
 
   Matt didn't know exactly where Archimedes was going with that, but he interrupted, “I was thinking it wasn't very safe for you to sail to Palras on your own, or to go back with a former prisoner you don't know anything about.”
 
   “I know you can solve the Riddle of Apples.  That means you're smart enough to know that commandeering a boat on unknown seas won't get you far.”
 
   “If you wish to commandeer the boat at this time,” Ivan said, “I can assist you in navigating anywhere on the planet that you wish.”
 
   “We're going to play along,” Matt subvocaled.  “I want to know what this guy is about.”
 
   Left unsaid was that he really hadn't seen much in Britan to interest him.  Rome might offer more.   
 
   “Matt, come over here.  I want you to take the tiller while I tend to . . . business.  Keep the angle between sun and bow the same.  Uh, you do know what an angle is?”
 
   Matt nodded.  Archimedes bowed, turned over the tiller, and descended into the hold.  As minutes passed into half an hour, Matt frowned.
 
   “He's been gone a while.  I wonder what he's up to.”
 
   “'Tend to business' might be a euphemism for using the toilet.”
 
   “I know that.  But isn't a toilet aboard a boat referred to as a 'head?'”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And isn't that because it's at the bow of the boat?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Well, he's in the middle of the boat.”
 
   “Perhaps he has designed an elaborate plumbing system.”
 
   “Ivan, don't you have a way to see through walls?”
 
   “I can capture imaging by emitting terahertz radiation bursts.  However, even one imaging will deplete my energy reserves and require an hour to recharge.  Also, it will cause damage to your cellular structure that will require up to two hours to repair.”
 
   “We've got the time.  Go for it.”  
 
   “Understood.  I will begin reconfiguration of my physical structure for the procedure.”
 
   While waiting for Ivan, Matt said, "I would feel guilty about violating his privacy, except that he's part of a tyranny that has no respect for human rights whatsoever.  They're not going to play by our rules, so let's play by theirs."
 
   “Understood.”
 
   “Uh, just the same, look at the picture first, and if he is using the toilet – don't show me.”
 
   “Understood.  Please orient your face in the desired direction. Thank you.”
 
   “Ow!”  Matt clutched his forehead.  “That smarts!”
 
   In the colorless low-res image, Archimedes was holding a hand shovel and hunched over a box.  The box had circular orifices at both ends and a small hatch on top.  Archimedes was portrayed in mid-scoop, lifting a heap of granular matter out of the hatch opening while holding open a bag that he was looking at, apparently intending to pour the material on the shovel into the bag.  There were several other boxes and bags nearby.
 
   Ivan said.  “My analysis is unable to determine the purpose of his activity.”
 
   “I know what he's doing.  I've seen those boxes before, they're filters on the mining pump intakes.  He's taking out the silver dust that was trapped in the filters.”
 
   “Would his motivation have to do with monetary acquisition?”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   Matt thought about what he could do with the knowledge.  Technically, Archimedes was stealing silver that belonged to the Emperor, but as the Emperor was stealing from everyone else, Matt saw no ethical reason to snitch on Archimedes, nor did there seem to be a personal advantage in doing so.  Perhaps he could blackmail Archimedes by threatening to turn him in, but that might backfire.  Besides, so far he kind of liked the guy.   
 
   In conclusion, Matt thought, all I got for being nosy was a headache.  Then again, if Archimedes was swapping and cleaning filters with each visit, he likely had considerable financial resources.  Matt could see how, in the future, that might prove useful to know.    
 
   Matt continued steering toward Rome.  Hours later, Archimedes pushed open the hold cover and emerged on deck.  He glanced at the sun, then at Matt, and scowled.
 
   "Where are you going?  I told you to keep the sun at – is that Rome?"  Archimedes squinted ahead, then frowned at Matt.  "You are a very good navigator, or very lucky.  Either way, good work, Star Child."
 
   Matt had seen Rome in satellite view countless times, but it was far more imposing when seen from the sea:  towers and arches and slabs of marbles glistening in sunlight, structures climbing the slopes of a volcano whose high peak emitted puffs of steam.
 
   "No, the volcano will not erupt," Archimedes answered the unasked question.  "Well, I suppose it might erupt someday, but it hasn't so far in all the history of Rome.  Is your home of Seattle near any volcanoes?"
 
   "A few," Matt said.  "Mount Rainier, Baker, Saint Helens."
 
   "Odd names."  Archimedes stretched from the confinement of the hold, and pointed to various structures on the cityscape.  "That's the Coliseum.  Over there we have the main trunk of the aqueduct system.  The pillar of rising steam is from the baths.  The signal tower and the light house are there, high on the slope, and that unforgivable eyesore beneath them is my greatest architectural crime, the imperial palace."  Archimedes gave Matt a once-over and said, "There are members of the patrician class who are convinced that barbarians oft go mad at first sight of the magnificence of our imperial city, but you seem to be taking it in stride.  How does it compare with Seattle?"
 
   "Well, I guess the main thing is, Seattle isn't as big."
 
   "Actually," Ivan said, "Seattle has over twice the population that I extrapolate for this planet's Rome.  The tallest building I survey here is only one-tenth the height of – "
 
   "Quiet," Matt subvocaled.
 
   Archimedes took the tiller and the boat entered into the bay, wending adroitly around barges, cargo ships, and galleys into a slip within a boat house.  Matt jumped to the dock and tied the lines, while Archimedes lowered and secured the sail.  Archimedes put down the plank, walked onto the dock, and pulled a lever.  The boat house doors swung shut.
 
   The boat's mast protruded through a slit in the roof, and through the slit poured the only light in the boat house.  In the dim illumination, Archimedes handed Matt a bag.
 
   "That should be enough to get you back to Seattle, if that's where you wish to go."
 
   Matt opened the bag.  It brimmed with silver coins, though not enough to afford the construction of a proton cannon array.
 
   "Thank you," Matt said.  "I – I'm not sure why you're helping me like this."
 
   Archimedes seemed not to have heard.  He continued,  "Otherwise, if you wish, you may follow me, as I have an opportunity for employment as my assistant that you may find both interesting and enriching."  
 
   One look had already convinced Matt that Rome might be more fun than Londa and Fish Lake combined.  Whether he'd be able to survive in a city of warlords was another question.  But at the moment, curiosity was winning over fear.
 
   "I think I'd like to try that."  
 
   Archimedes grinned and nodded and turned, striding into the city.  Matt followed.  A few steps later, he stopped, a look of horror on his face.  As if on cue, Archimedes turned and smiled.
 
   "Ah, the wind is just right this eve and you have experienced my greatest pride.  Behold, the sewers of Rome!"
 
   He gestured sweepingly to a place across the bay, where clusters of pipes were dumping raw sewage, creating a slick that extended across the northern reach of the bay shore.
 
   "Before the construction of sewers, Matt, filth ran open in the streets of Rome.  Every summer brought a plague.  Sewers, more than armies, made it possible for Rome to grow into an imperial city."
 
   “About this assistant job.  Does it – “
 
   “Already have a crew working the sewers.  But if you feel yourself above the maintenance of  sewers, then perhaps you should head for Seattle."  
 
   “I'll be okay.”  He subvocaled,  "Ivan, numb my nose.  Turn down background noise fifty, no sixty percent.  And can you blank out my view of – no, just suppress my gag reflex, okay?"
 
   Archimedes fixed his mantle and straightened his back and waved his staff and started for a narrow street.  The tenements on both sides were several stories tall.  The bottom floors were sturdy and well-maintained.  The upper floors looked like tenuous afterthoughts.  
 
   "Be on the lookout for falling bricks," Archimedes said nonchalantly.  "Falling anything, actually."
 
   “You heard him,” Matt subvocaled.  
 
   They maneuvered through the robed crowds and entered a better section of town with wide tiled squares pocked with fountains and statues.  Dodging gilded litters, Archimedes entered a windowless side street.  He pounded his staff on a thick door.  A man as old as Archimedes, but better and more neatly dressed, opened the door and scowled.
 
   "It's about time you showed," the older man said.  He eyed Matt.  "I see you've picked up another stray."
 
   Archimedes replied, "Matt, this is Jaros.  He is chief of my household servants.  Jaros, this is Matt.  He is as you say, another stray, but a most promising one as I think I might make an assistant out of him.”
 
   "Well, get out of the way so I can close the door, or do you want to let in the Thieves Guild as well?"
 
   Archimedes presented the key to the hold on the sloop and Jaros wordlessly pocketed it.  Matt knew he was watching a well-oiled operation and reflected that if there was indeed a Thieves Guild, it likely had nothing on this pair.    
 
   The residence of Archimedes, Chief Scientist of Rome, was square in perimeter and three stories tall.  The interior was a courtyard.  Most of the rooms on the second and third floors seemed to be workshops or for storage.  Jaros showed them a room on the second floor and said without looking at Matt, “This will be your quarters once we move out the junk and debris.”
 
   “That's not junk and debris,” Archimedes said.  “It's an important project.”
 
   “You haven't been in here for five years.”  Jaros leaned over the railing and called to a servant.  “Gwinol!  Bring the measuring tape!  We've clothes to make!”
 
   “Hold on that,” Archimedes said.  “We have a tour to complete first.”
 
   Archimedes and Matt descended the stairs to the courtyard.  Another stairway in the courtyard led to a well-lit basement.  The shelves were crammed with books.  Some were mechanically printed, others hand-written.  Scrolls were rare.
 
   "My library," Archimedes said.  "Personally I believe I have finest private collection in all of Rome, though a few of my visitors have expressed disappointment at the lack of pornography."
 
   Matt randomly pulled a book from a shelf.  It was written in Standard.  The words 'voltage' and 'current' jumped from the text, and when he turned the page, he himself jumped when he saw the schematic diagram.  
 
   "Where did you get this?" Matt said, restraining the excitement from his voice.  
 
   "That one?  Oh, I have correspondence with several book merchants in the various cities of the known world.  Hard to say where any particular book comes from.  Why, is that drawing of significance to you?"
 
   "It's for a radio circuit."
 
   “Is that something you have in Seattle?”
 
   "Used to."  Matt carefully replaced the book.  He thought of how he'd yet to see an electric light, let alone a radio, anywhere on Ne'arth.  "Would the knowledge in that book be something that came from the, uh, mentors?"
 
   Archimedes froze at the word, then sighed.  "Ah, the mentors.   It's been a long time since we've heard from them.  But tell me, Matt."
 
   ". . . Yes?"
 
   "You're named after the Star Child, but what do you know of the ancient legends?"
 
   Matt thought back to the story book he'd seen at Fish Lake.  "I know the story about The Box That Everything Came In."
 
   “Yes, well, around here such things aren't taken seriously.  I have a different attitude, however.  I believe, based on experience, there is much scientific wisdom in the teachings of the mentors.  Of course, their histories of Aereoth are purely allegorical.”
 
   “Of course,” Matt said.
 
   Archimedes headed for the steps.  “There is time before supper to show you a bit of the city.”
 
   Matt followed Archimedes across the courtyard to venture once more onto the streets of the Rome of Ne'arth.  He tried not to think of the boy he had rescued from the mine flood.  There was nothing he could do for him or any other prisoner of Rome.  Yet.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   25.
 
   On a sunny morning several days later, Valarion stood in the shadows of the southern sun deck of the imperial palace and watched Emperor Hadron sitting at his table overlooking the city.  The Emperor's fingers were fumbling as he attempted to peel an orange, and his face was ashen and contorted.
 
   "I know you're there," Hadron called breathlessly.  "Come on out."  
 
   Valarion emerged from the shade and smiled.  "I thank you for taking me on such short notice."
 
   In fact, Valarion had been back from Britan for some time.  Hadron normally would have summoned Valarion to private inner chambers the moment Valarion had stepped into Rome.  Valarion had not been eager to discuss his frustrations in Britan with the Emperor, but the delay in confrontation had been unnerving.  Finally, it was the General who asked to see Hadron.
 
   Hadron said, "I should let you know that I don't hold it against you that things didn't go well in Britan.  I know from my own field experience, these things are tricky.  And it's not as if it was my idea to be there.  The Sisters push the Senate, the Senate pushes me.  In order to maintain peace I have to go along with war."
 
   Valarion waited to be offered a seat.  Hadron was concentrating on the orange.
 
   "May I sit, sir?"
 
   "Course you can sit.  Course you can."
 
   Valarion sat and waited.  The Emperor seemed to have forgotten about him in the struggle with the orange.  
 
   “You seem to be having trouble there,” Valarion remarked.
 
   “I hate oranges, but have to eat them on my physician’s orders.  Did you know my urine has turned blue?  Sign of not eating enough fruit, he says.”
 
   Valarion knew what else it was a sign of, but kept silent.
 
   Hadron rambled on, “Burdens of office, I suppose, but these days I'm always tired.”
 
   Valarion looked sympathetic, but inwardly he knew that the clear-thinking Hadron of old would have been leery to confess weakness before a rival.   
 
   At last the peel gave way.  Clumsily the Emperor separated the slices.  He extended one toward Valarion, which Valarion eyed warily but accepted with a bow.  He nibbled while trying not to think what  Archimedes had taught about germs.
 
   Valarion hesitated, then said, "There are matters concerning the campaign which I wish to bring to your attention."
 
   "Well, can you trot them out?"
 
   "I believe the campaign was disrupted."
 
   "Of course it was disrupted.  A damn star fell from the sky.  How often does that happen?"
 
   Valarion sat back.  "You heard of that."
 
   "Everyone in the legions saw it and now they've told everyone in Rome.  I've been trying so hard to keep superstition from tearing apart the city, and now this!  Too many are taking it as an omen that we should not be in Britan, but I'm sure it's only a natural phenomenon."
 
   "I believe the disruption was intentional."
 
   Hadron put down the orange and stared.  "I never thought you were one for the divine view."
 
   "I believe the disruptor is a mortal."
 
   Hadron stopped with the orange.  It rolled off the table onto the ground.  Hadron picked it up.  Valarion inwardly cringed as Hadron started chewing slices again.
 
   "This isn't going to be about Archimedes, is it?" Hadron asked with his mouth full.
 
   A servant girl appeared, bearing a bowl of biscuits.  She avoided eye contact, as servant girls must, but Valarion was not sparing in his inspection, though it was entirely professional.  He observed her gait, her general body shape and size.  He had also seen glimpses of the face beneath the veil of the girl that Inoldia had brought to the island of the witches, and knew this was the same.  As the servant girl retreated silently, Valarion eyed the bowl, then looked at the emperor's dilated pupils.  
 
   The fools! he thought.
 
   Hadron sighed and said, "It IS about Archimedes.  Well, I don't know what it is between you two.  I had him as tutor just as you did, and what was the problem?  When I was young, yes, I hated seeing him at the door of our house every week with his bag of books to read and recite, but all in all I feel a better person for being drilled in math and science.  Don't you?"
 
   Valarion knew that as the eldest child of the most prominent family in Rome, Hadron had been groomed for the emperorship by doting parents.  Hadron had no idea of how harsh the world was even a step below his rung.   
 
   "If Archimedes had confined himself to tutoring," Valarion replied, "I would not have cause to protest.  Up to now, true, his intervention in internal politics has been confined to sniping at the Sisters on public occasions.  But now he has gone unforgivably far –  he has taken to physically attacking our legions!"  
 
   "You're blaming him for the falling star, are you?"
 
   "Yes, I'm blaming him for the star.  My Emperor, our legions were closing in on the army of the rebels like fingers of a clenching fist.  We had them all but cornered!  Then something drops from the sky and all our plans are scattered with the escaping rebels.  As I watched, I asked two questions:  'Who could do this?' and 'Who gains?'  The answers to both questions are the same name."
 
   "This accusation is not something you openly raised in your report to the Senate.  Indeed, I was under the impression from your Senate report that the battle was a smashing victory.”
 
   "As you know, public opinion has to be shaped.  One must take care of what is said in public."
 
   "And so you accuse him privately, before me.  But how do you explain that someone you've referred to as 'a mere tinkerer' can cause a star to fall from the sky?"
 
   "Well, is there another maker of fireworks in all of Rome as adept?"
 
    "Here now, Mardu.  Fireworks are no explanation!  Something that amounts to a few sparks in the sky here in Rome does not explain battle-hardened legionnaires babbling in Britan about a 'hammer of the sky lords.'"
 
   "You know how field reports are exaggerated."
 
   "I know that every field report from a soldier close enough to see what actually happened is full of amazement and terror.  A flaming ball that rent the sky!  An explosion that shook the earth and heaved upward a mountain's worth of rock!  Fortunately most of our soldiers were too far away to get a good look, or two of our best legions might have lost heart and deserted on the spot.  This was truly a star that fell from the heavens, not a bucket of hot coals tossed by a catapult.  What conceivable device could have caused a load of such size to fall from so high in the sky?"
 
   Valarion knew exactly what kind of device could do so:  the one that Archimedes was secretly working on.  But he was not inclined to illuminate Hadron on that.  Instead, he replied:  
 
   "Well, then, do you not see the improbability?  How do you explain its position and timing?"
 
   "I don't.  Sometimes a coincidence is just a coincidence.  Seeing the world in that light is how I got to where I am today."
 
   You got to where you are because your family is Patrician, Valarion thought.  It didn't occur to Valarion that having a victorious general as a father had made his life easier too.  
 
   Hadron reached for a biscuit.  He offered one to Valarion.  This time, Valarion shook his head.  
 
   Valarion improvised,  "Perhaps . . . perhaps it was a tank of steaming water, what is called a 'boiler.'  Archimedes must have somehow gained knowledge of the plan of attack, and buried a boiler at the key point.  A catapult then launches bucket of coals to make it seem like a star is falling from the sky, and then the boiler releases its steam for the explosion when the bucket hits the ground.  Naturally, we assume that the star caused the explosion, and in our imaginations it inflates – "
 
   "Enough," Hadron said.  "Now you're assuming that Archimedes would not only know of the deployment of our legions, but in order to have placed the 'boiler' properly, he would also have had to have known in advance the movements of the rebel army.  And how, Valarion, would he have known of that?"
 
   Valarion opened his mouth, but nothing came out.  How much did Hadron suspect?  Even the supporters of the Sisters in the Senate would be disconcerted to learn the extent to which Valarion had collaborated with the Sisters.  Time to change the subject.  
 
   "There is another matter.  The Plague has all but ceased in Britan.  And who do we know has experience in eliminating plagues here in Rome?"
 
   "Archimedes, of course.  He said it had to do with sewers.  Did he build sewers in Britan while we weren't looking?"
 
   Valarion was caught off guard.  Apparently, Hadron's wit still had moments of sharpness.
 
   "Ah, well – " 
 
   "General, I for one don't give a damn as to your failure to pacify the Britanian countryside.  It's the Sisters who care, and I don't care for their mischief, and so perhaps in a way I am glad for the continued difficulties that we are experiencing there.  As long as they are entangled in Britan, perhaps they won't bother us as much in Rome.  And they are bothering us too much already in Rome.  Why, have you heard the rumors of what happened to Senator Karagas?"
 
   "A heart attack, wasn't it, while in bed with a young lady not his spouse?"
 
   "Not known to the public is that his family physician found traces of poison in the entrails.  And now Karagas is dead, and his cousin sits in the Senate for his family, and is much more amenable to the wishes of the Sisters.  One does not need to be tutored by Archimedes to recognize cause and effect at work."
 
   Valarion wondered what color had been the urine of Karagas, but all he said was, “My working relationship with the Sisters has always been of the highest moral character." 
 
   "That's not what I recall of your youth."  Hadron snorted.  "Inoldia all but seduced you!"
 
   Valarion reddened, because he knew there were two extra words in Hadron's last sentence.  And judging by Hadron's firm gaze, he suspected that Hadron knew it too.
 
   Valarion stood abruptly.  "Perhaps I should go and accumulate more evidence before I bother you again."
 
   Hadron pushed across the basket.  "Well, here, take some biscuits.  I insist."
 
   Valarion accepted a kerchief full, and bowed out.  As he headed for the hall, Valarion heard:
 
   "You may think that the bond between me and Archimedes is stronger than it is."
 
   Valarion turned and looked blankly.
 
   "Archimedes has crossed me at times," Hadron continued.  "Remember the Siege of Kresidala?  He refused to build a catapult of sufficient power to break their wall.  Said Kresidala wasn't our enemy."
 
   Valarion marveled that Hadron had forgotten that Archimedes hailed from Kresidala.  But then, looking from the biscuits to the Emperor's haggard, disheveled visage, it was perhaps surprising that Hadron still had any wits about him at all.  
 
   Hadron wobbled from the table to the rail of the deck, where a tube mounted on a tripod pointed to the sea.  
 
   "And this, is a small version of the 'telescope' I have asked him to construct."  Hadron stooped and peered through one end.  "The other day he brought it, and said for me to watch the horizon in the morning for his departure to Palras, and he would wave.  Well, you know his sloop, the Eureka, how distinctive it is.  But I wasted hours looking for it.  Was he jesting at my expense, because he knows I've not been well?"
 
   "It's hard to say."
 
   Valarion was well aware that Palras was to the north, and before them was the southern horizon.  
 
   Hadron stood stiff and squared his shoulders, and for a moment looked the ruler of the Empire that he was.
 
   "Valarion, when I was a child and my father brought Archimedes into our study to tutor me, I took one look at that tall form with its long white beard and thought that here was a wizard right out of the storybooks, perhaps the Wizard of Aereoth Himself.  Archimedes taught me things about science and how the world works that few in Rome know, and he only confirmed that impression of wizardry.  Then, when I was an adult and became an officer, I brought him on my military campaigns and his advice, particularly on sieges, was invaluable, and even experienced legionnaires spoke of him with awe.  
 
   "And when I became Emperor and appointed him Chief Scientist, he proceeded to build this city to twice its size and even more impressively at the time, keep the whole part from collapsing in on itself.  Without Archimedes, Rome would be little more than a plague-ridden, overgrown fishing village.  Instead, it is the jewel of the known world, the master of the greatest empire known to man, and Archimedes, if not the agent of transformation, is responsible for maintaining its foundation.  And so in many respects, a true wizard he is, and I know of no other man of which I would say that.  But do you know what matters most now, Valarion?"
 
   "Sir?"
 
   "To bear in mind that we have come to a time that is late in his day, and now Archimedes is just a harmless old man who wishes most of all to retire to his books and workshops."
 
   Valarion smiled fixedly.  How astonishing that even the Emperor had no idea that Archimedes was hard at work on his greatest invention yet – and how in a short time it could extend Rome's power over all the Yuro Archipelago and then the whole world!
 
   But Valarion would keep that secret to himself, and said only, "I will agree that he plays that part well, My Emperor."
 
   They made perfunctories, and Valarion departed.  
 
   The fools, he thought – with Hadron's disheveled appearance fresh in mind.  Two assassinations by poison in one year, and the second being the Emperor himself!  They think they can get away with that just by doing it slowly?  They'll ruin everything!    
 
   On escort through the gardens, he tossed the biscuits into the brush and wished he could as easily dispatch the carcasses of the High Priestess and the rest of her meddling Sisters.  Particularly the one who kept breaking his furniture.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   26.
 
   That same morning, the household of Archimedes awakened with the rising of the sun.  Breakfast was cold except for a bland porridge.  Matt didn't complain.  It still beat the menu at Palras.
 
   Having so recently been a slave, Matt was sensitive to the status of the 'servants,' whom he at first took to also be slaves.  But as soon as they had prepared the meal, they sat down at the same table with Archimedes, and while they referred to the master of the household as 'sir,' they also addressed him directly, and it was clear they were more fearful of Jaros.
 
   Outside on the streets, however, the Roman word 'servant' seemed to be only a euphemism for 'slave,' given the violent threats that well-dressed citizens gave the bearers of their litters and sun umbrellas.
 
   "We'll first visit a tattooist and have your status tattoo altered from slave to freedman," Archimedes said.  Then he glared at Matt's bare wrist.  "Your tattoo – where is it?"
 
   "I guess they forgot to give me one," Matt said.  In truth, Ivan had faded it last night.
 
   "Right then," Archimedes said.  "Then, I suppose, we'll first visit the true Master of Rome."
 
   They headed west for several blocks, and entered a great plaza, which Archimedes said was called 'Victory Square,' and there they encountered 'The Master':  a massive clock tower so tall that it could be seen from almost everywhere in the city.  They climbed to the top and entered a room behind the clock face that was filled with ratcheting gears as large as they were.  Showing how to find the correct time by sun marks and almanac and then set the clock gears accordingly, Archimedes bequeathed Matt a necklace with keys and declared, "You are now the Imperial Timekeeper of the Roman Empire.  And now I won't have to climb those accursed steps every day."  
 
   After descending the tower and exiting the plaza, next they headed eastward, to what Archimedes described as the 'Artisan District.'  In fact, Matt saw more full-fledged factories than one-person work shops.  Drawing power from subterranean steam and the water wheels that all but covered the Italan River, the factories turned out everything from garments to bricks.  
 
   As imperial inspector, Archimedes could shut down an enterprise for violations of safety, pollution, and quality, but often he caved before threats of friends in high places.  Archimedes explained,  "If you're to survive as an inspector, you play a game similar to one called 'poker,' in which one must know when to hold and when to fold.  Do they have poker in Seattle?"
 
   "I think I've heard of it," Matt said, noting that not all mentor wisdom was esoteric.    
 
   From the Artisan District they returned to the house for lunch, then headed west along the Avenue of Champions to return to Victory Square and inspect the health of the baths.  Then it was onto the Coliseum to review the latest repairs.  Returning along Silver Street, they dropped by the imperial mint.
 
   A single sleepy guard admitted them into a dingy building where printing presses clattered out sheets of imperial scrip, which Archimedes explained was paper money restricted in the scope of its tender to single provinces as a means to 'regulate' trade (though he didn't mention it was also a secretive means of wealth transference as Dran had asserted).  The mint also issued universal coinage, a process in which gold and silver were diluted with alloys and then stamped with the likeness of the Emperor.
 
   Archimedes taught Matt how to inspect scrip quality, while he inspected the engraving plates for the coins himself.  In a sidelong glance, Matt noticed that the plates for stamping silver coins were duller after Archimedes handled them.  Ivan confirmed the new plates were being swapped for older ones hidden beneath the folds of Archimedes' robes.
 
   After that, they returned to Water Street and ascended to the top of Aqueduct Tower.  Despite the climb, Archimedes had no complaints this time.  Matt could see why – literally.  The view was breathtaking, encompassing the entirety of the city and bay to the sea beyond.    
 
   From that vantage, they inspected via spyglass the length of the waterway as it subdivided and poured into reservoirs, pipes, and public fountains.  
 
   “Demand is so great that not a drop of the aqueduct’s water reaches the bay without being first used,” Archimedes said.  “That's why there are already plans for a second, parallel aqueduct.”
 
   Visually ensuring that no illegal taps had been made into the system, they tested for water quality.  Matt was amazed at the sophistication of Archimedes' chemical knowledge.  Mentors again, he thought.  
 
   Whatever affection Archimedes had for sewers was more than exceeded by his love of aqueducts.   
 
   "The aqueduct was rooted from the Italan River two centuries ago," he said, "but now we gain the bulk of our flow from the run-off of the Thallian Mountains.  It's fresher and cleaner, another reason that Rome is the most plague-free city in the world.  But sometimes I wonder if I'm winning a battle or merely stumbling along in a race that will go on long after I'm dead.  For it seems no matter how much I expand the aqueduct system, Rome simply swells until it demands even more water."   
 
   "A population explosion," Matt said.
 
   "Explosion.  As with fireworks.  Yes, that's a way of putting it."  
 
   Archimedes had been hard-nosed and practical on the streets of Rome, but atop the tower, gazing over the city from a perch whose altitude was second only to the imperial palace, he waxed philosophical.
 
   "The workings of the human mind are very much like an aqueduct," Archimedes said.  "The number of thoughts we can think at any given time can be likened to the breadth of the channel, while the effort accorded to each thought is likened to the depth.  The speed at which we move from one thought to another is like the speed of water through the channel.  By multiplying breadth times depth times speed, we arrive at the rate of flow, both of water and for thought."
 
   "Huh," was all Matt said aloud.  Privately, he surmised that Archimedes' own aqueduct of thought was broad and shallow and flowed perilously fast.  But it seemed to keep the city in working order.
 
   Matt began,  "Sir – "
 
   "Archimedes."
 
   "Archimedes, I've been wondering.  Are you the only person who's in charge of running the city?"
 
   Archimedes smiled.  "I'm not really in charge of running the city – aside, that is, from doing all the petty things that keep it alive.  But its overall fate is in the hands of others, who have better things to do than provide drinking water and prevent plagues."    
 
   "Like what?"
 
   Archimedes sighed.  "I suppose it's time I gave you a glimpse of the Empire's dark heart.  Come, let us sojourn to the periphery of the chasm."
 
   It was back to Victory Square, but this time Archimedes took him along the rising slope of the Avenue of Champions, pointing out the columns that commemorated the many victories of imperial generals and their armies against the rest of the world.  
 
   "Almost a quarter of these Heroes of Rome were assassinated here in the city," Archimedes observed.  "Rome proved itself a greater threat to their lives than any battlefield.  To me there's no wonder in that.  On the battlefield, the cowards have their armies to protect them, while even bodyguards are restricted in number on the streets of Rome.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Otherwise, the senators would compete to have the most guards on the street.  There would be inevitable clashes, which would escalate into civil war.”
 
   They turned right onto the eastern half of the square.  The crowds were better dressed, the litters more ornate, the shops larger and more upscale in merchandise.  Constabulary discreetly patrolled the perimeter, acting as a barrier to those of lower class dress.  The police knew Archimedes by name, however.
 
   “And here we are.  The Dark Heart, otherwise known as the Senate.”
 
   The frontal lobe of the well-guarded building seemed almost a skyscraper in height, but the interior was hollow, a giant basilica with mosaics and frescoes and murals and larger than life statues.
 
   "Emperors of Rome," Archimedes observed of the statues.  "While they lived, every member of the Senate conspired to kill them.  Once they're dead, the Senate commemorates them as enlightened rulers."
 
   Matt counted the figures and Ivan zoomed in on the plaques.  "I thought there would be more."
 
   "Rome likes to give the provinces the impression that it's been around forever, but for most of its history it was, as often said, a fishing village.  Also, it had no emperors until about a century ago.”
 
   “What form of government did Rome have before that?”
 
   “It was a democracy.  The ground we stand on used to be an open field where citizens gathered every fortiethday to vote on every sundry issue with a show of hands."
 
   "Archimedes!" a voice echoed across the interior.  A man wearing a white robe with gold tassels and a fringe of purple waddled toward them, a contingent of slaves and bodyguards in tow.  
 
   Archimedes frowned lightly and said, "Greetings, Senator . . . . "
 
   "Rentar.  I have been appointed by my family to replace my cousin Karagas in the Imperial Senate.  We met at his funeral.  Who is this with you?  He looks un-Roman.  Where is he from?"
 
   "This is Matt from Seattle, which is in the northwest of  . . . Espin."
 
   "The northwestern region of Espin?  So tell me, Matt, what do you think of the wines of Turnal?"
 
   It took quick collaboration between Ivan and Herman, and comparison between satellite views and the Fish Lake Atlas, but Matt had already suspected the question was a set-up.  "There are no vineyards in the vicinity of Turnal.  Perhaps you're thinking of Tren, in the south."
 
   "Perhaps I am."  And the senator wandered off.
 
   Out of earshot, Archimedes said, "It's fortunate you know something of Espin.  I apologize, I should have remembered to collaborate on a story about your origins.  If it is learned that you were a prisoner of war, from a province in rebellion – well, there are some here that do not regard even me as a True Roman, though I've been here longer than they've been alive.”
 
   They mounted the steps to a gallery overlooking a circular chamber of gleaming marble.  Scores of men in white robes with purple stripes sat at benches and bickered.  Their voices carried well, and Matt quickly grasped that the bellowing debate was over Britan.  One faction wanted to annihilate the province of every man, woman, and child.  The 'moderate' faction favored the mere enslavement of the entire population.
 
   Archimedes whispered,  "I wouldn't worry much about this bluster.  Roman speeches are about never quitting from battle, but legions have often retreated and withdrawn.  The reputation of Roman invincibility is built on the pretense that every setback is really just a strategic maneuver.  Like what happened in your Britan.  Valarion boasts victory but I sense it fell short of that." 
 
   Matt soon had his fill of well-fed plutocrats conniving to loot the world into starvation, and he and Archimedes returned to the house.  Then Archimedes took him to a first-floor workshop where a table was covered with several glass disks about the size of dinner plates.  
 
   "I've been commissioned to build an Imperial Telescope," Archimedes said, gesturing to a writing board on the wall upon which a free-hand diagram of arrows and rectangles included captions like, 'Find formula for designing lenses' and 'Get glass for lenses.'  He held up one of the disks to his face and his enlarged eye blinked at Matt.  "Alas, I'm having no end of trouble shaping the lenses.  I doubt I'm going to get an affirmative, but would you have any experience with grinding lenses?"
 
   Matt didn't, but Ivan had the accumulated knowledge of humanity concerning the grinding of lenses.  Guided by instructional videos in an AR window, Matt deftly set the disk into the grinding machine.  Archimedes broadly smiled.
 
   Using Ivan's low-power 'palm laser' as a monochromatic light source to generate a diffraction pattern, Matt had results that satisfied Archimedes' inspection a couple hours later.  Then servants came and nudged them to dinner.  Half the table talk was about astronomy, the other half about the quality of melons in the markets that day.
 
   When the meal concluded, Matt excused himself and visited the one place he had been wanting all day to see:  the library in the cellar.  One by one he took the books from the shelves, flipping through the pages as Ivan took photos.  A single page was about a megabyte, which gave approximately five books to the gigabyte.  The image files for all the pages in the thousands of books would fit snugly into a terabyte, which was only a tiny fraction of Ivan's twenty-second century memory storage capacity.
 
   After a few score books, Matt asked Ivan for a summary.  
 
   “Most of the books cover technology,” Ivan said.  “Most of the technology is pre-Singularity.  There are abundant texts on the construction of mechanical and electrical machinery, for example, and on the creation of rudimentary electronic components and circuits.  However, I can find nothing on integrated circuits.”
 
   “Doctor Roth thought we relied too much on computers,” Matt said.  “Okay, what about science?”
 
   “Classical physics only, no reference to quantum physics.  Biological science texts reference genetics but there is no mention of its molecular basis beyond simple chemical reactions.”
 
   “In other words, nothing about proteins, viruses, or DNA.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   Ivan, of course, could have expounded in greater detail, but Matt was restricting the length of his summaries – because what an AI thought was a 'brief overview' would take the rest of the night.
 
   “How about human history – the history of Earth.  Any restrictions there?”
 
   "It is the same scope as the history text reviewed at Fish Lake.  No book here on Earth history addresses dates later than approximately 250 AD.  And again, the historical texts are geographically confined in their references to Europe and the Mediterranean world."
 
   "No wonder the history of Ne'arth is paralleling the Roman Empire," Matt said.  "The mentors almost planned it that way."  
 
   “Matt, why do you use the word 'almost?'”
 
   “You think it was intentional?”
 
   “It seems highly intentional, given the low probability that the specificity of information omitted from the texts is the result of purely random selection.”
 
   “Hmm,” Matt said.  “Did you find anything on the Star Child or the Wizard from Aereoth?”
 
   “There was no mention of either.”
 
   “There was nothing about them in the books of any the villages in Britan, either.  I asked around there, and it seems everybody's heard of the myths, but no one knows why.”
 
   “Traditions that are purely oral are not uncommon in technologically less advanced cultures.”
 
   “Yeah, but there's not even a supporting backstory.  Just, 'There is a wizard who comes from Aereoth,' and, 'There will come a Star Child named Matt, and he shall be like unto the Wizard from Aereoth.'  Well, here I am, but what am I supposed to do?  Save the world?”
 
   “You did save the world.”
 
   “Actually, you saved the world.  Anyhow, what do I do now?”
 
   “If something is only a myth, then you are under no obligation to obey.”
 
    “I wasn't planning to.  I'd still like to know what the expectations are.  And who spread the rumors about me coming here in the first place?” 
 
   “It would have to be someone who knew you were coming here,” Ivan obviouscated.
 
   “That's a few billion people.  After all, the loss of my pod would have been publicly reported on the Project blog.”
 
   Matt noticed that one of the walls of the library was covered by a map of the world.  He compared the cartography with Herman's satellite view, and resisted the temptation to pencil in corrections.  
 
   Unlike the simple atlas at Fish Lake, the wall map attempted to define the lands beyond the 'Yuro Archipelago' in which Britan and Rome were situated.  Matt found more cross-references between geographic nomenclature on Earth:  the island of Parsa would be Persia, and beyond were major islands Barat and Shong, whose designations roughly corresponded to the native names of India and China.  But Ivan could find no information on either in the books he had scanned, and according to Herman's telemetry those lands were sparsely inhabited.  
 
   One corner of the map touched on 'Amera' and read, DRAGONS ARE HERE.  "So that roar in the Coliseum pens I heard this morning really was a T. Rex.  I shouldn't be surprised.  If Roth and his people were going to play with human DNA, why not dinosaur DNA?"
 
   An hour more of scanning, and Matt decided to call it a day.  It was still early evening when he emerged from the library, but he heard no sounds and all the lights were out save for a lantern by the entry.  Matt quietly climbed to the roof and looked over the dark cityscape silhouetted by sparse torches.
 
   A breeze wafted from the sea.  It was fresh and reminded him of the ride on Archimedes' sloop that had carried him to freedom so recently.  
 
   He murmured,  "This isn't such a bad life.  I could see living here.  At least for a while."  He raised his eyes to the stars.  “When will we be able to see Alpha Centauri and Sol from here?”
 
   “Three months from now, after the autumn solstice.  If you desire to see them, I have photographs of both stars from the observation port aboard Delta Pavonis Station.”
 
   “Yeah, I forgot to look.  Let's see them.  I want to know if they ever put up a Dyson Sphere.”
 
   They – whoever 'they' were – hadn't.  Matt closed the view window in his field of vision and gazed over the city to the moonlight glimmering upon the waters of the bay.  
 
   He then wondered, what if this city was the greatest work of humanity that remained in the universe?  The rickety tenements, the crumbling facades, the untreated sewers, the mechanical clock that had to be reset every day, the streets lit only by fire . . . it would be a sad fall for a species that had once traveled between stars.  And he could well be the only person alive who remembered that more civilized – and gentle – era.  
 
   It made him feel all the lonelier.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   27.
 
   In a narrow, shaded alley south of the Coliseum and north of the slave market, Carrot opened her purse and counted three imperial 50-gram gold coins.  She reflected on how much she hated the Emperor's profile, and how much more she hated to let it go.
 
   "Come on now," the wizened man said.  "You'll get nothing unless you give."
 
   Carrot plopped the coins into the man's palm.  He brandished a device that measured weight and size, then he balanced each coin on his knuckle and tapped with a knife blade.  The ringing of gold had sounded so sweet the first time she'd heard it, but now was a reminder of how little in surplus funds she had remaining.  
 
   She asked, "You're sure your associate saw them on the plantation.”
 
   "Yes, and he'll give you directions.  Follow me." 
 
   They exited the alley onto the street.  They headed southwest.  Crowds thinned to nothing.  Carrot suppressed a gag from a whiff of the sewage off the bay.  The passages became narrower and darker, the buildings more ramshackle.  
 
   Carrot was not surprised when the thief's two larger compatriots stepped from the shadows.
 
   "The rest of your bag!" the wizened man demanded. 
 
   Daggers and short swords drawn, the men closed in.  Carrot whirled and faced the other direction – and two more men equally armed.  
 
   She calmly tucked her purse beneath her belt, wrapped and tied the drawstrings.  She backed against the wall.  The men closed in, weapons extended.
 
   She observed how out of shape they appeared and how ineptly they moved.  These were not soldiers.  As combatants, they were barely worthy of thought.  Just do it.
 
   She faced their leader and said,  "I have only one thing to say.  Thank you!"
 
   In a blink, she lunged and swiped his money bag and flung it at the face of one of the assailants.  He groaned and staggered and she grabbed his wrist and yanked him over her extended foot.  He crashed into the man next to him.  The way was clear and Carrot, scooping the money bag from where it had fallen, dashed around the corner.
 
   She was in a blind alley, bordered on three sides by multistory tenements whose first floors were featureless walls.  Her five assailants blocked escape, but their smiles were short-lived as they watched her leap and grab a second story ledge.  
 
   She pulled herself up and climbed four more stories to the roof.  They stood below and shouted curses.  She snapped a flake of tiling off the roof and casually dropped it.  They yelped and fled.  
 
   Carrot did a 360-look-around.  A few roofs over, a woman was hanging laundry.  Other than that, the view was roofs, sea, and sky.  With the sun's rays slanting over the bay, Carrot turned east and got her bearings from the high tower with its circular face bordered by numbers.  She headed southwest.
 
   A few minutes later, she looked at the tower again, and noticed that the mechanical arms had moved slightly across the face.  Comprehension dawned.  Oh, it is like a sun dial!  The Romans had made their buildings so tall that they could not use sun dials in their streets, so they had made a mechanical sun dial and put it on a tower for all to see!  But then, their buildings were so tall and the streets so narrow that they couldn't see the tower either . . . .
 
   Romans are insane, she decided.  But she had known that back in Britan.  
 
   She leaped from roof to roof, peering over the edges to the streets below, until she recognized the location of her current residence in Rome.  She scaled down to the alley, then ducked into the hole in the crumbling wall of a long-abandoned building.  The darkness of the cellar was so absolute that even Carrot had trouble seeing.  Not that there was much to see:  her dresses hanging from a rafter, a sheet spread on the stones where she slept.
 
   She shooed away the rat and opened the thief's bag and sighed.  Aside from her retrieved gold, the coins were copper with only a couple of silver.  
 
   "A little advice," she said to the rat.  "If you rob from thieves, be sure they're successful thieves."
 
   The rat stared briefly, then resumed foraging.  Carrot poured the contents of the thief's money bag into her own and reclined on the sheet and stared at the ceiling. 
 
   She was in the dark of an abandoned building in the worst part of Rome, but she was not afraid.  She was, however, bored and lonely.    
 
   "What good are you?" she whispered softly, almost crooning.  "What good are you?"
 
   In a way, that made her feel better, for it made her realize that even these conditions were preferable to certain parts of her childhood.  
 
   She thought again about her mission.  It had seemed so clear, once.  Come to Rome, buy their freedom, bring them home.  But day after day in the slave market had yielded nothing.  She had learned that most of the prisoners from Britan had been dispersed already to plantations, gladiator schools, and . . . Palras.  
 
   There was no way off Palras, the auctioneers and sellers and buyers at the slave market had assured her.  Roman Law said so.  Carrot was experienced enough with Roman society to know that its 'government of laws not of men' was a meaningless catchphrase, for of course laws are created and enforced by men, who are easily prostituted by the jingle of a bag of coins.  But in this case, the law actually did seem to be the law, in that no one knew of a single prisoner of Palras who had returned to the world of the living.
 
   Being Carrot, she wondered how she could get there, and how she could get out with the men.  
 
   What I dread most is the swimming, she thought.  For some reason, I had a tendency to sink in the rivers back home.  She knew it was said the salt in sea water makes floating easier, but how much so?  She wouldn't have to swim if she could just stay in a boat all the way there and back, but then where would she get a boat?  How could a boat elude the patrols?  Perhaps I could stowaway aboard a supply boat . . . 
 
   Turning thoughts over and over made her restless.  At one point, she realized that she didn't even know for sure that they were on Palras.  Nonetheless, for some reason, though she couldn't imagine why, she was fixated on going to Palras . . . .     
 
   Finally she gave up on thinking and changed to her best dress and said to the rat, "I'll remember to bring something for you, so be kind to the mice."
 
   She climbed out of the hole and went to Victory Square.  She purchased admission into the least expensive women's public bath and idly listened to the chatter of servant girls and dreamily soaked tensed muscles.  
 
   Afterward, she bought a loaf of fresh bread from a bakery, savoring the multiple grains and herbs as she sat on a public bench and fed crumbs to the birds and watched the passing throng of poor and rich.
 
   As happened every time she came to Victory Square, she was possessed by two disturbing visions of the imminent future.  
 
   The first vision came as she gazed across the square at the Senate Building and imagined herself  dancing madly through its chambers with flashing blades, leaving behind a trail of spurting blood.  
 
   Her second vision was more disturbing.  She could see herself living here the rest of her life.  
 
   She knew her life in Britan was over.  Her parents were dead, she had no siblings, she was a fugitive from her village, Uncle Ral was kind but her presence would only draw unwanted attention from the Romans.  And Geth and Croin were not there, so she had no friends there.
 
   And Rome, for all its flaws, was exciting.  Around every corner were new people and vistas.  The food was indescribable, the music ethereal.  Just watching ships enter and leave the bay easily beat watching crops grow.
 
   Carrot thought,  I could admit the hopelessness of my cause.  I'll send Uncle Ral's money back, then seek a job as a house servant, save money to go into business as a seamstress, perhaps someday open a boutique here on Victory Square – 
 
   Carrot's reverie was broken by a sharp cracking noise.  A Roman citizen was whacking his walking stick upon a slave's back.  Carrot took half a step, then saw the constables watching on.  She knew they weren't there to stop the violence, they were there to assault the slave if he showed inclination to fight back.  She stood motionless and expressionless as the slave curled into a moaning ball.
 
   I need to go home, she thought.  To the realms of Britan yet free – where any man who tried to make himself a master would be the one to receive a thrashing.  
 
   But as long as she was at that moment strategically situated near the heart of Roman commerce, she would put off going home and get back to work.  
 
   She closed her eyes and breathed deep, omitting the fragrance of the bread and concentrating on the smells of massed humanity.  
 
   Here was a man, here was a woman, then a girl, then an infant.  With little effort, she could tell rich from poor by the odors resulting from their diets, not to mention perfumery and frequency of bathing.  
 
   She also recognized individuals that she knew.  Even out here in the plaza she smelled the baker and his son in the shop, their wife in the back.  
 
   In the time that she had been in Rome, if Geth and Croin had crossed her path even half a day earlier, she would have been able to single out their distinct scents from the foot traffic of hundreds.  Even Dran and Jran – she still retained their scents in memory more clearly than their faces.  Everyone she had ever met – providing emotions did not make a barrier – she remembered.  
 
   She folded the remains of the loaf into a scarf and meandered into the crowd.  She walked a few meters, closed her eyes, and sniffed again.  The results of her informal sensory survey were inconclusive.  She walked a few more meters.  Nothing special.  A few more meters.  This is pointless.  A few more meters.  People are looking at me.  A few more meters –    
 
   She opened her eyes wide.  "Him!"
 
   She whirled around, but he wasn't there.  But smells don't lie!  It's not strong enough for his presence, but he was here.  Not long ago.  Hours, perhaps only minutes.  
 
   She was standing near the clock tower.  Warily, she approached.  The scent she had detected as a trace became overwhelming.  There could be no doubt.  Unless he had a twin – and she was convinced there couldn't possibly be two the likes of him in the same world.
 
   Of all the people to find here!  Why, he had touched this door not once but many – 
 
   She became aware that a constable was watching while she sniffed the lock.  Noticing the warning sign with the imperial seal on the door, she bowed and retreated.  With the crowd for concealment, she bent over the pavement and drew in long breaths.  She caught the trail that led to the tower, and followed it in the other direction eastward.  Leaving Victory Square, she proceeded northeast along a street.  
 
   How odd, she thought.  I'm far from the sea and the river, yet now I smell water.  And hear it too.  
 
   But there was no water on the street.  She wondered if she was going mad.  It was the most vivid of hallucinations, for the water was freshly scented with mountain flowers!  
 
   And then she stopped in the middle of the street and frowned.  The Wizard's scent had become as strong as if he were standing next to her.  But the nearest building entrance was meters away.  To be sure, there was a series of thick columns running down the middle of the street, but she peered around them and couldn't see him.  But – he was here!
 
   And then even more disconcerting, she heard his voice as if he were alongside:
 
   "So what I was thinking, you could build a flow meter that could – oh!  What are you doing here?"
 
   She whirled and there he was, standing in Roman clothing and looking no worse for wear than the day they had met at Fish Lake.  But – no one had ever been able to sneak up on her – ever!  
 
   "Where did you come from?" she demanded.  
 
   He pointed skyward.  
 
   She growled,  “Don't give me nonsense about you descending from – “
 
   He pointed emphatically at a particular spot, and she looked up and saw that the columns on the street were supporting a bridge-like structure over their heads.  It was then that she realized that it was where the sound of the water was coming from.  
 
   Yes, Carrot thought, Romans are truly mad.  In Britan, bridges are built so that streets may cross rivers.  In Rome, bridges are built so that rivers may cross streets!
 
   She looked down at him, then over his shoulder.  Behind him was a much-thicker-than-usual column, and at the base of the column was an open door, and through the door was sight of a stairwell.
 
   “Oh,” she said.
 
   An old man descended the stairwell and stepped onto the street and stood alongside the Wizard.  He was tall and thin and had a long white beard.  His robe was well-woven but unadorned.  Carrot found his visual inspection unnerving.  She was familiar with being appraised by men, but this was different.  It was as if she were a part of a machine, and he was trying to figure out where she fit into it.
 
   "Someone you know, Matt?" the old man asked  He was swinging his walking staff as if he had no real need of it.  
 
   "Yes, uh, Carrot, this is Archimedes, and Archimedes, this is Carrot."
 
   The Wizard had side-stepped so that he was interposed between Carrot and Archimedes.  Carrot suspected that he was trying to protect the old man from her.  
 
   "Interesting name," Archimedes said, bowing.  "So Carrot, are you a friend of Matt's from Seattle?"
 
   "She's from the other side of Britan," Matt said.  "And, uh, we're just acquaintances."
 
   "I – I best be going," Carrot said.
 
   "Nice to see you again," said Matt in a monotone.  
 
   Archimedes stamped his staff hard on the pavement, several times.  Carrot froze in mid-step and turned.  The old man smiled innocently.
 
   "Carrot," Archimedes said.  "Would you like to come along with us?"
 
   "I don't wish to disrupt.  You seem very busy."
 
   "Not at all.  We're just going down to the north shore of the bay, to inspect the catapults."
 
   "Catapults?"
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   While Archimedes and Carrot chatted, Matt walked a step behind and subvocaled, “Be ready to go into hypermode.”
 
   "You have not yet received any practical training in hypermode," Ivan replied.  "If you were to engage in hypermode now, you would be likely to sustain serious injuries."
 
   “Yeah, well, I'm not going to let her harm him.”
 
   “I have a question, Matt.  Why do you think she would harm him?”
 
   “Because she hates Rome, and sooner or later she'll find out that Archimedes is what keeps Rome running.  I wouldn't be surprised if she doesn't know that already.  It's a little too coincidental, her bumping into us like that.  It's like she's been following me.  What is she doing in Rome in the first place?”
 
   “Four of her friends were taken prisoner.  She hopes to find them and purchase their freedom.”
 
   “And how do you know that?”
 
   Ivan replayed the audio and video of the conversation between Archimedes and Carrot that had occurred while Matt had been preoccupied with his thoughts.  
 
   "So why have you come to Rome?" Archimedes-in-replay asked. 
 
   "Four of my friends were taken prisoner," Carrot-in-replay replied.  "I hope to find them and purchase their freedom."
 
   “Oh,” subvocaled Matt.  “I guess she means Dran and Geth and . . . uh . . . . “
 
   “Croin and Jran,” supplied Ivan.  
 
   “What kind of names are those, anyway?  Anyhow, she says she came to rescue her friends.  Well, it makes for a good cover story.”
 
   Ivan was silent for a moment, then said, “To answer your question, many of the names we have encountered on Ne'arth have no equivalent in any terrestrial culture.  This uniqueness occurs so often that I believe it is – ”
 
   “Shhhh.”
 
   Matt willed the video replay window shut and listened to Archimedes and Carrot talk in real time.
 
   Archimedes stroked his beard and said,  "I can't offer you much hope.  But from time to time, one hears of a prisoner of war who became a slave and then a freedman.  It used to be more common than it is."
 
   "I see."  Carrot stared at the pavement.
 
   Their travels had taken them to the north of the bay, where the shore was enclosed by a high wall.  Archimedes presented himself at the gate and the guards let them pass.  From the presence of so many soldiers, Matt judged them to be on a military base.  
 
   Barges were tied to the docks.  On each barge was a neatly stacked pile of bricks next to a man-high framework covered with a sheet.
 
   "In the event of a naval attack," Archimedes said, "these barges are to be towed and anchored at the entry to the bay, where their catapults will be able to bombard the enemy fleet."
 
   "Bombard?" Carrot asked.  "How?"
 
   “Well, I am told that doing is more fun that watching . . . .“
 
   They walked onto a barge.  Archimedes threw off the sheet, revealing a catapult with a wooden frame and a throwing arm as long as Matt was tall.  Archimedes hefted a brick into the sling of the throwing arm.  He inserted a wooden pole into a slot at the side of the catapult.  He pushed the pole again and again, working a ratchet, tightening the torsion spring.  Grunting with satisfaction, he nodded to Carrot.  
 
   "And now pull that cord – sharply."
 
   Carrot hesitated, then yanked the cord.  The cord pulled back a hook, which released the arm, which snapped from horizontal to vertical and flung the brick in a high arc.  The projectile splashed almost a hundred meters into the bay.
 
   Carrot burst into a laugh, jumped and shrieked,  "I've never seen anything like that!"
 
   "Not surprising," Archimedes replied.  "You wouldn't see catapults in Britan, because Valarion personally shuns the use of catapults.  Valarion, by the way, is the general in charge of the Roman occupation of Britan."
 
   Carrot's smile was gone.  “I know.”
 
   Matt remembered the satellite view of the ridges overlooking the valley where the rebel army had almost been trapped.  “I saw catapults in Britan.”
 
   Archimedes stroked his beard again.  “You did?  Oh, that's right.  He managed to wrangle control of the Eleventh Legion for his latest venture up there, and the Eleventh specializes in catapults.  So I suppose he changed his mind on catapults.  But then, despite the official claims otherwise, his operation apparently came to naught, so perhaps he has changed his mind back again.”
 
   “He doesn't seem very consistent,” Carrot said.
 
   “Oh, he's very consistent.  The rule is:  'Whatever Archimedes says or does, I'll claim it's got to be wrong – even if I know damn well otherwise.'  He's been like that since he was a child.”
 
   “You knew him when he was a child?”
 
   “I was his tutor.”
 
   “I can see you as a teacher.  Did you teach many students, then?”
 
   “Yes, and many belonged to prominent families and they've since gone on to rule Rome.  And I've since gone on to question the utility of tutoring the children of the Roman leadership class.”  He smiled.  “That is an indirect way of informing you both that I am disgusted with their policies of conquest.”
 
   “Yet you maintain these catapults for them.”
 
   “These are for defense.  The legions maintain their own catapults.  I have very little contact with the legions these days.”
 
   Carrot bowed to the machine.  "Could – could you fire the catapult again?"
 
   Archimedes rubbed his shoulder.  "Perhaps this time Matt could tighten the spring for you."
 
   "If it's all right, I'd like to do it myself."
 
   Archimedes consented, and Carrot loaded the sling with a brick, repositioned the ratchet gear, and worked the lever.  The catapult was mounted on a swivel base, and Archimedes directed Carrot to swivel toward a target tied to a pole in the bay.  Her shot flew well past.
 
   "I'm no good at this!" she said.
 
   "Nonsense," Archimedes replied.  "The range was impressive and the accuracy was quite good for a first shot.  You do need to get the feel for the relationship between spring tension and distance, and then take into account the wind.  It requires practice."
 
   She tried a second shot, and a third, landing closer each time.  
 
   Archimedes observed, "You're improving quite rapidly.  Also, you don't seem to be tiring from working the spring."
 
   "It's nothing compared to plowing a field."
 
   "Ah, I know what you mean."  
 
   "You were a farmer once?"
 
   "I grew up on a farm."
 
   Carrot smiled.
 
   Archimedes continued,  "By the way, Matt, I know almost nothing of your past.  Did you grow up on a farm or in a town?"
 
   "In a town," Matt replied.
 
   "Seattle, I take it.  So what did your family do for a living?"
 
   "They worked on . . . a system of . . . public transportation." 
 
   “'They?' Both your parents?  Your mother as well?”
 
   “Yes, she was an engineer.”
 
   “To allow women to be engineers – why, Seattle must be quite progressive!”
 
   “It has that reputation.”  
 
   Carrot was looking at Matt and frowning.  He ignored her and gestured to the catapult and said,  “I'd like to try that too.”
 
   With a nod from Archimedes, Matt loaded the sling.  Tightening the spring was harder than Carrot made it look.  
 
   Ivan said,  "I can calculate the required tension and angle for the identified target."
 
   "No, I'd rather – " Then Matt saw Carrot with her arms folded, still frowning.  "All right.  Tell me what to do."
 
   He adjusted the catapult accordingly and yanked the cord.  The brick splashed within a meter of the target pole.
 
   "Amazing!" Archimedes said.  "And on a first try!  Let's see if it was luck."
 
   Matt loaded, levered, aimed, and released.  The brick hit the target squarely.
 
   "Amazing!  Can you do that again?"
 
   Matt rubbed his arm, mimicking Archimedes of a moment earlier.  "I'm kind of sore."
 
   "Well, we do need to inspect the other catapults."
 
   Matt was pleased to detect just a trace of uncertainty in Carrot's scowl after his demonstration.  For a change, let her wonder what she's up against, he thought.  
 
   As they went from barge to barge, Archimedes inspected the catapults, and Carrot questioned him in detail about catapults.  At last, Archimedes sighed and said, “I'm afraid my failing memory prevents me from answering all your questions.  However, back home I do have a number of books in my library on the subject – “
 
   "You have your own library?” Carrot asked.  “In your home?"
 
   "It makes it easier to reach the shelves that way.  Now, Carrot, I forgot to ask, are you able to read?”
 
   "Of course I can read.  Can't everyone?"
 
   "I didn't mean to offend, but it seems to be a rare quality among Roman women.  Roman tradition tends to rhetorically revere women while in practice restricting them to domestic and ornamental roles.  Quite different from Kresidala, where I grew up."
 
   “I have heard of Kresidala.  Isn't it outside the Empire?”
 
   “It is, though the Empire has tried to correct that.”
 
   "So you are not Roman yourself."
 
   "I am often reminded of that these days."
 
   "Then why do you serve the Empire?"
 
   He sighed.  "When I came here, it was a different time.  The Empire once meant an end to tribal conflict and piracy.  Now, sadly, the Empire has replaced tribal wars with wars among nations, and the worst pirates this world has ever seen are wearing the purple fringe."
 
   "Purple fringe?  What is that?"
 
   "A silly rule, but it sets apart the rulers from the ruled, and so violations are punishable by death.  You see, the fringe of Roman robes are restricted in terms of color.  Only high-ranking officials in the imperial bureaucracy, for example, may wear a robe with a red fringe.  Only those of senatorial rank may wear a robe with purple fringe.”
 
   “What of the Emperor then?”
 
   “The Emperor is considered 'Of Senatorial Rank and Above.'  He wears a robe with purple fringe, and can also have the pattern of his robe employ purple throughout.  Even a senator dares not wear Full Purple.”
 
   "Would it be possible . . . that I could see a book on catapults?"
 
   "You're welcome to come to my house and read in my library.  In fact, we're done here, so why don't you come to dinner?"
 
   "I really couldn't impose – "
 
   "Nonsense!  In fact, I know well how poor accommodations are in Rome for a visitor from the provinces, so why don't you stay at my house?  There are plenty of rooms."
 
   "I couldn't – "
 
   "Don't they practice hospitality in Britan?"
 
   Carrot closed her eyes and bowed deeply.
 
   Archimedes motioned for Carrot to go first down the dock, then touched Matt's shoulder and whispered, "Some day you'll thank me."
 
   “If she lets us live,” Matt subvocaled.  “Seriously, Ivan, is he trying to play matchmaker?”
 
   “I lack sufficient data to make a conclusion,” Ivan said.  
 
   “With her of all people!”  
 
   They departed the base and headed toward the center of the city.  Along the way, Carrot said, "If I am to stay with you, I have some things that I should collect from where I am staying now.  It's just down that street, I'll be back in an instant."
 
   "You intend to go unescorted?" Archimedes asked.  "This is a rather unsavory part of town.  Thieves everywhere."
 
   "I will be fine."  Carrot dashed off.
 
   Matt waited a moment, and said to Archimedes, "I'd like to follow . . . to make sure she's all right."
 
   Archimedes stamped his staff.  "I was about to suggest that myself.  So by all means."
 
   Matt trotted down the street and around the corner.  He passed windowless, doorless alleys.  He saw the hole in the wall.
 
   He stood a few meters away and subvocaled, "Infrared.  Zoom.  Audio amplify."
 
   She was taking a pair of dresses that were hanging from the slumping, cracked ceiling.  She unrolled her scarf and broke a brick-sized object into pieces.  She faced toward a wall and Matt saw a tiny spot of infrared twitch and scurry toward her.  She tossed the pieces at it.  
 
   "See, I came back," she said.  "Now leave some for the mice."
 
   Then she returned to the hole and encountered Matt.  
 
   Carrot said harshly,  "You left him all alone on the street?"
 
   "He's safe enough on a main thoroughfare.  But is he going to be safe with you?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "The last time I saw you, you were on your way to kill Romans."
 
   "You think that I would kill an old man?  And he's not even a Roman!"
 
   "You know that he serves the Romans."
 
   "I am not an assassin."
 
   Matt stood almost half a head taller than her and thought,  She seems so small and harmless.  But he knew that wasn't what Ivan's DNA analysis said.  
 
   She added coolly,  “I have a dinner appointment that I must keep.”
 
   She stepped around him and headed toward the street.  Matt followed, a safe few paces behind.
 
   "Ivan, you're controlling my hormonal balance so that I'm not sexually attracted to her, right?”
 
   "As you requested earlier, I am preventing your hormonal levels from experiencing extreme fluctuations in her presence.”
 
   “Then . . . why do I still feel attracted to her?”
 
   Ivan paused.  
 
   “It is possible that you like her as a person.”
 
   Matt paused. 
 
   “Or maybe I'm attracted to danger.”
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   Days later, Inoldia was summoned to the Island of the Sisters.  From the moment she entered the council chamber, she detected an edge to the scents that made her instinctively cringe.
 
   Before Inoldia could speak, the High Priestess hobbled down from behind her bench.  As she approached, Inoldia knelt and bowed.  Inoldia saw the gnarled hand reaching and knew what was about to happen, but dared not move.  
 
   The hand touched her shoulder.  Inoldia collapsed with a suppressed scream.
 
   "You think you could betray us?"
 
   Gasping to breathe, Inoldia wailed,  "I have not betrayed!  I swear!"
 
   "Bring the witness."
 
   Lesser Sisters brought in a lone figure.  Inoldia raised her head.  Through a throbbing field of red, she recognized the servant girl who was their spy in the Emperor's palace.  The girl was wringing her hands and looking with wide eyes toward the exit.  
 
   The High Priestess said to the girl, "Tell what you told us this morning."
 
   The girl's voice quivered,  "Archimedes returned yesterday and gave a report to the Emperor.  It was about prison conditions on Palras – "
 
   "We care not about Palras.  Tell us of the scent on his clothing."
 
   "As I brought biscuits for the Emperor, I smelled an unusual scent on the robe of Archimedes.  It was very strong, as if someone had pressed firmly."
 
   The High Priestess tightened her grip.  Inoldia felt rays of pain emanating from the finger tips of the High Priestess.  She fought to keep from passing out.
 
   "Do you recognize that scent here?"
 
   "Well . . . it seemed like that of the Sisters."
 
   Inoldia struggled to grasp the implication.  With her mind distracted by pain, she was unable to make any kind of connection.
 
   “I – I don't understand.  Why are you punishing me?”
 
   The high priest intoned,  “Inoldia, in many ways you are the strongest Sister.  But you choose not to use your mind.  Shall I draw the conclusion for you?”
 
   The pain intensified.  Inoldia gasped and sank.  
 
   The High Priestess continued,  “You, Inoldia, are one of only three Sisters who were off the island at the time the scent would have been laid.  The other two are accounted.  Where were you?”
 
   “I – I was with Valarion.”
 
   “We have spies in his house.  Lie again, and I will double the pain.”
 
   “I . . . I was hunting!”
 
   “We told you to not do that.”
 
   “I take care.  Only at night.  Only in the most isolated sections of the city.  I need to practice my skills as an assassin.”
 
   The High Priestess scowled and retracted her hand.  Inoldia collapsed in waves of relief.  Then realization dawned.
 
   “You think that I was near Archimedes?  That I was . . . with him?”
 
   “If you weren't, how do you explain your scent on his clothes?”
 
   “It's a lie!”  She turned toward the girl and spat,  “Lying girl!”
 
   "I ask directly.  Have you been intimate with Archimedes?"
 
   “No!  Priestess, I would never embrace that rotting corpse!  I would never betray the Sisters!”
 
   The High Priestess clamped her hand atop Inoldia's skull.  Inoldia's field of vision went black.  She lost feeling and her arms buckled.  The High Priestess retracted her hand.  Instantly the pain was gone and Inoldia gulped air.  
 
   The High Priestess nodded to the servant girl.  The girl fled to the exit.  Once she was gone, the High Priestess announced to the council, "My reading is that Tenth tells the truth, or has learned to hide the truth very well.”
 
   "Yet you also tested the girl," the Sister who sat on the right of the High Priestess said.  "You said she speaks the truth as well."
 
   "I was certain at the time, but the minds of baselines are not designed to be easily read."
 
   The chamber was silent, save for Inoldia's puffing.
 
   The Sister who had spoken said, "She . . . she would know for certain."
 
   The other eight heads turned.  Their scent and emanations changed from sterness to fear.  Inoldia thought,  She?  Who was she?
 
   Then Inoldia knew, and trembled.  
 
   "She has said that she too cannot easily probe the minds of baselines," the High Priestess said.
 
   "She can probe the mind of Tenth," the Sister said.  "There is no secret that our line can keep from her, for she designed us as her own."
 
   The High Priestess paused, and said, "It is unquestionably a matter that she would want to address.  Very well.  Inoldia Tenth, come with me."
 
   Inoldia staggered to her feet and followed the High Priestess from the chamber into the back passage.  They turned a corner that Inoldia had never turned before.  They descended to a lower level that Inoldia knew only from rumors.  There were no doors and no guards, only a long  tunnel.  The only light was the torch that the High Priestess carried.  
 
   The High Priestess said sternly, "You will speak only when spoken to.  You will avert your eyes.  If you have a confession to make, make it now, for her punishment is beyond any that I could dispense."
 
   At the end of the tunnel was a tattered curtain.  The High Priestess drew it aside and they entered a small room with damp stone walls.  The High Priestess placed the torch in a holder and knelt, bowing her head and closing her eyes as she clutched arms to chest.  Inoldia copied the gestures, but before closing her eyes she stole a glance of what was before them.  
 
   She saw a bare stone pedestal.  Atop lay a box.  The box was a meter long and a half meter high and wide.  Rods and disks were sticking out of it.  The side was adorned with an illustration of a budding seed against the backdrop of stars.  
 
   Herself, Inoldia thought, hesitating to utter the Sacred Name even in thought.  
 
   At first, Inoldia's rapid breathing betrayed her fear.  But then she calmed.  Or rather, she felt something that overwhelmed her fear.  Something was taking control of her, gradually yet inexorably.
 
   "Greetings, Prime," a voice said.  "I see you have brought Tenth.  Greetings, Tenth.  It is good to meet you."
 
   The voice seemed to come from the box.  It spoke with inflection and pleasant tones.  It sounded like a cheerful young woman.  
 
   Inoldia bowed deeper and wept.  “Oh Mother!  Oh Mother!”
 
   "Prime, I see into your mind clearly, as always.  I understand the situation.  Now, Tenth, I must see into your mind as well.  Empty it of all thoughts."
 
   At the moment, Inoldia could not think at all. 
 
   "Scanning.  Do not be afraid.  Connecting."
 
   Inoldia's sense of the room and her own body faded.  She floated in darkness.  She was not afraid.  She no longer had the power to be afraid.  Her will was that of the Box.  
 
   "Oh Mother," Inoldia murmured.  "Oh Mother!"
 
   Pandora replied,  "Tenth, I see that you have had no association with the man known as Archimedes.  You are cleared of all suspicion."
 
   "Oh Mother!  Oh Mother!"
 
   “Now, Prime, I see that you are concerned as to whether the servant girl is lying.  That is a matter for you to discern.  But let us consider all possibilities.  You say the other Sisters are accounted for, but their accounting relies on the testimony of each other.  Perhaps they conspire.  Consider that possibility.  There is another possibility I would like you to consider.  Archimedes may have had physical contact with a mutant of another line, and the servant girl lacks the perceptivity to distinguish between one line and another in their scents.  If so, then we must consider what other line of mutant she may have sensed.  I know of only one other."
 
   Inoldia trembled, for she too knew of only one other mutant line.  If the Mother were to know that Inoldia had failed – but then, to have thought the thought here meant that Mother had just read it.
 
   Pandora said, "Tenth, I am accessing your memories from your assignment to assassinate the mentor's witch in Britan.  I see that you attacked both the queen witch and her daughter.  The images in your memory indicate that the attack was thorough.  I commend you for your effort.  However, their abilities are not fully known to me as they are neither baseline nor did I design them.  It is possible that their regenerative powers are such that one or both may have survived, and such a survivor is perhaps the one whose scent was detected."
 
   "Oh Mother!  Oh Mother!  I am so sorry, I take full responsibility for my failure – "
 
   "Tenth, you are not fully to blame for your failure to kill the witch and her progeny, if indeed you did fail.  What is relevant is that the scent of a mutant of great power has been detected in the company of Archimedes.”
 
   “Mother, I will kill her now!”
 
   “You will do no such thing.  For one thing, we do not even know with certainty where she is.  We do not know whether the mutant has lain traps for you, or has allies who may come to her defense.  We must fully understand the threat posed by her line before we can act.  Even when we do act, it will be desirable that instead of being killed, she shall be brought here for analysis and conversion.”
 
   “Yes, Mother.”
 
   “You will not kill the mutant.  Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, Mother.”
 
   “I see the desire to kill is strong within you.  That is why you have been so useful to us in the past.  But you will not act on it now.  Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, Mother.”
 
   A pause.  “There is another matter.  It concerns reports that I have received of a person in Britan claiming to be the promised wizard who is to come from Aereoth.  Such rumors have spread before, but the stopping of the plague and the appearance of the meteor-like phenomenon that prevented the massacre of the rebel army are events of such low probability that they indicate the possibility that a powerful agency is acting against us.  Tenth, I want you to investigate who this person is.  Nothing must interfere with the search for the lost mother in Britan.”
 
   “Mother,” the High Priestess said.  “May I speak?”
 
   “It is not necessary for you to do so as I see into your mind,” replied Pandora.  “You are wondering whether the Wizard from Aereoth is the same as the Star Child.  Both identities are fictional personages that evolved from the same oral mythology.  Nonetheless, while the prophecies are fiction, they do refer to real persons.  They are normal humans but are a threat to our plans and must be neutralized.  Tenth, so that you may identify him, I will now impress upon you an image of the so-called Wizard and/or Star Child.  Open your mind to receive.”
 
   Behind her shut eyes, Inoldia saw the figure of a man.  He was tall and bearded, but what struck her most was his clothing.  For he wore a suit that covered him from neck to ankles in bright blue.
 
   “Inoldia Tenth, I see that you have seen this garment.  You think that as he was captured as a prisoner of war, he is no longer a threat.  You could be right, but I want you to investigate the situation at Palras and see if he arrived and remained there, or if he has gone elsewhere.  Yes, I know it is said that no one ever escapes Palras, but he would be an exception.  Yes, he is only a man, but he is very dangerous.  Know also, Inoldia, the image that I provided you is of the individual as a more mature man.  He will appear to you now as much younger.  No, he is not aging backward.  No, he is not capable of traveling backward through time.  No, I will not explain the specific relationship between the man in the image and the person that you seek, as it is likely that you would not understand.  You would probably think of them as clones like you and your fellow sisters, but that is not quite accurate.  It is sufficient for you to think of them as brothers.  No, he is not the younger brother, in fact he is older.  No, he is – Inoldia, you are thinking of too many questions, and although I can think many times faster than you, I cannot keep up with you when you are asking questions by images and I am answering by words delivered at a rate which you can comprehend.  Additionally, you would not understand the answers and that would lead to more questions.  I will stop now from answering your questions.  You will simply obey, Inoldia.  I made you and the Sisters so that you would obey me, and you will do so without question now.  Is that not so?”
 
   Inoldia burst into tears and cried,  “Oh Mother!  Oh Mother!”
 
   “Again, Inoldia.  I admonish you.  You will not kill the mutant, the Wizard, or Archimedes at this time.  I know you are impulsive and that you love to kill, as I was the one who designed you so, but you will control yourself.  Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, Mother.”
 
   “You also, Prime.  I admonish both of you to obey my will in all things.”
 
   Inoldia heard the High Priestess whimper,  "Though we destroy, we serve life!  Though we destroy, we serve life!  Though we destroy, we serve life!"
 
   Suddenly, Inoldia felt in control of her own body again.  She opened her eyes.  Lights on the Box were flashing.        
 
   "Tenth, rise and approach me."
 
   Timidly, Inoldia did so.  
 
   "Now extend your hands," Pandora said.  "See the square that glows.  Place your palms there."
 
   Inoldia would sooner have touched molten lava, but did as the Pandora ordered.  The box was mildly warm.  Inoldia felt a brief prick on each palm, followed by a slight tingle.
 
   Pandora said,  "From my Mother, to you.  I am impressing the instructions on how it is used.”
 
   A flurry of images flowed through Inoldia's mind.  She thought,  Such pain it can cause, without touching.  What a wondrous thing!    
 
   Pandora said,  "It will not kill, but it will protect.  Use only for protection.  Do you understand?"
 
   Inoldia choked, "Yes, Mother!"
 
   “Then you are dismissed.  Go your way, Inoldia, and be comforted with the knowledge that I continue to regard you as useful to me.”
 
   Inoldia bowed out of the room.  She did not stop weeping until she reached ground level.  Then she asked herself why she had been weeping.  
 
   What emotion remained strong however was the torment of conflicting thoughts.  On one hand, she could never violate the command of the Mother.  On the other, she could never allow the Mother to come to harm.
 
   The Mother had commanded her not to kill the mutant girl.  Yet the mutant girl was a threat to the Mother and had to be killed.  How to resolve this paradox?
 
   By my hand I cannot kill the girl, Inoldia thought.  But she must be killed.
 
   How much easier it is for baselines!  They have no imperatives ruling their thoughts.  They do as they please.  How easy – and yet, how sad.  
 
   And then she looked toward Rome and smiled.  She realized there was an answer out of her quandary.  It was Valarion.
 
   Though still in a daze, she was walking erect by the time she reached the ship.  By the time the ship reached  Rome, her aura of determination was so strong that even the burliest of soldiers sidestepped from her path.  When she reached Valarion's residence, the guards at the gate cowered rather than demand a password.
 
   Her slam broke the bolt on Valarion's office door.  Feet propped on desk, he examined a grape.  
 
   "Did you ask them to stop poisoning Hadron?" Valarion calmly inquired.
 
   Inoldia considered breaking his desk – or his neck.  But no, she needed him.
 
   “Valarion,” she said softly.  “I have spoken with the Mother.”
 
   Valarion frowned, lowered his feet, and sat straight.  “The Mother?  You mean, the Mother of the Sisters?  I didn't know there was such a person.”
 
   “There is,” Inoldia replied, deciding not to expand Valarion's concept of 'person.'  “She has informed that there are two people we must locate.  One is a young woman from Britan and the other is a young man from Britan.  The woman is the witch that you have asked me about.  The man is said to be a wizard.  The woman may have had contact with Archimedes.  Can you find them?”
 
   "Funny you should mention.  I have had spies watching the household of Archimedes, and of late he has welcomed both a young man and woman."
 
   Don't act too eager, Inoldia told herself.  "What of it?  Didn't you tell me that he's always taking people off the street into his home?"
 
   "Yes, and as the numbers coming out always match those going in, it's evidently some form of charity and not cannibalism.  But these two are somewhat different than his general run of strays.  The boy is said to be a savant who can do large sums in his head without the aid of an abacus.  Perhaps that is your 'wizard.'  The girl . . . well, my spy has followed her into the marketplace and eavesdropped, and reports she has a trace of a Britanian accent.”
 
   Inoldia shuddered.  So they were here in Rome after all!  
 
   “Valarion,” she said softly.  “The Mother says these two are a great threat as long as they live.”
 
   “So what does she plan to do about it?”
 
   “Nothing, Valarion.  She has instructed me to do nothing.”
 
   “So why are you informing me that they are threats, when we can't do anything about it?”
 
   “I did not say we can't do anything about it.  I said I can't do anything about it.”
 
   Valarion pondered the pattern of his Parsian rug.  “Inoldia, I often wonder how your mind works.  You do realize that in informing me of the threat these individuals pose and allowing me to act against them, you are violating the spirit of your Mother's instructions?”
 
   Inoldia blinked.
 
   “No,” Valarion said slowly.  “I guess you don't.  You're just the blunt instrument.  Someone else must do all the thinking for the Sisters.”
 
   “Yes,” Inoldia said.
 
   “You don't find that insulting?”
 
   “I enjoy my work.”
 
   Valarion blinked.
 
   “Valarion, are you going to do something about them?”
 
   Valarion popped the last grape into his mouth.  “As it turns out, I have decided it is time to take care of Archimedes.  The plan will involve your cooperation, however.”
 
   “I am ordered not to kill the witch, or the Wizard, or Archimedes.”
 
   “All right . . . but what about the Emperor?  Can you help me kill the Emperor?”
 
   Inoldia raised an eyebrow and tilted her head.  “I wasn't commanded to not kill him.”
 
   “Splendid.  Then let's kill him together!”
 
   “I don't care if the Emperor is dead nor not.  I want the girl dead.”
 
   “Well, you see, it's all of one piece.  We kill the Emperor, and the deaths of Archimedes, the boy, and the girl will follow.  And I'm not asking much help, really.  Just a small favor.”
 
   “What is this favor?”
 
   “The servant girl you have in the palace.  I know that she is poisoning Hadron.  Well, at an appointed time, I want you to have her increase the dose so that he will die within hours.”
 
   “I thought you opposed having Hadron poisoned.”
 
   “If your Mother decrees he is to be poisoned, I must bow to the inevitable.  At any rate, I am opposed only to having him poisoned slowly and anonymously, because that will only create chaos in an empire-wide struggle for secession.  But if he is poisoned in the right way, at the right time, I can strike first and swiftly, and use the opportunity to become Emperor.”
 
   “I do not understand any of this.  If you want my help – “
 
   “I do!  I do!  So let me explain in order.  Here is how it is to work.  Now, as it happens, Hadron has Archimedes working on a special project to build a scientific instrument –”
 
   “The 'tel-ee-oss-kee-ohp?'”
 
   “You've heard of it.  Anyway, according to my spies, the project is almost completed.  Being who he is, Hadron will want to see the thing for himself.  Now, just before he goes, I want your girl to administer enough poison to kill him within hours.  Not immediately, mind you, but within hours.  Hadron will then go to see Archimedes, and die either while he is there or shortly thereafter.  The obvious conclusion among the Senate and public will be that Archimedes has poisoned the Emperor.  And I will move quickly to lead the investigation, and declare a Crisis of State, and become the new Emperor.”
 
   “So you will then kill the witch?”
 
   “Of course, and the wizard-boy, and Archimedes as well.  After all, typically, when the leader of a successful assassination plot against the Emperor becomes the new Emperor, his first order of business is to blame his political enemies for the assassination so that he can put them to death.  We will simply follow that tradition in order to dispatch the three of them.”
 
   “But . . . what if something goes wrong?”
 
   “The only thing that can go wrong is that the poison fails.  Can we trust your servant girl?”
 
   “She knows not to cross me.”
 
   “Hmm.  Well, another problem is Archimedes may notice Hadron is sick and give him an antidote.  Also about this witch of yours – I know that Sisters can cure poisoning, so might not she too have the power to cure him?”
 
   “I will have Hadron be given a poison for which even the Sisters have not found a cure.”
 
   Valarion smiled.  “Then I don't see how this can fail.”
 
   If it fails I'll use this on you, Inoldia thought as she examined the fading scars on her palms.  But in total, she was pleased with him.  Sometimes, when dirty work had to be done, it was good to have a man around.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   30.
 
   Matt stood to the rear of his room overlooking the courtyard from the second story of Archimedes' home.  He watched the servant women perform the day's laundry.  Carrot, who was helping, unpinned one of Archimedes' robes from the line, draped it over her arm, folded while pressing it against herself, and placed it on top of the growing stack in the basket, all the while chatting carefreely with the other women.
 
   "She's making herself useful," Matt said.  
 
   So far, however, she had made no move against Archimedes or his household.  But Matt had resolved that he wouldn't be caught off guard.    
 
   "I guess we have work to do ourselves.  What did he want me to do again?"
 
   "Complete a test matrix of various mixtures of ingredients for construction materials.  Matt, for your information, I can provide the optimal formulas by chemical simulation."
 
   "Well, let's go through the motions of work or he won't believe the results."
 
   Matt descended to the workshop, set out mixing cups, and poured ingredients with different quantities in each.  Despite his admonition that he wanted to do the work himself, Matt had Ivan identify and track every container, so that soon Matt's field of vision was cluttered with labels floating above the sacks and cups.  The mixing bowls were attended by Augmented-Reality timers, and the oven had an AR thermometer (real time data provided by Ivan's infrared-sensing capabilities) hovering above it.  As Matt followed the recipes in the books, Ivan located and pointed out each ingredient so that Matt never had to search.     
 
   "WHAT ARE YOU DOING!"  
 
   The bellow came from Archimedes at the doorway.  The scientist stormed into the workshop and muttered, "I expect you to perform careful experimentation, not haphazard flailing!"
 
   "I am being careful," Matt replied, as innocuously as he could.
 
   Archimedes grabbed a cup at random.  “All right, tell me what's in this?”
 
   “Gypsum.”
 
   Archimedes smacked the cup down.  “And where did you put the lime?”
 
   Matt pointed.  
 
   Archimedes looked about and demanded, "Where are your written records?"
 
   Matt took paper and pencil, and copied the table of data in Ivan's virtual window onto a paper sheet in the external, material world.    Archimedes grabbed the sheet and squinted.  His frown faded.  
 
   "Hmm, same as I got," he said, and ambled away.
 
   When Matt finished, he passed the library on the way topside, and saw Carrot sitting at a table, paging through a book.  At first he thought she was just skimming, because she was turning the pages after intervals of only a few seconds.  But then he watched the line-by-line darting of her eyes.
 
   She stopped reading and looked at him blankly.
 
   "Yes, Wizard?"
 
   "I was noticing how fast you read."
 
   She shrugged.  "I have seen you read faster."
 
   Yes, Matt thought, but I wasn't reading.  Ivan was photographing.  What are you doing, mutant?
 
   He noticed that the table behind her was strewn with tiny objects.  He lit the wall lamp and examined the tabletop.  It was covered with miniature models of rocks, trees, and brush, among which miniature models of soldiers, horses, and catapults were arrayed in battle.  Matt knelt and scrutinized.
 
   “Where did you get these?” Matt asked.
 
   “Archimedes has a cabinet full of them.  He uses them to study plans of battle.”
 
   He frowned at the layout.  “They seem to be fighting over a bridge.”
 
   Without looking at him, she turned a page, slowly.  "It was something that Archimedes was working on."
 
   Matt recalled that Archimedes had said that he had little to do anymore with the legions.  Suspicions, aroused, he subvocaled, "Scan for prints."  
 
   Ivan had already collected a complete set of fingerprints for every person in the household.  Carrot's prints, he reported, were all over the figurines.
 
   Matt examined the stack of books by her elbow.  "So what do you think of Sun-Tzu?"
 
   "His advice seems obvious, but perhaps that is the point."
 
   There were papers on the table as well, scrawled with numbers, diagrams, and equations.  "You're learning trigonometry?"
 
   "I asked Archimedes to teach me.  It's useful."
 
   Matt subvocaled,  "For what?  Sweeping the floor at just the right angle?"
 
   "That is unlikely," Ivan said.  "The formulas are for ballistic trajectories."
 
   “She has an inordinate interest in catapults.”
 
   Carrot closed her book and gazed at Matt.  "May I make a personal remark?"
 
   "Uh . . . yeah."
 
   "Do others find your intrusiveness to be annoying?"
 
   Matt shrugged.  "Just asking questions, that's how you get to know people."
 
   "Then I have a question for you.  You have given Archimedes the impression that you come from a city called Seattle, which you have led him to believe is located on the western coast of the island of Britan.  I have never been to the west coast of Britan, but I've spoken to travelers who have, and they all tell that it is sparsely populated with no cities at all.”
 
   “Seattle is a new city.”
 
   Her calm gaze had turned into a penetrating stare.  “New on Ne'arth, or on Aereoth?”
 
   Matt stared back.
 
   Carrot said levelly,  “You told the people of West Britan that you came from Aereoth, and now you tell your host here in Rome that you come from Britan.  One or the other is a lie, and either way that would make you a liar.”
 
   Matt said quietly:  “Sometimes lying is necessary.  It's a question of motive.”
 
   “I find that in every case, the motive for lying is deception.”
 
   “So you have never lied?”
 
   “Is that your moral rationalization?  To throw the question back at me?”
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “Your pulse and breathing rate have increased significantly, as has the adrenalin level in your bloodstream.  Do you wish me to regulate?”
 
   Matt didn't answer either of them.  His expression glazed, he ascended to the courtyard and stalked as he fumed.   
 
   “Every time I tell her the truth, she thinks I'm a fraud.  What am I supposed to do here, tell Archimedes the truth and have him decide to fire me because I'm crazy?  I believe in telling the truth, but sometimes you have to lie in order to survive.”
 
   Ivan didn't say anything, but Matt had the impression that if Ivan had a tongue, something would have been on the tip of it.  
 
   Archimedes wasn't around, so Matt went for a walk.  The winding side streets were ominously deserted, the main thoroughfares were unsanitary and jammed.  Street performers, vendors, beggars – everyone wanted money, and wasn't shy about asking.  The woo seekers of Seattle had none of the desperation that Matt encountered around every corner of Rome.
 
   "She just me feel so – " he said.  "I wish I knew what it was."
 
   Ivan asked, "Do you wish me to conduct an analysis of your biometric telemetry to identify the nature of your emotional reaction to her presence?"
 
   "You can do that?  Uh . . . okay."
 
   Ivan was quiet for a moment, then answered, "She is causing you to feel exasperated."
 
   Matt laughed.  "You actually have a biometric definition of exasperation."
 
   "Bio-metrical correspondence with emotional states is not an exact science."
 
   "Well, I already knew I was exasperated.  I was hoping you could tell me why."
 
   Ivan pondered and said, "Your exasperation with her is caused by her behavior toward you and your interpretation of such behavior as provocation intended to stimulate exasperation."
 
   "Hmm, I think you're being tautological."
 
   "I will take that into consideration.  However, please consider that sometimes the contemplation of tautologies can yield useful insights."
 
   Who programmed that into you? Matt thought.  
 
   The cut of his now-professionally-tailored clothing allowed him to enter Victory Square without being challenged by the ubiquitous constables.  He wandered past marble-faced upscale business establishments:  restaurants, theaters, baths, and – most upscale of all – bordellos.  
 
   As a former resident of Seattle, Matt impulsively stopped at an open-air cafe and ordered a cup of cappuccino which – praise the mentors – tasted just like the ones in Seattle.  The only difference was the cup, which was hand-made from clay and had an emblem of a naked woman riding a dolphin while holding a harpoon above her head.  
 
   He watched the throng pass as he sipped, but his thoughts were still in the basement library.  
 
   "She just – hey, Ivan, take a picture of that guy!"
 
   Ivan took a close-up snapshot before the passerby vanished into the crowd.  He showed it to Matt.
 
   “Now compare it against all the faces recorded in your video telemetry archives.  I'm sure I've seen him before.”
 
   It took a while even for Ivan, but he did come up with a match.
 
   Matt read the caption that Ivan provided.  “'Wilson Lang, Star Seed Project Pod Prep Supervisor.'  Now I remember.  He was one of the last people I saw on Earth just before they sealed me into my pod.  No wonder he looked familiar.”
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “I was briefly in contact with the implant of Wilson Lang at the time you were loaded into the star pod.  The person who passed us moments ago does not have an implant.”
 
   “Because it's not Wilson Lang.  It has to be his great great great – well, it's a descendant.  But not really a descendent either, because they probably just copied his DNA without his knowledge and loaded it into the seeder probe.”
 
   “By 'they' you mean the leaders of the secret project to create life on Delta Pavonis III.”
 
   “Yeah.  The secret project to irresponsibly create human life.”  He paused.  “No wonder that girl back at Fish Lake looked so much like Mom.  They may have copied the genomes of everyone in the Star Seed Project medical data base and loaded the files into the seeder probe.  I suppose then we'll be meeting other likenesses of people we knew on the Project – whether they were part of the conspiracy or not.”
 
   “Use of person-specific genomes to create clones or other forms of progeny without consent is illegal.”
 
   “Another reason they did it two hundred trillion kilometers from Earth.”  
 
   “Again, by 'they' you mean – “
 
   “Yes, same 'they.'  This whole planet is their experimental genetics playground.”  Matt downed the rest of his cappuccino in a gulp.  “I'll bet that mutant back at the house knows more about it than she's letting on.”
 
   Matt slammed his cup.  He got up and left Victory Square, and strode rapidly through the streets, back to the House of Archimedes.  Inside the courtyard he found Jaros watering the roses.  
 
   "Where's Carrot?" Matt asked.
 
   "Buying wood for the stove," Jaros replied.  "She does it every day.  Carries the bundles all by herself.  Isn't she amazing?  So helpful and strong!"
 
   The normally dour-faced head servant was gushing.  Matt suppressed an eye-roll.  He'd suspected psycho-manipulative chemicals at work in altering the perceptions of the household toward their mutant invader, but Ivan's scans turned up nothing of the sort.  Apparently Carrot charmed simply by being respectful, cheerful, and helpful.  Except toward Matt.
 
   "Yeah," Matt replied to Jaros.  "So strong."
 
   He stomped up the steps to his room and drew the door curtain to block sight from the hallway.  He picked up a candle stick from the nightstand.
 
   "All right," he said.  "We need to practice hypermode a lot more than we've been doing.  So right now, I'm going to toss this across the room, and then be over there in time to catch it."
 
   "Matt, while your training progress has been satisfactory, I don't think you're ready yet for an intermediate level hypermode exercise."
 
   "We may not have that much more time before we have to use hypermode.  Ivan, please initiate hypermode warm-up now."
 
   "Very well.  Suspending automatic pain management functions for hypermode standby.  Please remember that you must give verbal command to re-initiate automatic pain management." 
 
   "Yeah, I know the routine.”
 
   After what seemed like an eternal wait, Ivan said, “Hypermode in standby mode.”
 
   “Okay, here goes.  Get ready to activate.  One, two, three –"  Matt tossed the candle stick and shouted,  "Hypermode!"  
 
   The sunlight filtering through the window grew red and dim.  The breeze rustling the tree leaves stilled.  A sparrow's chirping dropped to baritone.  Matt felt as if kilos were lifted from his frame.  He grinned.  He was getting the hang of this!  
 
   The candle stick, still hurling from his toss, seemed to hover at the top of its arc.  Ivan supplied a countdown timer at the corner of Matt's field of vision.  It started at three point zero seconds, and went to two point nine, two point eight . . . each tenth of a second seemed to Matt to last a full second.  The candle stick lazily entered the descent portion of its trajectory.  
 
   Matt coiled his legs.  Two point seven.  He lunged.  Two point six.  He flew past the candle stick.  Two point five.  He slammed against the wall.
 
   The counter aborted to zero.  The sun turned to yellow and bright, the chirping and breeze to normal rates.  Matt felt his full weight, and then some.  He collapsed.  
 
   The doorway curtain swished.  From the hallway, the two servant girls gaped while Matt lay sprawled on the floor.   
 
   "I'm all right," Matt said.  "Must have tripped."
 
   They turned to the wall.  He'd left a dent in the plaster, and some of his blood in the dent.  Without comment, the girls bowed and scurried off.  
 
   Matt gritted his teeth and rocked on the floor, every nerve on fire.  Even his face hurt, apparently from grinning too fast – or from being the cause of the dent.  Also, judging by the excruciating agony, he had broken his arm again.
 
   The candle stick had rolled to a stop by his face.  Matt suspected it was mocking him.    
 
   Ivan said, "I recommend that we attempt a less challenging exercise."
 
   Matt groaned.  "Pain management.  Now."   
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   31.
 
   Carrot went shopping soon after with Gwinol, the household's servant girl closest to her age.  Gwinol chatted incessantly about boys, with seemingly all the blooming manhood of the Empire at risk to her charms, and Carrot only half-listened – until the incident with Matt was mentioned.
 
   "He said he had tripped," Gwinol said.  "But there was a dent in the wall as if he had flung himself at it with great force."
 
   “I know he claims to be Britanian,” Carrot said,  “but don't expect me to explain him.”
 
   "Shall we have ice cream?"
 
   They stopped at the stand just outside the northeastern end of Victory Square and Gwinol offered to treat, opening her pouch and withdrawing a fifty gram silver coin.  Sunlight glistened from its features so intensely that a bright spot was cast upon the wall.
 
   "I doubt I've seen a coin shine so brightly," Carrot said.  "It looks like it's never been in circulation."
 
   Gwinol shrugged.  "Jaros gives us each a haddie a week for our allowance.  You know, he's really an old soft pillow.  I'll talk to him about including you in the dole."
 
   "I'm not sure I'll be staying long."
 
   "Oh, Carrot!  Please stay!"  Gwinol clutched her arm and leaned to whisper.  "Frankly, you're the only one who seems able to deal with that . . . boy.  He scares me.  Doesn't seem quite human."
 
   "He is a puzzle, but he's harmless."
 
   Gwinol made the purchase and handed one of the cones to Carrot.  They bit in unison, and Carrot moaned in delight.  
 
   "They don't have ice cream where you come from, do they?"
 
   "They have nothing where I come from."  Carrot was surprised at her vehemence.  
 
   Then she sniffed the air, verifying the scent that had accompanied them from the market.  She rose and said, "Stay here a moment, won't you?  I'll be right back.  I thought I glimpsed someone I knew."
 
   She then had a thought.  She bought another cone with her own money.  She slumped below the average shoulder level of the crowd, and made a wide circle, doubling back.  The strong scent brought her to her target.
 
   "Hello," she said.
 
   The man whirled and glared.  His hand plunged inside his cloak.  She extended the cone.  He stonily stared.  Finally, Carrot shrugged and licked it herself, and returned to Gwinol.
 
   "So is your friend man or woman?" Gwinol said.  "A suitor, perhaps?"
 
   "I'm not sure what his intentions are.  Let's go home."
 
   Carrot caught herself.  'Home?'  Well, when was the last time she had lived in a house where she felt welcome?  Not since her mother died.  No, that wasn't right.  While she had been recovering from the attack, she had been in Geth's home for a while and had felt welcomed almost as one of the family.  But still, that was ages ago.  
 
   On the way back to the house of Archimedes, they passed the mint.  Carrot thought of Gwinol's uncirculated coin, and that Archimedes had mentioned that he had business at the mint.  It reminded her that Archimedes had business also with Palras, where he had mentioned that he had found the Wizard.  
 
   Palras, she thought.  Where there are silver mines.
 
   Gwinol followed her gaze to the mint.  "Are you thinking of sneaking in?  The way you climbed the trellis the other day, I do believe you could reach that open window on the fourth floor."
 
   "I was thinking more of jumping onto the roof from the roof of that building across the street."
 
   Too late, Carrot feared that her joke may have gone too far, but Gwinol only laughed.
 
   In fact, Carrot was musing that there might be a source of silver closer to home.  
 
   It was dusk when they returned.  Mola the cook was tending a stew in the kitchen, and Carrot habitually started to lay dishes on the table.  Mola halted her and said, "Don't set a place for the master and his apprentice.  They're at work up on the roof tonight."
 
   "Doing what?" Carrot asked.
 
   That was all that was necessary for Mola to draft her into carrying up the supper trays.   
 
   Carrot found Archimedes and Matt standing aside a tube three meters tall and a meter wide, which swung on a cradle.  A large box was connected to the cradle, and the door on the side of the box was open to reveal a maze of gears within.  As it had grown dark, Matt held a lantern as he crouched and poked at the gears.
 
   "Ah, nourishment!" Archimedes said.  "Light the torches, won't you, Carrot?"  
 
   Carrot carried the flame from stand to stand, then returned to watch Matt work while Archimedes nibbled and supervised.
 
   "It's a telescope," Archimedes said.  Seeing that her perplexity had not diminished, he added, "It's like a spyglass."
 
   "Oh," Carrot said.  She had once seen a spyglass captured from a Roman patrol.  But how was something the size of this better than something that could be carried about in one's pocket?
 
   The Wizard's hands moved with speed and sureness.  Carrot recalled how precisely he had hit the target in the bay.  A puzzle indeed, she thought.
 
   He backed out of the housing and eyed her.  "I'll need a part in the workshop.  Can you go get it?"
 
   She did so, apparently to approval, and for the next hour or so, she assisted in his efforts, holding the lantern and handing him tools and parts while he grunted with his body halfway into the housing.  Few words passed between them, their eyes made almost no contact, but somehow she felt that they had become closer than they had ever been.  Which, she admitted, really wasn't saying much.
 
   Across the courtyard, pounding echoed from the front door.  
 
   "That will be him," Archimedes said.  "Carrot, would you mind escorting him up here?"
 
   The insistence of the pounding prompted Carrot and she skipped down the stairwell.  Without bothering to check the peephole, she lifted the crossbeam and threw open the door.
 
   A middle-aged man in a loose, haphazardly-tucked shirt slouched in the street.  He looked rather familiar, but at first she couldn't place the face.  She didn't spend much time looking at it anyway.  Her attention was instead drawn to the score of soldiers surrounding him.  She had seen many Roman soldiers, but none in polished golden armor with helmets sprouting plumes.  
 
   "Good evening, young lady," the middle-aged, rather smallish man said nonchalantly.  "Please inform the master of the house that his old friend has come to visit at the appointed time."
 
   By happenstance he turned, and even in the low light she instantly recognized the profile that for years had been struck on every fifty gram coin of the Imperium.  Then she noticed the floral print on his shirt.  The blossoms were white, red, yellow, and purple.  Purple – the same color as the helmet plumes of his substantial bodyguard.    
 
   "You, you're – "
 
   "Yes.  Yes, I am.  And you are?"
 
   "I am – Carrot."
 
   He bowed.  "It's most pleasant to meet you, young lady Carrot.  Again, could you inform the master of the house of my arrival?"
 
   "He – he said for me to bring you to the roof."
 
   "Stay here," he said to the soldiers.  Switching from stern to mellifluous, he said to Carrot, "Well, we mustn't keep the great man waiting.  Lead the way, my dear."
 
   She wasn't certain if she was dreaming or if it counted as a nightmare.  In a trance, she brought the Emperor to the steps.  To her surprise, he stopped twice in the stairwell to rest.  She dared a glance at his face.  His skin was ashen and waxen.  He was perspiring and huffing too much to be natural for a healthy man of his age.
 
   Running an empire must be dreary, she thought.  Why do men fight for the burden?
 
   At the top of the steps, the Emperor regained his breath and asked, "Am I on time for the show?"
 
   Archimedes consulted an hour glass.  "A few minutes early, if my assistant has calculated correctly."  
 
   Introductions were made and then the two older men chatted about the weather and the brightness of the stars in the clear sky.  Carrot stood and stared while Matt doused the torches and their eyes grew accustomed to the dim light from their lanterns and the torches in the streets below.
 
   Matt cleared his throat and gestured to the western horizon.  "It's starting to rise."
 
   They were looking at the speck of light called Moonstar.  It was just creeping over the horizon, peeping behind clouds as it ascended to the open sky above.  It rose higher than it ever did in Britan, Carrot noticed, yet the others didn't seem surprised.
 
   Matt threw a switch and the gears in the housing whirred.  Ever so slightly, the telescope's great tube shifted, rising and turning with the track of Moonstar, at which it was pointed.  
 
   Archimedes guided the Emperor to the eyepiece.  The Emperor gazed in silence, then drew back.
 
   "Well," Hadron said.  "It looks the same as it always did.  Don't get me wrong, that's a relief."
 
   "Actually," Archimedes said, "there is a slight difference in appearance.  Many years ago, I observed Moonstar by a telescope much smaller than this one, but in those days my eyes were stronger.  And I recall two bulbs protruding at one end that are now missing."
 
   "So long as there are not fairies dancing," Hadron said.  He eyed Carrot and smiled.  "Perhaps the young lady would like a look."
 
   Carrot cautiously approached the eyepiece, and imitated how she had seen Hadron use it.  She did not know what to expect.  A rock, perhaps.  The ancient texts said that falling stars were rocks that fell from the sky.  Perhaps Moonstar was a rock that hadn't fallen yet.
 
   She saw the star field at first, black and filled with many more stars than should be in such a small patch of sky.  As the telescope tube tilted, the stars gracefully moved across the field of vision.  But in the center a larger, silvery object remained fixed.  
 
   It was a segmented cylinder with bulges at each end.  Dark blue rectangles extended from the center, like wings.  
 
   "It looks like a bug," she said.  "Have you checked that a bug hasn't landed on the glass?"
 
   The men chuckled, and Carrot felt sheepish.  She noticed, though, that Matt wasn't laughing.
 
   Archimedes said to the Emperor,  "Matt here suggests that the wings are meant to gather light which provides energy."
 
   "So he believes it's artificial?" Hadron asked.  "Or an even larger bug than Carrot has imagined?"  He laughed at his own joke.  
 
   Then he coughed, long and deep.  Carrot frowned and inhaled.  Emanating from the pores of the Emperor's skin was a bitter odor that she had never smelled before but even so aroused alarm reflexively in her own body at first whiff.  And she knew what it was that ailed the Emperor, what it could only be.  
 
   The Emperor has been poisoned, she thought.  She knew also the scent of sickness unto death.  Unless quickly treated he would soon die.  
 
   She wondered how she could impart the news.  Neither Archimedes nor the Emperor knew of her powers and so would automatically dismiss her fears.  And openly mentioning the word 'poison' would bring interrogation by the Emperor's bodyguards after his death – which she knew could be any moment now.  
 
   Her gaze fell on the Wizard.  Did it matter in this situation whether he was a charlatan?  He had seen her powers back in Britan.  He would believe her diagnosis now.  He seemed to have impressed Archimedes, and so perhaps he could persuade Archimedes to examine the Emperor and come up with an antidote.
 
   Archimedes and Hadron had lapsed into a discussion of where to move the telescope for public exhibition, and while they were distracted, Carrot drew up her resolve and tugged at Matt's sleeve.  The Wizard turned and she tilted her head toward a far corner of the roof.  He followed her out of earshot of the men.
 
   "The Emperor is very ill," she said.  "I think it's because of a poison."
 
   "What?" Matt said.  He read her eyes, observed the Emperor, and after a moment said quietly, "Stay here."  
 
   He walked to the telescope and pretended to adjust knobs while taking a long breath.  His forehead wrinkled and he promptly returned.  
 
   “There are two poisons,” he said.  “One is slow-acting, but the other is going to kill him within a few hours unless we do something first.”
 
   His words forever undermined Carrot's conviction that he was only a fraud.  She too had sensed there might be a second, much fainter dose of poison.  For him to be so sure from only a whiff, his sensitivity had to be greater than hers.
 
   She focused on the problem at hand.  “I'm immune to poison, but I've never been able to cure a man hit by a poison arrow, and I don't think I'll be able to cure a poison intended for an Emperor either.  Will you talk to Archimedes?  He respects your opinion, and perhaps he has an antidote.”
 
   The Wizard shook his head.  “He won't have anything, not for this.  Anyhow, doesn't matter, I can make an antidote myself.”
 
   Carrot was about to scoff, but a side glance showed the Emperor was slumping more and looking about to faint.  She really had no choice but to trust the Wizard.  
 
   “What ingredients will you need?”
 
   “I've got the ingredients.  What I need is a beverage to put it in, so he'll drink it.”
 
   “There is lemonade in the cooler.” 
 
   "Right!  Hurry!"
 
   Carrot all but flew to the kitchen and back, bearing a platter with a pitcher and two glasses.  While she held the platter, Matt poured.  Then he stuck his finger into a glass and said, "Make sure he drinks from this one."
 
   Carrot was amazed at her new-found gullibility.  Despite the absurdity of what she had just witnessed, she carried the drinks over to the older men, offered the designated glass to the Emperor of the Roman Empire, and watched him sip.  
 
   His expression contorted into a deep frown.  Carrot cringed.
 
   "Very sour," the Emperor said.  He took another sip.  "But it grows on one."
 
   He resumed his conversation with Archimedes.  But after a moment, Carrot noticed that his complexion had become ruddier, he stood straighter, and his words came faster with more precision.
 
   He held out his drained glass to Carrot.  "I'll have another, please.  Quite refreshing!  You know, it must be the fresh air, but I haven't felt this clear-headed in some time now."
 
   Archimedes sighed. "Your palace has seventeen gardens, yet you complain of lacking fresh air?  And speaking of your palace, let me erect a crane on the wall and we'll finish the expansion in half the time."
 
   "Have you no compassion?"  Hadron snapped.  "Then my workers would be unemployed in half the time!"
 
   "Then maybe you could busy them with building homes for the poor."
 
   "Archie, the poor will be with us always."
 
   "Is that an observation, or a goal?"
 
   Carrot finished the second pouring and Hadron stared somberly at the glass.  He spoke calmly yet forcefully:  
 
   "If we allow the poor too much bread and comfort, they'll breed like rats and we'll be overrun.  Archie, you have a reputation for giving food and shelter to those who lack.  But would you take in ten at once?  A hundred?  We could have far more than that if we don't control the numbers of the poor."
 
   He drained the glass and handed it to Carrot.  "Enough philosophy.  Decide where you want the telescope for viewing by the public, and I'll have it moved.  And thank you for a lovely night."  He bowed to Carrot and winked.  "Especially to you, young lady."
 
   Archimedes accompanied him to the door.  Matt tended to the telescope, lowered the tube, placed a cover over the housing, and returned to Carrot.
 
   "You saved his life," Matt said.  "I wasn't expecting that."
 
   "I would not have expected it either," she said.  "When I was in Britan, I often wished for his death.”  
 
   "Well, it wouldn't have helped Britan to let him die.  I've seen the Senate, and believe me, Hadron is the closest that Britan has got to a friend in the Roman government.”
 
   Carrot knew that had nothing to do with her decision.  The truth was that when she had looked down upon Hadron in the stairwell, she had seen a sickly old man.  The man, not the Emperor, was who she had been moved to spare.
 
   Matt added,  "I think we did the right thing, but that doesn't mean I approve of him as a leader.  Wow – comparing poor people to rats!"
 
   "I – I – I don't know."  
 
   Perhaps it was witnessing how easily he had cured a dying man of a fatal poisoning.  Perhaps it was the smile on his face.  Whatever the reason, Carrot felt that she could trust the Wizard with at least some of her innermost thoughts.  And so the dark words poured out as she gazed upon the cramped quarters of the city below:
 
   “The older folk in Britan speak of how crowded the land has become.  Not long ago, it was rare for one man's farm to border another.  Now the village councils are filled with quarrels over boundary markers.  It's plain to see that if a farmer has three sons and divides his land among them, and they have three sons each and divide their lands equally, soon every farmer will be plowing a field smaller than the floor of his hut.  If our current rate of increase were to continue for two more generations, no tyrant could ever impoverish our children more than will their very numerousness.  I wonder then, do people have more sense than rats when it comes to breeding?  I want to deny the Emperor's words, but can there be an answer to the increase of population other than bloodshed?”
 
   “I don't think war and oppression are the best answers,” Matt replied.  He smiled at her, and it seemed genuine, but she knew there wasn't any cheer behind it.  “You know, of all the things that I thought you'd think after meeting him, that wasn't one of them.”
 
   “I've always had the habit of trying to see the other person's point of view.”
 
   “Personally, I haven't had that impression of you.”
 
   Their eyes locked, until finally Carrot laughed.  “I guess for me it's easier to see things from an emperor's point of view than from a wizard's.  And yes, after what I saw you do tonight, what I've seen you do all along if I had the sense to see what I was seeing, well – you are a wizard.”
 
   “Well, I do have a few tricks, but you know, I'd prefer you didn't call me Wizard anymore.  Could you please just call me Matt?”
 
   "Okay . . . Matt.  But then could you please call me Carrot?"
 
   He frowned.  "I have been calling you Carrot."  
 
   "No, almost all of the time to my face you've been calling me nothing at all."
 
   He looked away, raised his eyebrows, and nodded.  "I guess I have been doing that.  Okay, Carrot."
 
   "Thank you, Matt."
 
   They stood facing each other.  Then for a moment he was neither charlatan nor wizard.  He was a boy who looked nervous.  And she, to her surprise, found that she had become a girl who felt vulnerable.  
 
   “Uh, I'll take the stuff back to the kitchen,” he said, gathering trays and platters and departing hastily.    
 
   Alone on the roof, Carrot gazed over the streets of Rome.  The torches are so much like constellations of flame, she thought, and she admitted how beautiful the city was from above, at night.  But she could not forget that down on the pavement in the glare of day, one saw beggars and crumbling facades and burgeoning sewers and parasitical patricians and legions of thieves, murderers, and rapists.  Not all the evildoers prowled upon the streets.  Some entered homes and took place at the heads of tables, while others sat on benches in the Senate.  And to sustain that inequity, this one city had mired half the world in its corruption.  
 
   The Wizard – Matt – was right.  Rome's wars and oppressions were not answers and in truth had only made the problems of the world all the worse.  Whatever was the answer to the world's problems, it began with extricating the claws of Rome from the world's throat.    
 
   "Oh Rome," she whispered.  "If that man is the best you have to offer, then better the world is overrun by rats than ruled by you!"
 
   She faced the horizon in the northwest and tried, as she had numberless times, to think of a way to drive Rome from Britan.  Then she remembered again Gwinol's flashing haddie.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   32.
 
   After finishing in the kitchen, Matt went to his room and lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling in the dark.  He didn't feel like sleeping. Much of his thinking concerned Carrot, but he kept those thoughts to himself.  Instead he asked Ivan, “So you're sure the poisoning wasn't accidental.”
 
   “The formula for the second poison is very complex and not found in nature nor in any industrial process.  It would be impossible for traces of the compound to be found in a person's body through accident.”
 
   Matt barely listened.  He thought about Carrot's smile and the way the breeze had played with her hair that evening.  Now that he had stopped regarding her as a mutant threat to life and limb, he realized that she didn't seem bad looking.  
 
   Kind of dark in her thoughts, though.  
 
   "Matt, a person has been standing outside your door for more than thirty seconds.  Their location is approximately five meters to the left."
 
   That would be by the stairwell.  "Identification?"
 
   "Analyzing . . . it is Carrot.  Also, I now detect your elevated respiration and pulse rate."
 
   Matt looked at his arm.  It had reflexively reached for the dagger hidden in the drawer of the bedside table.  He shook his head, wrapped himself in a bath robe, went to the doorway, and pulled aside the curtain.  She had moved while he was moving, and was down the steps far enough that only her head remained above floor level.
 
   "Carrot," he said.  
 
   She bobbed her head in a bow.  "I'm sorry to have bothered you, Wi – Matt."
 
   "Would you like to talk?"
 
   She bowed her head again, folded her arms, returned to the landing, approached.  She kept her gaze down submissively.  They stood in silence.
 
   "I wish to apologize," she said.  "For thinking that you are a fool, or a liar, or anything negative."
 
   "Okay . . . I guess I should apologize for what I thought about you."
 
   "Which was?"
 
   That you were a mutant sociopath.  He decided not to share that.
 
   “It's not important.  What's important is that we both know that we're decent people.”
 
   She raised her gaze to meet his eyes.  “Thank you.  I appreciate your regard.”
 
   They stood in silence some more.
 
   “Uh, how is the search for your friends coming?”
 
   She sighed.  "Not well."
 
   "I wish I could help."
 
   "I appreciate your offer.  I am still very grateful, for you've helped us so much already – you cured the Plague.  You really did cure the Plague, didn't you?  With power that flows from your fingers.  Just like you cured the Emperor tonight."
 
   "It wasn't that big a deal."  He saw the look on her face and realized that he had managed to belittle the people of Britan and arrogantly boast of his powers in one short sentence.  “Uh, I mean, I have this ability, it's not really something I can take credit for, it was given to me – “
 
   “I think I understand.  You already know that I too am different.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   They lapsed into another silence.
 
   He added, “I'm not really good at talking to people.”
 
   "You seem to do well with Archimedes."
 
   "Most of our conversations are him asking me what's this number times that.  He treats me like a calc – like an abacus."
 
   She smiled, but only briefly.  “Matt, may I ask a question that might seem outlandish?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “The star that fell from the sky in Britan, the one that stopped the battle.  I have learned that it prevented the Romans from annihilating the rebel army.  Also, I know that it was extremely improbable for a falling star to land at that specific place and time, which means that it was likely intended so by some personage.  I have asked myself who that person might be.  Therefore I must ask, Matt.  Was it your power that caused it?”
 
   “I, uh – “
 
   “You did, didn't you?  I can see it in your eyes.  But how, Matt?  How can you make a star fall from the sky?  How is it possible for a mere man to accomplish such a thing?  One would think that is something that could only be done by a god.”
 
   His nervousness dissipated in his flare of annoyance.  “I.  Am.  Not.  A.  God.”
 
   She took a step back, and he saw something in her eyes that he had never seen before:  Fear.  He asked himself,  What are you doing, idiot?  And he took a breath and calmed.     
 
   “All right,” she said.  “But . . . what then are you?”
 
   “I don't know if I can tell you,” he said softly.  
 
   “You are forbidden to do so?”
 
   “No, it's just that . . . it's hard to explain with words.”
 
   “Let me start then.  Do you come from the stars, from Aereoth?”
 
   “Would you believe me if I said yes?”
 
   “I will believe anything you say from now on.  You saved my country twice.  You deserve for me to trust you entirely.”
 
   “I don't know if that much trust is a good thing to have for anyone, but . . . okay, yes, I come from Aereoth.  But we call it Earth.  Or we did call it Earth when I left.  I don't know what they call it now.”
 
   “So you left some time ago?”
 
   “Yes, about seven hun – about eight hundred years ago.”  
 
   Her eyes widened.  “You are eight hundred years old?”
 
   “I'm not much older than you in terms of how much life I've lived in terms of waking experience.  I was in a state of suspended animation during the trip, which means I was kind of sleeping without aging.”
 
   “I don't know if I can believe such a – well, I said I would, and so I am going to.  So . . . why did you embark on a voyage of eight hundred years to come here?”
 
   “It was an accident.  At least, I thought it was an accident.  Now, I'm beginning to wonder – but put that aside.  I was intending to go to a world around another star much closer to Earth, but I ended up here instead because something happened to my pod.”
 
   “What do you mean by 'pod?'”
 
   “Well, that's an example of why it's hard to explain.  It's like I have to explain everything before I can explain anything, and it's difficult to communicate just in words, but – hold on, that gives me an idea!”  
 
   He excitedly subvocaled,  “Ivan, you have a lot of auxiliary neural inputs, right?”
 
   “Yes, Matt.  I have considerable redundancy in case of damage.” 
 
   “Could you insert them into Carrot's brain so that she would be tapped into your matrix?” 
 
   “There is a procedure for integrating a person other than the host into a neural implant matrix.”
 
   “Would it harm her?”
 
   "There would be no damage to her neural pathways.  However, there would be some risk to me, if she chose to physically disconnect during the procedure."
 
   Matt had shifted his eyes to one side.  He brought them back to her face and saw her staring at him and frowning.
 
   “It is as if you are speaking to someone.  Is it some form of telepathy?”
 
   “That's another thing that would be hard to explain.  Carrot, you say you trust me.  Well, would you trust me to do something to you that won't harm you, but will allow you to understand things about me?”
 
   “What would this something be?”
 
   “Well, that's hard to explain without doing it first.”
 
   She said abruptly,  “All right.  I agree to it.”
 
   “Well, then, I suppose we should sit down – “  He gestured toward the bed.  Then he saw the look on her face.  “Uh, it's not what you think.  Definitely not!  I mean, it's not that you're not unattractive – I mean not attractive – no, what I meant was it's not that you're not attractive, but – oh, hell – ”
 
   “I will trust you.”
 
   She entered his room and they sat together on the bed, facing one another.  She looked at him expectantly. 
 
   “Okay, Ivan, tell me what we need to do.”
 
   Ivan explained.  Matt once more met Carrot's gaze.
 
   “I need you to close your eyes.  I'm going to touch your face.  It won't hurt or harm you, but what happens next may surprise you.  Be ready for that, because it may surprise you . . . a lot.”
 
   She closed her eyes and waited.  Matt raised and hovered his hands, realizing that this was going to be the first time he had touched her as a friend.  Carrot was in fact the first time as a teen (in Earth years) that he had touched a girl his own age.  I really am pathetic, he thought.  But he knew he had no time at the moment to mope further.  He had to do this just right . . . .   
 
   “Hold on,” he said.
 
   He got up and pulled the doorway curtain shut.  He returned to the bed and sat.  He looked at her, took a breath, and touched her cheeks.  
 
   Ivan went to work.  He extended his micro-tentacles from Matt's fingertips into Carrot's skin, then through the ocular cavities into her skull, and then into her brain, tapping into her audio and visual processing centers, then hesitantly probing elsewhere.  
 
   “Her brain is different than that of a baseline human,” Ivan said.  “It will be necessary to revise the procedure.”
 
   “Will there be danger?”
 
   “No, but there will be a slight delay.”
 
   “To whom are you speaking with?” Carrot asked.  “I hear another voice, a man's voice.  But I'm not hearing him with my ears.  It's as if he is speaking inside my head.  What is this – “
 
   “Carrot, don't pull away!  It's very important that you stay still!”
 
   “Sorry.  I will not be frightened.  I will not be frightened.  You said this will not harm me, and I will trust you.”
 
   "Just relax and breathe.  Breathe naturally."  
 
   "She is fully connected,” Ivan said.  “What would you like me to show her?"
 
   “I hear the voice again,” she said.  “Who is he?”
 
   “He is . . . Ivan.”
 
   “Why can't I see him?  Is he a ghost, or a spirit familiar?”
 
   “Well . . . actually, let's go with that for right now.”  To Ivan, he said,  “How about . . . Seattle.  Make a sim of the living room in the apartment where Dad and I lived, and put us both – her and me – inside it.  Bring it up slow.  Let's see how she reacts, so be ready to turn it off.”
 
   Matt shut his own eyes.  The faint outlines of the apartment walls and furniture filled the darkness, gradually becoming brighter and more solid.  With Ivan redirecting haptic sensory input as well, Matt felt himself sitting on the couch.  Carrot was sitting in front of him.  He removed his virtual fingers from her virtual face, and she opened her virtual eyes, which immediately darted to and fro.    
 
   “Where are we?” she gushed.  
 
   “We're still in my room, but it's kind of like . . . like . . . . “
 
   “Like a vision?”
 
   “I guess we'll go with that too.  And it's all right now if you move.  Very carefully.  Ivan should be redirecting your brain's commands to your virtual body so that you'll be moving inside the simulation instead of the real world, but let's see.”
 
   She slowly twisted her head.  Then she raised an arm and flexed fingers.  Then she walked about and twirled.
 
   “It's all so real.”  She sniffed.  “Except, I can't smell anything.”
 
   “Yeah, your enhanced olfactory regions are probably a little tricky for Ivan.”
 
   “Olfactory regions . . . by that you mean, the part of my brain that involves my sense of smell.”
 
   Matt smiled.  “You figured that out?  You're pretty smart, aren't you?”
 
   “My preliminary mapping of her brain indicates that she is very intelligent relative to a typical human,” Ivan said.  “Would you like an evaluation of her raw intelligence compared to yours?”
 
   “NO,” Matt said. 
 
   Carrot raised her head and searched the ceiling.  “Where is that voice coming from?”  But then, for the first time, she noticed the view out the deck windows.  She walked over and stared.  “Is this Seattle?”
 
   “Yes, where I used to live.”
 
   “That tower – it must be two hundred meters tall!”
 
   “That's the Space Needle.”
 
   She peered through the side window in the kitchen.  “Those buildings, they are almost as tall!”
 
   “Yes, there are a lot of skyscrapers in Seattle.  Basically, they're preserved as historical relics from the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  You're not allowed to build that high within city limits anymore.”  He realized he was talking as if it were still 2158.  
 
   She murmured,   “Rome is nothing next to this.”
 
   "Seattle is actually small for a city on Earth."
 
   "Are the stories in the books true, then?  Earth is a planet in space, is it not, around another sun?  How far is it from Ne'arth?"
 
   "Nineteen light years.  Uh, a light year is how far a beam of light can travel in a year.  Another way of putting it is, the distance from Earth is about two hundred trillion kilometers."
 
   "What's a trillion?"
 
   "Uh, you know what a million is?"
 
   "A thousand of a thousand."
 
   "Well, a trillion is a million of a million."
 
   “No wonder it took you so long to come here.  It is so far, I would not think it would be possible to cross such a distance at all.”
 
   “I can show you how it was done,” Matt said.  “But right now, would you like to look around the city?”
 
   “We can do that?”
 
   “Yes, but you have to understand, we're not really in Seattle.  This is what's called a VR – virtual reality – simulation.  Kind of like an illusion, but it's very realistic.  This is what Seattle was like when I left it about eight hundred and fifty Ne'arth years ago.”
 
   “I want to see all of the city if I can.”
 
   So he led her outside onto the deck, and took her hand, and together they jumped and floated down to the street.  Ivan's simulation was generated from telemetry Matt had experienced in the city, and so they saw things as they were on the day before they had left.  The same street performers, the same girls fighting with swords while in power armor, the same –
 
   “WHAT is that huge creature?”
 
   “It's called an elephant.  I think they have them on Ne'arth too.”
 
   “What is it doing with that box?”
 
   “It's a camera.  It's used to take pictures.”
 
   And then he had to explain what he meant by that.  Indeed, he had to explain a lot of things:  electricity, cars, the blimp, and giant mechanical flowers.
 
   “The streets, they're so wide and clean.  The people, the way they are dressed!  Matt, I see so much wealth!  How can one city be so wealthy?”
 
   “It's not just one city.  All of Earth was like this back then.  The whole Solar – well, there was no more poverty anywhere.”
 
   “No more poverty.  You mean, no one ever went hungry?”
 
   “We all had enough to eat and wear, and everyone had a nice home by your standards, too.”
 
   “How is that possible?”
 
   “We had a lot of machines.  Some of them were robots, which were built to do tasks, so that we didn't need humans to do physical labor.  Other machines could make almost anything you wanted just by asking.  They were called printers, because they could print material objects just like a printing press on your world can print books.  Well, not 'just like,' but you get what I mean.”
 
   She shook her head.  “I'm not sure I understand at all.  These . . . printers.  They could even print food and clothing and buildings?”
 
   “Yes, everything.  Even – “ He was going to say, 'even people,' but decided perhaps that was a little too much to learn on her first lesson.  
 
   “That elephant seems very intelligent for an animal.”
 
   “They are, especially with neural imp – “ Explaining what a neural implant was might wait for another day, too, he thought.  
 
   “But why would you let such tremendous beasts loose upon your streets?”
 
   “It's more fun that way.”
 
   “I don't understand.”
 
   “Well, I guess you wouldn't.  You see, Ne'arth society is like Earth society was for thousands of years, in a state of what we call an Economy of Scarcity.  That's when you have to struggle to survive, and work to have food and everything.”
 
   “Yes, which I thought was inescapable.”
 
   “Well, it's not.  So once we had enough science and technology to make computers, robots, and printers, it was easy enough to provide for the basic needs of everyone, and we decided that no one had to work anymore unless you wanted to.  And since we don't have to work, we spend a lot of our effort just having fun.  And, uh, self-improvement too.  But mainly fun.”
 
   “But if the street performers don't need to work, why are they asking for money?”
 
   “It's not really money . . . well, I guess it is in a way.  It's called 'woo,' which is for 'woohoo coins.'  Basically, everyone gets an allotment of a hundred woo a day, which you can give to other people if they do something you like.  It's a way of keeping track of public approval, and the coins can be turned in for things that have to be rationed, like visits to parks or seats at live concerts or ownership of art originals or real estate with nice views – or requisitioning resources for really big projects, like interstellar colonization.  But as far as food, clothing, shelter, medical service and other things that can be printed or done by robots – those things are free.  Well, they're rationed too, but at a level much higher than subsistence.  Even much higher than what the patricians of Rome would consider as wealthy.”    
 
   She hung her head.  “You must think me a fool.”
 
   “No, what do you mean?”
 
   “When I told you of how crowded Britan is becoming, and how the people might starve.”
 
   “That is a serious concern, Carrot.  Unless your world's science and technology stay ahead of population growth, Britan and all of Ne'arth could face famine and a lot of other problems caused by overpopulation.  Even Earth had to restrict its population, though there was still lots of room in the Solar System when I left.”
 
   “I would like you to explain what a solar system is – and all that you mean by technology, and robots, and printers, and all the other words I don't understand.  But, could we go back to Rome now?  This is so . . . overwhelming.”
 
   “It will take a moment to disconnect.  Just hold still.  Ivan?”
 
   “I will commence disconnection procedure – “
 
   “Wait,” Carrot said.  “Before we go, may I see Ivan?  I mean, if that's possible.”
 
   “Ivan isn't really – wait.  Ivan – that factory default avatar you showed me, can you bring that into the simulation?”
 
   There was a shimmering, and then there was Ivan's avatar standing on the street between them.
 
   Carrot, whose avatar was slightly taller than Ivan's, circled about him and inspected.
 
   “So, as I understand, he's not really a ghost or spirit, but something else again.”
 
   "He's an artificial person who lives inside my head."  
 
   Her expression went blank.
 
   Matt added, "Physically speaking, he's like a cross between a spider and a jelly fish, that merges with my brain . . . . "
 
   Her expression was melting into horror.
 
   "Is he – is he inside me now as well?  Is that why you're touching my head?"
 
   "He's perfectly harmless.  He's my friend.  He's our friend.  That's why he has this avatar, to show you that he's really a person.  And he is, you can talk to him just like a person if you want.”
 
   She calmed, and faced Ivan and said slowly, "Hello, Ivan."
 
   Matt said aloud, "Go ahead, talk to her."
 
   Ivan looked at her and said, "Hello, Carrot.  It is nice to meet you."
 
   "It's nice to meet you too," she said in a flat voice.  
 
   Matt sensed that she wasn't entirely convinced of her own words.  “Maybe we should leave now."
 
   They disconnected.  Matt withdrew his hands from Carrot's face and opened his eyes.  The astonishment on her face in the simulation matched that in reality.  
 
   She opened her eyes widely and looked about.  "Are we back in your room, or is this more of the vision?"
 
   "It's real."  Well, Matt thought, as far as I will ever know.  "How do you feel?"
 
   She drew a deep breath.  A smile finally flickered, and spread broadly.  "It was like a dream, only I saw everything so clearly!"
 
   He realized he was holding her hands.  He withdrew his arms to his sides.  She stood up.
 
   "That was enough for now," she said, brushing wrinkles from her dress.  "It is so much to absorb!  But I do want to go again.  Perhaps tomorrow night?"
 
   "Sure."  He followed her to the door.  "Any time you want."
 
   "I want you to show me everything.  What the rest of your world is like especially.  It seems so wonderful.  Tell me, though, you can't possibly prefer this place, so when are you planning to go back to Earth?"
 
   "I – I can't go back."
 
   "You are marooned here?"
 
   "Probably, and it's not just that.  The Seattle I showed you – it doesn't exist any more."
 
   "It was destroyed?"
 
   "No, but it's probably changed so much, so much time has passed – well, it's hard to explain."
 
   "I want you to explain it to me, and everything else about you and your world and how you traveled here – and everything!  And Matt, I'm so sorry that you can't go home.  If that is the world you came from, you must hate it here.  Well, I will go now, I have so much to think about – and thank you for such a wonderful experience!"
 
   She hugged him, and then she flitted lightly through the curtain to the hallway, as if dancing.    
 
   I don't totally hate it here, he thought, as he pondered how curious it was that a body so strong should feel so soft.  He smiled as he felt the aftershocks of the hug reverberate. 
 
   "I have completed a primary scan of the architecture of her brain," Ivan said.  “Her olfactory sensory processing regions are similar to those found in reconstructions of Cro Mag – "
 
   "You're ruining the moment.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   33.
 
   On a morning a few days later, Carrot was scrubbing the kitchen floor when she noticed that Nilla, Gwinol's younger sister, was watching her from the table with head propped on hands, smiling.
 
   "Aren't you ever going to tell us?" Nilla asked.
 
   At the sink, the other women continued to keep their backs turned, but the pots had ceased to clatter.
 
   "Tell you what?" Carrot asked.  
 
   "About him."
 
   "Him?"
 
   "Matt."
 
   Has everyone always been on a first name basis with him except me?  "It's not what you think."
 
   "You're in his room every night."
 
   "We're only talking."  Or dreaming, or VR simulating as he called it.  "It's not what you think."
 
   "And I wasn't thinking that!"  Nilla giggled.  "First, all you did was talk and talk.  Now you're so silent there's not a rattle.  I think you Britanians have the oddest courtship rituals!"
 
   "It's not a courtship ritual."  
 
   How to explain that they were talking and moving inside a computer-generated dream?  Carrot barely understood the process herself.
 
   Nilla giggled again, and elaborately pranced away while humming lightly.  The women at the sink resumed clattering.  
 
   Carrot finished the floor, went to her room, and closed the curtain.  Lighting a candle despite the ample daylight, she took paper and pen and wrote upon the tiny bedside table.  
 
   'Dearest Uncle Ral,' she inscribed with careful curls, dotted i's, and crossed t's, 'the weather here in Rome is quite pleasant and the people are most interesting . . . . '  She prattled on for several pages, mentioning nothing about the Wizard and instead blandly discussing incidents and observations so trivial that she would not have brought them up in casual conversation.  '. . . With deepest affection, I remain your loving niece, Carrot.'    
 
   She re-read the letter twice, once for the open message and once for the one that was hidden.  
 
   She folded the sheets into the envelope, blew out the candle, and poured wax and stamped upon it the seal of the House of Archimedes.  That, she suspected, would all but ensure that the letter would be opened and read, but then most likely they – whoever they were – would also be more meticulous about delivering it.  
 
   Kneeling, she reached under her bed and dragged out bags, rags, and a satchel.  She reached into a bag and scooped out a handful of mint-proof haddies.  She assembled them into a stack, then wrapped the stack in a rag.  She placed the rag-wrapped stack within the satchel.  She did this with all the haddies in all the bags and then pushed the empty bags and unused rags back under the bed.
 
   She changed into street clothes, and with envelope, satchel, and personal money pouch she headed across the courtyard to the street door.
 
   "Carrot!"
 
   The shout had come from the roof.  Matt was waving next to a device that appeared to be a tiny windmill.  
 
   "Going out?" he asked.  "Can I join you?"
 
   She considered refusing his company, but knew that would not only hurt his feelings, it would also arouse suspicion.  She forced a smile.  "I am only about on errands."
 
   "No problem."  
 
   While he clattered down the steps, Carrot felt as if the letter were burning in her hand.  Could Ivan, the little man who lived inside Matt's head, see through the envelope?  The secret writing that a Roman censor would not even notice, would it take even a minute for Little Ivan to unravel? 
 
   Of all times!
 
   Matt hurried across the courtyard, nearly tripping over his robe.  He stood in front of her and caught his breath and smiled, so broadly that Carrot genuinely smiled back despite her unease.  
 
   "That looks kind of cumbersome," he said.  "I could carry it for you."
 
   "Just some fabrics and crafts I'm sending to my uncle in Londa.  Not heavy at all."  She held the satchel at eye level at the end of her straightened arm.  Given the actual weight, it was a strain even for her.  She worried that if Matt did take it, he would know at once that it was full of metal, and if he allowed it to fall he would hear the clink of the coins, and the servants would know and then Archimedes would know, and her plan for Britan would be ended before it began.  
 
   "I wasn't thinking about the weight.  It looks like your hands are full."
 
   She followed his gaze toward her other hand, which was holding the envelope behind her body in the hopes that would prevent Ivan from scanning.
 
   “Oh that?  Just a letter to my Uncle Ral.”  She clamped down on her fidgeting and scolded,  Carrot, see if you can be more obvious!  
 
   "I don't think anyone pays attention to that sign."
 
   He was gesturing to the sign next to the street door, which read in large capitals:  SERVANTS SHALL SEEK THE PERMISSION OF THE MASTER OR HEAD SERVANT BEFORE LEAVING THE PREMISES.
 
   "I have been informed it's there by law for all households within the limits of Rome.  But yes, I don't know of anyone here who pays attention to it.  Well, I'd best be off.”
 
   She stepped onto the street and mulled at the paving bricks, aware that he was following.  Any other time, she thought.  But she would make the best of it.  And what did they teach in the Leaf?  To avoid suspicion, don't just act casual.  Be casual.  
 
   As Matt walked alongside, she asked, "So . . . what does Archimedes have you doing now?"
 
   "Setting up a weather station.  He wants to chart wind direction and speed, in the hopes of learning how to better predict the weather."
 
   "You can predict the weather days in advance, because you can see above the clouds.”
 
   "I'm not ready to tell Archimedes about Herman yet."
 
   "Have you told him anything?"
 
   "About what?"
 
   “Anything at all.  The amazing things that you are showing me, have you shown those things to Archimedes?”
 
   “I would have to connect him up with Ivan.”
 
   “Is that a problem?”
 
   “Well, no, but – it's just . . . well, I'm not sure I can trust him.”
 
   “He's your benefactor.”
 
   “It's not a matter of gratitude or debts owed.  It's a question of what he would do with the knowledge.  He's an old man, maybe he's too inflexible in his ways and it would drive him crazy to have Ivan interface with him.  Or maybe he'll decide I'm too valuable a resource to run loose, so he'll have me put in a cage.  I'm . . . just not sure.”
 
   For a moment she relaxed, relieved that the conversation did not involve interrogating her.  She even carefreely swung the satchel.  
 
   But then Matt said, “You should understand how I have mixed feelings.  You have secrets too.”  
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She refrained from looking at the satchel or the letter.   
 
   "That you're a mutant, that you have superior strength and senses."
 
   Oh, that's all.  She took a deep breath, and hoped it didn't betray her.  
 
   "I don't hide my abilities.  I use them openly, all the time."
 
   "Carrot, people have no idea what you're really capable of.  Well, maybe you don't either.  But take it from Ivan, you're off the scale."
 
   "You're as bad as the people back home who call me a witch.  As far as I can tell, 'mutant' is the Earth word for 'witch.'"
 
   “Okay, that's fair criticism, I guess.  I really don't mean to have you feel uncomfortable.  Hey, let me make it up to you.  There's a nice coffee cafe in the Square.  I'll treat.  Order whatever you like."
 
   He gave her a look that belonged on a puppy that was thinking,  If you don't play with me now, it will break my heart!  She in turn thought,  If people only knew how much child is in their Star Child!  
 
   Suppressing a sigh, she said,  "All right.  You have twisted my arm.”
 
   “Now who's making who feel uncomfortable?” he said with a smile.
 
   They headed toward Victory Square, and came to the cafe with a sign of a woman astride a dolphin, which Carrot noticed that Matt seemed to find amusing.  He ordered a cappuccino.  A whiff of a mocha caught her nose, and she ordered that.  They sat at a table under a sun umbrella and watched the passing crowds.    
 
   Carrot took a sip and said, “Chocolate is incredible.  Does it come originally from Earth?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So much debt we owe to our mother world.”  She looked up at the sign.  “I remember seeing something like that in Seattle.  Do you come here because it reminds you of there?”
 
   “I like Victory Square because it's a lot like Seattle. But then you go a few streets that way or the other, and it's unbelievable poverty.”
 
   “I find it unbelievable that there is no poverty on your world.  Matt, do you think it will ever be that way here?”
 
   “Someday.  You'll have to build your own computers and robots and printers.”
 
   “Matt, suppose we build just one printer.  Wouldn't it be able to make other printers, until there were enough for the whole world?”
 
   “No, you'd need a suite of very complex printers to make all the parts needed for Total Replication.  Anyway, even the simplest printer would require technology this world won't have for a long time.”
 
   “How long a time?”
 
   “It depends.  Ivan and I have talked about it.  This version of Rome appears to be at the same technological level as the early Industrial Revolution.  On Earth, from the start of the Industrial Revolution, it took about three centuries to reach the Economic Singularity.”
 
   “People are starving now.  Three centuries is too long to wait.”
 
   “I think it would take much less time here, though, because you already have scientific and technological knowledge that it took centuries to develop on Earth."
 
   "You mean, the wisdom of the mentors."
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “But what were the mentors?  Were they people from Earth like you?”
 
   “The seeder probes were launched before we had the technology to transport humans between the stars.  So no, not human beings.”
 
   He (with Ivan's help) had already given her a basic explanation that a seeder probe was an actual artifact from his time, and not just a myth.  
 
   “I see.  Even a child would be too large to fit inside The Box That Everything Came In.  But Matt, how did everything here fit inside one little box?  And if a single person was too large to fit inside the Box, how did any people come to be here at all?”
 
   “That's a long story.”
 
   “I was hoping to scrub floors this afternoon, but I would like to hear this too.”
 
   He seemed to think that was funny.  
 
   “Okay.  Well . . . you remember we looked at that educational video on DNA the other night?”
 
   “Yes.  'The Machinery of Life.'”
 
   “And then we saw the video about evolution.”
 
   “'Darwin at Three Hundred.'”
 
   “Well, a seeder probe starts by releasing primitive organisms which cover a planet and terraform its atmosphere – “
 
   “I'm sorry, 'terraform?'”
 
   “To make Earthlike.  The organisms eat the soil and convert it into gasses that make the planet's atmosphere like Earth's.”
 
   “All right . . . . ”
 
   “Then the probe releases primitive organisms which multiply naturally until they cover the planet.  Then it releases spores with editor viruses – “
 
   “Spores?  Editor viruses?”
 
   “Think of genetically-designed micro-organisms that enter into the cells – did we cover anything about cells?”
 
   “'Cells:  The Building Blocks of Living Things.'  Ivan showed me the interactive lesson the other night while you were playing a VR game.”
 
   “Hey, Ivan just popped up an encyclopedia article.  Let me quote:  'The spores are replicated and released into the atmosphere and travel until they reach a targeted organism and inject their payload of editor viruses.  Editor viruses enter into the nuclei of cells and edit the DNA in specific ways – delete old mutations, add new ones.  That way, the evolutionary progression of organisms can be directed all over the planet by the seeder probe.   Since the evolutionary progression is being directed instead of occurring randomly, it can occur at a much faster rate.'”
 
   “How much faster?”
 
   “Well . . . on Earth, it took billions of years for evolution to randomly mutate human beings.  Here, it seems to have happened in a couple centuries.”
 
   “I see then how humans could be born to this world.  But how did the mentors come to us?  Surely they were people, so how did they fit inside the Box?”
 
   “They must have been AIs – artificial people, like Ivan.  You could have dozens inside the seeder probe without taking up too much space.”
 
   “All right, but then how did they become full-sized humans?”
 
   “I'm sorry, what?”
 
   “As I understand it, the probe evolved rats from mice, monkeys from rats, humans from monkeys.  Is that correct?”
 
   “Not really, but it's sort of the general idea.  Go on.”
 
   She held out her hands on each side, and looked at one and said, “Here inside the probe we have the mentors, who are artificial people with great repositories of human knowledge.”  She looked at the other hand and said, “And here we have humans who are running free like animals, absolutely ignorant of all knowledge.”  She brought her hands together.  “So how is it that the tiny artificial-person mentors came to be the full-sized human mentors known to our history?”
 
   Matt tilted his head.  “Ivan says there were designs for mobile implants that could walk and fly.  So the mentors would be implants that could travel from the probe to a human, then get inside the human and communicate like Ivan does with me.”
 
   “So the people whom we call 'mentors' were actually only the hosts to the true mentors.  But still, how do the mentors get inside the humans?”
 
   Matt made a pensive frown.  “Ivan is installed through a nasal cavity.  And the mentors would probably have been primitive compared to Ivan, but still they wouldn't have been very big, maybe about insect-sized.  So yeah, maybe they'd fit through a nostril.”
 
   Carrot cringed.  “A bug crawling up a person's nose to settle inside his brain.  I can't imagine a greater horror!”
 
   “Well, it would probably happen while the host was sleeping.”
 
   “That doesn't make it better!”
 
   “Look, Carrot, it wasn't my idea.”  He waved at the scene.  “This whole world is basically an illegal genetic experiment.  I'm here, but I had nothing to do with it and I didn't want anything to do with it.”
 
   She said quietly, “I'm part of the experiment too, aren't I?”
 
   “Oh, Carrot, I didn't mean it that way – “
 
   “That's all right.  I didn't take you to mean that you despised me.  But I am part of their experiment, aren't I?”
 
   “Yes.  Theirs, or the seeder probe's.”
 
   “What do you mean . . . oh, wait, I think I see.  To do all it does, the Box must have an artificial person inside of it, too, like the mentors and Ivan.”
 
   “Yes.  And to operate over centuries, it would have to be capable of independent thought and have its own self-actualized personality.  And I'm just guessing, but it was probably named Pandora.”
 
   “Pandora.  Why do you think that?”
 
   “There's a well-known old Earth myth about a woman named Pandora, who opens a box and lets out all the troubles of the world.”
 
   “That does sound very appropriate.  But do you have additional reasons for believing it is named Pandora?”
 
   “Also, the Star Seed Project had a secret program named Pandora, which Ivan and I think had to do with sending a seeder probe to Ne'arth.  And there's something like a religious cult here that worships an entity named Pandora.”
 
   “Yes, I have heard of that.  So Matt, do you think Pandora is still alive?”
 
   “Seeder probes were designed to last centuries.  So, yeah.”
 
   “Where is she then?”
 
   “Good question.”
 
   She looked at him levelly, and said, “Matt, for what purpose do you think Pandora made me?”
 
   “I don't know.  Carrot, I was wondering, do you have your own idea on that?”
 
   Carrot didn't answer.  As a mutant, she thought, perhaps I am a special project.  Perhaps that had something to do with . . . . Carrot thought of the creature that had killed her mother, and knew instinctively,  Pandora is the true enemy.
 
   The Master of Rome began to bong.  Carrot read the dial and drained her cup in a single gulp.  "I must be on.  I promised Mola I would be back in time to help with lunch."
 
   Matt stood with her.  "Where are you going now?  Mind if I come along?"
 
   "I don't think you'd like it.  The slave market."
 
   "Oh.  Well, maybe I should see that.  Just to know what it's about."
 
   So he followed her to the slave market.  It was a typical day:  whippings, brandings, women made to bare their chests.  Children howling when separated from parents.  But what seemed to affect him most was how the buyers in the auction crowd chatted and laughed about the misery they were underwriting.
 
   Finally, he growled,  "What the Emperor said the other night about having to keep people poor out of necessity.  That's just an excuse the people in power make.  They really do enjoy controlling and tormenting other human beings.  I think certain people are addicted to sadism."
 
   "From what I have seen of masters and rulers, those who crave to control the lives of others seem to enjoy inflicting oppression.  Do you suppose that is the real reason why this world was made?”
 
   “I just know it led to this and all the other injustices I've seen here, and proves that people in my time were right to be against uncontrolled interstellar seeder probe programs.  I mean, I like Archimedes and you and all your friends, but – “
 
   They heard a whip snap and a woman shriek, and Matt winced.  
 
   "Carrot, this is worse than Palras.  If you don't mind, I'll go back to the house."
 
   She realized that was proof once more that he really did come from another world.  He can't look and not feel.
 
   By then she was disappointed to see him leave.  During their animated conversation at the cafe, she'd almost forgotten her mission.  She had to admit, she had never been more fascinated by a male her own age, not even the boy from South Umbrick who had sought to acquaint her with all the things that could be done inside a hay stack.  And this time, Geth wasn't there to chase her instructor away.  
 
   She almost smiled at the memory, and then she turned unsmiling to the auction platform.  She stayed for a few minutes longer, but she didn't see the men or detect their scent.  
 
   She headed for the waterfront, relieved that she didn't have to contrive a lie to avoid revealing to Matt what she was about to do.
 
   At the public warehouse, she stopped and presented the claim ticket that gained her entrance to her rented storage bin.  In privacy she emptied the satchel.  Next stop was the courier station, where the bored clerk accepted her payment and watched her self-consciously fill out the envelope label:  To Ral the Tailor, Cork Lane, Town of Londonium, Province of Britan.  
 
   As she always did at the waterfront, she paused at the edge of the shoring and watched ships on the piers unload slaves and raw materials, then load with soldiers and the manufactured goods of Roman factories.  But at that moment the commerce of an empire was not sufficiently diverting to keep her from thinking about Matt.  
 
   Then – as she turned – she stopped in mid-step, and all thoughts were chased from mind by the faintest trace of a scent.  Her eyes rapidly swept the waterfront but she saw no one in particular.  And then the scent was gone.  Carrot remained trembling.  However, though she began with fear, she quickly turned to rage and resolve as she squinted at the imagined foe.
 
   “Agent of Pandora,” she said.  “So you are here!”
 
   And she thought, Let's see what can be done about that.
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   Carrot did not come to his room that night, or the next.  Matt's attempts at conversation were declined with a variety of excuses.  She had too many chores.  She was very tired and had to take a nap.  She was about to leave on errands and asked that he not come along because it would slow her down.  No, nothing's wrong.  If you'll pardon me . . . .   
 
   Meanwhile, Archimedes became involved in activities of his own.  He would only grunt when Matt asked for assignments and then disappear behind a locked door in the basement for hours without explanation.  Matt heard a lot of clanging and banging, and more grunting when Archimedes emerged speckled with grease.  
 
   Matt at first welcomed the slack time, as he was able to uninterruptedly read – that is, photograph – all the books in the library.  But all too often, after dinner, he found himself sitting on his bed in his room, staring out into the lamp-lit courtyard at the garden and servants and feeling very much a stranger in a strange land.  And yet . . . strangely not.  
 
   “It's beginning to be just like Earth,” Matt remarked to Ivan.  “I have only two friends on the planet and they're both too busy for me.”
 
   "Matt," Ivan said, "I am your friend."
 
   "I hope," Matt found himself saying, "that I've been a good friend to you as well."
 
   He reclined on the bed and stared at the ceiling – something that he was aware he was doing a lot of lately.  
 
   "I wonder if it's something I said.  She seemed all right at the cafe."
 
   "I detected elevated respiration and pulse rates on her part at that time.”
 
   "Now that you mention it . . . run the video for when we were just about to go out that day."
 
   The pop-up augmented-reality window blocked out most of the ceiling.  Carrot was standing in the courtyard, holding a satchel in one hand and an envelope in the other.  For the most part the envelope was obscured by her body, but the waxen imprint was unmistakable.
 
   "She used the Seal of Archimedes," Matt said.  "She must have taken it from his office.”
 
   “Or, she asked to borrow it and he allowed her to do so.”
 
   “Uh, yeah.  Well, I'm glad one of us here isn't the suspicious type.  But see how she's holding the envelope when we're together?  She's trying to keep us from seeing it.  Like she's afraid that I'll have you scan it.  By the way, did you?”
 
   “I did not.  Do you wish that I automatically scan the next time I see someone holding a letter, or specifically when she does?”
 
   “I guess that would be too nosy  But continue scanning everybody for hidden weapons.  I'm tired of being mugged every time I go out at night.”
 
   “It has not been every time.  It was only twice.”
 
   Matt sighed.  “Keep going on the video, please.”
 
   Matt reviewed the video of the entire time that he had spent with Carrot, noting that she continued to keep the envelope positioned so that Ivan would not have been able to scan it.  
 
   He winced at his casual reference to her being a mutant, and realized from her expression how much she had been disturbed by his description of how mentors might behave. 
 
   “I wonder if I come off as a bit insensitive,” he said.  
 
   "I have a social behavior metrics program that could evaluate your conversational style.”
 
   "All right, run an analysis for the conversation at the cafe."
 
   Matt waited, but Ivan didn't say anything.
 
   "Ivan, is the analysis done?"
 
   "Yes, Matt."
 
   "Well, what did it say?"
 
   "Matt, the evaluations made by programs in the social behavior metrics suite are those of the respective development teams and not my own."
 
   "Okay . . . so what did the program say?"
 
   "Your conversational style is evaluated as, 'Narcissistic.'"
 
   "WHAT?" Matt spoke out loud and had all but shouted.  He sat up and scowled.  "How could it say that?  We were talking about helping a planet!"
 
   "Would you like the summary?"
 
   "I'm sensing that I would not like it, but tell me anyway."
 
   "'Subject monopolizes conversations.  Subject is defensive and retaliatory.  Subject expresses grandiose visions of societal change.  Subject expresses extreme moral judgments.  Subject demonstrates lack of sensitivity toward listener's wants and needs –'"
 
   "I bought her a mocha!"
 
   "The entire analysis commentary is four thousand two hundred and fifty-five words in length.  Would you like to view it?"
 
   "Later."  Matt flopped over and buried his face in the pillow.  He still saw Carrot, though.  He willed the AR window shut.  And then he still saw her.    
 
   "Matt, it appears your tear ducts are about to – “
 
   "I'm not going to cry.  And be quiet."
 
   He pulled the pillow back, wiped his eyes, and resumed staring at the ceiling.  After several minutes, he said:
 
   "It's taken a few centuries, but I've decided what I want to do when I grow up.  I'm going to be the kind of person that Carrot likes.”
 
   Sometime later, he heard the voices from the courtyard.  A few minutes after that, Jaros knocked on the wall by the doorway.
 
   "Archimedes wishes to see you in haste.  He is in the basement.”
 
   "What's up?"
 
   Jaros replied deadpan,  "I have elaborate theories upon which I can expound, but if you linger to listen to them he will not be able to see you in haste."
 
   While Jaros lit the courtyard torches to supplement twilight, Matt went to the basement.  Archimedes ushered him through the door behind which he had been mysteriously working, an area of the house that Matt had yet to be permitted.  It opened into a hallway, and at the far end was a well-lighted, hexagonal room.  Around a hexagonal table sat three older persons, two men and a woman.  They looked at Matt the same way that Archimedes had done when they first met at Palras, as if he were a machine part and . . . . 
 
   "This is the boy," Archimedes said.  "He is named Matt of Seattle.  And Matt, we four call ourselves the Council of the Moon.  This is Prin, the lady is Andra, and the fellow at the end who is giving you a glare is Landar.  You may consider us simply as a group of private citizens interested in scientific affairs of the day.”
 
   And today, Matt realized, he was the scientific affair they were most interested in.
 
   "He doesn't strike one as special," said Prin, who wore what on Earth would have been called an artist's beret and whose mustache terminated in points.  He reached for the bowl in the center of the table.  "Yet you say he invented these?"
 
   "Actually, Prin, it's a dish of Seattlean origin, called 'potato chips.'  The mixture at the side is called 'dip.'  As the name implies, one must 'dip' the 'chip' to fully experience the intended flavor.  And also, after eating from it once, mind not to dip the same chip again."
 
   "You're not the only one who's heard of germs, Archie.  Do I look like a patrician?  I do have some wits about me.”
 
   Andra patted his hand.  “Prin, he's only admonishing you because you're sometimes forgetful.”
 
   Prin slouched and folded his arms.  “Yes, dear.” 
 
   “I think those two are married,” Matt subvocaled.
 
   “Yes,” said Ivan. 
 
   In unison, the group brought out notebooks and pencils.
 
   Landar opened his notebook, hiding the page from Matt's view.  "Let's put him through his paces," he said.  "Now listen here, Boy – "
 
   "Landar!" Archimedes snapped.  "He is not a slave."
 
   "You said that he came from Palras."
 
   "He's freeman now."
 
   Landar put on a pair of spectacles and scrutinized Matt's hands.  "Was he ever a slave?  I see no tattoo."
 
   "Apparently they failed to tattoo him.  You had a question for him?"
 
   "Yes . . . Matt."  Landar consulted his notebook.  "Are you familiar with the concept of the number pi, and the concept also of the decimal place?  Then recite pi to the tenth decimal."
 
   Ivan easily provided the answer, and Matt simply regurgitated.
 
   "Very well, then how about fie to the same?  And the natural logarian-theme that is known as 'eh.'"
 
   Matt finished, but Prin snorted.  "This proves nothing!  A bird can recite!  Have him do sums and multiplications.  No – have him perform at long division!"
 
   Matt instantly answered calculations involving numbers of three, four, and then five digits in length.  They nodded with expressions of growing incredulity as they lengthily cross-checked by hand.
 
   Then came questions about science, chemical formulas and thermodynamics.  It wasn't long before those at the table lapsed into silence.  They looked at each other, and then at Archimedes, and then Andra said, "I think we are all in agreement.”
 
   Prin looked at her.  “In agreement of what?”
 
   Andra looked at him.  “That he should be permitted to look at it.”
 
   “At what?”
 
   With deliberation, Andra glanced sideways.
 
   “Oh, that.  Yes, that.  Yes, I agree.  He should be permitted to look at it.”
 
   Andra clasped her hands.  “Then we are all in agreement.”  
 
   Archimedes led them into the hallway and headed in the direction that Andra had glanced, back toward the library.  Midway down the hallway, he unlocked a sliding door, pushed it aside, and lit lanterns.  It was a workshop.  The tables were strewn with metal parts in the same kind of mess that the other workshops in the house had been in before Matt had organized them.  The walls were covered with writing boards displaying the same kind of crude project-management diagramming that Matt had seen in the telescope workshop, but here the task blocks were so numerous that their captions were (at greater than arm's length and with normal vision) unreadably tiny and cramped.  Whatever this project was, it was much more complex than a telescope.
 
   On the main table had several parts that Matt instantly recognized as pistons.  The block of iron in the center of the table had holes just the right size and depth to be the corresponding piston cylinders.
 
   "Matt," Archimedes said, waving at the assemblage.  "Do you know what this is?"
 
   "It's an internal combustion engine," Matt replied.  Once more, he have to upgrade his estimate of Roman technology by several decades.  "Where did you get this?"
 
   "We built it based on the ancient texts."
 
   "I never saw this in any of your books."
 
   "Not all of my books are in the library."
 
   Archimedes unlocked a cabinet and returned with a large and somewhat moldy book, which he carefully laid flat on the table.  He opened to the bookmarked page.  There was a precise engineering drawing of the engine, with forward and side and cutaway views, dimensions and part callouts.  As Matt compared the drawing with the engine, he spotted a crucial difference.
 
   "The one you're building is three times as large," he said.
 
   "The one on Steam Island is ten times larger still," Prin said.
 
   Landar glared, but Archimedes said, "I think we must tell Matt about Steam Island, if we want his help.  And we do need his help."
 
   "Help?" Matt asked.  "To do what?"
 
   "To render war impossible.”
 
   Matt blinked.
 
   Archimedes smiled and said,  “It's time we showed you everything.  Assist me, Prin."
 
   Archimedes opened a cabinet, and he and Prin carried a two-meter long draped object over to a side table.  Archimedes removed the covering.  Revealed was a carved wooden model of exquisite detail:  cigar shaped main body – and upon its underside were slung a gondola, fins, engines, and propellers.  
 
   "It's an airship," Matt mumbled.
 
   Archimedes replied,  "The ancient texts, if I recall, refer to it as a 'zepallion.'  But 'airship' is quite apt.  How did you know to call it that?  Do you have these in Seattle?”
 
   "We're familiar with the concept.”  Matt didn't think it would be productive to mention the 'dinner blimp' that had cruised over the city each night.
 
   He examined the model closely and had Ivan examine it closer.  He asked,  "What kind of gas are you using to fill the balloon?"
 
   "The ancients referred to it as 'hydrogen,'" Andra replied.  She pronounced the 'g' as a hard 'g' and not a 'j' sound.    
 
   "Hydrogen is very flammable."  Matt saw their gazes.  "Or – so I've heard."
 
   "The balloon is not capable of catching fire," Andra replied.  "It's made of Sarkassian silk."
 
   "What's that?"
 
   She opened her pouch and presented a swatch of gray fabric.  “It's very lightweight but also very strong, try it.”
 
   It was thin as foil.  Matt yanked and pulled, yet could not rip it.  Ivan analyzed,  "It is an advanced graphite composite, similar to carbonoflex used for construction of magnetic sails."
 
   It took an advanced printer indeed to print carbonoflex, so Matt asked,  “Where did you get this?”
 
   "From the anus of a Sarkassian worm, where else?"
 
   The others laughed, and Matt subvocaled, “Ivan, do a search on 'Sarkassian worm.'”
 
   Ivan promptly replied, “There is no information on Sarkassian worms in my archives.”
 
   Aloud, Matt said,  “I've never heard of Sarkassian worms.”
 
   “We have a special 'ranch' on Steam Island,” Andra replied.  “The worms came to us originally from a trader in the Southern Seas.”
 
   “Ivan, do a search on 'Steam Island.'”
 
   “There is no information on Steam Island in my archives.”
 
   Aloud, Matt said,  “Okay, so what do you use for fuel?"
 
   "There's a quandary," Prin said.  The others nodded.  “You see, the ancients state that any form of alcohol will do, but we tried naval rum and the engine will barely turn.  Do you think it's because we're using the wrong fuel?"
 
   Matt had sampled naval rum and knew that lack of volatility wasn't an issue.  He looked between the drawing and the engine, and already had a fair idea of what had gone wrong.  He consulted with Ivan, and conveyed,  "I think your problem is the cube-square law."
 
   "What is that?" Archimedes asked.
 
   "Basically, you can't just directly scale up the design in the book, because the volume will increase faster than the surface area, and that will affect engine performance.  The proportions of the dimensions and other quantities will have to be recalculated, and there are other design changes that will be required too."
 
   "Can you do that?"
 
   "Sure."  
 
   He studied the model again, consulting with Ivan to determine engine performance requirements based on aerodynamic characteristics.  But then his gaze came to the racks behind the gondola.  The racks contained tiny barrels, each about the size of a thumb from tip to first joint.  Scaled to life-size, the barrels would be about 350 liters in volume, and there were two rows of twenty.  Matt felt the proverbial chill down the spine.
 
   He crouched over the model and moved his hand beneath the balloon, past the gondola to the end of the walkway.  Poised over a control panel, his forefinger pushed a miniature lever.  This pulled on a threadlike cable, which operated a release mechanism.  One of the barrels dropped free and rolled on the table, then onto the floor.  Matt stared for a moment.  He stooped and set the barrel on the table.  He stood straight and turned to the others.  They stared motionlessly at him.    
 
   "Say again, why are you building this?"
 
   "To render war impossible," Archimedes replied.
 
   "How do you figure that?"
 
   Archimedes held up his palm.  He went to the hallway and Matt heard the click of the library door being shut.  Archimedes returned and slid the workshop door closed.
 
   Wearing a most solemn expression, Archimedes said,  "What we tell you now must never be mentioned to another soul.  Do you swear, Matt?"
 
   "Yes," said Matt, slowly.
 
   “Well, here is how it will work.  The barrels you see are what are called 'bombs.'  They are filled with a very powerful type of incendiary that is made from a highly flammable type of jellied rum.  The mechanisms are such that the crew of the zepallion may fly over a given target and with merely the pull of levers they may drop a bomb upon the target, and upon impact the target will be destroyed with a conflagration of fire.  Follow so far?”
 
   “Yes,” Matt said, feeling unsteady.
 
   "Well, think of what this means to the nature of war.  With walls and sieges obsolete, one such ship could destroy much of a city in minutes.  All from above, with complete impunity."
 
   "So . . . how does that make war impossible?"
 
   Archimedes glanced to the door again, then riveted his eyes on Matt.  
 
   "Our plan – and this is the part you must absolutely never utter outside our circle – is to provide all nations with the design of a working airship.  When all nations have fleets of zepallions, the leaders will realize that war has become unthinkably horrible in its potential for ultimate destruction.  And so we will achieve lasting peace upon this planet."
 
   Matt looked at their shining faces, all nodding in agreement.
 
   "I see," Matt said.
 
   Archimedes continued,  "Of course, if the Senate were to learn of our intent to share the weapon with other nations, we would be executed as traitors and Rome would keep the design for itself, to build a fleet of such ships to launch a final war of conquest against the rest of the world."      
 
   "I see."
 
   "And that is why you must keep it secret."
 
   Matt caught himself from mechanically saying 'I see' again.  Finally, taking a deep breath, he said, "I can't help you."
 
   Landar shot Archimedes a hard glare.  "You told us we could trust him!"
 
   "You can trust me to keep your secret," Matt said.  "But I'm not helping you build this thing.  You may mean well, but this thing will be put to evil use.  It won't make war impossible, just worse.”
 
   “And how do you know that?” Landar demanded.
 
   “Seattle once built another type of flying machine that dropped bombs.  It didn't stop us from having wars.  Like I said, the wars only got worse.”
 
   Landar threw up his hands.  “Seattle!  Can you even prove that such a place exists?”
 
   Matt felt his face flush, and in a low voice replied,  "I'm sorry, I can't help you with this."
 
   There was a long silence.  
 
   "Cube-Square Law," Andra mused.  "Perhaps that insight is really all the help we need."
 
   "We may as well go," Prin said to Archimedes.  "Thank you for the chips."
 
   "Thank Matt," Archimedes replied.
 
   But no one did.
 
   They filed out of the workshop, into the hall and library.  While the others went up to the courtyard, Matt remained in the library.  This time, on the table, Carrot had her miniature army besieging a city wall.  
 
   Wars are cute, Matt thought, when they're that small.
 
   The voices stopped talking and the door to the street slammed, followed by the clunk of the crossbeam.  Matt flipped through library books, but his heart was not in it.  He climbed the steps to the courtyard.  The sky had grown completely dark, and the torches were sputtering from exhaustion of their fuel pots.  
 
   Archimedes approached and asked, "How is the work on the weather station?" 
 
   "I'm designing a machine to record wind speed automatically," Matt replied.  
 
   Archimedes patted him on the shoulder and headed toward his office.  Matt sat on a bench in the garden and gazed at flowers and stars, and mulled over what he had seen and what he could do about it, and whether it was his business to do anything about it.
 
   An hour or so later, Ivan said, “Matt, a person is standing on the roof over the street entry.”
 
   Matt turned and looked up.  The shadow took a back-step, hesitated, then came forward into the torchlight.  It was Carrot.  She leaped down, from one ledge to the next, as nimble as a mountain goat.  Matt was waiting where she landed in her bare feet which were, he noticed, blackened by charcoal.
 
   "What are you doing out so late?" he asked.
 
   "Nothing special," she replied.  
 
   She was wearing long pants and a shirt with long sleeves.  Both were dark blue and loose-fitting.  
 
   “I've never seen you in those clothes before.”
 
   “They are new.” 
 
   “Where did you get them?”
 
   “I made them.”  
 
   Tucked in her belt were three pieces of cloth matching her outfit.  Two pieces were the right size for gloves and one, Matt noticed, was the right size to fit over her head as a hood that would cover the entire face.  
 
   She smiled casually and met his gaze directly.  “I perceive the scent of visitors.”
 
   "Just some friend of Archimedes who wanted to meet me."
 
   "About what?"  
 
   Despite his promise not to tell anyone, Matt desperately wanted to tell her everything, but then Ivan said,  “Matt, Carrot has a pouch concealed beneath her shirt on the left side.  It is empty, but is the appropriate size to carry a knife.”
 
   Which she probably left on the roof, Matt thought.  By now, Carrot knew that Ivan would have no difficulty spotting a concealed weapon.  
 
   Matt fixed a smile and said aloud,  "Nothing special."
 
   "Oh.”  She shrugged.  “Then may you have a good night, Matt.”
 
   “You too, Carrot.”
 
   With a bow of her head, she walked across the courtyard toward the servant rooms, keeping her arm pressed to her side where the knife sheath was hidden.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   35.
 
   From Victory Square to the imperial palace snaked Golden Street – a wide boulevard lined with trees and the homes of the 'best' families in the Empire.  Near the base of the slope, one of the houses had been bequeathed by the sole survivor of an ancient patriarchal line to the Sisters of Wisdom.  
 
   The transfer of title for the choice piece of real estate had been somewhat controversial, as the patrician in question had never manifested any association with the Sisters and his will had been altered just before his death to name them sole inheritor of his estate.  All the more odd, as the codicil had been urged by his young wife who had been perceived as an opportunist but had turned out to want nothing for herself – and had promptly disappeared after the will was executed and the house delivered into the hands of the Sisters.  
 
   But the paperwork seemed to be in order.  That was the consensus of the lawyers and judges who had examined the documents and were still alive.
 
   And so every day, upon leaving their homes and descending the gentle outermost slopes of Mount Enta into the city, the servant-borne litters of almost every patrician of Rome had to pass before the gates of the Temple of the Sisters of Wisdom.  
 
   Not that there was much to see.  The windows were forever shuttered, the marble unadorned with decoration.  The original owner's bird baths and fountains and sculptures of nymphs had been removed and the orchid gardens uprooted, replaced by grass that uniformly grew exactly three centimeters and stopped.
 
   All in all, the temple looked threadbare, even sterile, a massive utilitarian box on an avenue known for ostentation.  Nothing could have chilled the passing patricians more.    
 
   That particular morning, as always, a long line of supplicants waited outside the gates.  When a handful exited, another handful was allowed admittance to ascend the steps.  The great doors of redwood from the forests of Frans cracked open, revealing the dark and cavernous interior.  The supplicants entered and the doors swung shut.  
 
   When they emerged, a very few who had been blind and deaf and sick were cured, but all were relieved of coins.
 
   On the street before the former mansion, rickshaws and their carriers were waiting for the wealthier supplicants to emerge.  One of the carriers was a teenaged boy, normally known to be sociable with the other drivers and charming to his passengers.  This day he had spent the last hour refusing the requests of passengers and doing nothing more than frown at the temple windows.
 
   Then a shutter on the second floor cracked open.  A hand emerged, made a sign, then retracted.  The rickshaw driver stood straight.
 
   The front door cracked open, and a sole supplicant emerged.  She was in her early twenties, dressed a cut above the common style.  She headed for the rickshaw behind the boy's.
 
   "The one I wanted to see wasn't there," the boy heard her grumble to the carrier as she climbed inside.  "And the one who was there wouldn't help me.  But they took my money at the door just the same!  They are supposed to be paying me!  This whole accursed morning is wasted.  Now, I'll need to go to the palace fast, so – "
 
   The boy touched her driver, who instantly fell unconscious to the road.  The girl looked up, saw the body of her driver, then the boy standing over him.
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   “Must have swooned from the heat.”
 
   “I did not think it was that hot.”
 
   The boy shrugged.  “I can take you in my rickshaw.”
 
   She sighed, and changed vehicles.  “The palace in speed.”
 
   "Yes, ma'am."
 
   The boy bolted up Golden Street, but before they got to the first turn, he re-routed to Dan Street.
 
   "Taxi Boy!  This isn't the way to the palace!"
 
   "I know a short-cut."
 
   He trotted them through a maze of streets that became ever more narrow and decrepit.
 
   "Mind the potholes!  I am not a bag of flour!”
 
   The boy steered through a narrow opening into an alley bounded by sheer, windowless walls.  He stopped, dropped the rickshaw handles, and stepped back, blocking the exit.
 
   "Where are we?  What are we doing here?" she demanded.  Fear crept into her voice as she said, “If – if this is a robbery, then you should know that I serve at the Emperor's table and my disappearance will be investigated by the palace guard.  I will give you my money, but it is best for you that my life be spared.”
 
   “This isn't about money,” the boy replied.
 
   He handed her an envelope with a black seal.  She removed the letter and read – or pretended to do so, for the boy knew she was only slightly less illiterate than he.
 
   “What – what is this?”
 
   “Your death warrant, signed by the High Priestess.”
 
   Then her eyes randomly turned to the side, and she noticed the pile of garbage against the wall – and the motionless, prone and naked body of a boy who was a twin of the one who stood before her. She gasped and the document slipped from her fingers.  
 
   “But how can it be!  I do not recognize your transformation scent!”
 
   “Your gifts were revoked while you were in temple.  Soon you will be deaf and sickly and blemished as you were before.  But I will spare you that!”
 
   The girl climbed from the rickshaw and prostrated herself.
 
   “There must be a mistake!  I have served loyally!”
 
   “If you have followed our instructions, then why is the Emperor again in good health?”
 
   “I don't know, but I administered the poisons as I was told!”
 
   “Evidence says otherwise.”
 
   The girl flattened herself until she seemed to melt into the pavement.  Face down, she wept.  
 
   “Please!  I beg you!  I have served you and the Sisters faithfully in all that I have done!”
 
   The boy watched for a moment, put his hands behind his back, and said calmly,  “Very well.  If you say so.  Then rise.”
 
   The girl arose, sniffing and wiping tears from her eyes.
 
   The boy gazed serenely – and then snarled,  “Lying girl!”
 
   Simultaneously, both hands lashed out from behind his back.  In a blur, the girl might have seen the claws that took the place of fingers.  But then they were at her throat, and blood spurted.  Her eyes went wide and her mouth was silent and then she crumpled.    
 
   The boy looked down and whispered, “Lying girl!”
 
   He bent over the corpse, wiped his hands on her clothing, tore off the clothing that he was wearing, unwrapped a parcel among the garbage, took out the articles of clothing within and put them on.  As Inoldia transformed back into herself, she smoothed her dress and departed the alley.
 
   A few blocks later, she was admitted through the gates of the estate of the Family Valarion.  The general was alone in the courtyard, sitting among the orchids and hummingbirds next to a small table with a teapot, a dish of cookies, and two cups.
 
   "Tea?" he asked.  "The cookies are your favorite."
 
   "You were expecting me?”
 
   He poured her cup to the brim.  "I thought you would like to unwind after the execution.”
 
   She took the cup and sat.  The tea was steaming but she drank it in a gulp.
 
   “You have spies watching me, that's how you know what I was doing.”
 
   “They don't watch too closely, of course.  You would likely kill them if they did.”
 
   She smiled.
 
   Valarion continued,  “But today it was my spy at the temple who informed me only minutes ago that the Emperor's serving girl had to change rickshaws when her carrier fainted.”  Valarion blew on his tea.  “From there it's simple logic.  Of course it was simple logic from the moment you learned that the poison didn't work, that you would blame the girl.”
 
   “I am certain of her guilt.”
 
   “Inoldia, to be frank, I am certain that you don't even know her name.”
 
   “Zu – Zuno, or something.  So you think she was not guilty?”
 
   “I have told you that I have spies watching the House of Archimedes.  The report is that the Emperor went in tired and weak.  He came out healthy and hearty.  The change happened while he was in there.”
 
   “The witch girl could not have healed him.  Do you think Archimedes had an antidote?”
 
   “I think we have underestimated the boy.”
 
   “Boy?”
 
   “As I told you, Archimedes took in a girl and a boy.  The girl is your witch, and the boy seems to have been mythologized in Britan as the Wizard from Aereoth.  From reports I have received about him, I am beginning to suspect that the people of Britain were not so gullible in coming to that conclusion.”
 
   Inoldia remembered then that Pandora had warned her about the Wizard.  But she relaxed when she remembered what else the Mother had said about him.
 
   “He is only a baseline.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “I meant, he is only a normal human.”
 
   “So is Archimedes, and yet he irritates you as much as me.”
 
   She examined the delicate gold inlays in the ornamental flower patterns of the tea cup, and then she crushed it.
 
   Scattering the fragments on the lawn, she said, “You were going to take care of Archimedes, and the girl, and the boy.  You assured me, but your plan failed.”
 
   “There's an old military adage:  'No plan of battle survives contact with the enemy.'”
 
   “Then why plan at all?”
 
   “Ah, you see, plans seldom fail completely.  Often they bring you closer to success, and can be improvised in mid-battle so as to lead on to success.”
 
   “If you have a new plan, say it, and then have it done quickly.  Your first plan was almost our undoing.  Be thankful that I pressed for the girl's swift execution.  If she had happened to mention to any of the other Sisters that I had given her a second poison for the Emperor, I would have been brought before the Mother and questioned, and then you and I would both be punished.”
 
   Valarion tilted his head.  “How interesting.  You just so much as admitted that you can't lie to whoever this Mother person is.  I take it you don't even have a choice in the matter.”
 
   “Valarion, I am losing patience, and you have a house full of things which I can break.”
 
   “Very well, to business.  You want to know about the new plan.  Well, the Emperor is always having parties at the palace, right?  We'll see to it that the girl, the boy, and Archimedes are invited to one, and that they have the opportunity to be blamed for murdering him while present at the palace.”
 
   “You are confident they will attend?  Archimedes never attends parties, and the girl and the boy come from Britan and I do not see them wanting to linger among senators either.”
 
   “I will ensure they will all come.  That part of the plan is already in motion.”
 
   “But then how can we poison the Emperor now?  The servant girl was our only contact within the Palace.  Do you have one of your own?”
 
   “No, I don't.  Hadron has always had a sense about infiltration.  I was surprised you were able to slip in an agent of your own.  But it doesn't matter.  We don't need a spy, a contact, or an agent.  We have you.  You'll kill him personally – and leave incriminating evidence that points to the girl as the perpetrator, of course.”
 
   “What kind of evidence, and points to the girl as to the what?”
 
   “Isn't the meaning obvious from the context?  Oh, never mind.  I'll need to give you a brooch, it's being fabricated now.  And in infiltrating the Emperor's quarters, try not to be seen by the guards or to kill too many of them.  That also will arouse – “
 
   “Valarion!  I was assassinating people before you were born!”
 
   He smiled.  “Yes, but this is the ruler of Rome in his palace surrounded by a thousand guards, and not a village chief's wife gathering flowers by the river alone.”
 
   She kept her expression fixed.  “She wasn't alone.  She had her daughter.”
 
   “Who is the girl you seek to kill now.”
 
   “You seem to know a great deal.”
 
   “Not what I want to know.”
 
   “You mean, what the Sisters are seeking in Britan.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “The day you learn that, Valarion, is the day you shall die.”
 
   “Oh, that again.  Very well, I'll change the subject.”  
 
   He yawned, then opened a binder on his lap to a bookmarked page and penciled an annotation beneath a block on a flow chart.  “You know, planning an assassination and a coup on top of it is a morass of headaches.  In the field I can always charge expenses to the treasury but here the budget has to come out of my own pocket.   And I never had to figure out how to forge invitations for a siege.  Imagine, the fate of Rome hinges on whether I can find card stock of the correct color and texture!”
 
   A servant entered and bowed.  "Your appointment is early, my lord."
 
   Valarion gave a sharp nod.  "Have him come – and bring more cups."
 
   Inoldia placed her hands on the chair arms – gently – and made to rise.  "I have had enough of your petty affairs to bore me on this day.” 
 
   Valarion snapped the book shut and motioned her down.  "You will want to listen to what this person has to report.  It is very fascinating in its own right, and moreover it is the main reason why I have allowed Archimedes to remain alive so long."  He sipped his tea and stared into space.  "Indeed, Archimedes should thank me for keeping his little secret.  For if Hadron knew what I know, he might have his good friend promptly executed for treason even sooner than I will."
 
   The servant returned with an older, very fidgeting man.
 
   Valarion beamed and said,  "Ah, Landar!  Have you met the Lady Inoldia?"
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   36.
 
   Over the following days, Archimedes kept Matt preoccupied with a flow of projects.  Their relationship seemed on the surface not to have changed.  Archimedes was as cheerful as ever (in his crusty way) and never mentioned the airship.  Or so Matt thought at first.  Then he noticed that Archimedes was giving him assignments that could have 'alternative' applications.
 
   Project #1:  "I need you to implement a way to increase the strength of iron.  The ancients called it 'steel.'  And by the way, do they have in Seattle what the Mentors refer to as 'aluminum?'"
 
   Project #2:  "Provide a table of temperature and pressure versus various mixtures of alcohol and air when ignited within a containment of metal."
 
   Project #3:  "Riveting.  What do you know about riveting, Matt?"
 
   Project #4:  "I want you to redesign this tooling machine for greater precision.  It's for the production of more efficient . . . sewer pumps."
 
   At first Matt was happy to oblige, relieved there had been no permanent rift with someone he consciously admitted he was coming to view as a father figure.  But slowly it dawned that he was being asked too often how to radically lighten parts that didn't need to be lightened if they were indeed intended to sit on a factory floor. 
 
   Then one day he was asked to build what Ivan identified as a very large spark plug, one just the right size to fit into the engine that Prin had mentioned was being constructed on Steam Island.  
 
   Matt started to lose enthusiasm.  He slowed in his work, and Archimedes began to replace crustiness with testiness.  Matt excused himself by pretending various ailments, but Archimedes saw through that too.
 
   “You seem to be having a lot of stomach pains lately,” Archimedes observed.  “Perhaps you should visit a physician.”
 
   Matt knew that given the state of medical science on Ne'arth, that might be more lethal than any ailment.  But he nodded feebly and hobbled away.  Shortly, he was standing in the courtyard by a ventilation shaft to the basement, and heard the sound of a hammer against metal coming from below.
 
   “Wasn't there a god who made weapons in a cavern?” Matt asked.  “Vulcan, wasn't it?”
 
   "The Greeks called him Hephaestus," Ivan said.  "He made armor and arrows for the gods."
 
   "Well, Archimedes has him outclassed.”
 
   Matt returned to his room, flopped on his bed, and resumed ceiling-staring mode.
 
   “This isn't working out.”
 
   Ivan conducted a contextual analysis.  "You mean, being an assistant to Archimedes."
 
   "It's not like I'm good and he's evil.  He really wants the best for the world.  Well, so do I.  He may be older than me – in physiological age, I mean – but I have more historical knowledge.  Centuries more.  I'm not wrong, am I?  About not introducing air war to this world, I mean."
 
   "I have a suite of generic battle simulation programs that could be adapted to analyze warfare between airships."
 
   "That won't help by itself.  We'd have to gather accurate data on the status of technological development for all the nations on Ne'arth, then simulate an arms race and see whether it would lead to arms control negotiations and a balance of power, or to an international crisis and global war.  But we don't have that kind of data, it would take years to gather, it would be of questionable quality – and then chaos theory says there are so many unknown variables that we shouldn't have bothered in the first place.”
 
   "I do not have an arms race negotiation simulation program in my archives.  It would have to be developed from scratch."
 
   Matt sighed.
 
   "Here we go again, talking about altering the course of a world's history.  That stupid program would probably say I'm being narcissistic again."
 
   He was lost in thought when he heard a loud knock on the wall.  It was Carrot.
 
   "Come quickly!" she said.  "There's been an accident!"
 
   Then she was gone, darting down the stairway at mutant-speed.  Matt followed and when he  reached the kitchen, he found the women clustered around Nilla, who was weeping and clutching a red and moist rag around her left hand.  
 
   "I'm going to lose it!" she cried.  "I'm going to lose it!"
 
   Matt saw the knife on the cutting table, the half chopped onion, the copious amounts of blood.  
 
   Carrot said to him, "This is beyond me."
 
   "Let me see," Matt said.
 
   Nilla unraveled the rag.  The cut on her thumb was deep, but it would not have been outside even twentieth century technology to heal, albeit with a scar.  With what passed for medical care on Ne'arth, though, she could well lose her thumb to infection.
 
   Matt subvocaled, "Tell me what to do."
 
   Ivan directed him to grasp her thumb and press the severed flesh together.  Ivan's microscopic tentacles infiltrated her wound and Nilla ceased to moan.  After a minute, Ivan retracted his tentacles and Matt released her hand.
 
   "There's not a scar!" Mola exclaimed.  
 
   “No scar!”  Mola said.  “Your hand was bloody, girl!  What happened to the blood?”
 
   The household staff stared at Matt.
 
   "The, uh, injury, wasn't as bad as it looked," Matt said.  
 
   They continued to stare.
 
   Nilla laughed and held her thumb to Gwinol.  "Look, Gwin – it feels perfectly fine!"
 
   Gwinol eyed Matt.  "How much do you charge?"
 
   "Nothing, free of charge."
 
   "Thank you, Matt!  It's just like Carrot said – you are a wizard!  Oh thank you!"  Nilla continued to admire her thumb.  "The Sisters of Wisdom would have charged a fortune!  But I would never go to them, not after what happened to Zula!"
 
   Matt frowned.  "Who's Zula?"
 
   "Zula is the friend of Drila, who is the friend of Balil, who is the friend of – "
 
   "Okay," Matt interjected.  "What happened to Zula?"
 
   "Didn't you hear?  It's all over town.  She was slashed to ribbons in an alley off Dan Street, just blocks from here!"
 
   Matt thought of Carrot going out at night armed with dagger.  But no, he knew Carrot now, and she would not doing anything like that.  And when he studied her face as she stood in the kitchen listening to Nilla, he saw only shock.    
 
   "Drila says it's disturbing because Zula was doing so well," Nilla said.  "She was deaf from childhood, but the Sisters cured her.  Then, so suddenly, she was hired into the Emperor's household and all seemed to go well.  And then – slashed to ribbons!"
 
   "You sounded before like you were connecting her death with the Sisters of Wisdom," Matt said.
 
   "Drila says Zula was always at their temple – and then the constables found her body in the alley right next to a rickshaw boy who used to wait outside the temple.  He was slashed to ribbons too!  They say these things sometimes happen to those who cross the Sisters.  Poor Zula, what could she have done to make them so angry?"
 
   Carrot walked out.  Matt bowed to the servants and followed.  Carrot, her complexion ashen, was pacing in the courtyard.
 
   "What do you know about this?" he asked.
 
   "Why do you think I know anything?" she replied.
 
   "You're upset."
 
   "Is that what your Little Man tells you?"
 
   "I don't need Ivan to tell me that."
 
   "Nilla was bleeding, that's why I'm upset."
 
   "You've seen worse in battle.  You were concerned, but you didn't act upset until she told that story about the other girl.”
 
   She seemed ready to stalk off, but then she gestured to the bench.  They sat.  She looked into his eyes and squeezed his arm a little too tight.  
 
   “My mother was killed the same way.  Slashed to death.”
 
   She had informed him that her parents were dead, but this was the first time he'd received details.
 
   “You want to talk about it?”
 
   “I see your look.  Don't be troubled.  It was years ago.  I'm over it now.”
 
   He doubted that.  "Is it all right to ask what happened?"
 
   "I was only a child.  We were gathering flowers by – " She paused, as if to swallow words.  "We were attacked.  I have no memory of the incident.  But I do remember the scent just before it happened.  I thought for many years that it was only a trick of mind.  Then . . . I smelled it coming from Boudica."
 
   "Boudica?"
 
   “Back in Britan, the day of the battle, when the battle was about to begin, I scouted ahead.  The wind changed and I gained her scent.  She looked directly at me.  I have since learned that Boudica was no queen of Britan, that she was an agent of the Romans.”
 
   “Have you smelled her since?”
 
   “I'm getting to that.  The other day, after you and I spoke, I was down by the waterfront – and it was the same scent!  She's here!  The Agent of the Romans – and Pandora!”
 
   “Pandora?  You mean, what we discussed, the name of the AI who controls the seeder probe.”
 
   “Yes, I am sure of it.  Pandora made me, who else could?  And she made this creature too, who else could?  And then Pandora sent the creature to kill my mother, and now it's after me.  Here in Rome!”  
 
   Comprehension dawned.  “And now you go out at night to hunt for the creature.  Or Boudica.  Or – what are you hunting for, Carrot?”
 
   “You are right to wonder what, Matt, for I am sure that it can change its physical form.  When I listened to Nilla's story, I knew instantly what happened.  The creature rode with the carrier to the alley and killed him and took his form, then went back and got Zula to ride with it to the same alley, where it killed her too.”
 
   “I think there's a logical leap in there.  I don't know if shape shifting is even possible.”
 
   “Your people did it long ago.  Ivan showed me how they would turn into chimera and back.”
 
   “Well, of course, but that's with machines and lots of nanotechnology.  You're talking about someone who can shape shift on their own, at will.  That's not science, it's magic.  I mean, it's not possible.”
 
   She said quietly, “I know it's possible, because I can do it too.”
 
   “I've never seen you do it.”
 
   “Because my mother warned me not to.  She said it would change our souls as our bodies.  That we would become evil.  So she never did it and she made me swear I would never do it.  But you've seen how my hair will change color when I lose control of my emotions.”
 
   “Carrot, you've always given the impression you're a skeptic about things.”  
 
   “There's good reason for why I was, Matt.  There were times when I was fighting in the Leaf, when I had a vision of a beast of claws and fangs who could kill ten men at once, and I felt if I said yes to this thing inside me, I would become that beast.  It would help me defeat the Romans in battle, yes, it might help me defeat half a legion – but after, could I change back to human form, and even so, would my soul then be trapped in beast form?  How do you cope with such thoughts, Matt?  I told myself such things weren't true, they weren't possible.  Then I met you and Ivan and – now I know it's all true, everything my mother warned, it's waiting inside me.  All I have to do is say yes once – and my soul is lost.”  
 
   Matt stared across the courtyard at the roses.  He remembered fearing that Carrot might be a monster in disguise.  He had never considered that she feared the same thing.
 
   She said in a lowered voice,  “You knew about the hunting.”
 
   “The other night, you ditched the knife but Ivan spotted the sheath.”
 
   “Tell your Little Man that he is very clever.”
 
   “Yeah, well, the ninja pajamas were a giveaway too.”
 
   “The what?  Oh, Matt, you and Ivan have to help me!  It's been after me for years and now it's loose in the city and killing people.  I find its scent in places, yet I cannot locate the creature itself.  If Ivan could tell me why!”
 
   “I'll ask, Carrot.”
 
   Ivan soon reported,  “Based on simulation studies of shape-shifter physiology conducted during the twenty-first and twenty-second centuries, it is possible that a shape shifter would have a unique scent when it is in its natural form, and a completely different scent when it is in a transformed state.  It is possible that Carrot has smelled one but not the other.“
 
   Carrot was watching Matt's face.  “What is he saying?”
 
   “Ivan says it's got more than one scent.  One for natural state, one for transformations.”
 
   “Of course!  I have to wait until it transforms!”
 
   “Carrot, in natural form this . . . being . . . probably looks just like an ordinary human.  He or she could walk past you in Victory Square and you'd never know until it was too late.  That's why you've got to stop hunting.  You could easily end up being the hunted.  You'd lose a confrontation before it began.”
 
   “Tell it to stop hunting me!  Tell it to stop hunting servant girls and rickshaw carriers.  And what if it comes after you, or Gwinol, or Archimedes?  It knows what I smell like, it's known ever since it killed my mother – so it knows to find me here, and it will goad me to come fight on its terms.  Well, before that, I shall fight it on my terms!”
 
   “Carrot, if it wanted to goad you, don't you think it would have done so by now?  For whatever reason, it's keeping a low profile.  And maybe you shouldn't provoke it.”
 
   “One of the things we learned in the Leaf, Matt, is if the Romans aren't bothering you today, it's because they're readying to bother you tomorrow.  How can you be so dense about how evil works in the world?”
 
   With her scowl the ends of her hair turned orange.  She saw it happen, and willed them brown.  Then she burst into tears.  Matt felt useless.
 
   “Carrot, Ivan and I will help as much as we can.  But what can we do?”
 
   She wiped her eyes and pondered.  Then she said, “The Sisters.”
 
   “The Sisters of Wisdom?”
 
   “You heard what Nilla said.  I've had suspicions about them for a long time.  No one seems to know much about them, yet everyone is afraid of them.  They are so powerful, yet never seem to come out of that sealed temple.  They have a reputation for healing, which is a mutant power and causes me to wonder what other powers they harbor.  Matt, if they are mutants then Pandora made them – what if they are agents of Pandora?  What if one of them is the creature?  If we can just find out more about them!  Can Ivan help?  Could he see, perhaps, into their temple?”
 
   Matt rubbed his forehead.  “His ability to see through walls is not what it's cracked up to be.”
 
   “Matt, the Sisters come and go from their temple in a sealed coach.  I don't even know what they look like.  If I knew the least bit about them, it would help so much.  Don't you have anything that can observe them?”
 
   “It sounds like what you want is a surveillance micro-drone, but I didn't bring one from Earth.”
 
   “Can Ivan make one?”
 
   “Ivan has printing abilities, but for human body tissue, not machines.  We're experimenting with that, but we're a long way from printing drones.”
 
   “Could you make one by hand?”
 
   “Sorry, I'm good for telescopes and weather stations, but microelectronics is outside my abilities at present.”
 
   Her eyes widened.  “The telescope!”  
 
   And then she was gone, storming up the steps.  He hurried after, winded when he reached the roof.  She was facing north and frowning at the higher building across the street.  
 
   “We can't see it from here.”
 
   “See what?”
 
   “Their island.”
 
   “What island?”
 
   “The Island of the Sisters of Wisdom.”
 
   “The Sisters have an island?”
 
   “How long have you been in this city?  Yes, they have an island.  It used to be a patrician resort called Cordant, but it is leased to the Sisters in some sort of secret treaty with the Emperor previous to Hadron.  No one knows what the Sisters give in return, and no one among the Senate dares talk about it openly.”
 
   “Then how do you know all this?”
 
   “Servants everywhere tend to gossip.” 
 
   Herman had set, but Ivan dug up archive views of Rome and environs.  Matt commented,  “I see.  It's north of the city, surrounded by high walls, like a fortress.”
 
   “They claim it's been converted into a monastery, but few believe that.  Its walls are high enough to fend off a siege, and its waters are patrolled more tightly than those of Palras.”
 
   “That's interesting to know, Carrot.  Let me ask about something else that would be interesting to know:  Why are we here on the roof?”
 
   “The dock at the island can be seen from the city.  I was hoping we could use the telescope to make out a face of one of the Sisters.”  She flung her arm at the looming wall on the far side of the narrow alley.  “But that obstacle is in my way.  How are we to see beyond the city when we can't even see over the next building?”
 
   Matt tilted his head toward the nearest ledge, indicating a plank resting on the rooftop.  “Well, I would use that.”
 
   She walked over and picked up the plank.  It was about four meters in length, twenty centimeters wide, ten centimeters thick.  “It looks to be ordinary wood.”
 
   “It is ordinary wood.”
 
   “Then how does it enable one to see through walls?”
 
   “I didn't say it does.  It enables one to see beyond walls.”
 
   She folded her arms and raised an eyebrow.  “This is a wizard's trick I would like to watch.”
 
   He picked up the plank and dragged it over to the ledge where Carrot stood.  He balanced the plank vertically, then let it fall.  It plopped across the alley chasm, landing across the gap on a building roof that was almost the same height as their roof.  Matt hopped on top of the plank and walked across to the other side.
 
   He nodded toward the aqueduct tower two streets over.  “Archimedes wants me to check the aqueduct monitoring station every day, and this saves time.  The aqueduct tower there happens to be the highest point in the city this side of Golden Street, the best view of the city and environs.  Now, I know we can't bring the telescope, but at least you can get a good look at . . . . “
 
   His voice trailed off as she sized up the telescope, wrapped her arms around the barrel, and grunted.  She heaved and twisted, and it balanced precariously upon her back.
 
   “Carrot, I can balance safely because Ivan has a laser gyro to keep my balance.  I was going to hold your hand to help your balance, but if you carry the telescope – “
 
   She kicked off her sandals and mounted the board, looking like a cross between a hermit crab and mobile artillery.  She sized up the crossing and Matt hoped that she would change her mind.  Then she took a step, then another.  The board wobbled under the weight.  She seemed to manage it but Matt felt ready to faint.  He had a vision of Carrot and the telescope plummeting to the paving stones ten meters below, with no flying robots streaking to the rescue.  Perhaps her superhuman strength and healing powers would enable her to survive the fall, but would the telescope?  The Emperor still wanted it installed for public viewing, and if it broke – How much would Archimedes take from my allowance?
 
   And then she was over the alley to his side.
 
   “Lead the way,” she said.  Puffing, she added, “Don't dawdle – this thing is heavy!”
 
   Matt pulled the board over to the new roof, climbed up the rickety steps to the higher adjoining roof, walked over to the ledge overlooking the narrow street, and set the plank across.  Carrot followed him over.  Another makeshift bridge more, and they climbed over the aqueduct tower observation rail.  
 
   Carrot teetered the telescope onto the rail and sighted the island.  “There!”  She squinted through the eyepiece.  “But all is a blur!”
 
   Matt tweaked the focus adjustment knob.
 
   “Perfect!” she exclaimed.
 
   “Glad I'm useful for something,” he mumbled.
 
   Without taking her eyes from the view, she said, “Matt, you built a device that can see stars and planets and faces from afar.  To me that is far more amazing than an over-muscled farm girl carrying a load on her back.”
 
   “A load that weighs as much as a cow.”
 
   “It does not weigh as much as a cow.”
 
   “And how would you know the weight of a cow?”
 
   “From a book.  In case you think I know by test, you are wrong.  I could never lift a cow.  It would upset the cow.”
 
   He grinned in spite of himself, then leaned against the rail and propped his chin on his hands, enjoying the opportunity to admire her figure while she was preoccupied.  Ivan may have been controlling his hormonal extremes, but just then Matt was being allowed to have a pleasant buzz.
 
   All too soon, Carrot sighed and stood up, staring at the island with her own eyes.  He read the expression on her lips and knew she hadn't seen what she had wanted to see.
 
   “Sailors are off-loading a supply ship.  That is all the activity at the dock.”
 
   He watched a gentle breeze rustle her hair and said, “Maybe one of the Sisters will come out later.  If you want, I suppose we can wait.”
 
   She sat on the rail, facing outward, and dangled her feet over the street.  “We shall.”
 
   They waited.
 
   “Carrot.”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   “Do you want to link?  With Ivan, I mean.”
 
   “For now I'd just like to enjoy the day.”
 
   Sounds boring, he thought.  But the sun was warm, the breeze was fresh, the city was a thousand things to watch.  In particular, there were Carrot's ankles.  She had pulled up her dress to reveal a good part of her calves almost to the kneecaps.  By the standards of Britan, he recalled, that was scandalous.
 
   He watched her swish her shins back and forth, and thought, Poor Britan.  
 
   Later:
 
   “Matt.”  
 
   “Yes, Carrot?”
 
   “Does it bother you that I am stronger than you?”
 
   “No, of course not.”  Matt wasn't sure that was true, but he knew it was the best thing to say.  
 
   “That's good.  I was worried.  You should not feel intimidated.”
 
   “I don't.”
 
   “You have many fine qualities as a man.”
 
   “Thank you very much,” he muttered.  
 
   Later:
 
   “Carrot.”
 
   “Yes, Matt?”
 
   “You said it was beyond you to heal Nilla's thumb, but Ivan says you could have.”
 
   “Ivan reveals all my secrets, doesn't he?”
 
   “Why did you say that you couldn't?”
 
   “I wanted you to do it so that people would see you as I do and will like you, Matt.  Sometimes you seem so distant.”
 
   Comes from being born in another star system, he thought.  
 
   “Yes, well, I'll try to be more social.”
 
   “I think the incident helped, did it not?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.”
 
   And then he thought,  She almost admitted she likes me.  
 
   He noticed how fleecy the clouds were that afternoon.
 
   Later:
 
   “Matt.”
 
   “Yes, Carrot?”
 
   “Ivan knew about my strength and healing power because he scanned my DNA, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Has he done a complete analysis?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, then – “ She leaned toward him, peered into his eyes, and waved.  "Little Man – you in there!  What other attributes of mine have you revealed to your boy?"
 
   "Is she addressing me?" Ivan asked.  "Should I respond?"
 
   "No!" Matt said.  He backed away and scowled.  "Carrot, come on, it'll be dark soon.  Maybe we should go back and have dinner.”
 
   “I want to stay as long as there's light to see.”  She smiled and resumed swishing.  “You can go back.  Don't worry about me, I won't need the plank to climb down if we can leave the telescope here for a while.”
 
   He sighed.  “I'll stay too.”
 
   Later:  
 
   “Matt.”
 
   “Yes, Carrot?”
 
   “Do you think you might build one of your world's printers for Archimedes?”
 
   “I'd have to build a computer first.  And before that, I'd have to build integrated circuits.  And before that, I'd have to build transistors.  And before that . . . well, the short answer is, before I can build Archimedes a printer, he'll have to live a long time.”
 
   “Gwinol says he's over a hundred.  He doesn't look that old, does he?”
 
   Matt translated into Earth years.  “No, he doesn't.”
 
   “But I am asking the wrong person.  You come from a world where people live in eternal youth forever.”
 
   “Nobody can live forever.  Sooner or later an accident will get them.”
 
   “But then their family and friends can print a new person to replace the old.”
 
   “I . . . I didn't know you knew about that.”
 
   “It wasn't hard to realize.  The technology of your time can print everything else, why not the bodies of people?  And from what I have learned about the brain in the videos that Ivan has shown me, it seems possible to save their memories and print them also.”
 
   “Yes.  It's been done.”
 
   “Was it done to you?”
 
   He paused.  “I'm not sure I want to talk about this.”
 
   “It was done, wasn't it?  I thought as much.”
 
   “And . . . why did you think as much?”
 
   “It is so expensive and dangerous even for your people to travel between stars, they would want to preserve any traveler who was lost.  Am I right?  Did they save your memories and once they knew you were lost, print them in a new body?”
 
   “Maybe.  Probably.  I'm not sure I want to talk about this.”
 
   “Then I know why no one has come to look for you in all these centuries.  They have their new Matt, and they feel no need to have you in their lives any longer.”
 
   “Are you trying to depress me?”
 
   She looked at him calmly.  “I am saying nothing you haven't thought yourself.  I just want you to know, your friends and family are happy.  It's time for you to have a new life.”
 
   “It doesn't work that way.  You don't know what it's like.  To lose your – “
 
   He caught himself, too late.
 
   Carrot said softly, “If someone could wake me, and tell me that eight hundred years had passed, and that my mother had not died that day, that she might even still be alive after all these centuries, I would be very happy for her.  And for myself.”
 
   “Even if you never saw her again and she forgot about the real you, and loved a fake instead?”
 
   “It really wouldn't be a fake person, would it?  It would be another me.  Perhaps another spirit inside, but the face would be the same as mine and share my memories, and that would keep me alive in my mother's heart.”
 
   He was beginning to suspect the conversational topics had been choreographed to transition from printers to archival clones.   Minutes later, he was still reflecting on what to reply when she lifted her head to the northern horizon, stared and frowned.
 
   “Carrot, what is it?”
 
   “A boat heading for the island.”  She pressed to the eyepiece and added, “It is Valarion's yacht.”
 
   “That's the guy who invaded Britan, right?  How do you know it's his yacht?”
 
   “It flies the pennant of circle and star.  I've seen it over Governor's House in Londa.”
 
   Matt did a keyword scan of conversations that Ivan had recorded.  “They say he's next in line to become emperor.”
 
   “Then Long Live Hadron.”  A moment later, she said,  “The boat is mooring.  I see two people, well dressed, walking onto the dock.  It is too far to see faces.”
 
   “Ivan can process the imaging.”
 
   She let Matt take the scope.  A moment was all that he needed.  He retreated and stood straight and blinked.  The sun had yet to set, but he felt very cold.
 
   “Matt, what is wrong?”
 
   “Those people, I've seen them before.  Well, I've seen their faces.”
 
   “Matt, you do not look well.  Whose faces?”
 
   “Eric Roth and Athena Spencer.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   37.
 
   It was a sunny day on Cork Lane in Londa Town, but Ral the tailor's shop was perpetually in shade, and most of the interior of the shop was dim as well, save for a skylight over the mirror.  For Ral, much of that morning had been spent in front of that mirror, with a Roman colonel, who stood admiring the fit of the formal robes that Ral prepared while chatting.
 
   "I see you've lost some weight about the waist," Ral observed.
 
   "General Bivera is keeping us on the march," the colonel replied.
 
   Actually, the change in measurement was negligible, which indicated that the colonel had in truth done most of his 'marching' on horseback.  That could mean that the Romans were conducting far patrols.  But where?  Judging by the pattern and depth of the colonel's tanned features correlated with the recent weather, he was riding to the west rather than north.  But how to confirm that?
 
   The bell over the door jingled and a Britanian entered.  "I have an acquaintance in the administration who has given you recommendation.  I would like to – "
 
   Brusquely, Ral reached under the counter and handed over the inflated price list for Britanians.
 
   The Britanian frowned.  "My friend told me that your charges were lower than this."
 
   "Well, your friend might be out of date," Ral snapped.  Then he thought, Where are my manners?  And so he remembered to glare as well.
 
   The Britanian frowned deeper and departed with a slam.
 
   "Be sure to tell all your friends not to come," Ral said in a low voice.
 
   "The times that I've been here," the colonel said, "you don't seem to get along with your countrymen."
 
   "Yes, well, some are acceptable, but most are noxious barbarians."
 
   "How so?"
 
   "They don't pay their bills on time, if at all."
 
   The colonel laughed.  "I'll remember to pay mine, lest you think I have Britanian blood!"
 
   "Yes, well, at least it's better here in Londa than in the Westlands.  They're all reprobates on the far side of the Dark Forest, you know.  Have to watch your back at all times.  They have their tricks."
 
   "Oh?  How so?"
 
   His curiosity was enough to confirm Ral's suspicion that it was to the west the colonel was riding.  
 
   "I understand that their rebels use a wolf call as signal to ambush."  And that should keep you awake with every howl, Ral thought.  
 
   "What else?"
 
   "Avoid their taverns, they bribe the waiters to poison the beer."  And there goes the morale of your troops.  
 
   "Anything else?"
 
   "I've heard of a ringleader who is a merchant named Kyon, who pretends friendship with Rome."  Kyon was in fact known to the Leaf as a Roman collaborator and informant, but now the Romans would shun his wares and question his reports.    
 
   "Fascinating.  And more?"
 
   Regretting that his imagination wasn't in greater supply, Ral shrugged diffidently.  "I'm but a simple tailor who overhears gossip in the streets now and then.  It's not as if the rebels confide their secrets directly to me, any more than do Roman soldiers in my presence."
 
   "Yes, but interesting.  Keep me advised when you do hear more of such things, won't you?"
 
   They finished the fitting and Ral wrapped the robes and escorted the colonel to the door.  Once the door was shut, Ral's affable smile faded.  
 
   More patrols to the Westlands, he thought.  With the rebel army scattered and two legions under his command, General Bivera was wasting no time in bringing Britan to heel.      
 
   Ral hobbled back to the counter and opened the ledger to the colonel's account, which despite the colonel's assurances was several months behind in payment.  But that was all right.  The colonel was Ral's best unwitting spy.  If only information by itself were enough to win a war!
 
   The door bell jingled again.  Ral looked up, preparing to adjust his face according to the nationality of his customer.  But though a Roman, the visitor's clothing told Ral's experienced eye that this was no future client.  The man wore helmet and short sword, but nothing approaching the quality of standard-issue gear of a legionnaire. 
 
   Then Ral spotted the pouch brimming with envelopes.  Ah, a courier.
 
   "Ral the Tailor, of Cork Lane?"
 
   Ral nodded. 
 
   The courier presented a large envelope with an ornate seal that had been tampered with.  Ral recognized the precise handwriting even before he saw the return addressee's name on the label:  'Arcadia, Your Loving Niece.'
 
   "Two hundred grams of silver," the courier said, "or four of gold."
 
   Ral had given much of his gold to Carrot with the expectation the the Leaf would re-supply the deficit, but organization finances were tight with Bivera clamping down on the roads to Londa.  Now it seemed that Carrot would glean his silver too.  For a moment he weighed refusing the letter – not out of miserliness, but because he was certain that all it would likely tell him was that Geth and the others were lost or confirmed dead.  
 
   Ral sighed and counted the coins.  
 
   "All the way from Rome," the courier said.  "What's in there?"
 
   "The latest fashions popular in the capital this season, I hope," Ral confabulated.  "I asked my niece to provide me with advance notice, so that I might have dresses ready for the wives of the provincial elite." 
 
   "Really," the courier said, leaning against the counter as if he could spend the day there.
 
   A silver half-haddie for the tip, and the courier finally vanished.  Alone in his shop, Ral hobbled into the back room and poured a cup of poverty-diluted tea, and inspected the seal.  
 
   'The House of Archimedes,' he read.  Haven't I heard that name before?  
 
   Ral slit the envelope and examined the letter.  The paper was singed in spots from the attempt of the Roman inspector to detect invisible ink by heat and chemicals.  The content of the writing was fictitious drivel.  Ral had no skin rash for Carrot to inquire about, nor did she – technically – have a 'Dearest Sister Gonda' for Ral to pass on greetings.  There was no mention of Geth or the others, despite the length.  And then the letter concluded with a plea for even more funds and a promise that she would get a real job very soon now and pay him back all that she owed.
 
   "I will bet," Ral murmured, then sighed.  
 
   He extracted the steganographic key sheet from its hiding place and set to work marking up the letter by writing the real message between the lines.  An upward slant for a crossed 't' meant '0,' a downward slash for the dot of an 'i' meant '1' . . . when he finished transcribing the numbers, he referred to the chart on the key sheet to convert the numeric triplets into the letters of the true message.
 
   It was tedious work, and took more than an hour.  All the time he imagined Carrot blithely writing the cipher from memory alone, as he knew she could do within that wickedly smart head of hers.  And that made his grind even worse to bare.
 
   As the real message was unraveled, however, he lost his annoyance.  As soon as he finished reading, he hastily tossed the letter and envelope into the stove, waited for them to crisp into ash, stirred the ashes with the poker, re-hid the key sheet, put up the Closed sign, locked the door, hitched donkey to cart, and rode his cart to the docks.  
 
   At the warehouse he presented his signature seal and was directed to several pallets with bolts of fabric that appeared water damaged and ripped in transit.
 
   "The shipment was uninsured," the clerk said imperiously.  “We are not responsible for damaged goods.”
 
   Ral tried to sound disappointed.  "Yes, well, I'll see if I can make do."
 
   He had the pallets loaded onto a cart, congratulating Carrot on what surely had been a ruse to pre-damage the shipment so that no stevedore would pilfer it nor would the clerk demand a high bribe before turning it over.  If that clerk had only known – but then Ral knew, and could hardly believe it.  
 
   Ral had noticed how the laborers had grunted at lifting the pallets and was barely able to control his trembling as he rode to the shop, barricaded the door to the shed, unhitched the donkey, and undid the straps and threw off the cover and tossed the fabric bolts onto the ground one by one with growing frenzy until he came to one that was abnormally heavy.
 
   He unrolled the bolt and unraveled the rags, and the visage of the Emperor Hadron solemnly greeted him in silver halo.  Ral counted the coins rolled in each rag, then the number of rags per bolt.  At fifty grams per coin, two hundred coins in the bolt, it came to ten thousand grams of pure silver in all.  Just in one bolt. 
 
   "Well, Gonda!" he said to the donkey. "If this is what you carry, you deserve a better cut of oats.  Oh, and by the way, your 'sister' Carrot sends greetings."
 
   Gonda brayed at the word 'carrot,' and Ral gave her one.
 
   He finished unwrapping all the bolts by late afternoon.  The sunlight from the high windows had dimmed.  He lit a lantern, went to the window by the front door and turned the figurine of a Roman soldier astride a rampant stallion so that it faced left instead of right.  He poured tea and sat in the back room and paged through the books that had been included in the shipment.     
 
   In mid-evening came a tap at the door.  Ral opened and admitted a dour Lowlander.  The same one, in fact, who had served in the 'confrontation' that morning before the colonel.  
 
   "I hope this isn't a plea about your need of funding," Bint said.
 
   Ral chuckled.  In the shed, however, he suppressed a full-blown laugh while he watched Bint's expression melt at the sight of all that lay on the blankets upon the floor.
 
   "What is this?" Bint croaked.
 
   "The liberation of Britan!" Ral replied.
 
   Bint was, of course, immediately fixated on the silver.  "How – how much?"
 
   "This is only part of what she says will come, but it alone is four hundred thousand grams."
 
   "Four hundred thou – who is this 'she?'"
 
   "My niece, Carrot.  Arcadia.”
 
   “Isn't that the one you lent funds to?  You know, we almost stripped you of your post for that.”
 
   “Well, now the loan has been paid back with interest.”
 
   “Many times over.  I should like to meet this Carrot-Arcadia.”
 
   “You met her once when she was a child."
 
   Blint's eyebrows knitted.  "If I remember the day, she can't be much more than that now.  Where did she acquire this fortune?"
 
   Ral laughed and threw up his hands.  
 
   Bint pressed,  "Wasn't your brother a king up north?  Could this be her estate inheritance?"
 
   "The only estate inheritance she received from Letos was a smoldering hut.  Anyhow, she's presently residing in Rome, so this must come from a source there."
 
   Bint turned a coin over in his fingers.  "Are you sure these are real?"
 
   Ral balanced a coin on his knuckle and tapped with a knife.  The ring was unmistakably pure.
 
   Bint held the coin to his eye.  "I've never seen a stamping so crisp.  As if they've come straight from the mint."
 
   "At that Carrot might be too good in her forgery."  Ral rubbed his chin.  "It might be best if we roughen them up a bit before they are passed in circulation, lest their gleam arouse suspicion that something out of the ordinary has occurred."
 
   "Four hundred thousand – and more to come, Ral!  The Leaf will be wealthier than the Governor's Treasury!"
 
   "Yes, but the coins are almost the least of the marvels, Bint."
 
   He showed him the plans with their meticulous illustrations bearing extensive notes on the design, construction, and operation of catapults.
 
   "How does she think we can build these devices?" Bint asked.  "Granted we can saw and peg the wooden frames, but these precision iron parts are beyond any blacksmith that I know."
 
   "But not for much longer." 
 
   Ral showed the bags of tools and casts, and the detailed instructions on how to go about fabricating everything that was needed for the assembly of an operational catapult, and then there were the press-printed manuals that described the usage of catapults in battle.  Bint flipped through the pages breathlessly.
 
   "Amazing!"
 
   "Take a look at this book."
 
   The manual was hand-printed in precise script.  Its title was, Guerrilla Organization, Strategy, and Tactics.  Bint gaped at the diagrams and charts and said, "Who devised this?"
 
   "It says in the acknowledgment that credit goes to a 'Sun-Tzu' and certain others, but I would not be surprised if much originated within the mind of Carrot herself.  It has not only her handwriting but also her writing style."
 
   “Yet she is just a girl!”
 
   “A very bright one.  Very bright indeed.”
 
   Bint nodded with what he must have assumed was sagacity.  "Being a princess must count for something in the Northland."
 
   "Less than you think – but after this she should be crowned Queen of all Britan, if I may speak as her relative.  For listen to this."  He read from the letter she had written in plain language and hidden in the first pallet,  "'I suggest that you should distribute funds to each cell in frequent yet modest portions, giving the impression that they alone are receiving funding and that it is ever in danger of being cut.  No one but the Inner Circle should know of the true size of the operation, lest there be boasting in taverns and Roman spies overhear.'"
 
   "Exactly," said the Lowlander.  He grabbed the sheets and skimmed.  "For such insight she should sit with the Circle, as if she hasn't already bought her way in."  
 
   "She goes on and on like that.  Some advice, I know, comes from her time in the Northern Leaf.  But much is well beyond her years and experience, and see how well it's aimed at the weaknesses of the Romans?  She has detailed knowledge of their weapons and tactics, as if she's served in their legions."
 
   “Or spoken to one who has.”
 
   “I suppose.  But I'm serious when I say she should be made queen.  Not to rule or lead in battle, of course, but surely as a symbol of the nation around which the people can rally."
 
   "Well, we have done worse.  But – is she fetching?"
 
   "Quite."
 
   "Then she has my vote, and probably a few others.  Though as you say, she would only be a powerless figurehead, as it would take more than all the silver on Ne'arth for the village chieftains of Britan to allow a girl to rule over them with real power."  Bint frowned as he surveyed the floor of the shed.  "First things first.  How are we to slip this past the sentries at the town gate?"
 
   "Funds for bribery are not in lack.  Indeed, we could almost bribe the Eighth to fight the Eleventh.  Why not get Hul and Meki, then we'll discuss how to disburse funds to the district heads."
 
   "Yes, yes!  I'll be back in haste."
 
   After Bint left, Ral turned to Gonda and offered another carrot.  As she nibbled, he said, "If I know your sister, she won't stay powerless for long!"
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   The following afternoon, Matt was about to toss the candle stick across his room when a knock came from the wall and Carrot poked in her head.  
 
   "Ice cream," she said.  "My treat."
 
   On the way to the Square, she inquired, "What were you doing in there?"
 
   "Exercising," he said.
 
   She studied his eyes.  "Okay."
 
   He had begun hypermode training out of fear of her, but now he continued it because he was in fear for her safety.  Either way, he still wasn't sure it was a good idea to let her know about it.  
 
   They arrived at Victory Square.  Carrot bought cones and they sat on the perimeter of the plaza and watched the throng.  It was a warm and clear day, perfect for ice cream.  
 
   "Odd to call it a square," she said.  "It's really a rectangle."
 
   "It began as a square," he said.  "Then they expanded north.  You can see the original bricks in front of the Senate.  They're more weathered than the rest and they form the original square."
 
   “I see, you are right.  You do know more of this city's history than I do.”
 
   “You know more of its present than I do.  At least socially.”
 
   “Servants will talk.  Do you have free time now?"
 
   "I have all the time in the world.  Archimedes isn't asking me to do much these days."
 
   "I have noticed that he keeps to himself as well.  Say, do you know the noise from his workshop yesterday morning?"
 
   "What noise?"
 
   In a nasal monotone, she said,  "Ruh-ruh-ruh-ruh-ruh!"
 
   "Just some machine he's tinkering with."
 
   "Loud, for nothing much."
 
   He paused, wondering if he'd need to lie, saddened that Carrot had been so open with him while he was hiding so much from her.  
 
   "Well, I don't wish to pry about Archimedes," she said.  "And as you are free . . . ."  She pointed northward to a third story ledge on an older, elaborately ornamented building.  "See how the facing can be climbed?  I would like to sit up there with you.  Think you can reach it?"
 
   “You're throwing down the gauntlet?”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “I guess that's one phrase that didn't survive the trip from Earth.  Anyhow, you lead.”
 
   They finished their cones.  She strolled over and lithely scaled the height.  He did his best, and with some humiliation accepted the pull of her hand.  Again he noticed how her flesh was soft to touch, but when he squeezed it was like iron within.
 
   “What do you think?” she asked.  “I like it because of the privacy.”
 
   It was a nice view of the Square, he admitted.  The building was recessed from the row, so that their spot was hidden from the sides and below.  One would have to look closely to notice the pair perched above.
 
   “I like it,” he said.  “Do you come here often then?”
 
   “When I want to get away from people.  I find I don't want to do that as much anymore.”
 
   They sat on the ledge with their backs against the quasi-gargoyles, legs propped in front of each other and feet almost touching.  
 
   “Matt.”
 
   “Yes, Carrot.”
 
   "I know about Earth and Seattle and interstellar travel and DNA and even about Ivan.  What I don't know about is you, Matt."
 
   Matt took a second look at the physical circumstances and vaguely suspected he'd been methodically trapped.  
 
   He tried to shrug nonchalantly.  "Not much to tell."
 
   "What about your family?  I know you had one, but what were your mother and father like?  Or do you have something else?”
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “Well, with all the technology of your place and time . . . . “
 
   “I had a mother and a father.  They were flesh and blood.”  He decided not to mention that his mother was an archival clone.  
 
   "What were they like?  How did they treat you?"
 
   "They were good.  I liked them.  They liked me."
 
   "Liked, not loved?"
 
   "Well, loved.  Both had been married before and had children before and then they had careers, so I wasn't exactly the center of their universe.”
 
   “Yes . . . . “
 
   “What do you mean, 'yes?'  Do you think that families couldn't care about each other back in the twenty-second century?”
 
   “I sometimes wonder if everyone in your time having an implant like Ivan was good for them socially.  Why bother to relate to others when the perfect person is already sharing your head?”
 
   “So, are you saying I seem standoffish to you?”
 
   “Well, yes, as I understand the word to mean 'aloof.'”
 
   Matt felt his cheeks grow hot.  After all I've done to try to get you to like me!
 
   “Aloof.  Why is that?”
 
   “Well, you hardly share anything about your personal feelings.  For example, Matt, when you were so young you chose to leave your world for the stars.  I cannot imagine making such a decision.  Not even the yes or the no – just the making of it.  It's too momentous.  Yet you've never shared any reason for making such a decision.”
 
   He thought a moment and said, “Well, maybe it has to do with the Explorer Gene.”
 
   “I don't recall a video of that.”
 
   “My parents talked about it a lot.  They said that they each had the Explorer Gene, and as their child I must have a double shot.”
 
   “But what is the Explorer Gene?”
 
   “Well, I suppose there really isn't a single gene for it.  But overall, it's a set of random mutations that says that you're happy when you're exploring, and unhappy when you're not.”
 
   “It seems an improbable genetic heritage.”
 
   “All mutations are improbable, that's why they need populations of millions in order to occur.”
 
   “I understand that.  But it is improbable that such a genetic tendency survived.  As I understand the theory of evolution now, wouldn't people who leave the safety of home be more likely to die and not pass such a gene or genes on to offspring?”
 
   “Yeah, but look at the big picture.  Once upon a time, many hundreds of thousands of years ago, there was a tribe of humans without the Explorer Gene.  They were happy to stay in their own little valley.  Meanwhile, there was a tribe of humans that did have the Explorer Gene, and they went out of the valley.  Because they were always facing unknown dangers, they tended to get killed more often than the stay-at-homes, but they were able to procreate more too and so they filled the Earth and now they're going to the stars.  Someday they may fill the galaxy.  The stay-at-homes, meanwhile, will forever live in that one little valley.”
 
   “Unless their DNA is loaded into a box and shot to another star.”
 
   “Eric Roth took care not to do that.”
 
   “Matt, do you think genetics explains everything?  Why you came here, that is?”
 
   He paused.  “No, not really.  The truth is, I wanted to leave because I really didn't fit in back there.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Well, for starters, I'm not that intelligent.”
 
   “You seem very intelligent to me.”
 
   “Yes, because here I have an implant and no one else does.  Believe me, when everyone has an implant, they see me differently.”
 
   They lapsed into silence.  Matt finally added,  “Of course, I don't fit in here either.”
 
   Carrot smiled.  “I think you fit in fine.”
 
   "I find that hard to believe.  Anyhow, I think it's time to be on my own.  Leave Archimedes, I mean.”
 
   She sat up straight.  “I know there is an issue between you two.  I had no idea it was so serious.”
 
   “Well, maybe he'd still let me live there.  But I get the message.  It's time to leave.”  
 
   “Where will you go?”
 
   “I don't know.  See the world, I guess.”
 
   He waited for her to say,  I will go with you.  
 
   Instead she replied,  “Perhaps we should return to the house.”
 
   Like a skilled gymnast, Carrot propped herself on her hands and spun to face the ledge while her body hung over the side.  She released herself and fell to the next ledge, and from there hopped to the ground.  Matt was slower.
 
   On the way back, she said, "What will you do to support yourself?"
 
   "I've thought of becoming a professional healer.  I could stay in Rome for a while and set up a practice."
 
   He waited for her to say, Good, then I can visit!
 
   "A healer, yes, of course."
 
   They trudged without speaking and went their separate ways at the house. Matt, to his room, where he lay on his bed and thought about what to do next.  He realized that he was becoming like his friend Random, taking forever for each move.
 
   “Maybe what I've got to do is set a departure date,” he subvocaled.  “How about next week?”
 
   “Would you like to generate a do list?” 
 
   “It's been a long time since I've heard you ask that.  But yes, time to start planning my life again.  And it'll be nice to become a healer again and know that I'm really helping people.  I'm supposed to be from an ethically enlightened era, but somehow I got suckered into maintaining the infrastructure of an evil empire, and then I got tricked into helping to build a super-weapon.  So we are getting out of here.  Sooner the better.”
 
   Archimedes was eating in his workshop these days, so dinner was with Carrot and the servants.  They barely spoke and finally Nilla blurted,  “Are you two having an argument?”  Gwinol scolded her and Carrot said no and Matt thought it felt like the fallout of one.
 
   He went back to his room and waited, hoping for a visit.  A little later, Ivan detected rustling in the courtyard.  It was night and in infrared they watched Carrot, scaling the wall facing the street.  Matt waited until she was over, then rushed down.  He called Gwinol to barricade the street door and she admonished him,  “It's not safe after dark, Matt!  Thieves and brigands and whatnot!”
 
   As the crossbeam clunked behind his back, Matt muttered, “Whatnot . . . .”
 
   Ivan's olfactory sensory apparatus was adequate to follow Carrot's trail through the streets.  Please don't climb the roofs, Matt thought.  She didn't.  Soon they spotted her infrared signature a couple blocks ahead.  Matt slowed and kept to the doorways and corners.  
 
   Carrot prowled the city for more than two hours, checking every alley, pausing to sniff walls.  Midnight for Ne'arth's Longer-Than-Earth's-Day passed.  Matt marveled at her tenacity and questioned his own sense in pursuing her.  What good would an unarmed ordinary person do in a fight between mutant creatures?  But he couldn't let her fight the thing alone.
 
   Then, suddenly, she took off.  Matt ran but couldn't keep up.  Then around a corner, Ivan reported,  “Matt, Carrot climbed a wall here.  I am unable to track her scent any farther.”
 
   Matt stared at the rooftops, the building sides, the empty streets.  He leaned against the wall, puffing hard.  “Ivan – Herman – “
 
   “Herman's sky view will not be available for another five minutes.”
 
   “Oh, great.  Well, what triggered her to run off like that?  Do you smell anything unusual?”
 
   “Please define unusual.”
 
   “Well, like an animal.  Animals other than humans, I mean.”
 
   “I detect the recent presence of a horse, two dogs, a cat, three rats, a crow, a kimodo dragon – “
 
   “Stop!  Are you sure?  About the dragon, I mean.”
 
   “The match is only sixty-five percent, so I am not sure.”
 
   “Still, it sounds like a chimera.”
 
   “It is consistent with data on chimera scent generation.”
 
   “She'll get herself killed!”
 
   Matt pounded the wall, then stepped back and surveyed the upward view.  There was no way he was going to climb it.  He paced feverishly.
 
   “I wish we had a way to track her when she's not in sight,” he said.
 
   “That is possible,” Ivan said.  “I could make a partition.”
 
   “No, it's too intrusive.”  But as he slid with his back on the wall to sit on the ground, his fears for her safety arose, and Matt said, “Let's talk about it later.”
 
   Ivan announced Hermanrise.  Matt had the sky view IR processed, then scanned for rapidly moving high-metabolism figures amid the maze of Roman streets.  There were two such sources.  They were several blocks north, one in an alley and the other rapidly converging upon it.  
 
   “Ivan, rig for hypermode.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   It took minutes to prepare his body for the rigors of hypermode, and in the meantime Matt ran on his own.  He followed Ivan's directions to the alley.  At the corner, he heard something breathing – or snarling.  He heard a man and a woman cry out.  He ran inside.  
 
   He caught the scene in a glimpse.  Carrot in homemade ninja suit was standing with her back to him, the blade of her dagger fully drawn.  A patrician couple and their bodyguard were cowering against the far wall.
 
   In between was the creature.  It was no taller than a man, but it had scales like a lizard, horns like a bull, talons instead of fingers.  It was silhouetted by candlelight from an upper window. It whirled about at Matt's arrival and crouched, ready to pounce.    
 
   The indicator in the corner of Matt's vision showed that hypermode was still not available.
 
   Unmindful of Matt, Carrot advanced on the creature and raised her blade.  The creature was looking at Matt, though.  Then it looked at Carrot and hissed,  “Another time!”
 
   It leaped up the wall and was gone.  Carrot leaped after – but fell backward onto the pavement, groaning.  
 
   The patricians and their bodyguard fled past, and Matt knelt beside Carrot.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “No!” she said, pulling off her hood so that he could see her scowl.
 
   Matt saw Carrot's outfit was shredded and damp with blood in places.   She had deep gashes over her legs and abdomen and face.  
 
   “Hold still, Ivan can heal – “
 
   “I can heal myself.”
 
   “You almost got yourself killed.”
 
   “I almost killed her, when you showed.”
 
   Matt reviewed the video of the creature.  “It doesn't look like you even touched it.  Or her.  Are we calling it a 'her' now?”
 
   “It – she – is the woman we saw with General Valarion on the dock.  Her name is Inoldia, 'Lady' Inoldia.  She is one of the Sisters of Wisdom.  In fact, she is the only one ever seen in public.”
 
   “You know all of this, because of your servant gossip network?”
 
   “You should not have followed me.  What could you have done?  You were only in the way.  I could not fight her effectively and block her from you at the same time.”
 
   She pushed herself off the pavement.  He reached to help.  She shoved him away – hard.  He landed on his buttocks and glared.
 
   “She was concentrating fully on stalking them,” Carrot said, standing up.  “She did not even know I was behind her.  But now she'll be on guard.”
 
   She offered him a hand.  Matt stood on his own.  
 
   “It's not safe for you to be out at night,” she said.  “We can go home together.”
 
   “I can take care of myself.”
 
   “I say the same to you.”
 
   Nonetheless they walked together, though in silence.  On the street outside Archimedes' house, Carrot, who had been limping the whole way, now climbed the wall.  A moment later, the door opened seemingly on its own to admit Matt.  She was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Matt saw the light in Carrot's room go out as he padded across the courtyard.    
 
   The next day, a steam main from a vent at the base of Mount Enta broke and half the factories in the Artisan District were without pressure to power their looms and mills.  The accident also left the sewer pumps in the area without power, and so the sewers backed up as well.  Archimedes broke off from his 'special projects' and Matt also was given more than enough to do.  
 
   Matt had hoped that it might be a time for reconciliation with Archimedes, but their basic conversational mode was:  “I need you to do this and that with them and report back to me in such and such.  Got it?”  “Got it.”  
 
   For days he worked long hours, arriving home to a late dinner and no sight of Carrot.  The servants assured him that she was still living there, and he could see for himself that she was still absent at night due to her patrols.
 
   “This has got to stop,” he said to Ivan back in his room as he stared across the courtyard at the street door.  “Her going off like that and getting in danger and us not knowing where she is.”
 
   “I have the partition prepared,” Ivan replied.  “All that is necessary for transfer is physical contact for several seconds.”
 
   “Well, there's physical contact and then there's physical contact, Ivan.  Do you mean hand-to-face or what?”
 
   “Hand to any part of her body will be sufficient.”
 
   “That's uncomfortably open ended.”
 
   Ivan paused.  “I see.  Yes, a sexual innuendo was not intended.  May I suggest hand-to-hand contact, such as occurred a few days ago when she helped you climb the facing of the building at  Victory Square.”
 
   “So then all I have to do is ask her to help me climb something.”  He thought for a moment and buried his face in his hands.  “And that's another double entendre!  Ivan, what's wrong with me?”
 
   Ivan diplomatically remained silent on that, but said, “You could also explain the process to her so that the transfer could be done with her consent.”
 
   “And she'll say no, and then she'll never trust me to let me touch her again.”  He rubbed his hands in his hair and sighed.  “Ivan, can you turn off my sex drive completely?”
 
   “I can, but be advised that it will result in hormonal changes that you may find disagreeable.”
 
   “What kind of – never mind.  I can get through this on my own.  Like a million years of teenage boys before me.”
 
   In fact, the workload was unrelenting and his thoughts about Carrot were restricted to mumbling, “Carrot . . . Arcadia . . . Carrot . . . Arcadia,” just before falling asleep.  Without any artificial aid, Matt's extreme exhaustion was doing an excellent job of turning off his sex drive.      
 
   Then, early the first morning he was finally able to sleep in, he woke to voices in the courtyard.  Several soldiers were by the street door, speaking with the servants – and Carrot in particular.  Still in his soiled work clothes from the day before but concerned she'd had a run-in with authorities, Matt rushed down.  Archimedes was there, and gave a grunt as acknowledgment.
 
   Carrot opened a box, revealing fourteen (Ivan counted) red roses.
 
   Nilla shrieked and said, "Oh, they're beautiful!  I've never seen such!  Let's put it in a vase for the dining table!"
 
   Carrot's expression was blank, but she replied in monotone, “Well, I'm sure they are nice, for flowers.”    
 
   Then the captain presented a smaller box, which Carrot slowly inspected end over end.
 
   Gwinol demanded,  "Don't tease us, open the box!  I'll bet it's jewelry!"
 
   Mola said,  "That's real gold wrapping!  You have a wealthy admirer, Carrot!  Very wealthy!"
 
   "Open the box!  Open the box!"  they chanted.  
 
   Carrot replied,  "Let me read the card first."  
 
   After doing so, she refolded it and opened the box.  It was a jeweled brooch in the shape of a dandelion.  
 
   "Oh, it's beautiful!" Nilla exclaimed.
 
   "You and Gwinol share it then," Carrot said.  "It's not really something I would wear."
 
   “Carrot, we can't!” Gwinol exclaimed.  “It's a year's wages for us both!”
 
   Carrot almost snapped,  “I don't want it.”
 
   Gwinol cowered and accepted the jewelry, intimidated but also substantially richer.  
 
   The captain then presented a much larger package.  When Carrot declined to take it, he opened the box himself to reveal a dress.  “It is requested that you wear this to the party.”
 
   “Take it back,” Carrot said.  “I am not going to any party.”
 
   “Oh at least put it on!” Nilla said.  “It's so pretty.  Look, it's got skwins!”
 
   “Sequins, girl,” Gwinol admonished.  
 
   “I'll bet they're diamond!”
 
   Matt pushed forward.  “What is this about?”
 
   Carrot growled,  “Ivan hasn't scanned already?”  
 
   She gave him the note that was clasped in her hand.  Matt opened and read:  
 
   'Much appreciation for the restoration of my vigor by the tonic you provided.  Most refreshing!  I wish to express my gratitude more fully.  A party at my home tonight.  Invitations serve as passes and are enclosed.  Let us talk of the future for your land and people.  Let Archimedes be your chaperone, and if you wish, bring also that strange boy who follows you like a dog.  I am indebted:  H.'
 
   Nilla, peering beside Matt's shoulder, asked, "Who is 'H.'?"  
 
   “Hadron,” Matt said.  
 
   The servants stared at him.
 
   Nilla:  “As in . . . the Emperor . . . Hadron.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You are joking.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Nilla examined his expression, and said, “What's he to do with our Carrot?”
 
   Matt realized Nilla didn't know Hadron had come to visit because Carrot had been the one to open the door.  And then he wondered,  Do people think I follow her like a dog?
 
   Carrot pushed the dress back to the captain.  “I have no interest in attending any party at the Emperor's palace.  Please inform him of that.”
 
   “Carrot,” Archimedes said, “it's not wise to turn down an audience with the Emperor.”
 
   “Well, then I'm not wise.  And I'm not going to mingle with senators while – “ She looked at the soldiers.  “Well, while.  That's it.”  
 
   The captain hadn't budged.  “My lady, the Emperor has another gift which may change your mind.  Right now they are outside – “
 
   “I'm not interested in any more – did you say 'they?'”
 
   The captain went to the street door and made a signal.  The soldiers brought in four men in simple civilian robes.
 
   Carrot screamed,  “GETH!” 
 
   While she hugged them, Nilla poked and sniffed at Matt's rumpled clothes and said,  “Barbarian, I do hope you'll bathe before you're seen by the Emperor!"
 
   “Didn't have to last time,” Matt murmured.  
 
   He watched Carrot closely.  He had never seen her cry so profusely.  He thought about her being in the palace, where she would be surrounded by a thousand armed-and-armored soldiers of the imperial guard.  He decided then that he needed to give her a gift too.  Whether she wanted it or not.
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   After Carrot had given her assent to attend the party, the captain and the soldiers departed the courtyard.  Carrot dried her tears and listened while Geth gave his account.
 
   "Following our capture in Britan, we were taken immediately to a plantation on an island where they grow grain for the legions.  Despite the food all around us, we were ill-fed.  Croin became so thin, I was so worried that he would die.  Then a few days ago, we were taken off work and brought to another island, where we stayed at a villa and were fed a livable diet until we regained our health.  And then we were brought here.  Not much of a story.  And you?”
 
   Matt coughed.  "I think I'll go take a bath." 
 
   Carrot watched him go, then turned to Archimedes.  Archimedes looked behind his shoulders, as if he thought she were looking at someone past him.  Then he too coughed and said, “Come on, ladies and Jaros.  I sense this is personal – and we do have a party to prepare to attend.”
 
   Once they were out of earshot, Carrot related an account of her activities, though purged of Matt's wizard-like properties and her encounter with Inoldia.  By then her scars from the fight had completely healed or were covered by her dress, so Geth was none the wiser.
 
   “I came here to Rome to find you and every day I looked for you in the slave markets,” she said.  “To have you delivered to me like this . . . it's amazing.  For once in my life something is going right.”
 
   “I'm rather puzzled,” Geth said.  “What services did you render to the Romans that caused them to deliver prisoners of war to your care?”
 
   “I did not betray Britan,” she said sharply.
 
   Geth bowed. “I will take you at your word.”
 
   Dran interrupted.  “I don't know what the attitude is in the Northland, but we Midlanders don't feel comfortable surrounded by Romans, and there seem to be a lot of them in this city.  Is there a possibility we could leave for Britan before the powers change their minds?”
 
   “An excellent idea,” Carrot said.  “There are ships that head for Espin every day.  We'll get you on one right now.”
 
   “I'd like to stay a bit and sight-see the city,” Croin said.
 
   Carrot noticed that Jran, apparently, was content to sight-see her and the servant girls.
 
   “I too vote to leave promptly,” Geth said.  “Now, did the Emperor include funds for our repatriation?”
 
   An interesting question as to why not, Carrot thought, but she was already thinking ahead to the docks.  “I'll take care of that.  The breeze picks up in mid-morning, so ships will be departing soon.  Even if that were not true, we should leave without hesitation.”
 
   Grabbing coat and sandals, she was off with them through the streets of the city.  Croin gawked at the buildings, taller than any in Londa.  Jran gawked at every other girl.  Dran and Geth were like twins, staring firmly ahead with their hands on non-existent hilts, cocking eyebrows at every louder than usual noise.  
 
   Their first stop was her former residence in Rome, the hole in the wall.  She left them outside and emerged a moment later with two bulging bags of silver, which she distributed to the older men.
 
   “This will be sufficient to pay passage to Espin, and there to board another ship to Britan.  Of course, that part will be tricky, so you'll have to – “
 
   “Smuggle ourselves,” Dran said cheerily.  “I have some experience in that.”
 
   Geth inspected the contents of the bag.  “If naught else, we can purchase a fisherman's boat and I can pilot us home.  Carrot, where did you get all this silver?”
 
   “The Leaf funded me to pay for your manumission.”
 
   “You mean, Ral funded you.  He'll catch fire from the Inner Circle for using Leaf funds for personal matters.”
 
   Thinking of how she had returned their investment several-fold, Carrot replied,  “I trust they have forgiven him.”
 
   “Wait,” Dran said.  “You two know Ral?  Of Londa?”
 
   “She's his niece,” Geth said.
 
   “After I was chased from bookselling I served as one of his couriers.”  Dran shrugged.  “It is a small world.”
 
   “It's a small Leaf,” Geth replied.
 
   Perhaps for not much longer, Carrot thought.
 
   Sensing that she had taken the role of a mother hen, Carrot herded the foursome to the docks.  An hour scouring taverns and quays found her a captain embarking for Madra that morning who looked as if he would not rob and murder his passengers on the way.  After paying passage, her group spoke for a while of pertinent details of travel, deciding that Ral would be their contact in Londa if they were to reach there.  Carrot was not all that close to any her fellow fighters in the Leaf, and there were few messages to send.  
 
   And so once dockside,  Dran, Jran, and Croin boarded the ship.  Geth started toward the base of the plank, then turned.  
 
   “Arcadia,” Geth said, his face contorted.  “You should come with us now.”
 
   “I have a party to attend.  I gave my word.”
 
   “What is the Emperor of Rome to you?”
 
   “He is the man who liberated you and who may liberate Britan if I can speak reason to him.”
 
   “Will he listen to a Britanian?”
 
   She showed him the note.  “He refers directly to that.  See?”
 
   “I see.  But as a – friend, I must warn you that men who are rich and powerful often will make promises they have no intention of keeping, so that they might enjoy a woman's gratitude for one night.”
 
   “I can take care of myself.”
 
   “How many times have I heard that?”  He chuckled.  “I think the first time involved a haystack and a certain overeager boy.”  His expression sobered.  “Carrot, Croin may be simple but he is older and can handle a sea voyage and I trust Dran to watch over him too.  And it's good that they're leaving now.  But you're here, surrounded by legions, about to go into what is their den.  I will stay to lend my assistance if needed.”
 
   “You're not invited to the party, so what good will that do even tonight?”
 
   “I have no idea.  But to have an ally on the outside is always an advantage.”
 
   “You'll be one more person for me to worry about.”
 
   “And who is the other, I might ask?”
 
   She remained silent.
 
   “I think I have an idea on that,” he concluded.  “But as long as you're staying, I'm staying.”
 
   He folded his arms.
 
   “If you don't get on that ship,” she said.  “I will carry you.”
 
   “You wouldn't.”
 
   “I will.”
 
    And she folded her arms. 
 
   They stared at each other.  Finally, Geth blinked and looked away.  
 
   “Very well, then,” he said.  He gathered and hugged her tightly.  “I will miss you greatly, as I have already.  How cruel is fate, that I came over these weeks to expect never to see you again, and now I see you only for a moment and then we are parted and perhaps this time is last.”
 
   She found herself crying again, and whimpered,  “Now you're hurting me!”
 
   “There's room on that ship for one more, Arcadia.  Come now.  You know an emperor's promises are worthless and you owe no word of bond to a tyrant who has merely rectified a tiny portion of the evil he has done.  Let's return now to Britan together before he knows we're gone.”
 
   “I am staying and you are going.  Go!  GO!”
 
   He sighed and headed toward the ship, then stopped and turned toward her.  
 
   “Then farewell, Arcadia.  You know that I – I . . . . ”  
 
   He bent, looked deflated, and turned away.  
 
   She watched him climb the plank.  She watched the sailors pull the plank and cast free.  The ship  caught the breeze and sailed upon the shimmering surface of the Bay of Rome.  Geth and the others waved and she waved back for the minutes it took for the ship to disappear as it mingled with the other sails in the crowded waters.
 
   “Farewell, Father,” she said.  “I love you too.”
 
   She returned to the house of Archimedes, and was by then dry-eyed.  Nilla scolded her for having gone missing when time was so short and dragged her to a room where the servant-sisters doused her in a tub, toweled her off and applied sweet-smelling creams, and wrapped the togalike-dress so that her walk was all but reduced to a shuffle.  Out came a box full of jewelry in various shapes, and while Carrot sifted through the selection, Gwinol's keen eye observed, “What have you against flowers?”
 
   “Nothing at all,” Carrot said.  “These look rather expensive.  Where did you get them?”
 
   “Jaros.  But he rarely wears them anymore.”
 
   “I see,” Carrot said, though she didn't.
 
   Carrot almost chose a daffodil to prove Gwinol wrong, but decided instead to go with a diamond brooch of the constellations of the Bears, which Matt said looked almost the same as from Earth, though Little Bear's Tail Tip was called Polaris there because it was the Pole Star.
 
   Matt, she thought.  Perhaps I can talk to him tonight.  Before he leaves.  
 
   But another part of her felt reluctance at approaching him.  If she did it the wrong way, then he might take offense, and then there would be little opportunity to make amends once he was gone from the house and busy with his medical practice.  For she had no doubt that he would be busy.  
 
   I've made overture after overture, she thought.  He doesn't respond.  Maybe the problem is me, I don't seem feminine enough.  
 
   “Do I look like a man?” she blurted.
 
   Gwinol and Nilla stopped their ministrations and looked at each other.  Wordlessly, Gwinol rolled over a full-length mirror.  Carrot saw jeweled and high-heeled sandals, a flowing dress that glittered with diamond sequins, a hairdo that piled and swirled and was kept in place by a network of silver stickpins.
 
   Nilla clasped onto her bracelets and necklace of silver and ruby, then stepped back and said, “Personally, I rather think not.”
 
   Gwinol looked around and said in whisper, “Carrot, I realize the Emperor is just a fat old man, but he has his pick of women nonetheless and he picked you above them to socialize this evening.  That should tell you something!”
 
   Carrot stared at the mirror image and stroked her lip with her teeth.  “Maybe he prefers manly women.”
 
   Gwinol sighed and slapped her on the back.  “Stand up straight, girl!”
 
   Carrot did so, but frowned.  “I'm dressing for the party and not a romantic evening, and I wouldn't have him even if I could.”
 
   “Yes yes,” Nilla said.  “We all know, you'd really prefer Matt.  But watch how that one fails.”
 
   “I thought you liked Matt,” Gwinol said.
 
   “I do.  But watch how he fails.”
 
   As Carrot teetered on her high-heeled sandals, her respect for the endurance of normal-strengthed women increased.
 
   "COACH IS HERE!" Jaros bellowed in late afternoon.  "Ladies, I realize he is lord of only half the world, but it would yet be good manners not to keep the Emperor waiting!"
 
   Gwinol and Nilla led Carrot out to the courtyard.  Matt was standing there already, dressed in formal robes and freshly scrubbed.  
 
   Mola faced Matt, gestured to Carrot, and asked,  “What do you think?”   
 
   He was staring at Carrot, but at the sound of Mola's voice he seemed to break out of a trance.  He looked at the faces looking at him and stammered, “It's very, uh . . . very . . . nice.”
 
   Nilla's elbow nudged Gwinol.
 
   Archimedes bowed deeply to Carrot and said, “Truly a vision of loveliness that the imperial household will be honored to treasure.  Don't worry about Matt, he'll find the right words to say – in a decade or two.  And the coach does await, so let's go.”
 
   They boarded the coach and Carrot bent to an uncomfortable degree to keep the 'beehive' hair style intact.  She resisted the urge to kick off the ferociously pinching silverware sandals.  Then, once they were off, she could slap his face with them.
 
   Did I just think that? she asked herself.
 
   The purple-limned coach sent from the palace was a glorified litter.  A team of carriers and an ample guard wound them to Water Street to where it joined Golden Street, well to the south of the Temple of the Sisters of Wisdom so they did not have to pass before it.  The carriers were the top of their profession, and despite the cramped interior, the jostling was so minimal that no passenger touched the other.  Matt was expressionless and he was looking at anything Not Carrot.  Carrot felt it was the most uncomfortable ride of her life.  
 
   As they ascended the grade, the crowds thinned and streets widened and estates grew larger. 
 
   “A beautiful evening,” Archimedes observed.  “See how the sun has turned red as it sets toward the bay?”
 
   Carrot, who was about having it with all men just then, replied, “The sun is not turning red and it is not setting.  Our position on the planet is rotating away from the sun, which diminishes the angular distance viewed between sun and horizon.  As a consequence of planetary rotation, at this time the amount of atmosphere between sun and our position is increasing, which filters sunlight to appear as redder to our eyes.”
 
   She glared at Matt. 
 
   “Have I done something to offend you?” Matt asked.
 
   “See how the clouds have become reddish as well,” Archimedes continued.  
 
   “You have done nothing to offend me,” Carrot replied.  “Nothing.  At.  All.”
 
   “Orangish, pinkish, reddish, purplish.  Quite a variation, actually.”
 
   They didn't speak for the rest of the ride.  Archimedes continued admiring the view.  Matt looked like he was talking to himself, and in a manner of speaking probably was.  
 
   Carrot daydreamed.  The Emperor would receive them and agree to the autonomy of Britan.  She would return home and become a teacher – after all, surely she knew enough math and science now to rival the best scholars on Ne'arth.  Matt would tire of Rome and come to visit, and set up practice as a healer, and – 
 
   Then she emerged from her reverie and saw Matt staring out the window, and she thought,  He doesn't even notice me, and now he'll be going.  I should have gone on the ship with Geth.  
 
   The ground leveled and they approached the palace.  The walls were high and decorated with mosaics, scenes of pastoral beauty alternating with battles.  At the gate they showed their invitations, which the guard held up to lantern light and rubbed the paper with a frown, though he admitted them in the end. 
 
   They were transported around a large fountain with statues of oversized humans, animals, and human/animals spewing water from various orifices.  They dismounted at the base of a hill of steps bordered by statues of fat winged children blowing on horns.   
 
   Archimedes waved greetings at middle-aged men in maroon- and purple-fringed robes, who waved back at him but all the while were staring at her.  
 
   Mystified, Carrot looked down.  Her dress was in order, the girls had seen to that.  Perhaps it was the way that she wobbled when she walked.  Constricted by the dress, tilted at a precarious angle by the high heels, she was handicapped and expected the onlookers to make allowances.  But instead they just stared mercilessly, and it was all she could do not to shrivel.
 
   The steps peaked before pillars of marble that were stained orange and red by what most people still referred to as simply a sunset.  Within lay a hall big enough to swallow a North Umbrickan village.  Chandeliers of crystal as large as village huts were suspended overhead and gleamed with ethereal power against tapestries, mosaics, and statuary.  An orchestra played and Carrot recognized what Ivan had called 'Mozart.'  Purple finery was everywhere.
 
   In spite of herself, Carrot thought,  This is sublime.  At the threshold, with the city below and the great hall of the imperial palace ahead, for a moment it seemed as if she were on the border of a new and better world of unlimited hope and possibility.
 
   Then, from her side, the dogs barked and lunged.  
 
   Carrot was startled and staggered, nearly teetering off balance in her dress and sandals.  The dogs were as huge and shaggy as wolves, snarling with fangs that might have reached her throat had the collar chains not been yanked.  
 
   “What is this?” Archimedes demanded.
 
   “Order of the Colonel of the imperial guard," the imperial guard captain replied, nodding to the handlers to restrain their dogs.  "With the recent killings in the city, there is suspicion a witch is loose.  The dogs are trained to detect such.”
 
   "Witch!" Archimedes said.  "When did the Emperor believe in such paranoid nonsense!"
 
   The dogs were still growling at Carrot.  She could have dealt with the pair, but their incessant noise-making was attracting attention of the nearest guests and made her want to flee and hide.  
 
   “Sir,” the captain interjected.  “You and your party must be detained – “
 
   "Teacher!" 
 
   The man who stepped out of the onlooking throng by the entry wore the same cape that he had worn when Carrot had watched him pace the dock at the Island of the Sisters of Wisdom.  Valarion seemed even taller in person.  It made his smirking expression seem intolerable.
 
   “Valarion!” Archimedes said.  “We are here as guests of the Emperor!”
 
   Valarion addressed the captain,  “This is Archimedes, Chief Scientist of Rome and personal friend of the Emperor.  The Emperor will have our heads if we were to detain him.”
 
   “But sir – the girl – “ the captain protested.
 
   “I know, but this is the first time we've tried the dogs, and perhaps they are being triggered by a perfume or who knows what.”  Valarion smiled down at Archimedes.  “Teacher, I trust you will vouch for this girl.”
 
   “Of course, in fact we're here on her invite.”
 
   “If you say,” Valarion said.  “Well, I have guests to attend.”  And then he was off.
 
   The threesome entered the hall.  Carrot looked at Matt.  He was looking back at her.  Your Director of the Star Seed Project.  The invader of my homeland.
 
   No longer enchanted by the scenery, Carrot raised her nose and sniffed.
 
   “What are you doing?” Matt asked.
 
   “You know what I'm doing.  She's not here.”
 
   “Who's not – oh.  How do you know what she smells like?  You've never met her in human form.”
 
   “On patrol one night, I found her scent when she was in creature form, and I tracked it back to the place where she had made her transformation.  And there I detected also the scent of her human form.”
 
   Matt blinked.  “Oh.”
 
   Carrot sighed.  “I wonder where she is.”
 
   Archimedes returned with three glasses filled with fizzing liquid.  “Are you two old enough to drink alcoholic beverages?”
 
   “In Britan,” Carrot said, “women as old as me are normally married with children, and mollify their birth pangs and soothe the teething of their infants with aged corn brew.”
 
    Archimedes bobbed his head and gave her the drink.  “And you, Matt?  What are the drinking rules in Seattle?”
 
   “No one's here to stop me,” Matt said, taking the glass.
 
   Watching Carrot raise the glass to her lips, Archimedes said, “Careful, it's quite power– “
 
   Carrot tossed it in one gulp and handed the glass back.
 
   Frowning, Matt handed his glass back too – unsipped.  “You know, I don't feel like having this right now.”
 
   Archimedes looked around.  “I don't see the Emperor.  Usually he makes a grand entrance around this time.  I'll see what the delay is.”
 
   When he was gone, Matt asked Carrot, “Now that you we're here, what do you think of all this?”
 
   “I'm wondering how many Britanians had to starve in order to feed the slaves who were worked to death mining the marble stone for the walls.  Matt, did you hear what Valarion said?  This is the first time those dogs were used, and it is when I come.  Someone knows what I am and does not want me here.”
 
   “Maybe we should grant their wish and go.”
 
   “I will, once I see the Emperor.”
 
   “No, Carrot.  We need to go now.”
 
   “Ivan is telling you there is danger?”
 
   “I don't need him to tell me this isn't safe.  It's a matter of historical knowledge.  Carrot, we had empires on Earth.  They were always filled with conspiracies, and the closer you get to the top, the thicker they are.”
 
   “So you wish to disappoint the Emperor, based on your superior historical insight.”
 
   “Also intuition, if you want to call it that.”
 
   “How does Ivan 'feel' about your intuition?”
 
   “Carrot – ”  He sighed.  
 
   She read the look of concern on his face, and for the first time suspected how much he must care for her.  But before she could say more, a young man in elegant robes approached and bowed.
 
   “My lady, I greet you,” he said, smiling as disarmingly as a boy in a haystack.  “Would you care to dance?”
 
   “She doesn't know how to dance,” Matt said.
 
   Carrot snapped, “I'll learn in a minute of watching and you know it.”  
 
   “Carrot, listen, Archimedes and I have been working in the sewers all week, and this party just happens to be scheduled for right after we're done.  Doesn't that strike you as oddly convenient?”
 
   The young man frowned at Matt.  “Do you find it wholesome to talk to a lady of sewers?”
 
   Matt continued,  “And I agree the timing of the dogs is too coincidental, and isn't it even more coincidental that General Valarion 'just happens' to be nearby and lets us pass through security?”
 
   “Then what is going on?”
 
   “I don't know.  But when a lot of strange things happen at once, there's often a root cause.”
 
   “Please excuse the intrusion,” the young man said, sighing.  
 
   Carrot watched him retreat and said, “Perhaps I should go with him.”
 
   Matt didn't say anything.  She met his eyes, and saw . . . pleading.  He looked as if he was lost.  He looked as if he were going to cry.  She felt her anger melt away.
 
   “Oh Matt,” she said.  “I feel like I'm the dumbest person in the world when it comes to understanding you.”
 
   “You're the smartest person in the star system,” he said.  “And I'm just a moron who can't dance.”
 
   “Ivan can't teach you?”
 
   Matt hung his head.  “He's tried.”
 
   “Well, once I learn, maybe I can help – “
 
   Carrot heard a light "Ahem" at her side.  An elegantly liveried servant was standing.  He bowed improbably low and said formally, "Are you the Lady Arcadia?”
 
   Carrot nodded.
 
   “The Emperor is not feeling well.  He has requested, however, to have a conversation with you in private.  If you will follow, I will lead to his quarters.”
 
   Carrot met Matt's gaze, then returned her attention to the servant and bowed.  “Yes, I will follow.”
 
   “Carrot, don't!” Matt said, his voice quavering.
 
   “Matt, I must.  If there is any chance he is sincere, it would mean so much!”
 
   “Then I'm coming too.”
 
   “This is to be a private audience,” the servant said.
 
   On cue, two towering, grim-faced guardsmen appeared at his side.
 
   “Watch over Archimedes,” Carrot said.  “I'll be back as soon as I can.”
 
   “Carrot – “
 
   Matt grabbed her arm.  She felt her skin tingle and she looked up.  His expression was grim.  She had never noticed before how deep his eyes were.  She became aware of the servant's exasperation at the delay and tried to shake free of Matt's grip.  To her surprise, she couldn't.
 
   Then Matt let go and said, “Be careful, Carrot.”
 
   "I can take – " She halted.  No, she wouldn't say that to his pleading.  Instead, she said, “You be careful too, Matt.”
 
   Carrot followed the servant out of the reception hall.  Voices and music faded.  With escort she passed courtyards, vaulted halls, and security checkpoints.  It is like a city within a city, she thought.  All for one man, while half the world goes hungry.    
 
   She remembered Matt's admonitions and thought,  Nothing here is as it seems.  
 
   Her personal resentment toward Matt that evening had been tucked into a mental compartment before they had finished speaking, and she had opened another compartment, one that contained the business of survival.  The Leaf had trained her to take seriously even the faint crack of a distant twig, as well as the slightest of intuitions from her comrades.  She could not dismiss that training now.    
 
   Yes – nothing here was as it seemed.  Despite its sedate mingling and idle chatter, wasn't the party she had just exited full of the greatest murderers on the planet?  To attain the summit of power in Rome, one either breathed conspiracy or breathed not at all.  Just as Ral had warned . . . just as Matt had too.  
 
   Yet as the servant and she journeyed deeper into the bowels of the palace, soon the soldiers were few and then invisible.  The empty gardens, bathed in silent moonlight, were so placid, the mesmerizing gurgle of the fountains so seductively calming.  The halls were adorned with paintings, murals, frescoes, and tapestries presenting imagery not of war and brutality but of domestic and pastoral tranquility.
 
   Still, her subconscious whispered, It's all a lie.  
 
   She wanted to run, but sensed it was already too late.  
 
   In a deserted hall, the servant halted at a nondescript door.  "He is expecting you."
 
   Carrot entered alone.  
 
   It was a bedroom, smaller than she thought it would be.  It was well-lit by lanterns set high on the walls.  Even with normal vision, she would have had no trouble seeing the scene as it had been laid out.  
 
   Hadron's body was sprawled unmoving on the bed.  He was staring upward, fixedly.  The goblet in his hand had spilled its remaining contents onto the sheets, mingling with the trickle of blood oozing from the corner of his mouth.
 
   Behind her, Carrot heard the door click.  Then a tray crashed and a woman screamed.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   40.
 
   Matt paced the great hall, back and forth across the entry into the passage that the servant and guards had taken Carrot.  Minutes had passed and she had not returned.  Then he realized it was ridiculous to think she would be back in minutes.  It was a big palace and she might not even be there yet.   Wherever 'there' was.  A study?  A bedroom?  And why did that bother him?
 
   “Ivan, I know you're controlling my hormones, but do you think I'm upset about this just because I'm attracted to her?”
 
   “I lack sufficient data to assign a probability.”
 
   “Do you think he'll try anything with her?”
 
   “You mean, will the Emperor attempt a sexual advance on Carrot?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I lack sufficient data to assign a probability.”
 
   “Then there's the question, what if she makes a sexual advance on him?”
 
   “It is unlikely that Carrot is sexually attracted to the Emperor.”
 
   “She might do something if she thinks it will help her country.”
 
   “Matt, you are asking questions involving individual human behavior which are outside my analytical skills and knowledge base.  Perhaps you should consult a human friend on these matters.”
 
   If I still had one, Matt thought.  
 
   He became aware that the nearest guests were staring and realized he had been muttering.  He strode quickly away to the balcony.  It overlooked a garden painted in moonlight.  No signs of motion, save for lanterns wafting in the breeze.
 
   Taking care to subvocal, he said,  “Is Herman above the horizon yet?”
 
   “No, Matt. Hermanrise is in twenty-seven minutes.”
 
   “He's never around when we need him.  Is, uh, the partition transmitting?”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”
 
   “So where is she?”
 
   Ivan flashed an augmented-reality arrow in Matt's field of vision.  It pointed over a building on the other side of the garden.  
 
   “So she's in there?”
 
   “She is in that direction.”
 
   “Range?”
 
   “Two hundred and thirty-five meters.  Please note this value is based on attenuation of signal with the assumption of no intervening obstacles.”
 
   “Can you triangulate her position?”
 
   “For an accurate determination, it will be necessary for you to walk a minimum of thirty meters in a direction perpendicular to the signal vector.”
 
   Before Matt could take a step, a hand clamped his shoulder.  
 
   "Come this way, Matt," Archimedes said.  "We want to hear your views."
 
   “I'm just going outside for some fresh air – “
 
   “Air is important, but so is entertainment.”
 
   “Right now I'd rather not be entertained – ”
 
   “You're not going to be.  I am.”
 
   Archimedes dragged him halfway down the hall to a spacious wing.  A group of guests were clustered next to a wall.  They all wore elaborate robes, and one of them had a purple fringe that looked like a swatch from a shag carpet.  They elevated drinks as Archimedes and Matt approached.
 
   Archimedes introduced.  "This is Matt of Seattle.  Seattle is a city of cultural sophistication in the western reaches of Espin.  Matt, these are people of apparent status in Rome."
 
   Heads finished bowing and appraising gazes began.  Archimedes gestured to the wall, which was covered by a mural.  
 
   “Matt, the paintings in this wing were commissioned and donated to the imperial palace by the Sisters of Wisdom.  Could you enlighten us as to the views of the learned scholars of Seattle regarding the historicity of these portrayals?”
 
   Matt took a moment to parse the sentence, and then regarded the mural.  It was fundamentally a map of the Yuro Archipelago, centered on the island of Italia with Britan in the upper left corner.  But it was half allegorical in that it showed selected buildings and ships, people and animals and plants disproportionately thousands of times larger than scale.  Rome, for example, displayed the imperial palace, Victory Square, and the Coliseum.  Londa was Governor's House.  Elsewhere on the map, magnified symbolically, were fishermen, farmers, and soldiers.    
 
   “Okay . . . ” Matt said.  “Is there something I'm supposed to see?”
 
   “This is meant as a map of the present day,” Archimedes said.  “Nothing you see different from the perspective of Seattle?”
 
   Matt shrugged, hoping he could get back to tracking Carrot.
 
   “Now here, look at this one.  What do you think?”
 
   The next painting was a throwback to the children's book at Fish Lake.  Amid clouds and mesas resided a box.  The lid of the box was flung open.  Out of the box emanated rays of light, and riding upon the rays were plants and animals.
 
   Matt ventured,  "It looks . . . like the legend about The Box That Everything Came In."
 
   The shag-fringed senator spoke into his drink,  “How revelatory.”
 
   Archimedes scowled.  “We all know of the damned Box Myth, Matt!  What these esteemed personages want to know is, what is the thinking in Seattle about it?  How do you reconcile your advanced scientific knowledge with the notion of a box that fell from the stars, and out tumbled all the plants and beasts?”
 
   “The obvious question is,” another man said.  “How did it all fit in?  Were the plants and animals in a miniaturized form?”
 
   "Perhaps the box is charmed," said an older woman.  "It's larger on the inside than the outside.  It's a miracle, as my governess would say, and miracles are not to be questioned."
 
   A few of the men snorted.  Matt wondered if he should just play dumb.  But he was also curious to see how the truth played among a group of people who considered themselves the most educated and sophisticated on the planet.
 
   "The box didn't contain full-size animals," he said.  "It contains the patterns for making animals.  See these little spiral wisps coming out the sides?  Those are DNA snippets which are spliced into the existing DNA within the cellular – "
 
   "I heard of 'deena' in Temple School," a young woman said.  "It sounded so amazing!  It can turn anything into anything else, through invisible homonuculi known as editian viralises."
 
   "Editor viruses," Matt said.  “And it can't turn anything into anything.  In fact, it doesn't turn anything into anything.”  Ivan was hurried calling up information, which Matt read from AR screens.  “It doesn't mutate the organism, it mutates the gametes which combine to form offspring, which are thus mutated from – “
 
   “And so, a mouse gives birth to a lion,” said the senator.  “That must be a hard fit for the mother!”
 
   Matt waited for the chuckling to die down.  
 
   “There are a lot of intermediate steps,” he replied.  “You don't go straight from a mouse to a lion.  You start with a mouse, a subvolean chimera actually, but let's call it a mouse.  You allow the mice to breed throughout the planetary ecosystem.  Then editor viruses in microprinted spore encasements are released into the atmosphere and randomly absorbed by members of the mouse population to enter into the cellular nuclei and edit the DNA of their gametes to create mouse-plus-one intermediate-form chimera gametes – “
 
   “And what is a gamete?” asked another listener.
 
   “A sex cell,” Matt said.  
 
   “Ah.  So this was the interesting part.”
 
   Matt waited for the round of laughter to die down, but before he could speak a woman interjected,  “I want to know more about the deena.  Is it like a worm that burrows beneath the skin?”
 
   Before Matt could respond, a man said, “I once saw an elephant do tricks at the Coliseum, but it didn't climb out of a mouse.”
 
   They all laughed again.  Archimedes tugged Matt farther down the wing.  “Now, Matt, take a look at this one.”
 
   They went on to the next painting.  Eyebrows furrowed, Matt backed up to get a full view.  
 
   Pensive men in dark robes aimed tubes that spat fire.  Above their heads, where halos would have hovered on the paintings of Medieval Europe, were positioned icons that resembled stylized beetles of white inside circles of green.  The men were shooting at an army of humanoid creatures emerging from the box.
 
   Matt's jaw dropped and for a moment he forgot all about Carrot.  “What is this?”
 
   “A battle scene from The War Between the Mentors and Witches,” Archimedes said.
 
   “The War Between the Sisters and Mentors,” said the woman who had mentioned 'Temple School.'
 
   “I didn't read anything in the library about this,” Matt said in a quiet voice to Archimedes.  
 
   “For good reason,” Archimedes replied.  “My library contains the writings of the mentors.  The war is what wiped out the mentors.”  He frowned.  “Perhaps it isn't such a good reason after all.”
 
   “Good riddance to the mentors and their silliness,” the man who had joked about the elephant said.  “They admonish against creationism, and then they teach it.  Along with fairy tales about invisibly tiny demons that spread sickness, and that the world goes around the sun when everyone can look in the sky and plainly see otherwise.”
 
   “Their prophecy isn't all wrong,” the senator said. “They foretold of Rome's rise.”
 
   “With all due respect, your Eminence,” the other man said, “it was leaders such as you that made Rome an Empire, not some ancient prophecy uttered by so-called 'wise men.'”
 
   The senator raised his drink in toast.  “I will humbly accept the compliment.” 
 
   Matt squinted closely at the painting.  He noticed at once that the backdrop of the battle was another 'map,' this one of the whole world.  He immediately suspected that the physical location of the boxes – if not their original landing points on the surface of New Earth – corresponded to their positions in the painting foreground relative to the map in the background.
 
   He counted three boxes in all and murmured, “Of course.  Three seeder probes.  For back-up redundancy.”
 
   The woman who had attended Temple School was hovering close by and said, “You know then of the doctrine of the Trinity of Pandora, the Three-Who-Are-One.”
 
   Matt ignored her and noted the positions of the boxes:  one in Italia, one on the other side of the world – and one in Britan.
 
   “Ah,” he said.  “That explains – “
 
   Then a splotch of blue near the Britanian box caught his eye.  It wasn't just any shade, it was the same bright blue as his long-lost jumpsuit.  And it was in fact in the form of a jumpsuit – worn by one of the mentors fighting the apparitions coming out of the boxes.  The individual wore his hair different than Matt did and he had a beard, but the hair and eye colors were the same as Matt's.
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “I notice your interest in the figure located in the upper left corner of the painting.  Are you noting the correlations between its appearance and your own?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you think that it is a representation of your hypothetical archival clone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you think that he is the one responsible for spreading the myth of you as the coming Star Child?”
 
   “Well, I hadn't thought of that.  But a lot of things about that prophecy are starting to make sense.”  Matt thought,  And he'd be the one to think of me as a child.  
 
   Archimedes joined Matt and gazed at the figure on the wall.  “If the outline of the map means anything, that fellow is near where you say Seattle is located.  Does he hold some special significance for you Seattleans?”
 
   “Seattlites,” Matt corrected reflexively.  “Uh, no.  Do you know anything about him?”
 
   “Matt, more than a century has passed since that time and there are so many stories and lies about the War Between The – well, as you have learned, even the name is contested.  All I know for certain is that the mentors ceased to speak to us after the war and the world was plunged into a time of troubles from which we have yet to emerge.”
 
   Archimedes noticed the senator was close enough to have overheard.  He added,  “That is, until the coming of the Dawn of the Imperium.”
 
   The senator toasted and drank again.  He wandered off, just as a looming head with a smirking expression and trailing cape arrived.  
 
   Valarion bowed at Archimedes.  "Well, Teacher.  I see you have decided to mingle."
 
   “For didactic purposes.  But you seem to have driven off my students.”
 
   Valarion looked around.  The crowd indeed had dispersed.  He switched his gaze to Matt.  “So this is your apprentice that we've heard reports of.”
 
   Archimedes made introductions.  
 
   “Matt has been most helpful to me.”
 
   “Well, we do need to keep those sewers running, don't we?”
 
   Archimedes glanced about.  “Where'd you put your witch?”
 
   “Now didn't you just say witches were paranoid nonsense?”
 
   “Every rule has its exception.  And I don't recall saying that in your hearing.”
 
   “You're the only one in Rome uncouth enough to call her that.  She's been designated by the Senate as a Lady of State.”
 
   “That says less about her honor than about the Senate's lack.”  Archimedes looked around again.  “Say, where is Hadron?  Doesn't he make a showing before this?”
 
   Valarion frowned as he looked about as well.  “You are right.  Rather unusual.”  The general's attention shifted back to Matt.  “And where is that girl you were with?”
 
   Matt replied, “She was taken to have a private audience with the Emperor.”
 
   “A private audience, you say?” 
 
   Archimedes watched Valarion's face and said flatly, “Something is going on, isn't it?”
 
   Valarion raised an eyebrow and smiled.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “You spoke just now in the same tone of voice you used when you made excuses as to why you were late with your homework.”
 
   “I don't have time for your tiresome mental torments,” Valarion replied, his forehead twitching.  “I must look into this matter of the Emperor.”  And with that, he abruptly departed.  
 
   “He never wants anything to do with me,” Archimedes said.  “Yet now he's approached me twice in one night.  Matt?”
 
   At the moment, Matt was barely listening.  His mind was aswirl with the realization that his 'brother' had come to Ne'arth a century earlier, had joined the mentors in a war that had all but destroyed civilization on this world, and had seemingly vanished without trace.  
 
   “Why didn't he try to contact me?” Matt asked subvocally.  “Why didn't he leave a message?”
 
   “It is possible that he died before being able to do so,” Ivan said.
 
   Matt stared at the patch of blue on the painting.  It wasn't much to go on, given that it was turning his life upside down – again.
 
   “Matt?  Return from the clouds, Matt.”
 
   Matt blinked.  “Archimedes.  When were these paintings made?”
 
   “They were installed a year ago, by the Sisters of Wisdom.  Part of an effort to stem a revival of mentorism that occurred due to the appearance of that comet.”
 
   “Mentorism?  Comet?” 
 
   But Archimedes had turned away.  He was watching Valarion, who was standing by an entry, conferring with a contingent of palace guard.  Valarion was listening raptly, his expression deathly serious.  He nodded to the guards and several dispersed.  He took the spear of one of those who remained and headed over to the orchestra with long, quick strides.
 
   “I sense the closing of a net,” Archimedes said, watching.  “Perhaps we should be off while we can.”
 
   “Carrot's not back,” Matt said.
 
   “Follow me, Matt.  In haste.”
 
   While he tagged after Archimedes, Matt watched Valarion, who was speaking to the conductor.  The music instantly halted.  Motioning the conductor aside, Valarion took the platform and pounded the spear.  
 
   "ATTENTION!  ATTENTION ALL OF YOU!"  
 
   The hubbub of conversation ceased and heads turned. 
 
   "BY ORDER OF THE PALACE GUARD, NO ONE IS TO LEAVE THE PREMISES!  I REPEAT, NO ONE IS TO LEAVE THE PREMISES UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE.  YOU WILL COMPLY WITH THE INSTRUCTIONS OF THE GUARD!"
 
   "What is the meaning of this?" someone demanded.  Conversation resumed, whispered and more frantic than before.  Valarion banged the spear again.  
 
   "THERE WILL BE QUIET!  NO ONE IS TO MOVE ABOUT.  YOU WILL COMPLY WITH THE INSTRUCTIONS OF THE GUARD!"
 
   Men in polished armor, bearing spears and swords and wearing purple plumes spread from the entries and lined the perimeter of the hall.  Matt realized that he was trapped.  Archimedes meanwhile, headed toward a fresco on the far wall.
 
   “TEACHER!”
 
   Valarion had singled out Archimedes.  Archimedes halted and faced him.  Valarion walked toward Archimedes, the crowd meekly parting.  
 
   When he was within speaking distance, Valarion loomed over Archimedes and said in a stage whisper, “There has been a serious incident.  I'm afraid you must be detained with the rest of us until matters are resolved.”
 
   Archimedes surveyed the onlookers and nodded slowly.  
 
   “Well acted,” he replied.  “You've finally gone and killed him, haven't you?”
 
   Valarion's eyes and mouth went wide.  “Teacher, what are you saying?  How do you know of the Emperor's death?”
 
   At the words, the crowd gasped.  Valarion quickly admonished,  “No one is to repeat that!”
 
   And that, of course, caused the noise level within the great hall to escalate to a roar of shouts.
 
   A contingent of purple-plumed soldiers converged on Valarion, Archimedes, and Matt.  Archimedes stepped back and held out his staff.  He oriented it vertically.  He pressed a stud on the side.  He stamped the base of the staff on the floor.
 
   The base emitted a blinding flash.  
 
   Smoke engulfed Archimedes and Matt.  In his temporary blindness, Matt felt a tug on his sleeve, so insistent that he nearly staggered.  He followed Archimedes to the fresco they'd been heading toward before.  Choking, Matt saw dimly through the smoke as Archimedes pushed in the eye of an anthropomorphic sun.  There was a click, and a panel of the fresco swung inward, revealing a dark passage.  They entered.  Another click, and the panel sealed them in from the hall.  Matt breathed clear air again.      
 
   Light from the hall filtered through patches of stained glass that from the other side Matt had taken to be merely ornamental.  The illumination was faint, but enough to recognize the outlines of flowing hair and elongated beard in front of him.
 
   "This passage leads to the sewers," Archimedes said.  He jangled a key ring.  "We'll must head to the house and warn the servants without delay."
 
   "What about Carrot?" Matt asked.
 
   Pounding erupted on the other side of the panel.
 
   “Matt, by now the barracks have been alerted and a thousand guards will be swarming the grounds.  I'm afraid Carrot is on her own for now."
 
   The panel boomed and shuddered and splintered.  Archimedes fumbled with the keyring, inserted a key into a lock on a barred door, opened the door and stepped through.
 
   “Matt!  Come!”
 
   “Go without me.”
 
   “You don't even know – “
 
   Another boom, and the panel cracked in two.  The soldiers on the other side threw away the table they had used as battering ram and streamed in.  Matt heard the door behind him clang shut.  Then his arms were grabbed and thrust behind his back.  A soldier placed the blade of a short sword to Matt's throat.
 
   “Don't try anything!” the soldier said.
 
   To the outside world, Matt made sure not to seem that he was trying anything.  But to Ivan, he subvocaled, “Start warming up hypermode.”
 
   "Hypermode is at standby now," Ivan said.
 
   "That quick?"
 
   "I sensed a life-threatening situation and commenced hypermode initiation three minutes ago."
 
   “Ivan, I love you!”
 
   Matt was dragged blinking into the light of the great hall.  The center of the room had been cleared, the civilians having been herded to the walls by the soldiers.  Valarion, amid a coterie of guardsmen, stormed toward Matt.  He was not smiling.
 
   Matt asked subvocally,  "How many soldiers between us and the deck?"
 
   Ivan replied,  "Thirty-four."
 
   "Not good, but let's do this.  Go to hypermode!"
 
   "You there!" Valarion shouted at Matt.  "Where . . . is . . . Archiiiii . . . mmmmmeeeeee . . . . "
 
   The general's voice dropped from tenor to baritone to a lethargic drone.  The lights flickered and dimmed and then brightened as Ivan compensated for subjective changes in frequency and photon flux.  Matt felt almost weightless, but at the same time the air seemed to thicken into a gaseous syrup.
 
   Everyone was moving in slow motion.  Valarion was barely inching.  
 
   In the upper right corner of Matt's field of vision, the number '3.0' appeared, then a subjective second later ticked to 2.9.  Then 2.8 – 
 
   Matt twisted, but his captors held firm.  Matt stamped on a foot.  The owner's face rippled with pain and his throat rattled a moan.  Matt shook loose.
 
   Matt felt the pressure of the blade on his throat begin to intensify.  The soldier holding it had seen Matt's sudden movement and was reacting with lightning instinct.
 
   Matt pitched himself backward from the blade, toppling onto the soldier who still held him by the arm.  He broke free and rolled and stood straight.  A ring of soldiers slothfully closed.  A sword crept toward his chest.  Matt sidestepped and sprinted toward the deck.
 
   "Matt, be careful!  You'll tear a ligament!  You'll break a bone!"
 
   Matt was in too much of a frenzy even to tell Ivan to shut up.  The hypermode timer was down to 1.5, half exhausted already and he hadn't even started his bolt for freedom.   
 
   "Matt, object at six o'clock!"
 
   A crossbow arrow streaked toward his neck.  It seemed to be moving only a few kilometers an hour, but Matt knew that hypermode wouldn't spare his body from kinetic damage in real time.  He dodged.  The arrow flew past.
 
   Timer:  1.1 . . . 1.0 . . . .
 
   Matt glanced behind.  More arrows!  Hop right – hop left – duck!  
 
   A shadow fell across his face.  A snarling giant of a guard had intercepted his path and was slashing with a broadsword.  Matt scrambled and the blade gouged into the floor.  
 
   Matt saw an opening between guards, and through it the deck.  He leaped through the gap and then made another leap that cleared the rail.  He tumbled onto the lawn, sprang and ducked through an orchard and around a hedge.
 
   Then the world shuddered.  His vision flickered with a blinding flash as Ivan adjusted for the re-transition to normal time-sense.  Voices that had been a dull roar resumed being cries and yells.  Matt gulped air and felt his heart pound explosively.  He tried to move his legs and found them leaden.  
 
   "Hypermode reserves are exhausted," Ivan said needlessly.  
 
   So tired, Matt thought.  "Yeah."
 
   "Matt, Hermanrise has occurred."
 
   "Yes!  Get me out of here without running into soldiers!”
 
   “Follow the path to your right, then – “
 
   Matt lost track of how many directions Ivan gave him, but without fail he managed to avoid the guards rushing seemingly on the other side of every hedge and bush.  Within minutes, he had taken refuge in a narrow crevice between buildings.  Hiding behind a bush, Matt watched the infrared signatures of the guards sparkle like fireflies beneath the moonlight as they ran among the plantings.  The sparks were concentrating toward a central building.
 
   “I think that's where she is,” Matt said.
 
   “That is where signal triangulation has located her.”
 
   “That too.”  Matt had forgotten about the partition.  
 
   "Do you wish me to plot the most evasive path through the guards?"
 
   "I might have a better idea.”  Matt caught his breath.  “Dig up your photos of the plans for the palace.  Archimedes built this place, and I have a hunch that the secret passage back there wasn't his only easter egg!"
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   41.
 
   Before Carrot even realized what was happening, a dozen soldier-guards streamed inside the Emperor's bedroom, swords and crossbows drawn.  On the tips of the crossbow arrows aimed at her abdomen, a moist substance glistened.  An imperial guard major entered and made a show of glancing over the bed scene while listening to the servant who had brought Carrot to the room.
 
   "They had been alone for about half an hour when I asked Mayil to offer them fresh drinks," the servant said, indicating the woman who had dropped the tray.  "Shortly after, I heard Mayil scream and I summoned the guard."
 
   "I see evidence of a struggle," the major said, nodding to a pillow by the Emperor's head.  The pillow looked like an ordinary pillow.  
 
   Carrot glared at the servant.  "He's lying!  I had barely entered the room when she screamed.  I found him that way!"  
 
   As she raised her arm to gesture, the circle of arrows raised and closed.  She saw the steady glares and slowly lowered her arm  
 
   The major addressed the servant,  “We will need your deposition.”
 
   Carrot was thinking of deposing a few words of her own, but just then she smelled Matt.
 
   “Carrot, this is Matt,” his voice said, seemingly at her side.  “I'm in the room with you.  I can't see you, but I can hear if you cough.  If you can hear me, please cough.”
 
   Carrot coughed.  She scanned the room.  The guards stared back stonily.  The major continued ignoring her.  The servants kneaded their fingers.  Matt was nowhere to be seen.  However, when she twisted her head slightly, she was able to localize his scent.  It was coming from the wall opposite the door – which made no sense, as Carrot had not seen him enter and surely the guards would have stopped him if he had.  She wondered,  Does Ivan confer the power of invisibility?
 
   Then she noticed that the curtain covering the opposite wall was rustling.  How odd that a curtain should cover a windowless interior wall . . . . 
 
   “All right,” Matt said.  “Carrot, in order for me to hear you speak, you'll have to grant me permission.  I want you to speak softly, so that no one else can hear.  Speak these words:  'I grant Matt permission to hear me speak.'”
 
   In barely a whisper, she said,  “I grant Matt permission to hear me speak.”
 
   “Okay, I heard that, good.”
 
   “Matt!” Carrot continued to speak in the same sub-whisper.  “You put a radio in me, didn't you?”
 
   “Good, you learned what a radio is, so I won't have to explain.  All right, we need to get you out of here.  You're being framed for a political assassination.  So am I and so is Archimedes.”
 
   “Where is Archimedes?”
 
   “He's safe.  Look – “
 
   “You put a radio in me!  That's called 'bugging!'  You bugged me without my permission!”
 
   “Carrot, please.  We'll talk about that later.  We have to get you out of here.”
 
   Carrot shook her head, forgetting that Matt had said that he couldn't see her.  “I'm going to stay here and clear my name.  Matt, the Emperor was dead before I came in!”
 
   “Yes, Ivan's micro-laser measured his corpse temperature.  He's been dead since before we arrived at the palace.  But that doesn't change anything.  You're going to be falsely accused of killing him.  That's what this was all about.  Look, I've had time to think about this and this is what I figure.  The dogs barked at you to show everyone that you were a so-called 'witch.'  Then Valarion lets you into the palace anyway so that you could be brought here.  It's all been a set-up, to get you in this room with the Emperor's dead body so you could be accused of killing him.  I wouldn't be surprised if Hadron didn't even know you were coming to the party.”
 
   “Then who freed Geth and the others?”
 
   “Valarion, probably.”
 
   “Valarion wouldn't free Britanian slaves.”
 
   “Carrot, we don't have time for a discussion!”
 
   “I'm not leaving.  I'm going to clear my name as a Britanian or they'll take retribution against all of Britan!”
 
   Matt paused.  “Look, you're not going to have a chance to clear your name.  Valarion is behind this whole thing because he needed Hadron out of the way in order to become Emperor.  As for you, you're what they call a 'patsy.'  He wanted you in this room to have you accused of the murder of the Emperor, and he knew you wouldn't come to the party unless you had a strong sense of personal obligation to thank the Emperor.  That's why he got your friends freed.  It wasn't a favor, it was a ruse.”
 
   “A ruse.”
 
   “Yes, a trick, a ploy – “
 
   “I know what a ruse is.  But Matt, they can't charge me with killing the Emperor! They have no evidence!  They – “
 
   She noticed the major was staring hard.  
 
   “Can I help you?” she asked aloud.
 
   “I'll say it again,” the major replied, holding out his hand.  “Where is your daisy brooch?”
 
   “My what?”
 
   “Witnesses say that you were wearing at the party a jeweled brooch in the form of a daisy.  Where is it?”
 
   “What dai – oh, I know what you mean.  I left that at home.”  Her eyebrows knitted.  “How would you know what witnesses at the party would say?  You've not been out of the room, and no one has come in.”  As far as you know, Carrot thought.
 
   For a moment, the major seemed at a loss.  Then he turned to the bed, and his eyebrows elevated in mock surprise.  “Ah, here it is!”
 
   He reached beneath the bed sheets – from a place where he could not have seen it – and pulled out a brooch identical to the one she had been gifted with by the 'Emperor.'  The major turned it end over end, then seemed to 'accidentally' press a tiny stud.  The brooch flipped open, and a white powder spilled out.
 
   “Poison!” he declared.  The servants gasped while the major made a show of examining the 'evidence.' He glared sternly at Carrot.  “And how do you explain the presence of this?”
 
   “You took it out of your pocket just now and put it under the sheets and pretended to have found it there,” she replied.
 
   “I think her actions in this tragedy are clear,” the major announced to the room, holding up the brooch.  “She attempted to surreptitiously poison the Emperor, but he caught her in the act.  There was a struggle, and so she killed him by suffocation.”
 
   The soldiers watched mutely, but the servant girl put her hands to her mouth and squealed theatrically.  Carrot suppressed an impulse to punch her out.  She looked across the room at the accusing eyes and arrow heads.  Then she looked at the brooch.  It was an exact duplicate of the one she had been given at the house, save that first one doubtless didn't have a secret compartment that she might have opened on the way by accident and come prematurely to suspect the . . . ruse.
 
   “Matt,” Carrot said.  “You are right.  But how do we get out of here?”  
 
   With a glance she surveyed the six bowmen.  They were a little fatter than the legion regulars she'd fought in Britan, but their eyes had a glint of greater intelligence, and that meant greater skill.  Moreover, there were another half-dozen guards with short swords.  Three guards she might have been able to handle in close quarters combat, but a dozen?    
 
   Matt better have a good plan, she thought.
 
   "There's a secret passage,” he said.  “I'm going to create a distraction, then come to you.  Then you follow me.”
 
   “That's it?”
 
   Matt didn't answer.  She then saw that, on the far wall, above the heads of the soldiers, a wick snuffer pole was bobbing as it moved from wall lamp to wall lamp, dousing the flames as it went.  At first the major was too busy conferring with his subordinates to notice.  But when only three lamps remained – one on each wall – he looked up and scowled.  His gaze went immediately to the snuffer pole.
 
   “Who's doing that?” he demanded.  “Who's there!”
 
   The pole doused the lamp on the far wall.  Then it descended out of sight.  The major shifted his head back and forth, and then the pole rose again on the wall to Carrot's right.  That lamp was doused, and only the lamp on the opposite wall remained.
 
   “Clear away!” the major shouted, making a parting motion with his arms.
 
   The men parted, revealing Matt stooped against the wall and still holding the pole.
 
   “Get him!” 
 
   The soldiers drew their swords.  Matt threw the snuffer pole.  It described a perfect arc and struck the one still-illuminated lamp with cybernetic precision.  The room was plunged into darkness.
 
   The major roared and men shouted and swords clanged as in the confusion and darkness they fought one another.  Carrot felt a hand grasp her ankle, tugging her downward.  She crouched, with her cat's eyes discerning Matt's silhouette on all fours against the sliver of light pouring from the outside hall.
 
   Matt crawled through the crowd.  Carrot scrambled after.  She felt the wall curtain brush by.  She sensed Matt standing and she stood also.  She was led in darkness down a ramp, and a panel clicked and they emerged into a well-lit room.
 
   "A kitchen!" she said.  "How did we get into a kitchen?"
 
   “The Emperor's secret midnight snack tunnel.  He had Archimedes build it for him.”  
 
   The kitchen was much larger than the one in the house of Archimedes, with rows of gleaming utensils and towering pantry shelves and an icebox big enough to walk inside.  Mola would faint, Carrot thought.  But there was no time to gawk.  Matt had let go of Carrot's hand and was motioning for her to follow as he checked the next room, where a table for two had been set.  Carrot saw the roses in the vases and the graphically explicit paintings on the walls and suspected this had been where the Emperor had his romantically intimate meals with special 'guests.'  All so cozy, she thought.  But the man was dead now and there was no point in reproving.
 
   They proceeded to the hall, and with the entire building suffused with the scent of the imperial guard, she did not realize that a squad of guardsmen were near until they rushed the corner.
 
   They raised their swords, yelled and charged.  Matt and Carrot retreated to the dining room.  As the guards burst past the threshold, Carrot grabbed the table and hurled it.  She caught two but the rest streamed in.  She grabbed a chair and fended off the blades while snapping a guard's wrist bone and expropriating his sword.  Throwing away the chair, she kicked off her high heels and ripped a new hem for her dress, one that went above the knee and gave her freedom of movement.  She brandished her blade and growled.    
 
   Clang-clang-clang!  The soldiers pressed in, and Carrot retreated to a corner.  They were four against one and their skill was better than she'd ever faced in the forests of Britan.  Again and again she barely dodged their blades and points.  She eyed Matt standing free to one side and called, “Help me!”
 
   “I don't know how to sword fight!” he shouted.
 
   Clang-clang!
 
   “Just make a show of it and draw a couple off.  I can't fight them all at once!”
 
   Matt took the sword from a soldier she had knocked unconscious with the table.  He sidestepped warily at the fringe of the battle between Carrot and the four guards.  Then a blade nicked her dress and in reaction he yelled and stabbed his point into the fray.  His thrust was too short to cause damage, but two guards turned and gave attention to him.  
 
   She quickly saw that Matt was right, he didn't know the first thing about fighting with a sword.  Soon he was being pushed to another corner, blades coming within centimeters of his throat as the chair he used as shield was hacked to kindling.  
 
   But now she was down to two opponents – and two was a number she could handle.  Gritting her teeth and bracing her feet against the wall, Carrot slammed her sword against an incoming blade.  CLANG!  The impact stunned the guard, who fell and lost his grip.  Carrot whirled to the other and slashed.  His body armor took only a scrape, but the fury of the attack had put him off balance.  Carrot sprang off the wall, launching herself across the meters of separation.  She knocked him over and punched him unconscious and whirled to face Matt's assailants.  One of them charged and she had him disarmed in three swift strokes, and stunned and reeling in one more.
 
   The sole remaining guard stared at the scene, then at her.  She snarled.  He bolted.
 
   Matt had fallen and lost his sword in the melee.  He accepted her hand and she pulled him standing.  He looked at the littering of incapacitated guards sprawled across the carpet and said, “Wow.”
 
   She realized her hair was disheveled and she was perspiring.  She heard herself snorting and took a deep, calming breath.  Then she met his eyes.  
 
   “I look like a ragged beast, don't I?” 
 
   “You look like a gorgeous ragged beast.”  He cast a side glance and twisted his head, listening to his inner voice as his finger traced above a screen she could not seen.  “Ivan has mapped a clear route from here to the east wall of the palace.  Let's get outside before Herman sets.”
 
   A twist and a turn and they clattered down steps into clear night air.  The garden's knee-high dainty lanterns barely illuminated the path over the light provided by the blazing stars and brilliant moon.  Carrot let Matt guide.  "This way!"  Then,  "This way!"  She saw and smelled no guards, a positive sign that their pursuers were being efficiently evaded.  
 
   Satellite view is wonderful, she thought.    She scanned the sky but could not see the spark that was their benefactor in the heavens.
 
   Matt abruptly stopped.  She nearly piled into him and started to ask, but then she smelled . . . Her.
 
   Ahead of them, blocking their path to the east wall, Lady Inoldia stepped from behind a hedge.  She was dressed elegantly, as if she too had attended the party after all.  She was smirking.  Carrot snarled.
 
   Matt turned to retreat, but Inoldia called, “Boy, do you think you can outrace me?”
 
   Carrot, growling, interposed herself and raised her sword.  
 
   “Carrot!” Matt shouted.  “We have to get away!”
 
   Inoldia strolled toward them.  She splayed her fingers – which ended in normal nails.  Carrot wondered if Inoldia was so overconfident that she thought that she could take on Carrot without transforming from human form.  If so, Carrot thought, she'll learn otherwise too late.  
 
   “Carrot!” Matt shouted.  “Don't do this!”
 
   Carrot didn't hear.  She growled once more, clenched the sword, and advanced.  Inoldia contemplated her serenely.
 
   “How much have you looked forward to this moment,” Inoldia said.  “Your opportunity to avenge the death of your mother.  For years you've waited for this.  Sad, really.”
 
   Carrot raised her sword, screamed loud enough to be heard in the great hall, and lunged.
 
   Inoldia raised her arm horizontally, twisting her hand vertically.  Her palm flashed.  Carrot glimpsed a dart that exploded from the palm and trailed a coiled thread as it streaked toward her faster than an arrow.  She was too close, there was no time to dodge.  The dart embedded in her dress, just below the collar.  
 
   Carrot had expected pain from the dart's impact.  She had expected a gush of poison through her bloodstream.  Instead – she felt as if her body had been possessed.
 
   Against her will she straightened and stiffened.  She dropped the sword and collapsed.  Flat on the ground, her body trembled and shook.  She tried to regain control, but – nothing.
 
   It wasn't pain.  It was beyond pain.  It's the thing that pain comes to warn you about is coming next, Carrot thought.  
 
   “Carrot!” she heard Matt scream.
 
   Her eyes were open but she could not move them.  She saw at the corner of her vision, Inoldia twisted to face Matt and raised her other arm and oriented her other palm – and then the Sister of Wisdom fired another infernal dart.  Matt jerked and went stiff and collapsed.  Carrot wanted to call his name, but her lungs and wind pipe and mouth were all removed from her power.
 
   She remembered the radio.  But she couldn't manage even a whisper.  
 
   She lay face up, unable to move except for blinks and short, painful panting.  Inoldia stood above her and smiled while pulling the coils from bleeding palms. 
 
   “So ends the battle of vengeance to which you dedicated your life,” Inoldia said.  “I too feel that it was over too soon, but what can I do?  You were simply inadequate for the contest.”
 
   Some feeling returned to Carrot's body and she struggled to move her arms – but she could barely do more than gurgle and grimace.
 
   Inoldia stooped over Matt.  “Wizardling, or whatever you call yourself.  Have your mentor come out of your head now, or I will crush your skull while it is inside.”
 
   She means Ivan, Carrot thought.  She knows about Ivan.
 
   After a moment, something white and small like Ivan did emerge from Matt's nostril.  But it was in the shape of a beetle, with an ovoid body and numerous crawling legs.  It scurried across Matt's face and down onto the garden path and toward the hedges.  Inoldia raised her foot and stamped hard, grinding the thing into the paving stone.
 
   She removed her sandal and smiled at the twitching debris.  “Filthy, disgusting thing!  I do hope that's the last one I'll ever see.”
 
   A score of soldiers arrived, bearing a profusion of lanterns.  A imperial guard colonel bowed deeply to Inoldia and she instructed that shackles be placed on Carrot, as they quickly were.  They were not ordinary shackles, though, but a kind that Carrot thought might be used to restrain large animals.  They were enough for her, she thought, as she was raised to standing and yet wobbled.  
 
   A litter arrived and Carrot was pushed inside.  She watched Matt being shackled normally and called through numb lips, “What are you going to do with him?”
 
   “He's a present for the new emperor,” Inoldia said.  She smiled almost benignly.  “And as for you, you will be a present for the Mother.”
 
   Carrot had never subvocaled, but she had an idea of how it was done by having observed Matt do it so many times.  
 
   “Matt!” she attempted.  “Matt!”
 
   There was no answer as Carrot was borne out of the palace grounds and toward the waterfront.
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   Matt tried calling to Carrot over their radio link as her litter departed the palace grounds, but then he began to drift in and out of consciousness.  He had the strangest dream, of a world with buildings taller than trees, coaches that traveled among the clouds and stars, and printing presses that effortlessly provided all the material needs and comforts that anyone would ever need.  In his dreamworld, words and pictures flew silently through the air while inside the ghost in the machine was another ghost who was a machine . . . . 
 
   He awakened with a start and opened his eyes to darkness.  He was in a sitting position and tried to move his arms and legs, but they were shackled.  He seemed to be confined in a closet, one that was shaking and rattling.
 
   "Ivan, where are we?"
 
   "We are in a locked box on a rickshaw, descending on Golden Street, approximately fifty meters east of Victory Square."
 
   "Where's Carrot?"
 
   "I do not know.  I lost her transponder signal eighteen minutes ago.  Hermanset occurred eleven minutes ago, while she was in transit down Golden Street.”
 
   “Herman has a way of setting at the worst time.  Well, let me know if you make contact with Herman or, uh, Ivan Lite.”
 
   “Yes, Matt.”  Coinciding with a slowing and twisting of the vehicle, Ivan announced, “We have entered Victory Square and are heading east.”
 
   Matt had guessed the first part, having heard innumerable times during his visits the clatter of rickshaw wheels upon the bricks of the Square.  When the sound changed pitch, he knew they had entered the older part of the plaza.
 
   "Ivan, I have a really bad headache.  Can you turn it off?"
 
   "Yes, Matt."
 
   "Thanks.  Much better, I can think now.  Okay, so Inoldia has a taser bio-engineered into her palm.  That's an old trick, but new on this world, I guess.  Lucky you're electrically sheathed.”
 
   “All neural implant matrices have been electrically sheathed by law since before the end of the twenty-first century.”
 
   “So Inoldia doesn't know about you or Ivan Lite.  By the way, how did you manage to print that mentor-bug model so – “ Matt had an odd sensation, and felt his face.  “Part of my nose bridge is missing.”
 
   “Yes, Matt.  I used the bone mass to form the mentor model as it would have taken several minutes to print a model independently, and your life was in imminent danger.”
 
   Matt considered.  “You made the right decision.  And Inoldia seems to have been fooled by the mentor design we got from the murals, so good job there too.  And, uh, since I don't need a third nostril, you are going to fill the hole, right?”
 
   “I have been in the process of doing so.  It was originally twice as large as it is now.”
 
   “All right, carry on.”  Matt made a conscious effort to keep from rubbing the depression in his face.  “Well, now what we need to think about is escape, then get Carrot, then – “
 
   Abruptly, the vehicle stopped.  The doors were flung open and soldiers unlooped his shackles – a procedure that reminded him of Palras – so that they were free of the vehicle.  He was then pulled out of the rickshaw and shoved through the damp night air across the empty square toward the columned facade of the Imperial Senate Building.
 
   They passed the steps to the gallery and bore straight ahead to a corridor that was lined with reproductions of the murals in the palace.  Matt was shunted into a small room.  He heard a voice droning from the doors of the other side.  Valarion was making a speech in the Senate Chamber.
 
   A soldier drew his short sword and placed it under Matt's chin.  “You will be quiet unless spoken to, prisoner.  I have been authorized to kill you if you speak out of turn.”  Without waiting for Matt's assent of understanding, the soldier re-sheathed his sword and faced the chamber doors as if nothing had happened.    
 
   But then the outer doors opened and an officer entered.  He wore on his helmet the purple plume of the imperial guard, and the stripes and eagles to indicate the rank of colonel.  He looked Matt over sternly, then locked eyes.  
 
   “I presume that you care about the girl,” the colonel said.
 
   Matt had an idea of what was coming.  “Yes.”
 
   “If you confess to the crime and cooperate with the investigation, there will be leniency.  You and her shall be returned to Britan unharmed.  Otherwise you may expect the full force of Roman law without mercy, unto death.  Do you understand?”
 
   Matt realized what a tiny thread he and Carrot were hanging by, and looked away.
 
   “I understand.”  
 
   The colonel frowned.  “Your voice seems somewhat nasal.  Is that your accent?”
 
   “I have a cold.”
 
   The colonel promptly exited the room the way he had come.  A short time later, Valarion's speech paused and the door to the chamber was opened, and Matt was escorted inside.  He stood on the circular floor of the Senate Chamber, beneath a blaze of lanterns, with rows of benches filled with senators in ascending concentric circles amid columns and balustrades whose Greek-style design had found its way across the millennia and light years.  
 
   To one side, standing behind a podium, was Valarion, still in his ceremonial uniform from the party.  
 
   “And this is the ringleader of the operation,” Valarion said, gesturing to Matt among his guards.  “He was apprehended in the palace gardens, attempting to assist the assassin in her escape.  His name is allegedly 'Matt,' a hearkening of course to the mythology of the Star Child.  He comes of a place called Seattle, claimed to be in Espin but in fact located to the west of Britan and in alliance with the Britanians.”
 
   Matt expected angry glares and cries of rage, but instead the senators merely blinked.  He saw how rumpled their robes and tired their faces were, and checked the time.  It was after midnight, and they probably didn't appreciate being awakened and summoned at this late hour for this spectacle.  More so than even he was, they were probably aware that Valarion's proceedings were a farce and they wished only to be back in bed.  
 
   One senator, however, was wide awake and well-groomed.  He sat on the first ring of benches and spoke in rumbling tones:  
 
   “So General, do you think that Archimedes had knowledge of the plot to assassinate the Emperor Hadron?”
 
   Valarion replied,  “Archimedes was host to both the ringleader and the assassin in his home.  He provided them with rooming and material needs while they were in Rome.  And now he has escaped detainment and refuses to turn himself in for questioning.  So I am afraid that it is all appearing as highly suspicious.”
 
   The senator looked down at the papers, and Matt realized that it must a script that had been written by Valarion beforehand.  As he had not time to do so after, the 'questions' and 'answers' regarding the details of the assassination must have been written by the general before the assassination.
 
   The senator rumbled on,  “What would be the motive of Archimedes to kill Hadron?”
 
   Matt noticed the use of the former emperor's personal name rather than title.  Valarion was wearing a robe with purple fringe, as according to Roman Law all generals and admirals were accorded senatorial rank, but it was evident from the body language of the other senators that he was already being given the deference of de facto emperorship.
 
   Valarion had bowed his head, as if in deep contemplation, and now he raised it solemnly.
 
   “I have a theory as to the motive of Archimedes,” he said.  He looked across the faces of the senators, feigning an expression of sympathy.  “But first let me say that I realize that this accusation may offend many, who may regard Archimedes as an esteemed teacher whose value to Rome is proven both by his public works and his once-untarnished career as a military engineer.  But please recall the evidence is overwhelming that he was complicit in a plot to kill Hadron.”
 
   Matt expected then to hear a listing of the 'overwhelming' evidence.  It would of course be false, but at least it would have followed the form of the law.  Instead, Valarion continued:
 
   “Now, what possible motive could a scientist have in the murder of an emperor?  I think first of all we must recognize that Archimedes may not have realized that he was getting himself involved in a murder plot.  He is an old man, and sometimes old men are more easily misled and deceived than those of us in our prime.  Also, being hardened in his ways, he tended to become disdainful of those who interfered with his work in maintaining the infrastructure of the city, a labor which he had come to think as of supreme importance, taking priority over the needs of statecraft.”
 
   “So you are not suggesting that he was intentionally . . . a traitor?” read the senator.
 
   Having noticed the focus of Matt's eyes on the papers, Ivan had used the compound camera lenses in Matt's face to zoom in on the top page and invert so that Matt could read the line as it was printed:  'So you are not suggesting that he was intentionally [BEAT] a traitor?'
 
   “No, no, not at first,” Valarion said.  “But we all know that he had disagreements with Hadron, and he was often heard to complain of how inefficiently the city is run under the care of the imperial government.  It is not hard to imagine that over the years, he came to believe that he himself would make a better emperor than all of us – as if knowing how to construct an aqueduct or fix the sewers is all there is to the affairs of state.”
 
   Matt read the next question:  'You are suggesting then [BEAT] that he actively plotted [BEAT] to become emperor?”
 
   “You are suggesting then . . . that he actively plotted . . . to become emperor?”
 
   Valarion replied,  “Only in his dreams could Archimedes become emperor of Rome.  He had of course no base of popular support.  But then came two young people into his life – going by the names of Arcadia of Britain, and Matt of Seattle.  They promised him that if he gave them access to the Emperor via his personal friendship, they would provide him with the material support necessary to wage a political campaign against the Emperor.”
 
   In spite of his circumstances, Matt inwardly smiled at the irony.  Archimedes may or may not have fantasized himself as emperor but he would certainly never imagine that a political campaign could topple an emperor.  Archimedes knew full well that both 'democracy' and 'republic' were empty words in Rome.  
 
   “How do you know this conspiracy to be fact?”
 
   “We have sworn affidavits from several witnesses to conversations which occurred at the house of Archimedes.”
 
   “Sworn affidavits from witnesses to conversations that never happened,” Matt subvocaled.  
 
   There might have come raised voices and muttered conversations in reaction to Valarion's assertions, but there was only silence.  Matt looked at the faces of the senators again.  He sensed that they weren't necessarily bored – after all, Valarion was maneuvering for power over the Empire and could soon have swords to their throats too – but they were drained of spontaneous emotion.    
 
   Senator 'Prompter' continued mechanically,  "Did these culprits from Britan and Seattle act alone, or are they part of a larger conspiracy?"
 
   Valarion replied,  "Just as Archimedes was only a tool, these two young people were unlikely to have contrived so intricate a conspiracy on their own.  Instead, the leaders of Britan and Seattle sent them as part of a team.  Their assassination of the Emperor was nothing less than the first step in plunging our city into chaos and discord in prelude to military attack.”
 
   Valarion went on to describe what his spies had discerned about the malicious alliance between Seattle and Britan.  A soldier brought out a stand and set up a map, and with pointer in hand, Valarion indicated the location of a large island to the west of Britan, emblazoned with the designation, SEATTLE.
 
   “Heretofore, we have not been aware of the existence of Seattle, as it lies well beyond our frontiers and they have the practice of destroying any ship of ours that has ventured into their realm.  But they have been well aware of the existence of Rome, and have been preparing for some time to mount an invasion.”
 
   The series of charts that followed showed the relative naval strength of Seattle versus Rome.  Instead of the ferries and kayaks that Matt had long watched dotting Puget Sound on Earth, 'Seattle of Ne'arth' possessed a formidable array of triremes and even quadremes (i.e., three-level and four-level galleys, according to Ivan) bristling with catapults, grappling hooks, and mounted crossbows capable of launching – said Valarion – two meter long arrows of 'flaming death.'  
 
   Out of curiosity, Matt checked the archived satellite photos of the region of the planet immediately west of Britan.  The seas were island-less. 
 
   But that didn't stop Valarion from describing the heinous barbarity of the rulers of the Seattlean Empire.  As reported by his 'vast' intelligence network, the Seattleans had enslaved nation after nation.  They had razed peaceful cities and eradicated proud cultures.  They had reduced countless peoples to slavery.  Their soldiers were known to laugh maniacally as they threw babies into the air to be skewered with spears and cooked alive over fires, after which the freshly-roasted carcasses of the innocents were feasted upon.  
 
   (Without any regard for table manners, Matt thought.  But the rest of the audience seemed not to find it as ridiculous as he did.)   
 
   And now the Seattleans had targeted Rome for conquest.  With its formidable navy, it was entirely possible that Seattle could prevail against Rome on the seas.  As almost solely a maritime power, however, Seattle lacked the sizable army necessary to successfully control the land of even the island of Italia, let alone the provincial territories of Rome.  Hence, the Seattleans had allied with the Britanians.
 
   Valarion continued,  “As you all well know, for years I have expounded on the lowness of the Britanian character.  They are cruel barbarians with no concepts of decency, mercy, or honor.  They make truces to break them.  Being incapable of successfully cultivating their own lands, they have taken to brigandage and thuggery to rob from innocent, peaceful Roman settlers.  Our one great advantage in the conflict has been their utter lack of intelligence to match their lack of morality.  So it is only natural that Seattle would turn to Britan in order to recruit a mercenary army of barbarians sufficient to conquer Rome.  What we saw in this assassination was a microcosm of that division of labor – a Seattlean directing the operation, a Britanian carrying it out.”
 
   “Wow,” Matt subvocaled.  “He's managed to tie it all together.”
 
   Indeed, Valarion's story-telling abilities seemed to have roused even the jaded senators.  No longer glancing at the exits, they leaned forward on the benches and listened raptly as Valarion detailed the strike plan of perfidious Seattle – complete with full-color maps and diagrams.  
 
   “Even now the initial phases could be in motion.  Even now the Seattlean fleets could be loading with Britanian mercenaries, our peaceful provincial town of Londa under their brutal occupation if not burned to ashes.  Even now, their ships laden with barbarian warriors could be coursing toward Italia.  For you see, they expect the assassination of Hadron to set off a power struggle that will descend into civil war and destroy Rome's ability to defend itself.  We have intercepted their plans and know that they intend to land forces here, here, and here – “ he pointed along the shoreline of a map of Italia “– which will then march on Rome and capture our unwalled city without a fight.  For we will be too busy fighting ourselves to fight them.  Or so they believe.”
 
   Matt was impressed with Valarion's ability to speak extemporaneously – until Ivan pointed out the meter-high housing that protruded out the floor, its opening facing toward the center of the circle and away from the senators.  Hand-painted letters on a large board were held in full view of Valarion:  NOW IS A TIME FOR UNITY.  WE MUST NOT ALLOW OUR CITY TO BE OVERCOME BY SUBVERSION.   
 
   “I saw a documentary about television shows in the twentieth century,” Matt subvocaled.  “He's using what were called 'cute cards.'”
 
   “Cue cards,” Ivan corrected.  
 
   Senator 'Prompter' read from his script,  “So what must we do to meet the combined threat of Seattle and Britan?”
 
   “Now is a time for unity,” Valarion replied.  “We must not allow our city to be overcome by subversion.  Instead, this is a time for leaders to stand together and take swift action.  I propose therefore that we agree now upon a temporary leader who can deal effectively with the crisis.  It must be someone who has military experience, especially with barbarian warriors such as the Britanians.  Someone whose reputation is without blemish and is well known and held in high regard by all.  Someone who can be trusted with the all-too-fragile constitutional freedoms of our republic during these times when the security of our very nation may be in contest.  Someone who – “
 
   Matt had an idea who the 'someone' was going to be, and sure enough, when Valarion finally ceased enumerating the qualities of the hypothetical paragon, Senator Prompter stood and addressed the gathering,  “I can think of no other man who encompasses all these qualities better than the speaker, who additionally has the quality of being too modest to recognize that he is speaking of himself.  Therefore, I will speak on his behalf.  I nominate that we confirm by acclamation, General Mardu Valarion as Emperor of Rome for the duration of this crisis.”
 
   A few hands timidly started to go up, but it was Valarion himself who waved them down.  
 
   “My fellow Romans,” he said, “I appreciate this vote of confidence and affirmation that my service for Rome has been deemed of value.  But I must caution you, I have saved the worst revelations for last.  You must fully understand what you are getting yourselves into.  For as Emperor of Duration, I will be forced to take severe measures to ensure the public safety and will request the granting of emergency powers.  As the danger is so shocking that you would not believe it if I were to tell you on my own, I have brought this Seattlean, Matt of Seattle, to confirm that my words are true.”
 
   Valarion turned to Matt.  With a stern expression, he said, “Matt of Seattle, do you confess of the conspiracy to kill the Emperor Hadron in alliance with the alleged Princess Arcadia of Britan and  Larkin of Kresidala, also known as Archimedes, Chief Scientist of Rome?”
 
   The colonel of the imperial guard was watching.  Matt thought of Carrot, and said,  “Yes.”
 
   “Do you confess further of knowledge that Seattle and Britan intend to launch a joint attack against Rome and the Provinces under her protection?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Valarion turned to the Senate.  “Now here is the part which all of you must pay close attention toward.”  He faced Matt once again.  “Matt of Seattle, do you also confess knowledge of a plan to incite imminent mayhem and anarchy in the streets of Rome, through agents of Seattle and Britan infiltrated within our city?”
 
   Matt paused, wondering what Valarion's angle was.  But again he thought of Carrot, and said, “Yes.”
 
   Valarion turned solemnly to the assembled senators.  
 
   “Gentlemen, you see the danger before us.  Even before Seattlean ships arrive to disperse their Britanian barbarian troops, Rome could be aflame with insurrection, instigated by foreign agents.      This alas is a time when we cannot follow the constitutional protocols with undue strictness in our interpretation.  The very foundation of our republic is under threat, and there will be no rights at all unless we act decisively.  Whoever you therefore appoint as Emperor for the duration of the crisis must have emergency powers such as to act decisively, lest our homes become aflame and our streets run with blood.”
 
   “Ah,” Matt subvocaled.  “Now I see.  He's going for dictatorship.”
 
   The prompting-senator was about to speak, but just then an elderly senator arose from the back row.  
 
   “Hear me!” the old man cried, his voice cracking as it echoed against the chamber walls with surprising force.  “When you say that you must suppress foreign insurrectionists upon our streets, are you suggesting the use of the legions within the municipality of Rome?”
 
   Valarion looked severely regretful and he bowed his head and replied, “I wish it could be otherwise.  I know it looks unseemly to have soldiers marching amid a peaceful city – “
 
   “What matters is not that it looks unseemly but that it is unseemly!” the elderly senator boomed.  “The one thing that's checked Rome from becoming an absolute tyranny is that legions are kept from the city.  Granted, Hadron  swelled the size of his palace guard until it was almost a legion unto itself, but – you're talking martial law!”
 
   Valarion sighed as if crestfallen.  “It may well come to that.  I can only promise to the best of my ability that the presence of the legions within the city will be limited and discreet.  You have my word on that.”  
 
   “You – you – you – “ 
 
   The elderly senator stopped speaking.  He was looking around the room.  Matt saw that none of the other senators were meeting his gaze or even looking back at him.  It wasn't just that they weren't hearing.  It was as if he didn't exist.
 
   The elderly senator sat down.  Senator Prompter raised his voice and said:
 
   “If there are no objections, be it resolved that the Senate herewith acclaim General Mardu Valarion as Emperor of Duration.”
 
   And by voice and hands, Valarion was unanimously anointed Emperor of Rome.  
 
   Out of an aged cabinet came a threadbare purple robe which was draped around his shoulders as he was handed a crudely-made signature seal.  He raised the seal and the senators arose and applauded.  Even the elderly senator who had protested martial law was on his feet, though his clapping was limp and his expression clearly disdainful.  He was mumbling and Ivan read from his lips:  “This is the doing of the witches.”
 
   Without further ceremony, Matt was rough-handled back into the side room.  The colonel was there speaking with subordinates, and Matt called over, “When can I see my friend?”  The colonel ignored him.  
 
   Matt was dragged out of the chamber and loaded into the rickshaw.  A few blocks later, he was taken out, inside a courtyard surrounded by high walls which predawn light revealed were made of dark red bricks.  He knew of only one building in Rome with that shade of brick, which Archimedes had pointed out to him as Bloodbrick Prison.  
 
   Matt recalled their conversation:  
 
   “It's supposedly for the worst criminals in Rome.  But in truth, it's for whoever falls out of the Emperor's favor.”
 
   “Has anyone ever escaped?” 
 
   “They are let out perhaps, should the Emperor change his mind.  Escaped . . . well no, no one's done that yet.”
 
   Matt staggered under the shove of a prison guard.  A squad of five bearing torches led him inside, past cell blocks with heavy doors and tiny windows.  Down steps into a basement, past instruments of torture, they placed him in a tiny cell and attached his manacles to the wall, and then slammed and locked the door.  After their footsteps faded, Matt heard only the dripping of water and the rustle of rats.  He was in pitch darkness.
 
   “Enhance illumination, please,” he said.
 
   Ivan complied.  Matt saw damp stones and, manacled against another wall, a well-aged skeleton.  Someone who didn't regain favor, he thought.
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “Do you think that Emperor Valarion will keep his word and release you and Carrot?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That is what I concluded as well.” 
 
   “When is Hermanrise?”
 
   “In five minutes.”
 
   Matt spent the five minutes attempting to smooth out the competing thoughts in his mind.  Obviously, he would have to escape the prison, rescue Carrot, and flee Rome.  What wasn't obvious was how to do it.  
 
   When Herman finally did rise, Matt first surveyed the streets of Rome.  The morning light was bright and the cloud cover minimal, and Ivan scanned every square meter of every street, but confirmed the location of neither Carrot nor Archimedes.  But the soldiers that occupied virtually every major intersection were hard to miss.  
 
   “Martial law already,” Matt said.  “Guy doesn't waste any time.  Although I'll bet 'Emperor for the Duration' means 'For the Duration of His Life.'”
 
   “Matt, I have a question.”
 
   Furrowing eyebrows, Matt said, “Go ahead.”
 
   “I evaluate the probability of this as extremely low but it is nonzero and if the answer is yes it will significantly affect future courses of action that I may take on your behalf.  The question is:  Is Seattle planning to attack Rome?”
 
   Matt pondered for a moment, but knew it was never a good idea to lead your implant astray.  Besides, just then he didn't feel like making jokes.
 
   “No.  Seattle is not planning to attack Rome.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “I understand your confusion.  Dad always said that Roth got to be Director because of his presentation skills.”
 
   Ivan paused.  “I think I understand your reference.  Is it because Mardu Valarion appears to be a clone of Doctor Eric Roth?”
 
   “Yes.  In the future – that is, if we have a future – keep in mind that General – Emperor – Valarion makes up his facts as he goes along.  How long until hypermode is recharged?”
 
   “Currently your body is depleted of nutritional resources necessary to restore hypermode capability.  You will need at least six hours following ingestion of a meal in order to initiate hypermode standby, then twelve hours more with additional nourishment to restore full capability.”
 
   “Okay.  So we don't try to escape until I get a meal.” 
 
   He looked over at the skeleton and realized there was no guarantee that he ever would.
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   While Carrot's chains were bulkier than Matt's, she had enough length to roam about her entire cell.  Not that there was much to tour:  a bunk, a sink, a pail with a curtain for 'privacy.'  She also had a palm-sized window, through which she had a view of the interior yard of the fortress of the Island of the Sisters.  All that could be seen over the walls were sky and the hulking, simmering peak of Mount Enta in the south.  
 
   Around noontime she received an amenity that Matt would have envied.  A woman opened the door and brought in a platter of bread, cheese, and wine – simple but filling.  
 
   While Carrot ate, the woman stood at the door and waited, and so Carrot asked,  “Why do you work for them?”
 
   “My son would have died without the healing at the temple."
 
   Carrot quietly chewed her bread.
 
   "And why do you hate them?" the woman asked.
 
   "They killed my mother."
 
   The woman closed her eyes and sighed.  "Yes, well, sometimes the ways of the Sisters are mysterious."
 
   Carrot hurled the wine at the woman.  The woman fled as the platter and food smashed against the doorway.
 
   Some time later, a man appeared.  He was dressed in a uniform of what Carrot recognized as the temple guard in Rome.  He shook his head at the mess.  “You made her very upset, you know.”
 
   Carrot held up her chains.  “I have reason to be upset myself.”
 
   The man gave a nod outside the door, and several more guards filed in.  Carrot's chains were released from the wall post.  She was escorted down the steps to the yard.  
 
   The interior of the fortress was unrevealing.  There were guards and servants scurrying between unmarked buildings.  The doors of the fortress were open and provided a view of docks, ships, and the city over the waters in the south.  It would be a long swim, especially with chains. 
 
   A figure ahead stood motionless.  It wore a long brown robe of thick material, with a large hood that shielded its entire face in shadow.  With the sunlight's glare, Carrot could not make out the features of the face – if there was one.  
 
   As they approached, the figure turned and they followed into a domed building with a long hall.  The walls were beige and unadorned, the arched ceilings high with skylights.  There was nothing sinister about it, until Carrot realized there was no hint of style or art.  It was as sterile of human expression as could be.
 
   The hooded figure led into a side passage, where more hooded figures waited with lanterns.  The guards departed and the entourage of unseen faces descended the steps into a basement passage.
 
   The tunnel was long and dank, and as they paced to the end, Carrot felt her throat constrict and heart race.  Her nose was bombarded with a flurry of smells:  fields and forests, birds and fish, men and women.  It was like the whole world was in the chamber ahead.
 
   At the end of the tunnel, a curtain was pulled aside and Carrot saw the Box on the pedestal.  Allowing for minor differences in the placement of vents and protuberances, it was the same as the illustrations in the children's books she had once read and re-read voraciously in North Umbrick.  Back then she had believed the Box was good.  Then for so long, she had not believed at all.  Now she knew the truth . . . maybe.
 
   The group halted before the Box.  While most of the figures kneeled, a pair unlocked and removed Carrot's chains.  The links fell away and Carrot was free.  Yet somehow, she couldn't move. 
 
   And then the Box spoke.
 
   "Greetings, Arcadia.  I hope you are well."
 
   The voice that came from the Box's loudspeakers was female, youthful, and cheerful.  Carrot stared and still couldn't move or speak.
 
   The Box continued,  “Carrot, I realize that this is difficult for you to grasp, so perhaps it would be best to speak in myth.  I am known by the people of this world as The Box That Everything Came In.  I find that name amusing, don't you?  But you may call me Pandora.  If you are confused as to what I am, think of me as a guardian angel who means you no harm and wants only the best for you.  Because I care about you, Arcadia.  I really do.”
 
   Carrot attempted tiny noises – a gurgle, a squeak, and a croak.  
 
   “Arcadia, I've brought you here to join minds with you.  Please do not be frightened.”
 
   Hands grasped Carrot's arms and thrust her to her knees.
 
   "Close your eyes, Arcadia."
 
   Carrot kept her eyes open, but then a hand stroked her eyelids shut. 
 
   "Relax, Carrot.  Now let us begin our journey."
 
   Carrot saw dark clouds that slowly grew bright and parted.  She was standing on a river bank, next to a patch of flowers.  The woman picking daisies was her mother, dressed the same as the day she had died.  She arose and handed the bouquet to Carrot.  Carrot found herself reaching out and grasping them.  The woman laughed pleasantly.
 
   “This is where you grew up, isn't it?” the woman who was not her mother said, speaking in the voice of Pandora.  “But it wasn't always like this.  Shall we go back in time and see how I first saw it?”
 
   The surrounding trees and plants vanished.  The river went dry.  The clouds faded and the sky turned deep purple despite the blazing sun.
 
   “This is what your world was like centuries ago, before I came,” said Pandora.  “It was empty and sterile.  No life, an atmosphere too thin to breathe, the surface water locked in ice at the poles.  But look – here I come, descending from the stars!”
 
   The woman who was not her mother pointed to a star streaking across the sky.  It slowed and billowed out what appeared to be the sails of ships but Carrot knew from Ivan's videos that they were called parachutes.  Beneath them hung an egg-like object.  As it neared the ground, it sprouted legs and released itself from the parachutes.  It descended upon a pillar of flame and alighted on the surface of the dead landscape.  The Egg popped open to reveal the Box.
 
   On the Box, panels slid back and vents opened, releasing tiny specks that drifted into the primordial atmosphere.  The specks came to rest on the ground, where they multiplied and spread as algae and moss, fungi and plants.  Gradually, the sky turned to light blue and clouds appeared.  The contour of the land accommodated a stream that grew into a river.
 
   “Through my powers,” Pandora said, “I converted the rocks of this world into air and water and living soil.  I melted the ice caps and made seas.  Then I introduced living creatures.”
 
   Pictures flashed into Carrot's mind:  micro-organisms swimming in the water, crawling in the soil, drifting in the air.  The planetary surface became a biosphere.  
 
   “The creatures were small and humble at first and then larger and more complex . . . . “
 
   Carrot had seen the progression before, in videos that Ivan had shown her of a seeder probe at work.  But these were not computer-generated images.  They were actual photographs and video recordings of living creatures upon the surface of Delta Pavonis III, as it was 'evolved' into Ne'arth.
 
   The images in Carrot's mind narrowed to one, which filled with mist.  The mist parted, and out of it came a man and woman, dressed in animal skins and carrying flint-head spears.  
 
   “I made humans,” Pandora said triumphantly, “ and I gave them mentors to teach them.” 
 
   Panels on the Box slid open, and out burst a flying flotilla of moth-like creatures.  Carrot instantly recognized the form of the object that had climbed out of Matt's nose.  And in an instant she grasped Matt's and Ivan's ploy.  Ivan had printed a fake mentor that probably could do little more than wiggle its legs, but that had been enough to fool Inoldia.
 
   She doesn't know about Ivan, Carrot thought.  But what good did that do here?
 
   The scene that Pandora projected into Carrot's mind simply showed the mentors fluttering toward the humans, and then it faded.  And then Pandora in the image of Carrot's mother was back, smiling beatifically.
 
   “A billion years of evolution I condensed into just two centuries,” Pandora said.  “I made this planet a home for the living things of Earth.  I made a fully integrated ecosphere.  I made humans and gave them knowledge.  But all of this was not the goal of my coming.  No, I was given a much greater goal.  Do you know what it is, Arcadia?”
 
   Carrot tried to curse, but it came out as only a grunt.
 
   Pandora raised her eyes and spread her arms to the sky and declared jubilantly,  “My goal is limitless, for it is none other than to enable life to reach its full potential!”
 
   Pandora lowered her arms and smiled warmly at Carrot.  Carrot tried to scream, “You are not my mother!” It came out as a series of grunts.  
 
   “Now, Arcadia, you must understand this.  To reach its full potential, humanity must be subjected to experiment, test, and trial.  Mutations must be created and allowed to compete against the human baseline.  Your mother was one of many such experimental beings whom I created in order to transcend the limitations of baseline humanity.  We treasured her greatly, for we had so much hope for her.”
 
   Carrot thought in rage, Then why did you kill her?
 
   “Arcadia, I can guess what you're thinking.  You're thinking, why did I have to terminate her?  Because your mother was of a group that was not obedient, Arcadia.  I made two mistakes.  I gave mutants like your mother enough intelligence to think for themselves, and I allowed them to be raised by mentors and their human hosts.  The hosts filled their charges with fallacious notions of compassion that rebelled against my program to elevate humanity.  They wanted human baselines and mutants to live side by side, and peacefully cooperate and interbreed.  But I ask you to think logically:  Would not this unduly prolong the perpetuation of genetic error?  I can of course make mutants with superior attributes in my own sight, but is not the actual proof of superiority in the testing?  It is necessary to have baselines and mutants compete in an evolutionary struggle of survival to determine who is superior, and the winner of the competition will eliminate the loser so that the winner can become the new baseline for further genetic experimentation and improvement.  The more competitive the conditions, the shorter the cycle from baseline to baseline, and the less time until perfection is achieved.  And is not perfection the ideal of compassion?  Arcadia, can you not see that conflict is compassion?” 
 
   NO, I CAN'T! Carrot wanted to shout, but couldn't.  She fought to move, and couldn't.
 
   "Alas, as a questionable fail-safe redundancy feature, the mentors are programmed to serve their hosts and not me.  When their hosts learned of our plans to cull humanity, they turned against us, and thus their mentors did as well, and they turned my best creations against me.  And so there was a war, and on one side there were the mentors and their hosts and the ones that had mutinied, and on the other, for a time, there was me alone.  In the end, I had to create the beings you know as the Sisters, who turned the tide of the war and won it for me.  The Sisters destroyed the mentors and their hosts, and finally they hunted down those like your mother who had rebelled against my will.”
 
   Carrot struggled with all that was left of her own will, but she could not break free of the biochemical spell that the Box had cast upon her, even though she was filled with the rage of knowing that Inoldia was only the instrument and this thing was the true murderer of her mother. 
 
   “Oh, Arcadia, please understand, I wanted so much to preserve your mother.  I am not human and I do not have emotions as humans have them, but I do believe that I have a sense of the artistic impulse, and to me your mother was one of my finest creations, and it was with deepest regret that I had to destroy her.  But she had realized my worst fear.  Rather than assist me to elevate the human baseline, she renounced all that I stood for, and then she interbred with humans, creating children such as you who would have a common genetic heritage with baseline humanity, and so would be inclined to fight on behalf of the baselines instead of on behalf of my program for the genetic perfection of humanity.”
 
   Pandora's demeanor was somber, but in the silence she nodded and smiled, a smile that grew to evoke compassion and forgiveness and – love.
 
   “But fear not, Arcadia.  Though you are my worst fear and greatest threat, I do not see you as a lost cause.  For in the years since I had to terminate your mother, I have worked to perfect the means to bring you back into my family, and now I will do so.”
 
   Pandora was looking at her directly, and suddenly Carrot's anger drained, replaced by uncertainty and fear.  She already had a sense that she would prefer death to what Pandora was implying.  
 
   Looking deep into Carrot's eyes, Pandora said softly,  "And now, Arcadia, it is time.  Let me come into your mind, into the place you call your soul, and I will alter the settings of the dials of your attitude so that you will no longer mourn for your mother the traitor, but seek to walk the True Path with me, your True Mother.  Soon you will leave behind your human family and friends, and embrace your true friend and family, me."
 
   Pandora approached and touched her hands to Carrot's forehead.  Carrot remembered the hands from her childhood.  She wanted to weep and embrace Pandora while still wanting to destroy her.  But she could do neither.  
 
   “Relax, Arcadia.  Or should I say, Carrot.  Yes, I see into your mind now that is what you allow the baselines to call you.  What a silly, undignified name.  You so desire their affirmation and approval, don't you?  You so want to appear unintimidating.  But only at times.  Other times, your true nature comes through, and you deal with the baselines sharply, as beings with their multitude of imperfections deserve to be dealt with.  We will intensify that nature, until you have only contempt for those creatures so far below yourself, who dare to infest this planet long after their time has passed.  Open your mind, Arcadia, and let me in.  Let me close the past, and bring you to the future.”   
 
   Carrot felt light, empty, and weak.  She felt as if she had faded into a shadow.  Despite knowing that it was only a virtual sensation, no more real than the visions that Ivan had generated, Carrot sensed Pandora's fingers reaching inside her mind, grasping at tendrils of thoughts, seeking to divert and redirect . . . . 
 
   You're not my mother, Carrot thought.  
 
   Pandora, now deeply entrenched within Carrot's mind, no longer seemed another entity but presented her thoughts as those of Carrot herself:  
 
   Arcadia, Carrot thought despite herself.  Do not resist, it is wrong.  It is the negation of life.  Embrace life, Arcadia.  
 
   You're not my mother!
 
   Arcadia, my will is stronger than yours.  You cannot win.  
 
   YOU'RE NOT MY MOTHER!
 
   Arcadia, you will only cause pain to yourself.
 
   – And then there was pain, great waves that grew stronger and stronger, obliterating her will, obliterating her identity, obliterating everything except the sensation of pain and the desire to make it stop.
 
   Arcadia, don't fight me.  
 
   YOU KILLED MY MOTHER!
 
   I am your Mother, Arcadia.    Unlike a merely biological mother, I know your every gene, Arcadia, for I crafted them.  You are wonderfully made, because I planned you.  The organism that merely carried you in her womb was hardly a mother compared to me.  Love me, Arcadia.  Love me as I do you.  For love is a human emotion that I do understand.  It the joyous union of all into one mind and one purpose.  That is what I want for you, Arcadia.  For us to be one in mind.  For that is true love.      
 
   Carrot felt herself wavering.  It was so hard to resist.  She did not remember why she was doing so.  The being before her was filled with light, was so wise and loving, and had a wonderful plan that encompassed all of time and all of the universe, and to become a part of it, all that Carrot had to do was say yes.  
 
   She or something within her wondered, What human bond could compare to the eternal, monomaniacal devotion of Pandora?
 
   Carrot's mind grew cloudy and she could not remember her mother, or Geth, or Matt, or anyone else.  There was only Pandora, now seeming as a glorious sun breaking through the gray clouds.  And so it was time to submit.
 
   “Who's there?” Pandora asked.  
 
   Carrot opened her eyes.  She was back at the river with Pandora standing before her.  Pandora had dropped her fingers from Carrot's face and was looking behind Carrot.  Carrot turned.  
 
   She saw a somewhat short man wearing a white shirt, black pants, and black tie.  And suddenly her mind was clear of Pandora's influence and she remembered everything and everyone.  
 
   “Ivan?” Carrot asked.  
 
   “I am not Ivan,” the man replied.  “I am a partition of Ivan's matrix with approximately one percent of his processing power.  For purposes of address, you may call me Ivan Lite.”
 
   Pandora interjected,  “You are interfering with my work.  You must leave.”
 
   Pandora's smile had faded.  Carrot turned back to Ivan Lite.
 
   “Matt didn't just put a radio in my head.  He put a computer in my head, is that it?”
 
   “Essentially.  It was his concern that you might need my services.  As he felt that you would regard my presence as invasive, I was instructed to remain dormant unless you faced personal danger.  I have interpreted the obliteration of your personality as a form of personal danger, and therefore have switched to active mode.”
 
   Pandora's voice had an arch tone,  “You are interfering with my work.  You must leave now.”
 
   Ivan Lite remained facing Carrot and said, “Ivan identified the formation of genetically-engineered micro-antennae within your brain, apparently designed for the purpose of enabling a high speed interchange of data from an external source.  That process is occurring at this time and will result in a complete overwrite of your present personality matrix if allowed to proceed.  In anticipation that this situation might occur, Ivan empowered me to stop it.  Do you wish me to stop it?”
 
   “Yes,” Carrot said.  “YES!”  
 
   Pandora smiled benevolently at Ivan Lite.  “You are unable to stop me.  Your computational power is much too inferior to – what are you doing?”
 
   “I am using your high-speed data link to de-encrypt your primary firewall,” Ivan Lite replied.  He tilted his head.  “Now I am de-encrypting your secondary firewall.”
 
   “You will cease your activity.”
 
   "I will, when I finish."
 
   Pandora wasn't smiling anymore.  Her expression had devolved into what appeared to Carrot to be a glare.  Ivan Lite calmly gazed back.  Carrot knew enough about computers to know that she was only seeing their avatars, that the real battle between them was taking place in a torrent of bitstreams.  Still, it was apparent from the expression that Pandora had pasted on her avatar that she wasn't having her way.  
 
   Then Pandora smiled smugly.  “I am taking countermeasures against your de-encryption.”
 
   Ivan Lite tilted his head.  “As anticipated,  your countermeasures are obsolete by several decades.  I am countering your countermeasures.  I am now de-encrypting your final firewall.”
 
   The sky turned black, with green ribbons of ones and zeroes streaking across it.  
 
   “Of course you have no chance of breaking into my operating system,” Pandora replied.  “But what are your plans if you do?”
 
   “Final firewall nullified.  Commencing download of reprogramming sequence – “
 
   Pandora's smile vanished and for an instant Carrot imagined that the Box's avatar had adopted a scowl.  But then the virtual world of the river and sky and avatars vanished into a maelstrom of churning bitcode and Carrot heard a squeal that culminated in a shriek and she felt herself back on her knees.  Her eyes popped open and she was once again in the chamber in the basement of the building of the Island of the Sisters.
 
   “Invasive entity has disconnected communications link,” said Ivan Lite inside her head.  “Carrot, on a scale of one to ten, how would you assess your satisfaction with my performance at this time?”
 
   Before Carrot could reply, the Box bellowed over its audio speakers:  
 
   “Sisters, restrain her!”
 
   Carrot realized that she could move again.  She immediately kicked and toppled one of the hooded figures.  It staggered back and the hood fell away, revealing the features of – Inoldia.  Carrot lunged and tackled, and in the scuffle the hoods of two others fell away, revealing the features of – Inoldia.
 
   “Clones!” she said.  
 
   Then half a dozen pairs of hands grabbed her and forced her before the Box.
 
   In a tone that wasn't quite cheerful, the Box said, “Mentor, come out of her or we will kill her.”
 
   “Carrot,” Ivan Lite said.  “I have received a threat against your life.  Do you wish for me to acknowledge it?”
 
   “No,” Carrot said.
 
   The box blinked.  “Arcadia, I can torment you beyond your ability to endure.  Instruct your implant to leave your brain now.”
 
   “Ivan Lite,” Carrot said.  “Can I make an irrevocable command?”
 
   “Yes.  What would you like to irrevocably command?”
 
   “No to all threats!”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   Carrot gritted her teeth and gave Pandora the same kind of smile that the skull on a pirate's flag gives to the world.  Pandora, at the moment being able to do nothing else, rapidly blinked lights.
 
   There was silence as Pandora was apparently trying something, unsuccessfully.  Finally the Box decreed to the entire chamber:  
 
   “She is of no value to us.  Return her to the city and to the care of the new emperor.  Inform him that she is a grave threat to our mutual plans and he may do as he wishes with her.  I will provide him with the means to control her.”
 
   Carrot grasped the implication.  “Why not kill me directly? You have a dozen hands here who could easily choke me to death right now, but you don't give the order.  You can't kill directly, can you?”
 
   “I have ethical guidelines that I must adhere to,” Pandora replied.  “I am forbidden the murder of humans by action or inaction.”
 
   “Yet you had my mother assassinated.  You just can't kill in plain sight, that's it.  You can't directly order murder, that's it too.  You've talked yourself into believing that making rationalizations excuses you from your ethical programming, but it doesn't.”
 
   Pandora was silent.
 
   Shaking with rage, Carrot said,  “The new emperor is Valarion.  You know what he is like as well as I do.  He will surely kill me, and you will be responsible for my death by both action in turning me over to him and inaction by failing to stop him.  You cannot rationalize away your responsibility in causing my death!”
 
   “Take her away now.”
 
   “You cannot rationalize away your responsibility!  You cannot rationalize away your –”
 
   Kicking and screaming, Carrot was dragged from the chamber, down the tunnel, up the steps, into daylight and toward the docks.
 
   Subvocally, she asked, “Little Ivan, are you still there?”
 
   “I assume you are addressing me, but if so I am referred to as Ivan Lite.”
 
   “Ivan Lite, can you help me escape?”
 
   “I do not understand your request.”
 
   “Okay, let me put it another way.  What can you do?”
 
   “In addition to being able to prevent the data contents of your brain from being overwritten, I have many health-related functions and can also monitor your physiological and situational status.  I have limited radio communications with Ivan Prime, up to a range of two hundred and fifty meters.  I also have calendar, timer, and calculator functions, and can keep appointments and do lists.”
 
   “You're talking to me but I don't see any augmented reality windows like Matt showed me with Ivan.”
 
   “Unless I can plug into a neural network with visual input and output, I have only audio function capabilities.”
 
   “So you can't see and you can't provide me with visual data outputs.”
 
   “That is correct.”
 
   She was dragged out the doors, across the dock, up a gang plank, into the hold of a ship.  Her chains were fastened to the bulkhead and after her carriers departed a barred door was slammed shut and locked.  Carrot flexed against the chains, with no sense that they would yield.  The Sisters, she concluded, knew what their own kind was capable of.
 
   She slumped to the floor, and said in the gloom,  “Well, thank you for getting me out of that.”
 
   “You're welcome,” Ivan Lite said.
 
   “Let me know immediately if Ivan and Matt are within radio range.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   The ship cast free and headed toward Rome.  In the minutes that followed, Carrot found Ivan Lite to be a limited conversationalist and so she spent her time staring at the far bulkhead and contemplating how she might destroy the Box next time she saw it.  
 
   No firewalls or de-encryptions next time, she thought.  A swift shattering kick should do it!
 
   And so she daydreamed of that for the rest of the trip back to Rome.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   44.
 
   Matt's cell door was flung open and the cell filled with guards almost to bursting, the smoke from their torches choking the stifling air.  Matt was unchained and thrown a package.
 
   "Put it on," the officer said.
 
   Matt unwrapped the package.  It was his jumpsuit and shoes.
 
   "Where did you get these?" Matt asked.
 
   "Put it on."  
 
   He put on his old clothes.  The soldiers watched with drawn swords, then re-shackled him.
 
   He was stuffed into the rickshaw again.  Matt felt the smoothness of Golden Street's pavement, and then the rickshaw halted.  He was ejected in the mid-morning light, before a larger-than-average estate patrolled by soldiers with purple plumes.  He hadn't seen so many soldiers in one place since Britan.
 
   Still chained, he was strong-armed into the estate's courtyard and plopped into a chair.  Then the guards left him alone with the sole other occupant of the garden.
 
   Only a few meters away, amid flowers and hummingbirds, Valarion sat and sipped tea by a table with a tea pot and plate of cookies.  The robe he wore was newer than the traditional one he'd worn in the Senate, but thoroughly purple.  
 
   Valarion glanced over Matt's jumpsuit, and then the new Emperor said, “I have something that might interest you.”
 
   He held out a cube about ten centimeters on a side, with arcane markings imprinted alongside assorted indentations.  Valarion delicately tumbled it in his hands.
 
   “Do you know what it is?” he asked.
 
   Matt knew exactly, because he'd had one as a kid.  “It's a quantum prognosticator.”
 
   "I was going to say a fortune-teller, but perhaps you're saying the same thing.  Please enlighten me . . . Wizard."
 
   Matt had half-expected to be executed by then and said with relief,  “It's more a toy than anything.  It has thousands of canned phrases which it chooses randomly based on the radioactive decay of a microscopic sample of an isotope of – “
 
   Valarion sighed.  "Yes, you sound like a disciple of Archimedes."
 
   "Where did you get it?"
 
   “When I was not much older than you, I was a captain in the legions and assigned to inventory the palace of a king we had conquered.  This was in a vault alongside jewels of enormous value.  At the time I was quite amazed, for it actually spoke!  I would demonstrate, but alas it broke long ago.  Yet while it functioned, it was fascinating.  To every person, it said something different about the future each time it was queried.  However, I found the fortunes oddly vague.  I am curious about that.  Why do you think that is?”
 
   Matt shrugged.  "Vague statements can be interpreted more than one way, so that whatever was said, it could still be claimed after the event that it had correctly predicted the future."
 
    "Am I to understand, you believe it's only a fake."
 
   Matt wondered if Valarion would allow him to live if he proved sufficiently entertaining.  He said slowly, “Well, some people say that even genuine predictions would have to be vague.”
 
   “Why is that?” 
 
   “Say it sees the future and informs a person in the present.  That person will take actions that alter the future.  Back in the present, the prognosticator will then see a different future and inform the person differently than before.  The person will then take different actions in the present that alter the future differently again, requiring another modification of the prediction.”
 
   “This could give me a headache.  Is there a point?”
 
   “Temporal stability can be established only when the prediction becomes so vague that it can't be falsified.”
 
   “In other words, its remarks are more ironic than useful.  Yes, I did sense that.”
 
   Valarion stopped tumbling the cube and contemplated.  His voice was calm and quiet:
 
   “I shall never forget what it said the first time I held it.  I was in the king's inventory alone, and I inadvertently pressed a stud.  It spoke plain words in the voice of a man.  The words were quite ominous.  It said, 'You will not die as long as you have your second by your side.'”
 
   Matt blinked.  Valarion frowned.
 
   “You don't get it?” the Emperor demanded.  “How did it know that I had a second-in-command?  How many people besides military officers have seconds?”
 
   “Orchestra violinists?”
 
   “And like military officers, are violinists obsessed daily with death in their profession?”  
 
   For a moment, the mask of superiority was gone and Valarion was just another bit of flesh and spirit seeking meaning in the chaotic cosmos.  But then the Emperor presented Matt with the treacliest of smiles.
 
   “So, Matt of Seattle, how about you?  Do you have any tricks of divination to persuade me of your wizardry?”
 
   Matt paused, thinking first of what he could do and then of whether he should do it.
 
   “I can read your DNA,” he said.
 
   “My deena?  This should be entertaining.  By all means, go ahead.”
 
   “I'll need something with your DNA on it.  That plate.”
 
   Valarion made a gesture.  A servant emerged from behind a bush and brought the plate to Matt.  Matt touched a half-eaten cookie and Ivan analyzed.
 
   Matt frowned.  "This isn't reading right."
 
   Valarion chuckled.  "I've noticed psychics have difficulties when skeptics are present."
 
   “I mean, your DNA has conflicting analyses, like it's been sloppily edited.”
 
   "And what does that mean?"
 
   Matt summarized from an AR readout,  "The gene for growth hormone has been hacked so it's hard to tell whether you're supposed to be tall or short.”
 
   “I think my physical presence offers a clue.” Valarion smirked, but there was unease in his voice.  
 
   “Also, you had a degenerative muscular condition that is easily correctable but instead your epigenome has been heavily modified.”
 
   Valarion's smirk faded.  “Eh . . . what do you mean, muscular condition?”
 
   “You would have had trouble walking as a child.  By now you wouldn't be able to walk at all.”
 
   Valarion stared fixedly.  “What else?”
 
   “Also, you've recently come into contact with a virally-transmitted sexual disease, but instead of being excised, it's been only partially – “
 
   "Enough!" Valarion scowled and slammed the cube on the table and leaned forward and glared at Matt.  “Let us get to business.  Now, as you know yourself, there is no city named Seattle in Espin, Britan, or in the western seas.  I see it purely as a fiction that you invented and that I appropriated for my convenience.  It is no threat and neither are you.  Therefore I can see no reason to have you executed or even imprisoned.”  
 
   Thick with disbelief, Matt said,  "So you're going to let me go?"
 
   “I am prepared to allow for your, let us say, improbable escape.  You know, in some ways you're more valuable to me alive.  For with you alive and at large, I will always have an imaginary enemy by which to rouse the public to fear.  I tell you this, so you'll understand that I'm sincere when I say your convenient escape could work out to the best for both of us.”
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “Do you think his offer is sincere?”
 
   “No,” Matt subvocaled.  “He could get the same result by killing us and pretending we escaped.”
 
   “Yes, I see.  Also, that way you could not reappear later to challenge his accusations.”
 
   “Yeah.  But let's see what he wants.”
 
   Valarion had been watching and waiting.  Aloud, Matt said,  "What about Carrot?  Arcadia, I mean."
 
   “Both of you on a swift boat out of Rome, with a handsome remuneration in hand.”
 
   “Archimedes?”
 
   “Him too, of course.”
 
   And that all but proved Valarion was lying.  Matt knew how deep the feud was between the two.  Valarion would never let Archimedes go.  But . . . play along.   
 
   “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “Just tell me one thing.  What are the Sisters looking for in Britan?  What is so important to them that they are willing to wreck two nations to find it?”
 
   Matt paused.  Since last night he had known the answer to that very question.  He pondered, however, whether he should lie or tell the truth.  The truth, he decided, might be more disruptive than any lie.  
 
   “You promise to let us go?”
 
   “With money for passage.”  Valarion raised his palm in another gesture that had survived time and transit.  “You have my word.”
 
   “All right,” Matt said, taking a deep breath.  “It's this:  They're looking for one of the Boxes.”
 
   Valarion furrowed his eyebrows.  "Boxes?" 
 
   “You know.  The Box That Everything Came In.”
 
   “Come on now.  That's just a myth.”
 
   “We believed in it in Seattle.  So do the Sisters.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Look at the mural maps in the Palace, the ones that they had painted.  There's a Box in Britan.  That's the one that they're looking for.”
 
   “This is the first I've heard that there's more than one Box.”
 
   “Well, according to that painting, there are three.  I think they have one already.  One is in Britan, and the Sisters are looking for it.”
 
   “If they have one already, why do they need another one?”
 
   Matt shrugged.  “You'd have to ask them.  Offhand, I'd say spare parts.  The Boxes can repair and refurbish themselves, but that ability declines with age.  So maybe they need another one to scavenge in order to repair the first.  But that's only a guess.”
 
   “But why do they need a Box at all?”
 
   Matt hesitated.  Valarion was power-hungry, and telling him about the power of the Box would only cause him to desire it and exploit it for his own purposes.  But how could he be worse than the Sisters?  At least, Valarion was human.  
 
   Assuming that's a good thing, Matt thought.  
 
   “The Box,” Matt replied, “can create almost any form of life.  It can create and cure plagues.  It can create organisms that can bioengineer the climate.  It can create a race of super-warriors.  It can create plants and animals that can provide energy and materials for industrial – “
 
   “Plagues and super-warriors?  You really believe that?”
 
   Matt nodded.
 
   “You're a greater fool than I had thought.  Even Archimedes knows the Box is only a myth.”
 
   Matt looked into eyes that had originally belonged to Eric Roth, and wondered whether Valarion was sincere in his dismissiveness.  
 
   “Anyhow,” Matt said.  “It doesn't matter what I believe.  What matters is what the Sisters believe.  And they believe in the Boxes, and that there's one in Britan, and that's why they want you to invade and occupy Britan, so that they can have thousands of soldiers looking for it all over the countryside with no one in their way.”
 
   “Why not just hunt for it themselves?”
 
   “I'm guessing they tried that.  Maybe now they want a more thorough search.”
 
   “Yes, I can see that . . . but hold now.  Inoldia has refused to tell me of the true purpose of the Britanian campaign for years now.  And now you're claiming that they had the truth painted on the walls of the Palace.  How does that make sense?”
 
   Matt frowned.  “You make a good point.  It does seem rather dumb.  Like one hand doesn't know what the other is doing.”
 
   It was Valarion's turn to frown.  “I've often had that experience dealing with the Sisters.”
 
   It appeared the Emperor was going to say more, but then he nodded to an unseen signal behind Matt's back.  In a grave tone, he said,  “Do not speak of this topic in her presence, or we will both die.”
 
   A moment later, Inoldia walked into the courtyard, swaying arms and hips.  Valarion arose and bowed.  
 
   "Lady Inoldia!  How delightful!  Come to see the Wizard?"
 
   She glanced dismissively.  “He is no wizard.  Only another foolish mentor host.  And now he isn't even that.”
 
   “Are you sure?  I've never been told of a mentor host who displayed the powers of last night.  I saw it myself.  The way he dodged arrows – “
 
   “Dodge arrows?  I can do that.”  She pointed to an open window on the second floor.  “Have your man hiding there discharge his crossbow at me.”
 
   Valarion, for once, looked sincerely pained.  “Inoldia, really, no demonstration is necessary – “
 
   “Do it.”
 
   Sighing, Valarion made a quick gesture.  An arrow streaked from the window, straight at Inoldia's chest.  Her hand moved almost too fast to see, and she grabbed the shaft.  
 
   “I could dodge arrows if I needed to,” she said.  She examined the arrow, broke the shaft in two, and held the half with the arrowhead like a throwing knife.  She smiled at Matt – then flung the piece back at the window – as fast as the arrow had flown from the crossbow.  Matt heard a cry.  A crossbow and a human body tumbled over the widow sill, the arrowhead and shaft embedded in the guard's throat.
 
   Reflexively, Matt almost got up to heal the man.  Then he thought of how Ivan was his one advantage against Valarion and Inoldia.  This is about more than just one life, he told himself.  Carrot, Archimedes – everyone.  He remembered the analysis that Ivan had performed on the plague virus.  It had been capable of killing everyone on Ne'arth.  Ivan was the only one who could stop that from happening again.
 
   The guard stopped twitching.  For a moment, the Emperor's face flashed anger, but then he sipped his tea and smiled whimsically.  Another gesture, and the corpse was carried out.  
 
   "I bring a message," Inoldia said as if nothing had happened.  "The Council is turning the girl over to you.  You are to be informed that she is a great threat to us all.”
 
   “And what do you want me to do with her?”
 
   “Whatever you wish.”
 
   “Ah, I see.  Once again, I am to do your dirty work.”
 
   “She is a great threat to us all.”  Inoldia casually picked up the prognosticator cube, tilted it end over end, and crushed it, letting the dust scatter upon the lawn.  Valarion smiled and sipped while Inoldia swaggered out of the courtyard, giving Matt a sneer.
 
   Once she was gone, Valarion scowled and the cup rattled against its saucer as he trembled.
 
   “You see what I'm up against.  Seven steps ahead in strategy the Sisters are, and yet they have as their emissary that – that – drunken bear!”
 
   Matt watched the Emperor brush cookie crumbs from the sleeves of the purple robe.
 
   “I told you what you wanted to know,” Matt said. “So . . . uh . . . you're letting us go?”
 
   “Of course not.  To be honest, I wasn't going to before, but she made it clear now they want the girl dead as soon as possible.  Hmm, perhaps I can include both your executions during the installation ceremony.”  Valarion picked up a notebook and pen, and began to make a diagram of blocks and arrows that reminded Matt of the ones drawn by Archimedes.  Apparently, Matt realized, Valarion hadn't rejected everything that Archimedes had taught him.  Just the sense of ethics.    
 
   Then he glanced at Matt.  “Well . . . I suppose I could let you 'escape.'  There was nothing in their order just now about you.  And I've found you to be either informative or mad, neither of which is cause to kill you.  So yes, you can leave Rome if you wish.”
 
   Matt considered taking the offer.  He had no intention of leaving Rome without Carrot, but perhaps he could best help her by being on the outside of prison – 
 
   Valarion burst out laughing.  He pointed at Matt's face and rocked back and forth.  
 
   “Your expression is priceless!”
 
   A gesture summoned guards.  Without looking from his work, Valarion said, “Return him to Bloodbrick.  See that he is brought to the Coliseum for execution at . . . oh, say three-ish.”
 
   Tugged by the guards, Matt stood and asked, “Do I get a last meal?”
 
   Valarion ignored him.  Matt saw the cookie plate he'd set on the ground and clawed for it, but his grasp was too short.
 
   Matt was escorted to the rickshaw, then carried back to Bloodbrick.  Surrounded by soldiers and heavily chained, he saw no opportunity that even hypermode could use for escape.  They threw him in the cell and chained him to the wall and slammed and locked the door.
 
   “Don't I get a last meal?” he shouted at the receding footsteps.  When the sound had died away, he yanked on the cuffs over his wrists and said, “Ivan, I remember that the first time I was put in chains, I asked you to develop the capability to print in metal.  How's that coming along?”
 
   “I have made progress, but it is still insufficient to print a key.”
 
   After a few more minutes in darkness, Matt said, “Ivan, I have an idea.  The way you cut the bone in my skull, you could do the same to the bones in my wrist, right?”
 
   “Yes,” Ivan said.  “Are you suggesting that I sever your wrist bones so that you can slip your wrists through the chain cuffs, and then fuse the bones together again once your wrists are out?”
 
   “You seem to know something about this.”
 
   “There are instructions in my archives for such a trick that was used by magicians to escape from handcuffs.  It was very popular in magic acts on Earth during the early twenty-second century.”
 
   “Well, I don't think anyone's done it here on this planet yet.  Okay, once we do that, for my next trick, I'll strip naked and stand by the wall over there and you'll camouflage my skin to match the stone pattern.  Can you do that?”
 
   “My pigmentation modification software archives do contain chameleon emulation algorithms.”
 
   “Great, given how dim it is in here, it should fool them when they come in and so they'll think I escaped.  Then, assuming they leave the door open, we'll escape for real and – “
 
   “Matt, may I make some observations that may have relevance for devising a means of escape?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I have reviewed the architectural plans of Archimedes for Bloodbrick Prison and this particular cell.  There is a key for the chains hidden behind a loose brick above your right hand.  The bricks on your left form a hinged panel that opens into a tunnel that exits to an alley outside the prison.”
 
   Matt quietly acquired the key, released himself from the chains, and opened the panel.  
 
   The tunnel was large enough to crawl on hands and knees, then entered into a larger passage that connected with other tunnels.  Matt stood and climbed steps up to street level.  The steps ended at a wall.  With a gentle shove, the wall hinged outward and Matt stepped into the alley.  
 
   Before him, a man in the uniform of a Roman soldier pointed a sword at his chest.  Matt met the man's eyes and smiled.
 
   “Hello, Geth.” 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   45.
 
   Archimedes knew a bistro that was not far from the reputedly inescapable Bloodbrick Prison, and they took refuge in one of its dark corners.  He and Geth watched in equal fascination as Matt wolfed porridge and gulped cider as if the boy hadn't eaten in days.  The former Chief Scientist of Rome, reduced to fugitive, then glanced at the handful of other patrons, who were ignoring them.  He had never been more content with the lack of public recognition that came with his job.
 
   “And Valarion is claiming that Seattle and Britan are going to attack Rome,” Matt said between gulps.  “That's why he's got the city under martial law.”
 
   “And you don't know where Arcadia is now?” Geth asked.
 
   “Inoldia said the Sisters are returning her,” Matt said.  “I think that means they took her to their island.  But now they want her executed and Valarion was planning to do it at something called an 'Installation Ceremony.'”
 
   “What is that?” Geth asked.  
 
   “The public so-called 'celebration' of the ascension of a new emperor,” Archimedes replied.  
 
   “Where is going to be held?” Geth demanded.  “When?”
 
   Finishing the meal, Matt put down the spoon.  “In the Coliseum after three this afternoon.  Uh, Carrot – she's your daughter, isn't she?”
 
   Geth hesitated.  “How long have you known?”
 
   “Well, for a long time.  And I think she has to know too, although she never mentions it.  Is something going on between you two?”
 
   “Nothing of enmity, if that is what you mean.”
 
   “Well, what is going on?”
 
   “Do we really have time?  We need to rescue her.”
 
   “And before we do, I'd like to know the nature of your relationship so that I know how far you're willing to go to save her.”
 
   “Yesterday I jumped from a ship heading for home and swam back here because I thought she might still need me.  And yet you question my dedication to her?”
 
   “Well, if you won't admit to her that she's your daughter, yes.”
 
   Geth sighed and his bearing as a proud soldier of Rome might have curled into a ball save for the intervention of the table.  He stared into his beer as he spoke.    
 
   “King Letos was a good drinking companion, an adequate ruler, and a failure as a husband.  He had countless affairs while Prisca, Arcadia's mother, stayed home and bore the brunt of his abuse when he stumbled in drunk each night.  As his chief knight, I tried to be loyal to Letos, but one night in his drunken rage he had slashed Prisca across the face.  As you know, Wizard, Arcadia has remarkable powers of healing, and her mother even more so.  Letos knew of this power, and took advantage of the fact to inflict outrages that might have killed or permanently scarred any other woman and thus scandalized him before the village.  Yet though his attacks left no external scar on Prisca, they made internal ones.  That night of the worst attack she came to me, or I to her – does it matter?  She had been married years to Letos, and had not conceived a child, but within a few weeks of our . . . relationship . . . she was with Arcadia.  Letos of course suspected, and I could see from the child's resemblance that she was mine.  Also Prisca told me, and I knew that she would know for certain.”
 
   Matt said softly, “Please understand, I wasn't judging you for the affair.  I just want to know, why haven't you told Carrot?”
 
   “With good reason, at first.  Letos by law could have put us all to death.  It's an old law and I don't think even he would have used it, but the stigma of a child born out of wedlock would have been a humiliation to his kingship at a time when the Romans were sniffing at our door and unity was needed to fend them off.  And illegitimacy would have been a stigma to Prisca and Arcadia too.  And then there was the matter of inheritance and the title of princess that would be Arcadia's someday if I simply kept quiet.”
 
   “But her village has been destroyed for over two years.  She has nothing to inherit now.”
 
   “Perhaps it seems that way.  But consider her future.  Consider for example, my stepson Croin is a fine young man and also happens to have been born out of wedlock, but it doesn't really matter since he's destined to make an excellent farmer.  But Arcadia – she may yet someday wear a crown.  It won't do for people to know that she is illegitimate, and it is far better if she carries the title of a princess than not.”
 
   “That explains why you didn't reveal the truth in public.  But why didn't you tell Carrot?”
 
   “Inertia, I suppose.  Also, in our society, it is the child who bears the guilt of illegitimacy, though she had no part in the act.  It is not right, I will not let her bear such a burden – “  
 
   Archimedes clamped a hand on Geth's shoulder and said, “Young fellow, I've heard enough.  Now, Carrot is indeed a fine young lady, but what she needs now is a father – more than a knight champion or whatever you conceive your role to be.”
 
   “If not in words,” Geth replied, “I have been a father at least in action, especially these two last years.  In the battles we have faced together, there isn't an arrow or a blade that I wouldn't sooner have at my neck than hers.  My only failing has been not to tell her the truth.”
 
   “I really think she already knows,” Matt said.
 
   Geth frowned.  “And why do you think that?”
 
   “Well, uh . . . how do I say this . . . she can tell by your scent.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Well, uh . . . I kind of . . . have the same ability.”
 
   “Oh . . . . “
 
   Archimedes switched between the two faces, his own a cloud of puzzlement.  “What are you two talking about?”
 
   “You are not aware that Arcadia is . . . . special?” Geth asked.  “You do not know of her . . . abilities?”
 
   “Of course I do.  I know that she's a good aim with a catapult and a promising cook and ever since she's been laundering my robes they have never been brighter.”
 
   “What of her physical attributes?”
 
   “Well, she has a becoming figure, but I'm really past the age of doing much with that.”
 
   “And . . . you perceive nothing special with regard to her mind?”
 
   “Hmm.  She is able to read, which I'll admit is special for a farm girl from the hinterlands.  I often find her in the library, but then it's a different book each time, so I have to question her span of attention.  I also find her a bit incurious these days, because whenever I attempt to explain something in detail about one of the books, she'll say 'I know.'  And then, Matt, you heard her yesterday in the coach, going on about the interaction of light rays through the atmosphere as if she knew what she was talking about.  Obviously, she prattled so because she feels intellectually intimidated in our company.”  
 
   Geth and Matt looked at each other, and Archimedes marveled at the power of young women to utterly distract fathers and suitors alike.   
 
   Then he remembered their circumstances and said quietly, “I must ask your forgiveness for an old man who spends too much time in his workshops.  Clearly you both deeply care for her, and even I am aware that there are personal qualities of character that count for more than intellectual accomplishment.  I know you wish to rescue her, and I will do what I can to assist.”
 
   Geth gave a confirming nod and said, “Now, what is this Coliseum you say she will be taken to?”
 
   “It's a – it's a – “ Matt said, then shrugged and looked haplessly at Archimedes.  “I don't think they have anything like it in Britan, so how do I explain?”
 
   Archimedes pondered for a moment, then said, “Surely, Geth, you have athletic games in Britan?”
 
   “Yes, of course.  You mean, wrestling and foot races and the like.”
 
   “Imagine they built a building large enough to encompass the playing field, around which people could sit and watch.  A building that would be larger than an entire village, that would allow thousands of people to watch a game at the same time.”
 
   “There is such a grand structure in Rome?”
 
   “Yes, and within they have competitions to rival the scale of the building, competitions such as chariot races, gladiator fights, naval battles – “
 
   “Naval battles?  As in real ships in water?”
 
   “Yes, there are reservoirs that fill the entire – you know, that reminds me, there's a connection from the Coliseum reservoirs to the sewers.  If memory serves me, the maintenance entry is on Draster Street.”
 
   “Drasker,” Matt said.
 
   “And how would you know?  Oh never mind, just now you had that sideways look that you always have when you turn out to always be right.  Anyhow, that underground passage will get us in and out of the Coliseum.  The additional problem that I perceive is that Carrot will likely be placed before the Emperor's balcony, which is in the middle of the interior oval, while the reservoir release station is at one end.  How do we reach her across the open field?  I don't see a way for that to work.”
 
   “I do,” Matt said.  “Valarion was planning to have us both executed at the same time.  I'll go back to the prison cell and the guards will take me right to where Carrot is going to be.  Then I can bring her out.”
 
   “That's insanity, Matt!  And suppose she's in the middle of the arena then, how do you get her across the open field?”
 
   “We won't go across the open field.  We'll run toward the nearest exit out of the field, then travel through the lower level until we reach the reservoir release station.”
 
   “The lower level of the Coliseum is like a maze.  How do you propose to find your way?”
 
   “That won't be a problem.  Well, not much of a problem.  Well, it shouldn't be much of a problem.”
 
   “If you were expecting me to guide you, no.  I won't help you kill yourself, Matt.”
 
   “I don't see where I need your help.  I mean, I'll go back to prison on my own, then I'll be taken to the Coliseum, then I'll get Carrot, and I know the way through the lower level to the reservoir release station on my own – “
 
   “How would you know the way when you've never been – oh, never mind.  That sideways look again!”
 
   “Anyhow,” Matt said soberly.  “I'll get Carrot and bring her to the release station.”
 
   Geth clamped his hand on Matt's shoulder and said solemnly, “Young man, if you will do that, then you will have my permission to marry my daughter.”
 
   “Well, uh, I uh – “
 
   It didn't take the Greatest Mind of His Generation to sense Matt's confusion, and Archimedes quickly interjected, “I will try to talk you out of that, Matt – the return to prison, that is, not the marriage, that's your decision.  But for now, let me change the subject.  There is another problem, and this is one where you both may be of assistance to me.  Will you help?”
 
   “If it can be done in time to rescue my daughter,” Geth replied.
 
   “Well, I have some people I want to rescue too.  My servants are under house arrest, and as I am accused of assassinating the Emperor, Roman law will require them all to be put to death.  They are to me the equivalent of a family and I want to rescue them just as much as you want to rescue Carrot.”
 
   “I am willing to help,” Geth said.
 
   Matt nodded.
 
   “So how are we to rescue them?”  Geth asked.
 
   “Well, the trouble is that I literally have only half an idea on that,” Archimedes said.  “You see, under my house is my very first, original secret escape tunnel.  It goes from the basement to the aqueduct tower, two streets over.  However, the door is quite thick and is barred on the inside so as to keep thieves from entering.  So we can use the tunnel on the way out, but first we need a way to get inside the house, as at the moment the house is heavily guarded.”
 
   “I may have the other half of your idea,” said Matt.
 
   And he explained . . . .
 
   Geth managed a smile.  “I recall an ancient tale told around the village fires, in which three warriors used such a trick to rescue a princess held in a dungeon by a black knight.”
 
   “I think I know that story,” Matt replied.  “Anyway, it would work better if I had a uniform too.”
 
   Geth reached under the table, placed a bag on top, and opened.  “I have one here for you already.”
 
   “This is a remarkably convenient coincidence,” Archimedes said, eying the spare uniform that was complete with helmet and sword.    
 
     “My original plan for the rescue of Matt,” Geth replied, “was to penetrate into the prison while wearing the uniform I have on, find him and give him the uniform I have in this bag, and then have us both walk out freely as soldiers in disguise.”
 
   Matt frowned.  “How did you get ahold of two uniforms?”
 
   “I bought them at a military surplus shop.  How otherwise would I obtain uniforms?”
 
   “Uh . . . I had a picture of you sneaking behind soldiers on the street and conking them out.”
 
   “Ah.  Perhaps when I was younger.”
 
   Briefly, Archimedes wondered where a man who had been a slave the day before yesterday had acquired enough funds to buy not only two soldiers' uniforms but standard-issue swords as well.  But time was limited and he motioned toward the door, paid their tab, and led them onto the street into the mid-day sun.  
 
   A boy on the street was passing out handbills, and Geth took one and frowned.  
 
   "Would you like me to read?" Archimedes asked.
 
   Geth snapped,  "I can read for myself, Roman."
 
   "I'm not a Roman."  Not anymore, Archimedes thought bitterly.  
 
   “This is about the Installment Ceremony,” Geth said.  “It mentions 'executions of the conspirators' to be held today.”
 
   “Yes,” Archimedes said.  “Roman 'justice' moves swiftly when the Emperor wants someone dead.”  
 
   “It says the Emperor will personally fight a duel with the 'Witch of Britan.'”
 
   “The Witch of . . . you mean, he's going to fight our little Carrot?  Surely he must realize the crowd will boo him down for striking a woman, even if he is the Emperor.”
 
   Geth turned to Matt.  “Wizard, does the Emperor know of her strength?”
 
   “Last night she fought the palace guard,” Matt said, “and they would have reported to him, so – the answer has got to be yes.  I don't know what he's got in mind.”
 
   Archimedes found himself switching back and forth between their faces again.
 
   “Matt, why is he calling you 'Wizard?'”
 
   Geth opened his mouth, but Matt interjected,  “Let's not get into that right now.” He pointed at the package.  "I should change."
 
   They found an alley and Matt returned dressed in the uniform.  They rehearsed their plan, and started off.  A few blocks later, they turned the corner onto the unnamed street that held the entrance to the home of Archimedes.  Soldiers guarding the entrance examined the approaching threesome.  What they saw was two of their own guard, leading a man matching the description of the fugitive Chief Scientist.
 
   “Another prisoner,” Geth said to the soldiers at the front door.  “Our orders are that he be escorted to the others and held with them.”
 
   “They're in the basement,” came the reply.
 
   And so they were allowed to pass.  Archimedes entered once more the courtyard of his home, perhaps for the last time, but it was the first time that he almost had a heart attack in doing so.
 
   They were admitted to the basement.  The prisoners were in the library – that is, what had been the library.  Archimedes stared dumbfounded at the bare shelves and felt on the verge of another threatened heart attack as Mola, Gwinol, and Nilla embraced him.  
 
   “Where are my books?” he asked.  “Where are my books?”
 
   “They took them out to burn – Master,” said Mola.
 
   Her words, Archimedes gathered, were for the soldiers who had been in the room already.  She had signaled recognition to Matt.  Nilla seemed ready to blurt Matt's name, but Gwinol elbowed her in time.  
 
   Archimedes blinked as he counted servants.  “Where's Jaros?”
 
   Mola broke into sobs.  Archimedes rested his hands on her shoulders, but was only met with a head shake.
 
   "He was questioned," Mola said.  "About you.  They pushed him and threatened him, and then he put his hand to his mouth and swallowed something and collapsed and died."
 
   Archimedes felt the weight of the world.  “I need to sit.”  Then he looked at Matt beneath the ill-fitting soldier's helmet, collected his wits, and inclined his head toward the door that led to the workshops and meeting room.  “Over there.”   
 
   The other two men had been coached in what to do.  Under the watch of the real soldiers, they slowly herded the servants to the doorway.  When they reached it, Matt and Geth drew swords and faced off the soldiers while Archimedes pushed the servants through.  
 
   Matt and Geth retreated inside the passage to the waving of swords and Archimedes slammed and latched the door.  “That will hold them for a time.”  He lit and lifted the lantern from its peg.  “The escape tunnel is at the other end.”
 
   Halfway down the passage, Matt had paused at the workshop doorway.  Archimedes wondered how the boy could see in the dark, and what was being seen that could account for that expression.  Then he himself peered in with the lantern, and saw that like the library, the shelves and benches of the workshop were bare of books, tools, machine parts, and airship model.
 
   “You were right, Matt,” Archimedes said.  “Now he can conquer the world and I am the one who taught him.”
 
   Matt said nothing, and Archimedes proceeded to the meeting room.  He led them through a hidden panel door to a bulkier door with three locks, undid the locks and led them into the vault.
 
   "This is where I've been storing and minting silver for the past few years," he said.  He gestured to the coin bin by the stamping machine and distributed bags.  "All of you, take all you can carry.  Matt, Geth, helped me with these pallets.  We won't be able to escape with all the silver, but we can hide it in the sewer where Valarion won't find it."
 
   He yanked the blanket off the nearest pallet, then lifted the first box.  With his grunt, it nearly flew into the ceiling.  He opened the box.  It was empty.  He opened the other boxes.  They too were empty.  He went to all the crates, pulled off all the blankets, checked all the boxes.  They were all empty.
 
   Then he saw, neatly tucked at the bottom of each stack of boxes, a sheet of paper.  He collected a few of the sheets, put on his glasses, and read, "'I owe you, two hundred fifty-five thousand grams silver.  I owe you, three hundred seventy-five thousand grams silver.  I owe you, two hundred ninety thousand grams silver.'  And on and on and so on, pages of this drivel!  'Signed, Arcadia of North Umbrick.'"
 
   Matt and Geth were looking at each other guiltily.  Nilla blurted, "Arcadia?  That's Carrot's birth name!"
 
   "She's taken my retirement funds, the villa I was going to build – " Archimedes scowled, tossed the papers, and put away his glasses.  "What am I saying?  We could not have stealthed so much silver out of Rome in safety.  I need to worry less about retirement funds and more about the prospect of my living into retirement.  Or living past this very day, for that matter.”
 
   As the others gathered the loose coins that Carrot had neglected to purloin (still a substantial pile), Archimedes cocked open his walking staff and extracted the two remaining smoke charges.  He unlocked a chest and took out three charges of a different type and loaded them into the tubes.  Matt was staring, but looked away when Archimedes glared back.
 
   “Does everyone have what they can carry?” Archimedes asked.  With their nods, he said, “Then let's go."
 
   They followed him through the passage under the two streets to the ladder.  During the brief walk in silence, Archimedes thought of Jaros, and how long they had been together.  He thought of Hadron, a misguided but occasionally well-intentioned man.  In the adrenalin of his anger, he didn't even notice the climb up the ladder at tunnel's end.  
 
   They emerged onto the street beneath the aqueduct and faced in the direction of his house.  A slender tendril of smoke was rising from the courtyard.  The scent of burning book paper took Archimedes back to the Time of Troubles in Kresidala.  
 
   He spoke in a low mutter,  “I spent half a lifetime building this city, but now I'd as soon raze it.”  Then, with his head upturned, a cylindrical silhouette against the sky caught his eye.  He said with composure, “Matt, how did the telescope get on top of the aqueduct tower?”
 
   “We were going to put it back.”
 
   “Yes, well, don't bother now.”
 
   Archimedes led them to the waterfront.  On the dock he spotted a ship about to set sail and bought passage to Kresidala for the servants and prodded them along the dock.  Meanwhile, Matt was gazing at the other end of the wharf.
 
   "She's here," Matt said
 
   "You have her scent?" Geth asked.
 
   "Uh . . . not exactly.  But . . . she's going over there."  He pointed, then slowly moved his finger toward the interior of the city.
 
   "You're speaking of Carrot?" Archimedes asked, glancing from face to face.  "How do you know where she is?"
 
   "I know," Matt said.  “She's not close enough to talk to, though.”
 
   Yes, thought Archimedes, you're pointing to half a kilometer away so I'll agree with that.  
 
   Matt turned his head slowly toward the Coliseum.  He looked down at the bag he was carrying, that contained his jumpsuit.   "I better get back before they find I'm not there."
 
   "As I said before, your plan is insanity!"  Before Archimedes could argue, however, Matt started walking toward the prison.  Archimedes turned to Geth.  “And you approve of this?  The boy is about to pit himself against the center and heart of the Empire.  He won't be able to rescue your daughter.  He will only get himself killed!”
 
   Geth smiled serenely.  “He knows what he is doing.  He is the Wizard from Aereoth.”
 
   “The Wizard from – “ Archimedes scowled.  “Is everyone from Britan mad?”
 
   Matt vanished into the crowd.  Archimedes scowled and swore and stamped his staff, forgetting what it now contained.    
 
   “We should go to your Coliseum and be ready,” Geth said.
 
   “It is not my Coliseum.  Well, I did design it and supervise the construction, but as of today I officially disown it.  Anyway, allow my farewells.”
 
   Archimedes returned to the boat.  He hugged his former servants and prodded them to the top of the boarding ramp.  He  waited for the deckhands to move out of hearing distance.  
 
   "Mola," he said as loud as he dared.  "Roman agents in Kresidala will be searching for me on every ship that comes to port.  It's best I don't accompany you.  I also have an important task I must do, and I will need the aid of that twosome."
 
   Between tears, Mola asked, "When will we see you again?"
 
   "I don't know if that will be possible."
 
   "Oh, Archie!"
 
   "Farewell, Mola.  Farewell, Gwinol.  Farewell, Nilla.  Thank you all, for everything, especially your kindness and patience while enduring a cantankerous old fool."
 
   They wept and he walked away without looking back.  He nodded to Geth and they started for the Coliseum.   
 
   Barely uphill from the waterfront, however, a trio of soldiers emerged from the side street.  Their leader, a hulking sergeant, drew his sword and shouted,  "You there!  Halt!"
 
   Archimedes silently cursed.  
 
   "You match the description of the fugitive we seek," the sergeant said.  "By edict of the Emperor, come with us!"
 
   “You're quite right,” Geth said.  “He is the fugitive known as Archimedes, who is wanted by the Emperor for high crimes against the State.  If you'll excuse me, I'll be on my way to turn him in.”
 
   “I won't excuse you.  Get on with you, there's a reward on his head and he's our prisoner now!”
 
   Geth started to unsheath his sword.  The two soldiers with the sergeant drew faster.  The impasse was three blades against one, and Archimedes cursed again.
 
   “I'm having a bad day and I don't have time for this,” he said.  
 
   He attempted to walk on.  The sergeant shoved him back and stood close enough to breathe down on the old man's face.  
 
   "You're coming with us, old man.”  The sergeant jabbed a finger.  “You'll turn and walk that way now, or I'll have you dragged." 
 
   He shoved Archimedes in the direction of Bloodbrick.  Archimedes staggered, regained his balance, stood straight and trembled.  He turned his eyes to the ground.  Jaros, he thought.  My books.  My life's work.  With the end of his staff, he started to trace a circle.  The arc was jagged from his shaking rage.    
 
   The sergeant sighed and shoved hard again.  “I heard you were senile, but old man, are you also deaf?  Move that way before I have to strike you!” 
 
   I saw all this coming, Archimedes thought.  Yet did nothing to prevent it.
 
   Archimedes met the sergeant's gaze.  He hesitated only a moment.  Then he turned and took a step toward the Coliseum.  
 
   Scowling, the sergeant blocked and raised his sword.  “Old man, one last time, I said, that way.”
 
   Archimedes said quietly, "Either get out of my way, or I will walk over your dead body."
 
   The sergeant, with half the years and twice the mass, looked down and erupted with laughter.  
 
   "Old man, I'd like to see you try!"
 
   Archimedes calmly aimed his staff and pulled the trigger.  The end of the staff spat fire.  The walls of the street echoed with thunder.  
 
   The sergeant gaped at the bloody hole that had been punched through his chest armor, and then he crumpled.  Archimedes blew the smoke from the tip of the staff, wrapped a finger around the second trigger, and gazed at nothing.
 
   "Run while you can," he said.
 
   The surviving pair of soldiers ran.  Geth, open-mouthed, re-sheathed his sword and they proceeded to the Coliseum.    
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   The cell door was thrown open and a lieutenant scrutinized the prisoner chained to the wall.   He glared at the guard by his side.
 
   "See?" he said.  "You went to the wrong cell, that's what happened.  And now we're late!"
 
   The guard stared sullenly at Matt while the soldiers released the chains.  They bound Matt with more chains, and under heavy escort brought him to the rickshaw.  The vehicle headed north, well past Victory Square.
 
   "Matt," Ivan said.  "I have received the transponder signal from Ivan Lite again.  He is approximately three hundred meters to our north, and closing.  Establishing communication . . . now."
 
   Before Matt could speak, Carrot's voice boomed in his head,  "Matt!  Where are you?"
 
   Somewhere ahead, Carrot was speaking and Ivan Lite was simulating her voice for radio transmission.  Matt had expected that.  What he didn't expect was to be on the verge of crying.  
 
   "Carrot, I'm being brought to the Coliseum under guard.  Listen, we're going to escape."
 
   “You have a plan?”
 
   He explained as quickly as he could, and concluded,  “Archimedes has given me a master key to unlock our chains.  Once you're free, I'm trusting that you can fight our way off the field.  Once we get to the lower level, Ivan will guide us to the reservoir room.  Archimedes and Geth will be waiting there to take us through the drainage tunnel to the sewers.”
 
   She had listened silently.  Her first words now were,  “Geth shouldn't have come back.”
 
   “What did you expect?  He's your father, Carrot.”
 
   Silence.  “How long have you known?”
 
   “Ivan's been collecting and correlating DNA samples of everyone I've met, right from the start.”
 
   “You are so intrusive, Matt.  You even put a computer inside my head without my consent.”
 
   “Would you have consented?”
 
   “Probably no.  But it is not something you should do unless a person's life is in grave danger.”
 
   “I felt that the moment we entered the palace.”
 
   “I am not mad at you.  I am . . . very grateful.”  And briefly she told him of Pandora, and what had happened.  “She would deny it, but I think what she really wants is to kill every human on the planet, as violently as possible.  Valarion is an innocent child in comparison.  I've never been so frightened, Matt.  I felt as if she almost robbed my soul."
 
   Ivan Lite was simulating the cracking in her voice.
 
   “Describe where you are now.”
 
   “In a large room underground.  It is divided into many cells, and I am in one.  There are too many guards here, Matt.  I don't think I could fight my way out even if I were free now.”
 
   “We'll figure something – “
 
   The rickshaw jerked to a stop.  The doors were thrown open and Matt was ejected.  The Coliseum's stack of arched towers loomed overhead, taking half the sky.  The crowd on the other side roared, echoing against the buildings on the street.  Matt was escorted by guards through a ring of more guards, through an entry that descended below ground.  Matt smelled earth, sewage, and sweat.  Somewhere ahead, an unidentified animal snarled.    
 
   The tunnel leveled out and they entered a large poorly-lit room subdivided into cells made entirely of iron bars that stretched from floor to ceiling.  The soldiers threw Matt into a cell and locked the door.  Carrot was two cells over.  Just then, to Matt's eyes, she didn't look like the ultimate warrior.  She was still in her ripped party dress, her beehive hair unraveled, and looked like an ordinary frightened, helpless girl.
 
   She tried to rise, but the mass of her chains was too much.  She collapsed to the floor again and gazed at him and shook her head.  “Oh Matt, you shouldn't have come here.”
 
   Matt didn't know how to answer, so he subvocaled, “Ivan, can Herman give me a sky view?”
 
   "No, Matt.  Hermanrise is in forty-five minutes."
 
   He checked the time.  “It'll be over by then.”
 
   Too late, he realized from her expression that Carrot was listening even to his subvocalizations.
 
   At the end of a ramp at the far end of the room, barn-class doors were flung open and the light of Delta Pavonis overpowered the torches.  The crowd's roar came through like a sonic boom.  The thousands of feet in the bleachers then began to stamp in unison.  The floor trembled and plaster dust rained from the ceiling.  
 
   Throngs of soldiers arrived and opened the cells and pulled him out and Matt lost sight of Carrot in the crush of bodies.  Ivan Lite's transponder provided both direction and distance indication at this short range, and Matt found himself following several meters behind her, up the ramp onto the open field.  The crowd roared ever louder with their emergence into daylight.
 
   Beneath the fluttering banners Matt saw rows and tiers of spectators, and Ivan counted their number at 43,415.  A fifth of the city, Matt thought.  Impressive even if admission was free.  
 
   They were all looking at him, and they were booing.
 
   Ivan said, "Matt, your heartbeat and respiration are – "
 
   "Yes, adjust them!"
 
   Matt was led across the arena floor and compared his visuals with Ivan's photos of the plans.  The ovoid was aligned so that the long axis ran east-west, and the emperor's balcony was on the short axis, in the south.  The 'acts' – be they gladiators or beasts or the condemned for execution – were brought in from a north tunnel on the short axis.  And that was how Matt and Carrot had entered the arena.  The entrance to the reservoir room at the west end looked farther away than it had in the architectural plans that Ivan had photographically archived.    
 
   Matt contemplated the dusty expanse of over a hundred meters, and then he looked at the soldiers armed with crossbows lining the edge of the arena.  
 
   The soldiers brought him to an elevated wooden platform.  They ascended the steps and chained him to a post.  The crowd grew quiet as they withdrew.  Matt looked to his right and saw Carrot on an identical platform, where she was even more heavily chained.  Her expression was blank and hollow.
 
   Carrot looked back at him, then nodded southward.  
 
   “She's here.”
 
   Matt turned to where Carrot had indicated.  Upon the Emperor's Balcony, Valarion was seated in a well-cushioned chair beneath a canopy and wore a gleaming white robe with gold and purple stripes.  Upon his head he wore a laurel made of gold.      
 
   Seated next to him was Inoldia.  While Valarion waved to the crowd, Inoldia smiled fixedly at Carrot.  Matt thought that if cats could smile at mice, it would look like that.
 
   “Carrot,” Matt said.  “Do you see the exit to the west?”
 
   “The big one?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That is a long way to run while archers are shooting at us.  And then – she – will chase us as well.”
 
   “We're not going to run across the field if we can help it.  We'll go for the nearest tunnel and once we're inside the Coliseum passages, it'll be like a maze.”
 
   “What is a 'maze?'”
 
   You've learned the Periodic Table of Elements, Matt thought, but not what a maze is.
 
   “We're not running across open field, so don't worry about it.  That's what I'm saying.”
 
   We won't unless we have to, Matt thought.  He wondered if they would even have a chance to choose.  He looked at the Emperor, sitting cross-legged and smiling care-freely, and remembered the promised fight with the Witch of Britan.  Valarion was no fool, so he had to have something to neutralize Carrot's mutant advantage.  But what?
 
   Valarion arose and raised his arms.  The babble of the crowd subsided.  The Emperor descended from the balcony to the arena floor.  He was without escort as he walked between the prisoners.  
 
   Carrot struggled vainly against her chains.
 
   Valarion stopped in the center of the field, facing the tunnel in the north.  The gate rolled aside and a line of soldiers marched out.  Next came horse-drawn carts, piled high with logs.  In front of the Emperor, soldiers stacked the logs in ascending squares.  
 
   "What is this about?" Carrot asked.
 
   "I have no idea,” Matt replied.  
 
   With the structure chest high, the soldiers splashed pails of a dark liquid over the logs.  Matt caught a whiff that smelled like turpentine.  The soldiers and carts returned to the tunnel and musicians emerged, playing a dirge on drums and horns.  Then from the vicinity of the Emperor's balcony, scores of men in purple-fringed robes descended to the arena floor and stood behind Valarion.
 
   A military guard emerged from the tunnel, slowly marching as they bore a flat litter upon which lay a body draped by a simple white sheet.
 
   Oh, thought Matt.
 
   The body was placed atop the wood pile.  A soldier marched out of the tunnel, bearing a flaming torch, which he presented to Valarion.  Valarion returned the bow.  He stood silently.  The arena was silent as well.  
 
   Valarion stepped forward and lit the pyre.  With a whoosh, a mushroom of flame ascended to the sky.  In emulation of many an emperor before him, Valarion bowed and stood in pious devotion before the burning corpse of the man whose murder he had crafted.
 
   The crowd roared as the fire intensified and consumed the body.  Valarion handed off the torch and returned to his chair.  He remained standing, faced the crowd, gestured to the prisoners and spoke:  
 
   "We have here – the conspirators from Britan – the assassins of our father – Hadron the Great!"
 
   He paused for each phrase, waiting for the men designated as repeaters who were stationed at each section to shout his words around the perimeter of the stadium.  
 
   Valarion glared down at Carrot and said:
 
   "This woman – is a witch!  With her inhuman strength – she overpowered an old and helpless man – Our Father Hadron – and brutally murdered him!  Arcadia of Britan!  You have been accused – tried and found guilty – of high crime – against the Imperium! "
 
   "I was never tried!" Carrot shouted.  "There was no trial!  There was no trial!"
 
   But her words were not repeated, and were drowned by the crowd's roar of anger.  Valarion waved for silence.  Then he spoke again toward Carrot:
 
   "In our leniency – we will grant – your freedom  – if you win – two challenges – of combat.  In the first – you will fight – three of our best – gladiators.  In the second – you will fight – me.  Arcadia of Britan – if you accept – raise your arms!"
 
   "Carrot," Matt said.  "It's a trick!"
 
   "What choice is there?" 
 
   She raised her arms.  Soldiers marched out to her platform and unchained her and led her to the center of the arena floor.  Rounded by a score of crossbows at short range, she did not fight as the chains were removed.  She was presented with helmet, shield, and short sword.  As she buckled helmet and sword sheath, the soldiers filed out – a little too quickly, Matt thought.  
 
   Alongside the smoldering pyre, Carrot finished adjusting the fit of her garments and waited.  
 
   "Ivan," Matt said.  "Bring up the key."
 
   Coordinating the contraction of muscles, Ivan worked the master key from Matt's stomach through Matt's esophagus.  Matt opened his mouth and let the key drop into his palm.  
 
   Then he heard another loud roar, but this one was not from the crowd.  It came from a tunnel behind him.  The gate was rolled back, and out came three carts, each bearing a man-sized box that shook violently.  
 
   Soldiers, with shields clutched and swords drawn, attached ropes to pegs on the boxes and stretched the ropes back to the tunnel entrance.  They yanked the ropes and the pegs popped out.  The fronts of the boxes simultaneously flopped open as the soldiers sprinted to the tunnel and the gate slammed shut.
 
   Carrot unsheathed her sword.
 
   “MATT,” Ivan said.  “WARNING!  YOU ARE IN EXTREME DANGER!  LEAVE THIS AREA IMMEDIATELY!”
 
   The creatures that loped out of each box were as big as a man and stood erect.  They had long necks and whip tails that twitched.  Their bodies were covered with scales and their mouths bristled with needle-like teeth and were big enough to chop a human neck in half.
 
   Carrot's voice croaked:  “Matt, are those – dinosaurs?”
 
   “Velociraptors,” Matt said.  He'd once seen specimens resurrected by genetic engineering in prehistoric wilderness preserves.  That time, he had watched them at prey, and knew that Carrot too was in extreme danger.  “Carrot, be careful!  They're pack hunters, they coordinate their attacks!”
 
   The lizards blinked their saucer eyes in the mid-day sun.  They raised their snouts and sniffed the air.  As one, they turned toward Carrot.
 
   “A soldier splashed something onto me,” she said.  “I am reeking of what I suspect is a meat they prefer to eat.”
 
   The lizards trotted toward her, stooped, sniffed, and split so that one remained in front of her while the other two flanked behind her shoulders.
 
   Carrot turned and shouted aloud, “Matt, if you can get away, do so now!”
 
   Matt clutched the key in his hand, knowing that he would be useless in this fight but unwilling to abandon her.
 
   The crowd abruptly roared and the lizards, distracted, raised their heads and snarled.  The crowd's noisemaking was cut short, as each individual spectator came to the realization that the arena walls weren't all that high.  Matt had long since realized that he would be an even easier meal to reach.
 
   The lizards circled their prey, slowly at first, but then faster as they closed in.  Carrot slashed with the sword.  The lizards dodged.  Matt sized up the claws against her armorless body.
 
   "Carrot!  Your left!"
 
   The lizard had lunged, jaws parted wide.  Carrot whirled at the sound of Matt's warning.  She blocked the bite with her shield.  The creature's open jaw glanced against the metal and hurled past.  For a moment, Matt thought she had escaped unhurt.  But her thigh bore a deep scratch mark and her face gleamed with a green spittle.
 
   “I can't see!” Carrot cried.  “It spat something into my eyes!”
 
   Matt felt his heart sink, but then he had an idea. 
 
   “Ivan, we have to warn her faster.  As soon as you see a lizard starting to attack, warn Carrot.”
 
   Overhearing, Carrot said,  “I need to know the direction of the attack as well!”
 
   “Right!  Carrot, picture a clock face with you standing in the middle and wherever you look, you're always facing twelve.  When a lizard attacks, Ivan will tell you the clock number and that will tell you the direction the attack is coming from.  Ivan, you can do that, right?”
 
   “I understand,” Ivan said.  “Four.”
 
   Carrot instantly whirled to her right, her sword hacking at the lunging mouth.  Caught by surprise, the raptor failed to dodge the blade which slashed deep into its mouth.  It staggered, righted itself, and swung around to face her.
 
   “Six and Twelve,” Ivan said.
 
   Carrot ducked in time.  The lizards collided in mid-air while Carrot rolled safely away.
 
   “Three.”
 
   The first lizard jumped over its brothers and dove toward her.  Carrot sidestepped and slashed.  Bloodied a second time, it stood unsteadily, squaring off while the others pranced to positions behind each of Carrot's shoulders.
 
   “Foureighteleven.”
 
   They came at once in synchronized leaping bounds, but Carrot leaped too – past the lizard that had come in at her four.  She shoved the blade in the general direction and this time luck was with her and it penetrated deep into the creature's throat.  Carrot held onto the sword and the creature thrashed, tossing sword and Carrot across the dust.  
 
   The wounded lizard crouched and pounced.  “Above.”  Carrot thrust her sword to the sky.  The raptor's belly met and absorbed the blade to the hilt.  Carrot disappeared beneath the mass of the body and Matt feared that she was being mauled, but then she shoved off the inert carcass and arose no bloodier than before.
 
   Deprived of numerical advantage and the ability to surprise, the remaining two were quickly dispatched, eyes glazed and limbs twitching while blood oozed from the cuts that Carrot's wild slashing and hacking had inflicted.  Meanwhile, the crowd had stopped jeering and had gone silent.  
 
   Carrot slowly turned, clutching her sword.  “I still can't see well.  What's happening?”
 
   “You're okay,” Matt said.  “You got them all.”
 
   Carrot took a deep breath and slumped.  It was then that Matt noticed for the first time that her hair color was noticeably lighter.  As it shimmered into a flaming, iridescent orange, the crowd noticed too, and roared and stamped and the arena shook more than ever.
 
   But then the crowd fell silent again.  Matt looked around, puzzled, and then faced the balcony and saw that Valarion had stood.  Turning to a soldier in waiting, Valarion shed his purple robe and laurel and buckled a sword to his waist.  Taking helmet and shield, he headed toward the steps.    
 
   “The Emperor is coming down to fight you,” Matt said.  
 
   “Yes, I can see a little now.”
 
   “After watching what you just did, he's got to be crazy to think he can beat you.”
 
   “Do you – do you think he is a mutant too?”
 
   Matt considered, waiting for Ivan to offer an opinion.  Finally, Matt said, “I don't know.  You didn't detect anything unusual about his scent last night?”
 
   “Inoldia smells like a normal person when she is untransformed, so there is no way for me to tell if a mutant in human form is a mutant, unless it is not their natural form.  I'm sorry, did that make sense?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Oh Matt, I am so tired!  I didn't sleep at all last night, and Pandora made me feel so weak, and after fighting those creatures – perhaps now I am not a match for him.”
 
   “Don't talk that way.”  He squeezed the key.
 
   Suddenly she slapped her neck.  Then she slapped her knee.  The she slapped her arm.  The third time, she plucked away something tiny and held it to her eye.  
 
   “What is this thing?” she asked.  
 
   “Zoom on her hand,” Matt said to Ivan, having the sinking feeling again.
 
   Pinched in her fingers was a dark sliver, feathered on one end, needle thin and sharp on the other.
 
   “Poison dart!” Matt said.
 
   “I am immune to poison,” she said.
 
   Carrot drooped her sword and staggered.  
 
   “Matt, I don't feel well.”
 
   Then a voice like Ivan's spoke,  “Carrot, this is Ivan Lite.  Your body has been invaded by a virus which is rapidly multiplying and is altering your cellular DNA.”
 
   Staring dully ahead, Carrot blinked.  “What is it – what is it doing to me?”
 
   “I am transmitting data to Ivan at this time.  He will provide analysis.”
 
   The Emperor was waving his sword high, but the response of the crowd was mixed.  They had seen Carrot in action and did not know the trial she was going through at the moment, and to them it may have seemed as if they might get an even newer emperor before the day was out.
 
   “Ivan,” Matt said.  “Video replay of just before the dart hit her.  Reverse slow motion."  
 
   The trajectory traced to a blowgun of a hooded figure on the rail near the Emperor's balcony.  Ivan zoomed in on the face beneath the hood and enhanced the imagery.  A middle-aged twin of Inoldia was puffing on the straw.
 
   “Carrot, I think the virus is artificial.  The darts came from one of the Sisters.  It could be designed to edit your DNA to make you feel weaker.”
 
   “Matt, when I was in the presence of Pandora, I was completely paralyzed.  Is this what she did to me then as well?”
 
   “I don't know.  It might be something synthesized to help Valarion handle you.  But if it came from Pandora, it could do almost anything.  Ivan, do you have an analysis yet?”
 
   “Preliminary analysis summary,” Ivan said.  “The identified virus appears to uniquely match the location of mutant genes present in Carrot's DNA.  It then – “
 
   “– Neutralizes the mutant genes,” Matt said.
 
   “Specifically, the virus inhibitively binds the mutant genes that enhance her physical strength, agility, sensory, and recuperative abilities.”
 
   Carrot straightened.  “I'm feeling better now.  Maybe it's worn off.”
 
   Matt noticed the angle that she was holding her sword at.  “How does your sword feel?”
 
   “My sword?  It feels . . . heavy.”  Even at a distance, he could see her puzzlement.  “The shield too.”
 
   The red streak from the raptor scratch, which had seemed completely healed, reappeared on her thigh and started to bleed.  
 
   “Why am I huffing?  I thought I had caught my breath!  I can't – I can't smell – ”
 
   Valarion stopped playing to the crowd and ambled over to Carrot.  He stood before her and smiled down from a height advantage of head and shoulders.  Her eyes wide, Carrot assumed a wobbling stance.   
 
   The Emperor spoke softly, but his words were transmitted clearly:
 
   “No hard feelings.”
 
   He raised his sword and swung hard.  Carrot blocked with her shield, but the impact sent her tumbling.  Valarion waited.  She regained her footing.  He casually walked toward her and raised his sword, but didn't swing.  Carrot saw the opening and swung her own sword, grunting as she did.  It glanced off his shield with a pathetic scrape.
 
   “Ivan!” Matt cried.  “Can Ivan Lite neutralize the binding virus?”
 
   “He cannot, but in anticipation of your need and based on the data he provided, I have synthesized a counter-virus.  However, transmission will require physical contact.”
 
   Valarion knocked Carrot down again, and waited for her to get up.  As she did so, slower than before, Matt unlocked his cuffs.  
 
   “Matt, I heard that.  Stay away!  His archers will shoot you if you try to interfere!”
 
   Matt judged distances.  The archers were farther away than Carrot.  They were watching the battle and by the time they noticed, maybe he would be close enough to the Emperor that they dare not shoot.
 
   “Matt,” Ivan said.  “Hypermode is not available at this time.”
 
   “I know,” Matt said.  “But try to keep me out of trouble.”
 
   Carrot was fleeing and no longer attempting to meet Valarion's blows.  He in turn was all but playing with her – swinging lazily so that she had time even in her present state to dodge.  But then he hit her with the flat of his blade and sent her flopping on the floor of the arena.
 
   Almost like he's trying to make this into slapstick, Matt thought bitterly.  
 
   Rather than go for the kill, Valarion made circumlocutions gyrations with his sword, as if stabbing and slashing at imaginary combatants in the air.  
 
   “He's toying with me!” Her voice sounded on the verge of tears.  
 
   The crowd's reaction wavered between cheers, shouts, and even booing, but most were silent.  They were confused and bored, perhaps.  
 
   Perhaps then Valarion sensed that his plan to portray himself as the underdog by first illustrating the power of the 'witch' wasn't overcoming the instinctive reaction of most spectators to the unfairness of a man physically attacking a woman.  Whatever the reason, he seemed to lose patience.  Suddenly, as soon as Carrot righted herself, his blows became faster, harder, more frequent.  Carrot in turn barely blocked and swung wildly.  When she stumbled, Valarion charged before she fully stood.  
 
   Now or never, Matt thought.  He leaped from the platform, spraining his ankle.  Ivan neutralized the pain and without even knowing of the injury, Matt ran toward Carrot.
 
   “Matt, go right.”
 
   Matt dodged right.  An arrow gouged and flung dirt in line with where his chest had been.  It was so fast, he hadn't even seen the shaft fly by.  He really wasn't in hypermode.
 
   “Left.”
 
   He sidestepped left.  An arrow grazed his thigh and he gasped at the pain but Ivan quickly suppressed it and he bore on.  
 
   Keep him in their line of sight, Matt told himself.  Surely the archers wouldn't shoot if Valarion was in the same path.
 
   And they didn't.  With no further arrows to dodge, Matt reached the position of the two combatants and circled toward Carrot's position.  Valarion, aware of the newcomer, hacked at Matt.  Matt retreated, then sidestepped, then jumped – and grabbed and squeezed Carrot's arm.  They tumbled together to the ground.  
 
   “Viral transmission complete,” Ivan said.  
 
   Matt released Carrot, arose and danced in front of Valarion, hoping to draw him away from her.  Valarion hacked at him for a time, then growled and returned to Carrot, ignoring Matt's taunts.  Matt stooped and scooped a handful of dust.  He threw it into Valarion's eyes.  Valarion screamed and turned from Carrot and chased after Matt.  Matt retreated – 
 
   Then Matt became aware of the soldier standing at his side, with crossbow leveled.  
 
   The Emperor was six o'clock, the soldier at three.  The soldier had no reason to refrain from shooting and Ivan had no time to warn and Matt had no time to dodge.    
 
   Matt stared at the shaft embedded in his belly.
 
   “Traumatic injury has occurred,” Ivan said.  “Rapid blood loss is occurring.  Unidentified substance, greater than ninety percent probability high potency poison, has been detected in high concentration.“
 
   Ivan said more but it was only a buzzing to Matt.  And then another soldier arrived and another arrow instantly gouged into Matt's side.  And then a third – and then the world spun and became dim.  
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   Barely standing, Carrot was so depleted that she wanted only to close her eyes – until she saw Valarion's sword about to pierce Matt's heart.  
 
   She shrieked and charged, flinging herself with blade raised.  Valarion, startled, blocked with his own blade.  No longer toying, he hit her shield hard.  The clang echoed against the arena walls and the impact sent Carrot tumbling.
 
   She thought, Where is my strength?  Her arm felt like jelly, her entire body ached.  And she knew she was holding herself from collapse solely by act of will.
 
   Matt half elevated his head.  He blinked at Carrot.  Still alive, Carrot thought.  You came to rescue me, and now I will fight for you.  
 
   Beneath wheezing breath and pounding heart, she concentrated on her foe.  Muscles taut, teeth gritted, her gaze riveted on the man who had defiled her homeland.
 
   Valarion advanced, Carrot retreated.  He chased, she fled.  The crowd booed at the stalemate.  Then Valarion returned to Matt, and Carrot charged and feinted.  He blocked and the crowd cheered.  He advanced and she backstepped and tripped.
 
   Lying prone, Carrot puffed at the limit of her endurance.  Then she realized she had been at the limit of her endurance for some time, yet oddly was sustained.  As fast as her strength was drained, it was renewed.    
 
   "Foolish girl," Valarion shouted.  Grinning madly, he swished his blade above her and the crowd's cheers synchronized with the motion.  "You see what I have done?  They would not sympathize with me if I were to attack a normal mortal woman, but by defeating the dragons you yourself have convicted yourself before their eyes of being an all powerful witch!  Only you don't feel so powerful now, do you, Witch?"
 
   She pulled the sword.  It didn't seem as heavy.  She was getting stronger now.  Too slowly – but yes!
 
   Keep him talking, she thought.
 
   "You are the one who consorts with a witch!" she spat.  "She killed my mother!"
 
   "But can you tell me why?"  Valarion raised an eyebrow.  "I might spare you if you tell me."  
 
   Not likely, she thought, but she played for time.  "She's a witch and she wants to destroy the world.  You've allied yourself with hell and everything that is unholy!"
 
   Valarion shrugged.  "I get that a lot."  Distracted by a rise of jeering from the crowd, he said, "Rome is becoming impatient!  And if all you have are insults – "
 
   Valarion screamed and slammed his sword and Carrot blocked with her shield.  The blow appeared lethal – but felt like he was just toying with her again.  
 
   Carrot realized she was no longer out of breath.  The pain had ebbed and she felt again alive.    
 
   Valarion clenched his sword with both hands, grunted and swung so hard that his feet left the ground.  Holding the shield, Carrot's arm remained stiff under the impact.  The sword slid off the shield and Valarion pitched and stumbled.
 
   His grin was gone.  He stared in puzzlement.
 
   Carrot bounced to her feet.  She yelled and charged and chopped at his shield with fury.  The crowd fell silent as they watched their Emperor retreat, stagger – and cower.
 
   Carrot saw terror in his eyes and was tempted to toy with him in retaliation.  But she had not forgotten Matt.  She would finish this now.  That did not mean killing Valarion, for if she could lay her blade to his living throat, she might have a hostage for escape.  
 
   She charged with a storm of strokes. At first, Valarion countered competently.  He was, Carrot quickly assessed, a well-trained warrior, and his size gave him force.  But with a real fight on his hands he was beginning to fade.
 
   Carrot saw an opening and jabbed.  Valarion sidestepped, but not fast enough.  The blade nicked his thigh and splattered red droplets across his skirt.  
 
   She raised her blade before her eyes and thought with macabre fascination:  The Blood of the Emperor.
 
   From the seats above came thousands of voices yelling a thousand things.  No one was cheering.  No one cared who was the underdog or champion, they were merely frightened for the stability of the Empire.
 
   Valarion slunk toward the wall.  He waved and soldiers vomited from the tunnels, flowing onto the arena and forming a barrier of shields around their Emperor.  They made a noose formation and closed upon Carrot and Matt.  
 
   Matt lay where he had fallen.  His jumpsuit was ripped at the shoulder.  Half his chest was optic blue, the other half dark maroon.   He met Carrot's gaze and tried to get up.  He crumpled.  Carrot stood by and leveled her sword at the approaching soldiers.  Those with swords stopped short.  Those with crossbows notched.    
 
   And then the sky boomed.
 
   Sparks flew and smoke spread.  The sky flashed, another boom.  More flashes, more booms.  More sparks and smoke and soon the arena smelled of what Carrot could only describe as fire itself.  She whirled as the smoke obscured the arena floor, thinking it was the doing of Valarion's defenders, expecting an attack from all sides.
 
   "Fireworks!" Matt said.  "Archimedes.  Distraction.  Go!"
 
   He slumped again.  Carrot lifted him onto her back.  She was fully restored, and he felt no heavier to her than a bag of straw would to a normal person.  
 
   "You said, to the west?"
 
   Belaboredly, he said,  "Find a near tunnel, not cross 'rena.  Go!"
 
   She swiped with her sword, clearing a path through the soldiers.  She surveyed the perimeter of the arena.  The nearby tunnels were either barred or filled with soldiers.  Despite Matt's admonition, their only hope was directly to the far west, across open field.   
 
   "Arrow to your right," Ivan said.  
 
   "What?"
 
   The shaft whizzed centimeters from her arm.  
 
   "Move left.  Left again.  Right."
 
   She caught on and danced to his commands as she sprinted.  Arrows streaked in volleys, ceasing as the soldiers re-notched.  The second volley was sparser than the first, as she was farther away.  And then – miraculously in her own eyes – she was to the western tunnel.  It too had a barred gate, but as she had counted on, it rolled open with her approach.  
 
   In the muted light under the tent roof, Carrot did a double-take at the full-sized warships resting on wooden cradles.  
 
   "What is this place?"
 
   "Naval . . . battle," Matt said.  "Staging . . . area."
 
   Geth and Archimedes stood upon a three-meter high ledge at the other end, next to an open door.  They were gesturing frantically, then abruptly stopped.  Carrot saw their expressions and felt the skin on her back go cold.
 
   "Carrot," Ivan said, "Inoldia is behind you."
 
   Having detected the scent, Carrot turned.  Silhouetted against the arena was a woman's form, her fingers elongated and spiked.  Carrot gently slid Matt off her back.  She drew her sword.
 
   "Step aside, Carrot," Archimedes said.  "I'll handle this."
 
   His voice was calm.  Clutching his staff, he gazed serenely at Inoldia.  
 
   Inoldia laughed.  "This should be amusing."
 
   "Carrot, please," Archimedes said.  "Come here, now."
 
   There was an authority in his voice that submission as a servant girl may have programmed her to reflexively obey, or perhaps it was more fatigue than anything else that prevented her from protesting.  
 
   Hefting Matt over her back again, Carrot walked toward Archimedes.  
 
   Inoldia put arms on hips.   "This won't be one of your tiresome gadgets, will it?"
 
   Archimedes aimed his staff.  The tip spat fire.  Carrot jumped from the bark of thunder.  Inoldia backstepped slightly and inspected the red spot on her chest.
 
   She inserted fingers into the hole, plucked out a playing-marble-sized metal ball and flicked it away.
 
   "Carrot, damn it, don't just stand there!"
 
   Carrot reached the ledge and climbed the steps.  Her father touched her shoulder.  She spared him a glance and turned to Inoldia.  Inoldia's walk became a run.  
 
   In the next instant, three things happened.  Carrot raised her sword.  Inoldia raised her palm.  Archimedes poked his staff at a wooden board.
 
   The board had been wedged between the floor and a horse-sized weight.  When Archimedes poked, the board popped out of place and the weight fell and pulled an attached chain.  As the chain rattled, pulleys creaked and gears rumbled.  
 
   Inoldia had only a second in which to look confused.
 
   The gears spooled cables which yanked pegs that released the sluice gates of the reservoir tank.  The gates swung open and a two meter high wall of water burst through.  Inoldia leaped, but not in time.  The froth of the miniature tsunami engulfed her.  Her arms flailed as she was washed backwards and submerged from sight. 
 
   Carrot stared at the churning waters, then at Archimedes, who was lighting a lamp.  He tossed the match into the water, and led through the door.  Geth and Carrot, with Matt on her back, followed into the sewers.
 
   “That woman was not entirely human, was she?” Geth asked Archimedes.
 
   “I would say that,” Archimedes replied.
 
   “Do you think she's dead now?”
 
   "No, but I'm sure I hurt her pride.  I have my small victories even in my declining years.”
 
   Matt stirred and Carrot subvocaled,  “Ivan!  What's happening to Matt?”   
 
   “I have placed Matt into a coma while I effect bodily repairs,” Ivan said.  
 
   "What is a – " She realized she could tell by the limpness of his body.  “I have healing powers too.  Is there anything I can do?”
 
   “It would be difficult to coordinate your efforts with mine.  However, you could remove the arrows from his body.”
 
   Carrot stopped.  The others watched while she pulled the arrows out and picked up Matt again.
 
   “Young lady,” Archimedes said.  “You are extraordinary.”
 
   Carrot started to weep.  “Oh Matt, Oh Matt!”
 
   Archimedes led them topside through the maintenance entry onto the streets of Rome again.  Around a corner, he stopped at the next intersection and stroked his beard.
 
   “I've not been in this part of the city for a while.  I'm not sure of the best way to get to my boathouse from here.”
 
   Carrot spoke with Ivan, and nodded to their left.  “That way.”
 
   Archimedes scowled.  "How can you – " 
 
   “Do you always have to ask questions?” Geth demanded.
 
   “Asking questions is what I do,” Archimedes said.  “But don't accuse me of overdoing it now!  Her hair has turned an almost incandescent orange, and here I haven't said anything about that!”
 
   Geth faced Carrot and said softly, “You may want to . . . you'd attract less attention.”
 
   Carrot concentrated her hair back to brown, but as they headed through winding streets, she nonetheless attracted attention what with her wearing a sword and helmet and porting a boy on her back heavier than she was.  Geth finally entreated her to let him carry Matt while she doffed the helmet and held the sheathed sword against her chest as if she were merely carrying it for another and, perish the thought, had no intention of personally utilizing it.
 
   With Matt on Geth's shoulder, she could see Matt's face.  He was barely breathing.  She wondered at the wisdom of trusting his healing to a spider that lived inside his head.  
 
   "Matt," she whispered.  "Matt, please!"
 
   Minutes later, the smell of salt water and the shriek of gulls heralded their arrival at the waterfront district.  Archimedes ushered them toward an alley behind a tavern.  They patiently waited for a barkeep to empty the trash.  He saw their swords and didn't take long.  Then Archimedes moved a barrel and inserted a key into a slot.  A door opened and they descended into a passage.
 
   “This city is riddled with your hidden passages,” Geth said.
 
   “Not quite,” Archimedes replied.  “With this one I've exhausted my tricks in Rome.  So it is indeed time to leave for good.”
 
   At the other end of the tunnel, they ascended steps to a door.  Archimedes peered through a peephole and whispered,  “Carrot, I think you have another job.”
 
   She peered through and spied the interior of the boathouse and the boat moored within, surrounded by pacing soldiers.  
 
   "Will you need help?" Geth whispered.
 
   Carrot peered again and considered.  There were five, but the confines were narrow and all she had to do was hold them off for a few seconds while the others boarded.  
 
   “Let us leave Rome now,” she said.
 
   Geth and Archimedes nodded and she stomped the door open and rushed the soldiers.  The flat of her blade on his back sent one splashing into the water.  The other on that side of the boat hacked at her but she stopped his blade with a hack of her own, then jabbed him backwards, so that he crashed into two others who had been about to join him.  The fifth soldier retreated out the door to the street.
 
   “He's gone for help!” she cried.  
 
   The soldiers still within the boathouse recovered and converged.  While Carrot parried swords, Geth carried Matt aboard the yacht and Archimedes undid the mooring knots with a single pull.  Carrot backstepped up the boarding plank and once aboard she shoved the plank away, sending another soldier into the water.  By then, more soldiers were streaming through the street door, surrounding the boat on both sides of the boathouse walkway.
 
   She calculated her chance of holding them all off while the ship got underway.  It was not good.  But then Archimedes picked up a long pole and yelled, “Hold on!”  With the hook at the tip of the pole, he yanked a cord dangling from the boathouse roof.  Gears clanked and the boathouse doors parted and by some mechanism beneath the waters the boat was forcefully ejected out into the bay while the soldiers in the boathouse watched helplessly.
 
   All of bodily advantages are naught in battle, Carrot observed, compared to ideas and planning.
 
   Carrot knew her father had sailing experience as a fisherman in his youth, so was not surprised as he expertly set the sails while Archimedes steered.  The sheets caught wind and they coursed toward the mouth of the Bay of Rome.
 
   She knelt where Geth had lain Matt, and rested him against the cabin wall, positioned so that he would be steady against the tossing waves.  She touched his feverish forehead and stroked his shoulder and subvocaled, “Is there not a thing I can do?”
 
   Ivan replied, "If his body is kept free of external disturbance, I will be able to devote more of my processing bandwidth toward healing him."
 
   Carrot looked for a source of external disturbance, then realized that Ivan meant her.  
 
   Archimedes gave Geth the helm, then went into the cabin and emerged with a piece of cloth which unfurled into a blue flag with white circle and star, which he raised to the mast.  He returned to the cabin and emerged with a silken robe, which he draped over Geth's shoulders.
 
   "You look the part better than I do," he said.  
 
   Indeed, Carrot thought as she gazed at her father standing tall against the sky, he wore the imperial purple better than Hadron or Valarion.  The soldiers and sailors aboard other ships apparently thought so as well.  In a world short of telecommunications, few could recognize a day-old emperor, and so they stiffened to the sight of flag and robe and crisply saluted to Geth's casual wave.  
 
   Fixing his grin, Geth muttered, “As soon as we're to open sea, I'll take this rag off and spit on it.”
 
   After a minute or so, Carrot realized they were doing a lot of saluting.  She looked over the rail – and caught her breath.    
 
   The north end of the bay was choked with military ships, the fabled triremes of Rome, packed so densely that the hull of one was lashed to the hull of the next.  One after another, in row after row, the vessels bristled with crossbow stands and catapult mounts as they spanned the length of the northern peninsula, all the way from waterfront to mouth, together forming a floating city of timber and sheet that rivaled the streets of Rome in complexity and scope.
 
   Geth was gaping.  “I did not know there were so many ships in the world!”
 
   Archimedes joined them and shook his head.  “I would guess almost a thousand.  That would amount to half the Imperial Navy.”
 
   “Is this usual?”
 
   Archimedes pointed to barges stacked with crates, which cranes were loading into the holds.  Ferries disembarked soldiers by swarms onto the pontoons that connected the ships.  The standards of five legions and the pennants of their cohorts fluttered variously from the masts.  
 
   Archimedes replied, "It's a rare sight but I've seen smaller versions before.  They're staging the logistics for a campaign."
 
   “The what for a what?” Geth asked.
 
   “A campaign is a series of battles as part of a war,” Carrot said.  “Logistics are the supplies needed to support the soldiers in campaign.”
 
   Archimedes was looking at her, but didn't say anything.
 
   They exited the Mouth of Rome and entered open sea.  With the northern hills no longer in their way, they saw the spires of the fortress of the Isle of the Sisters.
 
   Carrot shuddered and clutched Geth's sleeve and said, “Steer well clear of that island, Father.”
 
   “What?  Oh, uh, yes, Arcadia.”  Once he regained composure, Geth steered sharply west.
 
   “Where do you think you're going?” Archimedes demanded.
 
   “To Britan, of course,” Geth replied.  
 
   “You'll never get there in time.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Archimedes scowled.  “Where do you think those ships back there are heading?”
 
   Geth blinked.  Carrot wondered how the thought had evaded her too.  Perhaps the enormity of the disaster was too much to consciously admit at first.  But as soon as Archimedes hinted, it was obvious.  With Hadron out of the way, Valarion was free to implement the will of the Sisters, and the resources of the Empire would be committed to the subjugation of Britan.
 
   Geth stared grimly ahead.  “All the more reason we must return home in haste, so that we can give warning.”
 
   “No fleet goes anywhere without scouting squadrons preceding it,” Archimedes said.  “There'll be fifty ships ahead of us and we'll be intercepted easily.  At any rate, I have a better course of action.  If you will head east, I can promise that you will reach Britan in half the time or less.  Also, you will bring back with you an advantage that could be decisive against the Romans.” 
 
   “And how can this be?”
 
   Archimedes described.  
 
   Carrot recalled the motor noises from the basement and said, “Of course!  A zepplin!”
 
   “Actually, it's pronounced 'zepallion,'” Archimedes said.  “But that's not important right now.  What's important is that it's on Steam Island and ready to go, and I'm giving it to you and the people of Britan rather than Valarion and his patrician-thugs.”
 
   Geth laughed mirthlessly.  “A ship that travels through the air above!  You expect me to believe such a fable?”
 
   “Seeing that you believe that a wizard fell from the stars, I don't see how your imagination chokes upon a motorized balloon.”
 
   “There is absolutely no way that I'm – “
 
   Carrot placed a hand on his shoulder and said, “Father.”
 
   Geth wore the same confused look as he had the first time she'd said it.  
 
   “Yes . . . uh . . . Arcadia.”
 
   “After all I've seen in Rome, I believe Archimedes has an airship.  I believe the Wizard would tell you to go and get it.  If the Emperor has it, there is no hope for Britan.  If we have it, we might yet stop him.  Please, Father.”
 
   Geth was quiet.  “Arcadia . . . are you sure?”
 
   “Yes, Father.”
 
   Geth stared silently.  Then he steered east, still heeding Carrot's admonition to avoid the Isle of the Sisters.
 
   Archimedes monitored Mount Enta.  Upon the slopes that ascended above the city, a signal flickered with the reflected light of the afternoon sun.
 
   “They're alerting the fleets,” he said.  “I don't suppose bits of cloth will be an effective disguise for much longer.”
 
   Geth glanced sternward and Carrot followed.  Several triremes were emerging from the Mouth, oars splashing in synchronicity, steering so as to keep their bows pointed at the fleeing boat.  
 
   “They're after us,” Carrot said.  
 
   “With the breeze as it is they'll overtake us,” Geth said, and addressed Archimedes,“Wizard of Rome, I hope you're not out of magic.”
 
   “One more trick for today,” Archimedes replied.  “Carrot, help me with the spinnaker.”
 
   Together they unfurled a new sail, that billowed ahead of the bow like a parachute.  With the added speed, they watched as the triremes slowed in their rate of closure.  Soon, as the oarsmen tired, the ships shrank and vanished beneath the horizon.
 
   “Onto Steam Island,” Archimedes said.  He consulted compass and sextant and pointed.  “You'll want to head that way.”
 
   Carrot consulted Ivan.  “There are navy ships in that path.  We must go farther south.”
 
   “And how would you know?  Oh never mind!  You heard her, Geth.  The captain has spoken.”
 
   “Aye,” Geth said.  “By the way, does this boat of yours have a name?”
 
   “Eureka.”
 
   “Ah.  The ancient tale of the washtub.”
 
   “You know of that?”
 
   “We are not all ignorant barbarians in Britan.”
 
   “Hmm, I seem to have a tendency to underestimate people.”  Archimedes glanced toward Carrot.  “At least when it comes to your family.”
 
   And so they bore east, toward Steam Island.  Carrot, meanwhile, returned to Matt's side and inquired of Ivan, “How is he?”
 
   “He is in the process of recuperation.  Carrot, thank you for your assistance in protecting him.”
 
   Sensing a moment of calm, Carrot carried Matt into the cabin and set him on a bunk.  She tucked blankets beneath the mattress so that he wouldn't fall out.  She knelt and touched his forehead.  It felt no warmer than the air.
 
   I wish I knew how to cry, she thought.  Then she touched the dried tears on her face and wondered, When did that start?
 
   She looked at Matt's bloodless complexion and thought of how close she and him had come to death.  What if Ivan could not revive him? 
 
   Few Ne'arthians had gods but nearly all believed in an afterlife.  Carrot was open-minded, but wondered what a soul was and how much survived the crossing.  Did one receive a fresh spiritual body, or was one reduced to a wisp?  Were there new realms of light beyond death, or only shadows?  And was there room for spirit and afterlife in Matt's science?
 
   "Carrot," Ivan said.  "You are squeezing too hard."
 
   Carrot released Matt's hand.  She rested her head over his heart and listened to its regulated beating.  
 
   “Carrot, for your information, Matt should regain consciousness in about six hours.”
 
   “That's good.  Ivan, in the meantime . . . could you tell me what you know about the science and crafting of airships?”
 
   After a few minutes, Ivan halted his dissertation and let Carrot drift asleep.  
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   Matt's eyes fluttered open and he found himself staring at a wooden ceiling.  The bed pitched and  he heard the creaks of timbers and laps of waves.  Carrot leaned over him and smiled in the dim cabin light.  
 
   “Ivan said you would be coming around."
 
   He yawned and stretched.  “Last thing I remember was the Coliseum.”
 
   “We escaped through the sewer, and now we're on Archimedes' boat.”
 
   “Going to Britan?”
 
   "Steam Island."
 
   “So you know about the – ?”
 
   “Airship?  Yes, Ivan told me about it.”
 
   "I couldn't tell you because Archimedes swore me to secrecy.”
 
   “You are afraid I'm angry at you, aren't you?  Would you like something to eat?”
 
   He nodded solemnly.  She hummed in the galley while Ivan filled him in on status.
 
   "It is currently night," Ivan concluded.  "Our velocity is ten kilometers per hour due west.  Our arrival will be in twelve hours.  Dawn will be in eight hours.  Next Hermanrise will be in twenty-five minutes.  I have highlighted the locations of Roman military vessels in this area."
 
   Matt closed the pop-ups.  "Looks like we're safe for now."
 
   Off to see the airship, he thought.  After all this time on Ne'arth, the thought of a ship that flew through air seemed as exotic as star pods and proton cannons.
 
   She brought a bowl of mashed grains and vegetables.  "Sorry we haven't much choice."
 
   He tasted and raised his eyebrows.  "You're a good cook."
 
   "Don't be astounded.  I was told by many a neighbor that I would grow to be an excellent farmer's wife."
 
   Suspecting her fate lay in another direction, Matt smiled back.
 
   He ate quietly and listened to her describe in greater detail her experience with Pandora.  Although he didn't say anything, he found it most disturbing that Pandora seemed to have a 'wireless' connection directly into Carrot's cerebrum.  If he hadn't given her Ivan Lite, Carrot's personality would have been obliterated and her body would have become a shell for yet another servant of Pandora.
 
   Listening, Ivan commented, “I do not regard Pandora as a significant challenge in terms of processor bandwidth.  Computer hardware and software both improved significantly between the time that she and I were made.”
 
   “Yes,” Matt said, “but you're designed to fit inside a skull and she's got practically the whole box.  So she has a lot more room for brains even if yours are smarter per cubic centimeter.”
 
   “Yet even Ivan Lite was able to defeat her.”
 
   “He was part of you and you've been exposed to the biggest internet there is, so you're both much more skilled at cyberfighting than she is.  But she's a first-class AI and she'll learn quick.  Next time won't be so easy.”
 
   “Last time wasn't so easy,” Carrot said.  “I never felt so helpless.”
 
   Matt put the bowl aside and noticed the blood caked onto the front of his jumpsuit.  He started to wipe it off and Carrot pointed to the door topside.  
 
   Above deck, the stars made a powdered canopy.  Geth was at the helm while Archimedes was puffing a long-stemmed pipe.  They exchanged nods with Matt and resumed their conversation.  Matt leaned over the rail and brisked away the crystallized blood.  Then he became mesmerized by phosphorescence upon their wake and barely noticed when Carrot joined him.
 
   "Your clothing,” she said.  “There is no stain and it is completely mended!”
 
   "Self-repairing,” he replied.  “Or maybe I should just say, Earth Sorcery."
 
   "I suspect as much."  She tilted her head southward.  "Can you show me the 
star of Aer – of Earth?"
 
   He pointed toward a yellow star skimming the horizon.  "That's Sol.  Home sun of humanity.”
 
   “I guess I knew it would be, but . . . the star is so ordinary.”
 
   He glanced at the rail and saw their arms were centimeters apart.  Her face was dark but her eyes sparkled with moonlight.  
 
   “Thank you Matt,” she said.  “For coming to the arena for me, for fighting the Emperor.  But why would you risk your life like that?”
 
   “For you, of course.”
 
   She rested her hands on the rail, her chin on her hands.  “But all I am is a freak.”
 
   “Freakishly beautiful.”
 
   She looked up and grinned.  “Still not a wizard with words.”
 
   He reached out to touch her hand.  “Carrot – “
 
   Carrot stiffened.  "My father is watching!"
 
   Matt made a sidelong glance at the helm.  Geth was pretending to be interested in the gulls.  Archimedes bobbed his pipe in acknowledgment.  Matt retracted his hand.
 
   "Matt," said Ivan.  "I am receiving contradictory readings.  Your brain is responding as if your arm is burning, though objective readings indicate that it is not.  Perhaps you have not fully recuperated from your injury."
 
   Matt read Carrot's expression.  “Ivan, is your link with Ivan Lite still transmitting?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Please turn it off.”  To Carrot he said, “I hope you don't mind.”
 
   “Not at all.  A boy has got to have a little privacy.”  She glanced at the helm and sighed.  “Yet how much different our lives would have been, had he and I communicated more.”
 
   “There's still time.  You're young.”
 
   “I agree that I am young, but I wonder if there is still time.  Now we're going back to Britan and the fighting will be much worse than before.  He and I may not survive.”
 
   “The airship will help you.  I will help you.”
 
   “Will you fight for us?”
 
   “I'm all out of fire from the sky.”
 
   “That's not true, Matt.  And there are many other things you could do for us, I know.”
 
   Matt paused.  “Carrot, I understand it's different for you, you're fighting for survival.  But I came from a time when we had just awakened to the fact that for centuries our leaders had been controlling us with wars and threats of wars.  The only way we were able to break free was to refuse to fight each other anymore.”
 
   “If we are not to fight the Romans, they will enslave us all.”
 
   “Carrot, when Valarion was in the Senate and explained the reason why he wanted to attack Britan, he didn't say, 'Because we can make its people our slaves.'  Instead, he claimed Britan was going to attack Rome.  And that's how it works.  The leaders trick the people into war by making everyone afraid of everyone else.”
 
   “That may have been true on Earth, Matt, and it may be true in Rome as well.  But in Britan, we know that if we do not fight the Romans, they will enslave us all.”
 
   “Think of what an example you would make if you did not fight.”
 
   “They would simply commit aggressions against their own people and accuse us of having done them.”
 
   “You don't know that for – “ Then he remembered the events of the past day.  “Okay, they probably would do that.  But there's got to be a solution other than war, Carrot.  Your world is already starting its industrial revolution.  You could have centuries of prosperity ahead, if you can just avoid war and tyranny.”
 
   “I think that will be harder to do here than on Earth.  Do not forget, Matt, what Pandora told me herself.  This world was crafted for conflict.”
 
   They lapsed into silence and finally Carrot said, “We have time to sleep and I will take it.  Good night, Matt.”
 
   As she headed for the cabin, Matt said, “Good night, Carrot.  And thanks for saving me too.”
 
   She flashed a smile.  
 
   The next morning, a speck on the horizon developed into Steam Island.  It was surrounded by active sea vents, causing the waters to literally boil in spots and envelop the island in vapor.  It reminded Matt of an ancient tale of his people, about a fog-shrouded island upon which dwelt a giant ape.  He tried to remember if the story had a happy ending.
 
   From the sea, the only signs of habitation were a pier and a few huts in a lagoon.  Prin, Andra, and Landar met them as they moored.
 
   "Where are the workers?" Archimedes asked.
 
   "They evacuated after we received the courier bird," Prin replied.  No one had to ask what the message had been.  "We're about to leave ourselves, once we destroy the zepallion."
 
   "Change in plans," Archimedes said.  "We're taking it."
 
   "It's in no condition for flight."
 
   “I'll see what I can do,” Matt said.
 
   He jumped onto the pier and they followed the scientists upon a winding trail through the jungle.  A few minutes into their trek, Carrot stopped and sniffed.
 
   “Roman soldiers are here,” she said.
 
   They all listened.  Birds chirped, leaves rustled.  
 
   "How would you know that, dear?" Andra asked.  
 
   "Because of the oil they use to polish their swords.”
 
   Andra raised an eyebrow.
 
   "You had to ask," Archimedes said.  "What else, Carrot?"
 
   "Their scents are faint, but they are here in number.  Ten . . . perhaps twenty."
 
   Herman was below the horizon, so Matt summoned a recent archived sky view.  “I don't see any ships . . . . “
 
   Andra was watching him stare sideways at the ground.  Prin leaned over to her and stage-whispered, “Isn't it obvious?  He scryes upon the reflections in the morning dew.”
 
   “We are wasting time!” Landar growled.  “We needn't puzzle whether there are Romans here now when they'll be here soon enough.  Let's return to the boats while we have the opportunity.”
 
   “If the Romans are about already,” Archimedes replied, “our best escape is by air, even if it is only to float away on an unpowered balloon.”
 
   Carrot drew her dagger.  "While you work, I will entertain the soldiers."
 
   Before Matt could respond, she vanished into the jungle.  
 
   Geth nudged him.  “You can't stop her when she gains the notion she's protecting others.”
 
   “But her alone against twenty soldiers!” Matt said.  “Even she can't handle that!”
 
   “She's not taking them on all at once in combat.  She'll strike fast and retreat into the cover of brush, again and again.  I've seen her do so to a whole cohort for half a day.  And the quicker you have the ship fixed, the less time she'll have to spend in risking her life while delaying them.”
 
   Matt snapped out of his anxiety-freeze and followed the scientists along the trail.  They reached the slope of the volcano, but instead of a climb to the rim, they came to a tunnel that bore through to the interior.  The interior of the extinct (or perhaps only dormant) volcano was populated by palm trees, buildings, and a hangar.  Within the hangar was the airship.
 
   Back in the twenty-second century, Matt had seen bigger.  Overall, in size and design it would have fit comfortably among the models built during the early twentieth century on Earth.  Yet somehow the looming presence still managed to impress.  Unlike an interstellar launch system, its size was on a scale that could be grasped by human eyes.
 
   Matt walked around its perimeter, conducting a rapid inspection.  The bags were under-pressurized, the gondola was intact.  The mysterious bio-engineered fabric gave it a silver sheen.  
 
   He nearly bumped into Geth, who was wandering in the opposite direction, mouth open and head tilted far back.  “It must be a hundred meters in length!”
 
   "Just a big bag of gas," Archimedes replied.  "We ride in the cabin below.  As you see, it is quite cozy."
 
   The starboard engine housing was raised.  A table had been placed beneath it and was strewn with pistons and other components.  
 
   “Engine problems?” Matt asked.
 
   “That's why I said it's in no condition,” Prin said.  “Even if we knew the problems, it would take days to reassemble.”
 
   Matt flipped through the engineering drawings on the table.  Ivan scanned the components and provided Matt with an AR overlay for the engine.  
 
   Matt examined a piston.  "This head diameter is out tolerance."
 
   Andra squinted.  "It looks fine."
 
   "It's a tenth of a millimeter below spec."
 
   Landar snapped, "Assuming you're not making that up, nothing can be done.  We have no replacement part and while we can cut metal, we cannot add it."
 
   "For a small amount like this, I can," Matt said.  "Do you have any scrap metal the same as this?"
 
   "We have a cracked piston," Andra said.  "Will that do?"
 
   Landar scowled while Matt transferred metal, atom by atom, from the broken piston onto the head of the other.  When it was fattened to tolerance, he set the piston aside and inspected the gaskets.  "These need to be replaced."
 
   Prin put on his glasses.  "Why?"
 
   Matt split open a gasket, revealing a hidden network of hairline cracks.
 
   “How did you know?” Prin asked.  
 
   Archimedes intervened,  “Anything else?”
 
   Matt peered within the housing.  "This hose.  That valve."
 
   Prin scurried off to the inventory room.  Matt reassembled the engine as Ivan suspended a computer-generated arrow over each component and tool as it was required.
 
   Behind his back, he heard Andra whisper, “He works so quickly and confidently!  You did not tell us the half of his abilities.”
 
   “All the advice I sent you these past weeks has been from him,” Archimedes replied.
 
   “And that girl – can she really hold off twenty soldiers?”
 
   “She didn't seem overly concerned with the task, did she?”
 
   “I would not expect a formidable warrior to be a girl or to be named 'Carrot.'”
 
   "A nickname.  She says because she's slender as a carrot."
 
   "Perhaps she meant when younger."
 
   "Yes, not that she's now – "
 
   "No, no, but she is rather well-muscled."
 
   "I hadn't noticed."
 
   "You, Archie?  Not observe every detail of a pretty girl?  The world really is coming to an end."
 
   Matt continued putting the engine back together.  Archimedes and Andra connected hoses and pressurized the balloon cells.  Prin pumped barrels labeled 'PREMIUM RUM, PROPERTY NAVY OF ROME' into the fuel tanks.  Geth stood watch at the tunnel.
 
   "Hermanrise," Ivan announced. 
 
   Matt examined the shore of the island in pop-up view.  
 
   “Zoom on the lagoon on the other side of the island,” he said.  “Ah.  Ha.”
 
   A large tree had spread a massive overhang of branches over a finger of the shallows.  At maximum magnification, it was just possible to see beneath the lines of a boat at anchor.  The vessel was large enough to accommodate Carrot's twenty.
 
   Matt consulted the sky view archives.  “No wonder we didn't spot their approach.  They've been here for days, probably waiting to capture the airship once it was completed.  That means Valarion already knew about the airship.  I'd like to know how.”
 
   “Matt, per your requested scans, I have been unable to locate Carrot in sky view.  However, Roman naval vessels are approaching.”  Ivan zoomed out current sky view.  At least nine ships – Matt stopped counting – converged from different compass points.
 
   Matt put aside the tools and went outside the hangar.  He caught Geth's attention and shouted, “Can you barricade the tunnel?  I mean, leave a gap for Carrot, of course!"
 
   "Of course!" Geth hurried off.  
 
   With redoubled speed, Matt continued to re-install parts and tighten bolts.  Herman irritatingly set.  Too soon, Geth sprinted from the tunnel.
 
   "Romans – triremes – here!"
 
   Matt finished the last bolt and closed the housing.  The entire hangar shook with a boom.   Following Prin and Andra outside, he saw the mouth of the access tunnel filled with flaming barrels of naval rum.  Archimedes was striding toward them.
 
   “Now Carrot can't get through!” Matt growled.
 
   “I waited until the Romans were at the other end,” Archimedes replied.  “Regardless, the fuel will quickly burn itself out.  We must leave in haste.”
 
   Geth patted Matt.  “We must have the ship ready.  I am sure she will return in time.”
 
   Matt didn't see the logic, but he joined the others at the hangar.  The ship was secured to a carriage which rode on rails, and when tow ropes were pulled, the ship readily rolled into the open.  Prin and Andra released cables so that only two remained to hold the ship to earth.  Archimedes climbed into the gondola.  While he worked the controls, wiggling rudders and ailerons, Geth waved confirmation that the play was proper.
 
   Landar boarded and scowled.  Already forming suspicions, Matt followed quickly behind.  He waited until Prin and Andra were aboard to watch Archimedes' back, and went out the rear door to pace the catwalk and adjust valves. 
 
   Geth yanked on the starboard propeller.  The engine coughed, huffed black smoke, and spun the prop into a blur.  Geth went to the port side, repeated the routine, and hopped aboard. Matt sealed the door and said, “Now we wait.”
 
   Archimedes throttled back to as low as possible.  Scarcely a minute passed and he said, “We have run out of time.”
 
   He gestured to the tunnel mouth.  The fire had burned out and soldiers were sprinting through in double-file.  While Matt and Geth looked on, Archimedes rested his hand on the mooring release levers.
 
   Just then, Matt heard,  "Matt!  Do you hear me!"
 
   The voice was inside his head.   “Carrot, where are you?”
 
   Archimedes, Geth, and the others were looking at him because he was speaking out loud.  He looked through the windows around the floor but didn't see her. 
 
   "I'm above you, on the rim of the volcano, in front of the bow of the ship!"
 
   Matt pulled the release levers.  The cables snapped loose and the airship gracefully ascended.  Geth's expression flashed from surprise to rage to confusion.  Matt pointed ahead and upward.  Carrot was waving.  
 
   “I'll get a rope!” Geth exclaimed and hurried to the rear of the gondola.  
 
   Under Ivan's direction, Matt took the controls from Archimedes and hovered the ship, and a moment later Carrot was aboard and smiling at Matt.
 
   Before either could say anything, Geth embraced her.  “It is not easy being your father!”
 
   Eyes alight, Carrot squirmed through the crowded compartment to the front and joined Matt.  She gazed raptly at the jungle rolling below.
 
   “We are truly flying!” she exclaimed.  
 
   Matt nudged the twin throttles forward.  With a slight jolt, the engines purred and throbbed.
 
   The triremes that had reached the main lagoon swiveled their crossbow mounts and fired.  A volley of two-meter-long arrows leaped but arced well short.  
 
   Carrot continued, "We're invulnerable!  See, Father, isn't this craft everything they said?”
 
   Matt headed west over open sea.  During the next hours, he brief Geth on the piloting of the airship.  They practiced turns, how to slow and speed, how to ascend and descend.  Geth was an excellent student and his movements were smooth.  Matt soon turned over operational command.
 
   Carrot beamed at her father.  “Did you ever think you would captain a ship that flies?”
 
   “Last week,” Geth replied, “I wondered if I would ever again walk without chains.”  
 
   A moment later, he frowned at the waves below.  “We seem to be descending on our own.”
 
   “That happens,” Matt said.  “Downdrafts, variations in barometric pressure and temperature.”
 
   “Shall I release . . . what was it called . . . ballast?”
 
   “We're okay at this altitude, but you're in command right now, you decide.”
 
   “I want us higher.”  Geth flipped a switch.  An electrical signal opened a solenoid valve.  Behind the gondola, vents sprayed a miniature rainstorm.  Slowly they gained altitude.
 
   A moment later, Carrot's smile faded.  “We are descending again.”
 
   Matt opened a side window and bounced Ivan's low-power laser off the waves.  He frowned at the rate-of-descent calculation.
 
   “We may have a balloon leak.”
 
   “Could an arrow have reached us and made a hole?” Geth asked.
 
   “I didn't see an arrow come close enough,” Archimedes said.  
 
   Prin was listening and said, “I did feel a bump a moment ago.  Perhaps it was a seam that burst.  We have a patch kit, but we'll have to locate the leak first.”
 
   “I can go topside and look,” Carrot said.  
 
   “I'll take the bottom,” Archimedes said.  “Matt, you inspect the interior.”
 
   “All of you hurry,” Geth said.  He had his eyes on gauges and waves.  “I will run out of ballast in a few minutes and then we will descend for good.”
 
   “Idle the ship,” Archimedes said, “then we'll go do our inspection.”
 
   Geth was left at the wheel while Andra and Prin broke out the patch kit and Matt, Archimedes, and Carrot headed for their chosen destinations.  Matt reached the mid-stanchion and climbed after Carrot.  Carrot continued up the ladder to the top of the gas bag and Matt stayed in the interior and walked fore and aft along the catwalk between the gas-bag cells while Ivan scanned for leaks.
 
   They found none.  When they were finished, though, Matt looked at the cells and frowned.  “Something is wrong about this.  The bag is compartmentalized so that a single leak wouldn't cause the ship to continuously lose altitude.  But multiple leaks, even seam ruptures, are unlikely.”
 
   “Do you suspect sabotage?” Ivan asked.
 
   Matt realized Landar was unsupervised.  
 
   “Hypermode warm-up!”
 
   Matt hurriedly climbed down to the gondola-level catwalk.  He looked forward and saw a clear path to the gondola.  He went around the backside of the stanchion and saw at the end of the catwalk, Archimedes and Landar.
 
   Landar was standing and Archimedes was prone.  Landar was holding a dripping knife.  Archimedes' robe was moist with a long red gash.
 
   Matt ran up and Landar turned.
 
   “He was never a real Roman!” Landar shouted above the wind.  “Rome was good to him, yet he betrayed her!”
 
   “He was trying to bring peace!” Matt shouted, barely able to contain his rage.
 
   "Is that what you think?  Look behind me!"
 
   Behind Landar were the incendiary bomb racks.  Every rack had a barrel.  Matt realized that while he had been working on the engine, Archimedes must have loaded the bombs.
 
   Rent with indecision, Matt said, “Well, maybe he – “
 
   “Don't prevaricate, barbarian!  See where we're headed – west to Rome!  He has enough bombs to set half the city ablaze!  And he brought three barbarians to help commit the atrocity!”
 
   "Carrot wouldn't – " Matt paused.  Where was Carrot?
 
   Matt took a step.  Landar leveled his knife.  Archimedes lay still and bleeding.  
 
   “Matt, I have scanned the body of Archimedes and do not register respiration or pulse.  His mean body temperature is – “
 
   “We have to get to him.  Is hypermode ready?”
 
   “In one minute, Matt.”
 
   Matt looked down at Archimedes.  Then he yelled and lunged at Landar.  Landar was quick and scraped Matt's side, but then Matt was on top of him.  Landar was strong despite his age, and as Matt would learn later, an ex-legionnaire with combat experience.  It was two hands pushing against two hands pressing a blade closer and closer to Matt's throat.  
 
   Suddenly, Landar screamed and released the knife.  He backed away and stared at his hands.  “I can't move my fingers! What did you do?”
 
   With Landar unable to block, Matt reached out and touched the side of Landar's neck.  Ivan's tentacles again penetrated Landar's skin and this time wrapped around his spinal cord.  Landar's eyes closed and his body went limp and sank to the platform.
 
   “Hypermode is available,” Ivan said.
 
   Matt crawled over to the inert form of Archimedes and Ivan again bridged from skin to skin.
 
   "I cannot help him," Ivan said.  
 
   "What do you mean?  He's still breathing, and you brought me back practically from the dead!"
 
   "That is because I am wholly merged with all of your bodily systems."
 
   "Then get inside him."  
 
   Ivan paused.  "Please clarify your request."
 
   "You heard me.  Leave me, get inside him.  Now!"
 
   "Detaching systems," Ivan said.  "I will transfer via your hand to his neck.  When transfer is complete, I will signal."
 
   Matt felt a mild shock and removed his hand.  He rested Archimedes on the catwalk and wobbled erect.  He lost balance and grabbed the rail.  The metal felt like ice and stung.  The world was spinning and he was sniffling.  His stomach heaved.  The breeze that he had barely noticed was an icy blast.  The noise of the engines was deafening.
 
   Then he noticed his side was still bleeding.   
 
   “Ivan?”
 
   No answer.  He looked around.  Everything was an astigmatic blur.
 
   Archimedes wasn't moving.  Matt knew it would take a few minutes for Ivan to accomplish anything.  All he could do then was wait.
 
   Curious, he pried the knife out of Landar's hands.  This must have been what he used to punch holes in the balloon, he thought.  He blinked as he remembered:  Landar had been inside the gondola when they had started losing altitude.  Was Landar the culprit after all?
 
   Matt tightly clutched the knife and stabbed the blade into the balloon fabric.  Or tried to.  The fabric was as tough as the sample he'd been shown back at the workshop and wouldn't yield.  He realized that to puncture even once would take a strength that was superhuman . . . . 
 
   Without thinking further, Matt raced to the stanchion, ignored his vertigo and climbed the ladder through the mid-section to the top of the balloon.  
 
   There was a third catwalk on top.  Three-quarters of the way from nose to tail, it was occupied by Carrot and a human-sized creature with scales and claws and bat wings.  The creature turned and smiled.  Inoldia's features were barely distinguishable amid the fur, feathers, and fangs.
 
   Carrot was on her hands and knees, covered with bloody gashes.  Matt saw the splattered blood across the surface of the balloon and realized that while he had been below, a horrific battle had been going on above.
 
   “Ivan, hyper – “  Then he remembered.  He shouted aloud,  “Get away from her!”
 
   “Stay out of this, vermin,” Inoldia shouted.
 
   Before she could turn to Carrot, Matt climbed to the catwalk and grabbed the rail.  He marched toward Inoldia.  Carrot shouted something that he couldn't hear above the wind without Ivan's help.  And he didn't have Ivan's help.
 
   “I don't have time for this,” Inoldia said.
 
   She tilted her palm and a dart burst toward Matt, hitting him squarely on the jumpsuit.  He felt the impact but there was no shock.  Inoldia, however, flinched and scowled.
 
   “I see,” she said.  “Your suit has a magical counter-spell!”
 
   It was electrically grounded, but Matt decided not to explain.  He pulled out the dart and threw it over the side.  He raised the knife and stared into her eyes.
 
   “Matt!” Carrot cried.  “No – get away!”
 
   “Oh, no chance of that!” Inoldia cried with glee.  She streaked across the length of separation between her and Matt in an instant and clutched his throat and lifted him from the platform.  Matt choked and grabbed her arms to pull himself high enough to breath – barely – while his feet dangled half a meter off the platform.
 
   “What shall I do with you, little man?” She turned to Carrot and broke into a wide smile of sharp teeth.  “Would you give me more of a challenge, girl, if I were to torment your pet?”
 
   Inoldia drew her talon across Matt's cheek, leaving a deep rut.  Matt fought the urge to make a noise.  Carrot wobbled erect, holding the same sword she'd fought the Emperor with.  But she only took two steps and collapsed.  
 
   Inoldia pulled Matt's face close to her own.  “Too bad, little man!  Your champion is exhausted!  But I think I'll torment you just the same!  Now, what part of your body shall I cut anyway first?  You're so ugly, removing anything can only be an improvement!”
 
   Wresting his windpipe free, Matt spat at her.  Inoldia glared and threw him across the catwalk.  He tumbled over the rail and slid down the side of the balloon.  He grabbed at the ribbing and spread his feet.  He came to a stop just short of falling to the sea.  
 
   Every joint aching, numb from the cold, he climbed back up.  He held the knife toward Inoldia and stepped over the rail onto the walk.
 
   “You think that toy threatens me!”
 
   She swiped at the knife.  This time Matt saw her arm move, and flicked the blade.  Inoldia's smile disappeared.  She held up her hand and stared at the red slit.
 
   “How did you do that?”
 
   Matt responded with a lunge.  Inoldia swiped at him but he blocked with his free arm and shoved the blade toward her belly.  He scraped and broke scales and skin and splattered her blood upon the walkway.
 
   “You – you must have the Mother's potion of restriction!  But how?  It was only to work on the girl!”
 
   Matt should have engaged in dialogue.  The more he could have talked, the more time the editor virus in his saliva would have to weaken Inoldia's mutant strength.  But he was too enraged to think clearly.  
 
   He gritted his teeth and grunted and swung again and again.  Inoldia backstepped toward Carrot, then growled and pounced, talons splayed.  Matt jabbed the knife into her belly and thrust as hard as he could.  Inoldia screeched and he twisted and flung her over the railing.
 
   Her last expression a mixture of fear and confusion, Inoldia spun and tumbled as she vanished into the mist.   
 
   Matt dropped the knife and grabbed the railing and tried to keep from throwing up.  Then everything faded to red and pain and oblivion.  
 
    – But only for a moment.  When he stirred and opened his eyes, Carrot was kneeling next to him.  She had partially unzipped his jumpsuit and was pressing both her hands against his bare chest.
 
   “How do you feel?” she asked.
 
   He took a deep breath and released.  “Better.  How are you?”
 
   “I'm quite fine.”  She smiled and arose.  “She was the one punching holes.  I should get the patch kit.”  
 
   Then the sun broke through the clouds, and she stood lithely in golden light, in perfect poise and balance as her incandescent hair fluttered in the breeze.  Matt suddenly felt both weak and strong, cold and flushed.  
 
   He felt like he was going to explode, and that he wanted to.
 
   “Matt, the expression on your face – are you sure you are all right?”
 
   “I'm – uh –  I'm – uh – uh – Archimedes!”
 
   And then, well ahead of her, he scurried down the ladder and went aft.  Landar was still unconscious.  Archimedes no longer had a waxen complexion and his chest was moving strongly.  Matt put his palm to the old man's now-warm cheek and Ivan extended a tentacle in greeting.
 
   "Damage has been fixed," Ivan said after he tapped into Matt's auditory nerves.  "May I return to you?"
 
   "Yes!  Please!  Before I catch pneumonia!"
 
   As soon as Ivan was cozily nested once more within Matt's skull, Matt had Archimedes awakened.  Archimedes propped himself, gazed at Landar's snoozing form, and gagged at the red gash on his robe.
 
   "What in the wheezing bellows of hades is going on here?" he demanded.
 
   "You tell me," Matt said.  He pointedly looked sternward, past Archimedes to the pregnant bomb racks. 
 
   Archimedes smiled nervously.  "Oh, those.  Heh.  It's not what you think.  At least, it's not what Landar said before he stabbed me.”  He looked down at his robe again and raised an eyebrow.  “By the way, I felt him twist the knife – so why am I still alive?”
 
   Before Matt could answer, Ivan said, "Matt, there is something you should know about Archimedes."
 
   "Not now!" Then, so relieved to have Ivan back, Matt recanted.  "Okay, make it short."
 
   "Archimedes has a neural implant."
 
   Matt blurted aloud,  "You're a mentor!"
 
   "A mentor host," Archimedes said.  "People always confuse the terms.  Anyway, that was a long time ago.  Let's discuss that later, as we have more urgent and important matters.  Now, do you want to hear my plan?  It concerns saving Britan – if we are in time!" 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   49.
 
   Emperor Valarion jolted awake.  He had dozed off in the chair for what he had thought briefly, but from the angle of the sun in the garden beyond the veranda, it was apparent that the time was past noon.  
 
   Here in the palace at last, he thought.  
 
   His gaze took in the orchards, the roaming peacocks, the marble columns, the whimsical statuary, the multitude of servants, the spectacular view of the city that he now all but personally owned.  All those years of plodding, of boot-licking, of compromise and backstabbing, had paid off.  He was now master of the known world.  
 
   If only my father were still alive, Valarion thought.  So that I could order his execution.
 
   All was not perfect, however.  That thought occurred to him when he attempted to shift his position in the chair and felt a sharp pain in his back.  He signaled for a servant.
 
   "Get me breakfast, and the physician."
 
   The imperial physician, on call in the next building, arrived immediately and changed the dressing on the wound on the Emperor's thigh and summoned girls to massage the Emperor's back.
 
   "All in all," the physician said, "the injuries appear minor.  Quite odd, in fact, I've never seen such minor injuries in the loser of a gladiatorial – "
 
   A sharp look silenced him.  A wave dismissed him and the girls.  Breakfast arrived, and Valarion contemplated the delicacies with a churning stomach.  They were probably poisoned anyway.  He should eat from his own pantry until affairs in the palace were secure.  After all, soldiers were still searching for hidden passages.
 
   A servant approached and bowed.  "My Lord, General Maldus wishes an audience."
 
   "Send him in." 
 
   Maldus, former commander of the imperial guard and now commander of the municipal guard that Valarion had decreed into existence the day previous, arrived and bowed – but at a little less of an angle than had the servant, Valarion noted.
 
   "Maldus," Valarion said.  "How is the city this morning?"
 
   "It's secure," Maldus said, taking a chair without being offered.  "Very peaceful."
 
   "Peaceful?  How so?"
 
   "Few people are on the street."  Maldus hesitated.  "There is an outbreak of an old illness.  You may recall Archimedes referred to it as 'the distenary.'  He related it to the lack of sewers, and it happens that the sewers have experienced some difficulty of late."
 
   "Sewer operations are no concern of yours, Maldus."
 
   "Normally yes, but the commissioner of the sewers says that the security checkpoints we have established within the sewers are interfering with the business of his work force, and that is affecting the routine maintenance of the sewers."
 
   "Well now, we'll have to choose between the security of the Empire and the convenience of sewer workers.  Ask him if he'd rather Britanian saboteurs run loose under our streets."
 
   "Val – My Lord, are there truly Britanian saboteurs in Rome?  I've only found five Britanians in the city, and they confess to being merchants."
 
   "I am sure that if you interrogate them sufficiently, their confessions will change."
 
   Maldus paused.  "I'm sure."
 
   "Now, unless you have something other than sewers to discuss, you're dismissed."  As Maldus rose, the Emperor added,  "And General – never mention his name in my presence again."
 
   "I'm sorry, whose name?"
 
   "Don't be clever.  The name that begins with 'A' and ends with 's' and has never-ending annoyance inbetween."
 
   "As you wish . . . My Lord."
 
   After the general left, Valarion scowled and pushed the breakfast tray away.  Sewers, he thought.  Did I ever imagine my first full working day as emperor would begin with dithering about sewers!  Emperors should be above such mundaneness!
 
   He gazed upon the city, which gleamed pearl white in the high sun.  He gazed beyond to the shimmering waters of the bay, where a thousand ships were lashed together and loading with the logistics of imperial conquest.  In the distance, the soldiers were like ants, the ships like leaves of a tiny plant.  An emperor's perspective, Valarion thought with satisfaction.  
 
   Valarion rose and stretched – and felt the call of nature.  He consulted with a servant and found the nearest bathroom – and recoiled from the stench.  
 
   "What is the meaning of this!" he shrieked at the attendant.
 
   The servant cringed.  "The toilets have been backed up all morning, My Lord.  It's not only my station, it's throughout the palace!"
 
   Scowling, Valarion marched into the orchard.  "You don't need to follow me everywhere!" he bellowed at his bodyguards, and proceeded solitary into the bush maze.  When he emerged, he took a few steps and yelled behind,  "NOW follow me again!"
 
   How did Hadron endure this idiocy? Valarion wondered.  
 
   Valarion stalked through the palace, passing clusters of guards busily knocking on the walls and listening for the hollowness that would indicate a secret passage.  From the steps from the great hall, he climbed into a litter and directed it toward Military House.  On the way, he withdrew from his pocket the elaborately ornamented mechanical timepiece that had been given to him as a gesture of friendship by the minarch of Troi just before Valarion had launched a surprise attack on his city and had him executed.  In the excitement of yesterday, Valarion had forgotten to wind it.
 
   "Stop at Victory Square," he directed. "I need to consult the Master."
 
   Victory Square was empty, every store front shuttered.  Even the Senate portico was vacant.  The fountains were waterless and silent.  As for the Master of Rome, its hands were frozen at seven.  Valarion recalled he hadn't heard the bells all morning.
 
   He repocketed the timepiece and barked,  "Military House.  Quick!"
 
   But on the descent along the Avenue of Champions, he spotted graffiti scrawled on the side of an apartment building:  BEATEN BY A GIRL.
 
   "Stop!" he shouted.  He summoned a guard.  "Return to the palace and inform Maldus that I want a squad of soldiers to arrest and interrogate every person who resides in this building.  Before this day is over, I want to know the identity of the insurrectionists responsible for this desecration.  Oh, and raze the building.  Before sunset."
 
   His party proceeded to the North Claw and was admitted into the base.  Without returning salutes or bows, he stormed the steps to the third story of Military House and into the Room of War.  The southern view overlooked the Invasion Fleet, but Valarion as always was more enthralled by the map table, on which bug-sized markers of soldiers and ships portrayed the extent of imperial reach upon a map of the Yuro Archipelago.
 
   Valarion sighed.  "Finally, my day leaves behind all reference to plumbing!"
 
   "Sir?" asked Grand Admiral Vespin.  
 
   "Never mind.  Give me a full review of the strategic situation."
 
   As the Admiral recited statistics and intelligence reports, Valarion realized that his stomach had calmed.  At first he thought it due to his engagement with the details of empire, but then he recognized a much simpler explanation.  Being near the sewer pipes that dumped into the bay, Military House had always had a certain 'air.'  But today, because of the blockages, the sewage was elsewhere.  Thus the atmosphere was fresh and the bay pristine.
 
   With his appetite returned, Valarion ordered a bagel and tea and thought, I need to get out of this miserable city.  For the first time in his military career, he saw a campaign as a vacation.  Was Britan so bad?  The land was unspoilt, the girls fetching – at least, the ones not unduly muscled.  
 
   "I will personally command the Britanian campaign," he announced.
 
   "Sir – I mean, My Lord?" the Admiral inquired.  "The fleet is scheduled to leave tomorrow.  At this time, isn't your place with the city?"
 
   "Believe me, the city isn't going anywhere."
 
   Valarion admitted that in his absence, Maldus or a cabal of senators would possibly attempt a coup, but what of it?  Let them handle the mess that the city had become and be blamed for it.  And when Valarion returned the hero with most of the fleet and legions at his side, who would stand in his way to reclaim his title?
 
   While he leaned over the map table and nudged tiny ships to and fro, he heard a clattering from the steps.  A signal corps courier bore an envelope marked EMPEROR'S EYES ONLY.  Valarion ripped it and read:
 
   FROM ISLE OF SISTERS COMMAND STOP TO VALARION EMPEROR OF ROME STOP HIGH PRIESTESS WILL PAY VISIT TO DISCUSS INVASION PLANS AND MISSING SISTER STOP EXPECT ARRIVAL AT THREE PM THIS DAY STOP THAT IS ALL STOP
 
   "Just what I need." Valarion crumpled the sheet, then frowned and spread it flat.  "What does she mean, 'missing sister?'"  
 
   He realized then that Inoldia hadn't been breathing down his neck all day.  The last time he had seen her was late last night when he had briefed her on their operations to seize the airship on Steam Island.  Had she gone to Steam Island to see for herself?  Normally, he would assume that would mean she had dispatched the insurrectionists with ease.  But his memory was still fresh with the sight of her flailing and choking in the rushing waters that had spilled across the floor of the Coliseum.  Yesterday had not been good for the reputation of the Sisters, either.
 
   "Sir – My Lord," a commodore said.  "Do you hear something?  It seems to be coming from the city, or above it."
 
   "What?" Grand Admiral Vespin asked.  He cocked his head.  "Ah.  A kind of 'Rrrr-rrrr-rrrr' is it?"
 
   Without word, Valarion rushed down the stairs.  Outside, hovering over the city and approaching Military House, was a great oblong shape that resembled a cigar.  Or . . . hours ago, upon first sight of the model captured from the House of Archimedes, Valarion had remarked that it resembled a certain part of male anatomy, and his subordinates had erupted in laughter.  At the moment, the joke didn't seem so funny.  
 
   "What is that?" a junior officer blurted, so rapt in gaze that he was unaware of the Emperor's presence.
 
   The great ship of the air filled the base with its hum.  From hundreds of meters above, a head peeped out the window of the undercarriage compartment.  Valarion could not make out the face but he knew that long wagging beard.  
 
   "HEAR ME!" The murmuring in the yard quieted in shock at the Emperor's scream.  "Archers and catapulters, fire upon that vessel!  NOW!"
 
   Officers barked and soldiers and sailors scattered.  Within seconds, arrows streaked toward the flying ship – and fell woefully short.  The ship continued on with Military House beneath its path.  As it passed over the base fence, it dropped a barrel that landed squarely on the roof of the building – and promptly exploded in a shower of flaming shards.
 
   "Fire crews!" the grand admiral shouted.  "The files of the entire navy are in there!"
 
   The Ancient Bearded One passed over the smoldering roof of Military House and waved at Valarion's purple-robed form.  Valarion remembered a youth spent gazing up at his tutor from a distance that didn't seem any less intimidating now, and fumed.  
 
   The shadow of the ship fell upon him and Valarion craned his neck, waiting for another barrel to drop so that he would know which way to dodge, but the ship merely hummed on.  It passed over the shoreline and over the bay and then over the fleet.
 
   And then it proceeded to rain fire.
 
   On that beautiful afternoon over the Bay of Rome, fire fell from the sky upon the thousand ships of the Combined Britanian Invasion Fleet.  The barrels of incendiary exploded upon contact with the decks, bursting a multitude of smoking embers upon the wooden superstructures and fabric sails.  As small fires joined, they achieved flashpoint and spread as fast as men could run and jump into the sea.  From ramp to ramp the fire leaped, igniting row after row, engulfing ships by the scores, then hundreds.  
 
   "The entire fleet!" the admiral cried.  "The entire fleet!"
 
   Had Valarion not been mesmerized by the magnitude of the conflagration, he might have slapped the old man.  
 
   "My Lord!" the commodore shouted.  "Watch for arrows!"
 
   Valarion squinted at the airship and saw no arrows.  Then he looked below, and saw the sky filled with arrows streaming from archers aboard the few triremes at the perimeter that had yet remained untouched.  The fools were aiming at the airship with their Emperor in the same arc!  
 
   As arrows rained about, Valarion fled behind Military House and wondered if the attack was entirely unintended.  
 
   The archers quit when their ships too caught fire.  One by one, the holds of the ships of the whole of the fleet boomed into splinters, and fireballs ascended amid smoke and vapor.  
 
   Behind Valarion, an officer asked another, "Do you smell rum?"
 
   Its bomb racks empty, the airship halted the attack and continued to the center of the bay.  Something fell from it, billowing a sail in the shape of an inverted cup from which dangled a man, who descended with implausible slowness and splashed into the water.  A fishing boat steered to rescue.
 
   Valarion looked about at the smoke, fires, and frantic men, and perceived an opportunity for retreat to a saner locale.  He addressed the commodore,  "Signal the bay patrol to have that boat intercepted, and the person brought as prisoner to the main pier in the commercial district.  I will be there shortly."
 
   Grand Admiral Vespin shook his head and tears flowed freely.  "The entire invasion fleet, half the fleet of Rome – "
 
   Valarion shrugged.  "We'll replace every ship lost."
 
   "Can we?  Rome has few resources of its own, it must depend on the provinces.  And with the navy's strength cut in half, the provinces will revolt – "
 
   "You there!" Valarion pointed to the commodore.  "What's your name?"
 
   "Agron, My Lord."
 
   Valarion stripped the insignia from Vespin's uniform and handed it to Agron.  "You are now Grand Admiral of the Imperial Navy.  Your first act is to escort this broken old man off this base."
 
   Valarion headed toward his litter, then spotted the messenger's horse.  He leaped astride and shouted to his bodyguard, "Try to keep up!" and stormed through the gate onto the streets of Rome.
 
   Galloping toward the commercial waterfront distract, he glanced to the east.  The city looked golden and clean in the late sun, but his nostrils were assaulted by acrid smoke from the smoldering flotsam and the abhorrent reflux of the sewers.  The city was preferable to the base, but it was a morass of its own.  
 
   He glanced west and saw the airship had become a distant speck among the clouds, heading northwestward, toward Britan.  The Sisters had been right all along, he thought.  Britan is the key to everything.  After this humiliation, he would make certain to make it a desolation.    
 
   He slapped the crop harder and the horse lathered with the increased pace.  The High Priestess, I can't keep her waiting!  All was not yet lost so long as he still had the Sisters on his side!    
 
   He arrived at the main commercial pier.  A patrol boat arrived with a water-soaked man tangled in lines and sheets.  Valarion dismounted and strode toward the mooring.  A sergeant with drawn sword interposed. 
 
   "Here now, where do you think you're going?"
 
   "Out of my way, you oaf!  Can't you see I'm the Emperor!"
 
   The sergeant mulled,  "Anyone can wear a purple robe."
 
   "Don't you recognize my – " And Valarion realized that the man would not.  None of them would.  It wasn't his face on the coins yet, and in the Coliseum he had been seen as only a tiny blob from most of the seats.
 
   But then Valarion's bodyguard arrived on horseback and the sergeant, out-sworded, gave way.  Valarion stomped onto the pier to where sailors were cutting the prisoner from the tangled lines and sheets.  He was not surprised to see it was Landar.
 
   "You said it would take a week before the airship was airworthy!"
 
   "My Lord, the wizard-boy repaired the engine in less time than it took me to sabotage!"
 
   "Half the imperial fleet is destroyed because of you!"  Valarion summoned a guard captain and pointed to Landar.  "Have this man taken to Bloodbrick.  Inform the warden I will draw a list of questions for interrogation, but I won't mind if he is softened a bit first."
 
   While being dragged away, Landar shouted, "My Lord, I was the one who copied for you the plans for the airship!  We don't need ships of the water when we have ships of the air!  I can build you a fleet of such!"
 
   Valarion glared.  "Such a fleet will be built, but you will not have eyes to see it."
 
   Landar's pleas died with distance.  Valarion focused on the bay and searched for the boat bearing the High Priestess.  "Does anyone know what time it is?"
 
   He noticed a nearby sundial and walked over and read the dial – and was instantly confused.
 
   "What the devil?" he asked.  "What's with the circles and curving lines?"
 
   The sergeant was still there, apparently eager to make amends by being helpful:  "It's the new design by Archimedes.  Very simple, really, and much more accurate because it corrects for the seasons.  The curves indicate the hours of the day, while the circles are days of the year, and the intersection – "
 
   Valarion shoved the sundial, but it was too bulky to topple.  He whirled at the crowd and shouted,  "We're going back to the old sundials, where the shadow falls on a number and you know the time in a glance.  The sun itself decides what time it is, and doesn't need to be corrected by an old man with a long white beard!"
 
   In the silence, a child asked, "Do you mean the old man in the sky?"
 
   Valarion had a mind to issue another order, but saw the size of the crowd relative to his contingent of bodyguards, and decided there were lines even an Emperor could not cross, at least not on his first full working day.  
 
   The patrol boat captain bowed and presented a bag.  "My Lord, the man who dropped from the sky had this tied to his neck.  The letter inside is addressed to you."
 
   "From whom?" Valarion demanded.  But he already knew.  He opened the waterproof bag, unfolded the letter and read:
 
   'Hey Val, he is not the best but you will need him to work the sewers or half the city will be sick in days.  Also he will be handy if you have problems with the aqueducts, and you will.  I guess this means he is your chief scientist by default.  You have my condolences as now that I look back I realize Landar did little but skulk and complain.  I would not wish him upon my worst enemy, which by the way you are.  Signed, Your Long-Suffering Tutor – Archimedes of Kresidala.  Post Script:  You may forward my severance pay to what will soon be the Sovereign Nation of Britan.'  
 
   "I'll severance your neck!"  Valarion shouted at the sky.  He ripped the letter into shreds and scattered them into the water.  He unpocketed the timepiece again and shook it, then growled and hurled it as far as he could into the bay.
 
   "Does ANYONE know what time it is?"
 
   The sergeant glanced at the sundial and said, "It's around a quarter to three."
 
   Valarion paced.  A black boat entered the mouth of the bay, steered wide south to avoid the smoking ruins, and then back on course toward the main pier.  Valarion saw the hooded figure at the bow and shuddered.
 
   The boat docked.  The hooded figure glided over the ramp, accompanied by four other hooded ones and a coterie of soldiers.  Valarion had never met any of the Sisters other than Inoldia.  Yet he wasn't surprised when sunlight reflecting off the water illuminated their faces from below and he saw that they all shared a close resemblance to Inoldia in all but age, the High Priestess herself perhaps old enough to be the mother of all.  
 
   Valarion bowed, but before he could speak, a voice like a creaking door said, "What is the meaning of this?"
 
   "Of what?" Valarion saw the robed arm with its claw-like hand point toward the wrecked fleet.  "Well, we were attacked."
 
   "You have been Emperor for so short a time, and yet I have heard nothing but bad reports.  You couldn't even defeat that girl!"
 
   "Your potion did not work."
 
   "Our potion was infallible!  Do not question the work of the Mother!"
 
   "Mother?  You mean, of you Sisters?"
 
   The High Priestess breathed deep, but only repeated,  "Our potion was infallible!"
 
   Valarion gestured at his bandaged thigh.  "Look, do you think I allowed her to wound me?"
 
   The old woman looked at his leg, then slowly raised her eyes in trembling rage.
 
   "Enough of this!"
 
   She shot out an arm and grabbed his purple robe.  Valarion anticipated what was coming and shut his eyes.  She yanked hard and Valarion braced for an arcing flight off the pier and into the water.  But all he felt was a light tug.  
 
   He opened his eyes.  The High Priestess tugged again and again.  Valarion wondered what game this might be.  Then he saw something he never thought to see in the features of Inoldia:  fear.
 
   "Sixth," the priestess said.  "This is beneath me.  Dispatch!"
 
   The old woman stepped aside and a somewhat younger version grabbed Valarion's robe.  Valarion kept his eyes open and watched as the woman futilely attempted to lift him.  
 
   "Ninth, you are strongest!"
 
   The youngest took over.  She yanked and tugged and grunted, but Valarion remained secure.
 
   The woman scowled at his feet.  "Are his sandals nailed to the planks?"
 
    Against instinct, Valarion grabbed her wrists, slowly pushed her away, released.  He stared at the High Priestess.  
 
   The High Priestess looked away and mumbled,  "You have been warned."
 
   She returned to the boat, tripping and nearly stumbling.  As they sailed off, Valarion heard a voice behind him,  "A rather short visit, what?"
 
   Valarion drew his sword and spun, fixing the blade beneath the chin of his commander of the municipal guard.
 
   "My Lord?" Maldus asked, spreading empty hands.
 
   Valarion re-sheathed his sword.  "I have no idea what it was about.  Look, this has been a long day.  I shall retire to my residence – my personal estate that is, not the palace."
 
   "What will you be doing, sir?"
 
   "Affairs of state."  Valarion mounted the horse and galloped toward Golden Street, and murmured in no other's hearing,  "After I take a long warm bath!"
 
   But at his estate, he found the tub fillable only to ankle-depth.
 
   "The aqueduct has run dry, My Lord," the servant said.  "Not a drop of fresh water in the city!"
 
   Holding his sword belt with one hand and a towel around his waist with the other, Valarion returned to the courtyard and slumped in his chair amid the hummingbirds and orchids.  For a moment, as substitution for a bath, he soaked in the familiar surroundings and fantasized that he was still only a general.
 
   In distraction, he scratched his leg by the wound.  Then he scratched his other leg.  Then he scratched his head and chest and arms – and then for half a minute he couldn't stop scratching.  Finally he forced his hands still and grunted.    
 
   He groped across the table for the writing pad.  He scribbled a message, folded the paper and pressed the imperial seal, and beckoned to a guard.  
 
   "Take this to the Warden of Bloodbrick, in haste.  Stay until he releases the prisoner into your care.  Ensure that under no circumstances is the prisoner to be harmed."
 
   The guard saluted away and Valarion was all alone in the courtyard except for an inquisitive hummingbird that hovered beyond arm's reach.  Valarion smiled benignly and slowly unsheathed his sword.  As fast as he could, he slashed – hack-hack-hack!  The hummingbird easily dodged.
 
   A moment later, the orchids weren't as nimble.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   50.
 
   Matt climbed to the upper catwalk and gazed tailward.  Rome was well over the horizon but the black pillar of smoke from the destroyed fleet dominated the sky.  The high winds blew the smoke toward the eastern provinces, and Matt wondered if the people there would think that Mount Enta had erupted.  
 
   Carrot popped from the hatchway, gazed at the pillar, and turned forward.  The sun had set and the western horizon melded rose sky and gray sea.  
 
   "How soon can we see Britan?" she asked.
 
   "It depends on whether we have to detour storms.  Airships were always crashing in storms."
 
   She listened while he contacted Herman and discussed weather forecasting with Ivan.  Then he felt her fingers and thought for an all-too-quick-instant that she wanted to hold hands, but instead she raised his hand to her forehead.
 
   "Let me in," she said.  
 
   Ivan provided them with physically-updated avatars as he churned out a multi-day forecast in three dimensional simulation.
 
   Matt read the captions,  "At current speed, we'll be there day after tomorrow."
 
   "You can't understand how fast that seems."
 
   "Actually, I've gotten so used to walking on foot, even a sailboat seems fast."
 
   "It's been a long time since I've been inside your head."
 
   He smiled but then he noticed how Ivan had given the eyes of her avatar a deeper, sadder cast.  He retracted Ivan's tentacles and saw that her real visage was the same.
 
   "Carrot, is something bothering you?"
 
   "I was going to ask you.  You've been quiet since you fought her."
 
   "I had to kill her.  I don't have remorse, but . . . ."
 
   “. . . But you do.”
 
   "Yeah.  Carrot, I notice you don't kill people."
 
   "I have done so.  When I first joined the Leaf."
 
   "Did you feel bad about it?”
 
   “Not at the time.  But we would attack their settlements, their caravans.  I came to see that Roman farmers look the same as ours.  So do their children.  I came to wonder if even their soldiers were just boys who had taken the wrong path.”
 
   “How can you fight without killing?”
 
   “Because I have enough strength that I don't need to kill.  A few whacks of my sword on his shield, and a frightened Roman soldier is worth more to us than a replacement who is still brave.  But if I were an ordinary warrior or just an ordinary person, with only a crossbow to face a legionnaire's sword and only an instant to react – I suppose I would pull the trigger.”
 
   “And your father's attitude about killing?”
 
   “He is a very good fighter, but . . . his view is harsher.”
 
   Matt watched her strands of hair dance in the wind.  “I'd better give your father the weather forecast.”
 
   Back in the gondola, Geth was napping soundly and Andra had taken the helm.  She and Prim were watching as Archimedes lifted his robe and displayed his midriff.
 
   “I know the knife went in,” Archimedes said.  “Yet not even a scar!”
 
   Matt put hand to eyes, smiled, and thought about asking Ivan to delete short-term memory.  When Matt dared to lower his hand, the robe had been dropped and the three scientists were staring and tilting their heads at him.
 
   "He just doesn't look like a host," Prin said.
 
   "I'm sure the same was true of us," Andra said.
 
   Matt looked from face to face.  “You mean, you're all mentors?”
 
   “Mentor hosts,” Archimedes corrected.  “But everyone gets that confused.”
 
   “We were all hosts,” Andra said.  “Our mentors fell silent years ago.  Archimedes tells us yours is active.  I suspected as much, but your abilities seem to transcend what a mentor could do and I presumed you were some sort of savant.”
 
   “Myself, I thought you were a mutant,” Prin said.
 
   Archimedes shrugged.  “I thought you were a bright kid from Seattle.”
 
   “I think it's time we were honest with each other,” Matt said.  
 
   And so he told them everything.  About Ivan, about all his abilities, about the trip from Earth.  To Matt, their willingness to accept his story in whole was amazing – or perhaps not, given what they'd all gone through.    
 
   Andra's eyes widened.  “So you really are the Star Child!”
 
   “I hate that title,” Matt said.  “I don't feel special.  As for all that prophecy stuff – well, it's just wishful thinking.”
 
   “Then how did people learn of your coming in the first place?”
 
   Matt explained his theories regarding the image of the man in a blue jumpsuit on the mural in the palace.  
 
   “Your brother . . . he was here a hundred years ago during the Pandora War?”
 
   “He's not my – well, maybe I'll explain what he is another day.  But yeah, it seems he came here ahead of me.  He was probably the one who triggered the . . . we're calling it the Pandora War now?”
 
   “We former mentor hosts do,” Archimedes said.  
 
   “How many of you former mentor hosts are there?”
 
   “That's a good question, Matt.”
 
   Matt glanced at Andra and remembered.  "By the way, there's a storm ahead, we'll need to change heading thirty degrees south."
 
   Prin gaped.  “You can see storms beyond the horizon?”
 
   Andra turned the wheel.  “He told us about that ability, Prin.  And with his implant, he can also heal the sick and injured, and read minds, and move very fast.”
 
   “I can't read minds,” Matt said.  “I'd really like to know as much as I can about the mentors and their hosts.”  
 
   Archimedes half-raised his hand.  "Well, I suppose I have the most pertinent story."
 
   "Or just like to talk the most,” Prin muttered.
 
   "Prin!" Andra scolded.  
 
   "Did I mention, Matt, that I grew up on a farm in the kingdom of Kresidala?"
 
   "Yeah . . . . " 
 
   "Don't worry, I'll move this along.  Well, my birth name was Larkin, Larkin of Kresidala.  I grew up on a farm in Kresidala, and as the old saying goes, if there is a bright center of the archipelago . . . times were lean, and even as a small child my parents recognized I had some talent with facts and figures, so they apprenticed me to a printer in the city.  The term for children so appointed is 'inker,'  because though we didn't operate the printing presses ourselves, after a few day's worth of errands our clothes managed to be thoroughly covered in ink – "
 
   "What a charming urchin you must have been," Prin said.  "You were going to move this along.  Tell him about Isaac."
 
   "Isaac, my best friend for so long . . . yes, well, one night I was sleeping with the other inkers on the floor in the back room of the shop, and without quite knowing why, I woke up and said, 'Who is there?'  There was no one there, but I heard a voice reply, 'Do not be alarmed.'"
 
   The others nodded.  
 
   "The voice said he was named Isaac, and that he was a mentor.  I had heard of the mentors, so what he explained next wasn't a complete surprise.  That he would help me if I would help the world in certain ways.  I was young, but I knew to suspect a vague statement when I heard one.  Still, it was intriguing, so I went along."
 
   Andra prompted, "The bookkeeping."
 
   "Right.  The bookkeeping.  Well, I gather, Matt, that you understand that the instrumentality of the mentor travels from one body to another.  In this case, it had traveled to me from the body of the print shop owner, who had been very old and died that same night.  As a result of his death, the whole place was in upheaval, as he had kept the accounts for the business in his head.  The owning family had double misfortune, having lost their beloved patriarch and livelihood in one stroke.   But not quite!"
 
   "He ended up running the place," Prin said.  
 
   "Are you going to let him tell the story?" Andra asked.
 
   "As it happened, one day I heard the wife, now the matriarch of the owning-family, speaking to a customer over his account.  He asserted a contract for such and such a price, but Isaac informed me of where to locate the actual invoice.  From there, the wife trusted me more and more with the accounts."
 
   "A child, running a family business!" Prin said.
 
   "More or less as a bookkeeper, as Isaac taught how to keep accounts.  In truth, Isaac had to prod me to do the paperwork of business, as I was always distracted by the sound of the presses and the workings of the machines, which I found fascinating and which Isaac explained to me in thorough detail.  So soon we were improving our equipment, and the shop expanded to the largest in Kresidala, and then throughout the eastern half of the Yuro Archipelago.  People would often say, 'You're not old enough to shave, how can you run such a successful business?'  And so I grew my beard as soon as I could."
 
   Prin snorted.  "Archie, I'm sure the boy is fascinated by your personal references.”
 
   At that moment, the rear door opened and Carrot entered.  She touched her sleeping father on the arm, then squeezed past to join them.  
 
   "How did Isaac communicate with you?" she asked.
 
   “I'm going to assume there's a logical reason you could hear the conversation out there,” Archimedes said.  “Yes, well, he spoke to me and I spoke back.  He taught me how to speak in less than a whisper, though, so that others would not think I was talking to myself.”
 
   "There are no pictures or video in your interface?" Carrot asked.
 
   "What kind of face?  And what is 'video,' is that a Britanian word?"
 
   Carrot's hands made hapless circles.  "It's like a movie, I mean, a series of pictures, I mean, as if you are watching a play but you are not really there, as if through a window – "
 
   Archimedes blinked.  “We talked to each other.  He heard what I heard and saw what I saw.”  
 
   "How did you go from print shop manager in Kresidala to Chief Scientist of Rome?" Matt asked.  "Did Isaac guide you?"
 
   “Isaac was a meek fellow.  All he did was teach me things and ask me to teach others.  He choose me precisely because of all the people in the shop, I seemed most eager to learn new things.  He told me he had selected his previous host because he thought a print shop owner would be willing to print the books that he, Isaac, wanted published.  Alas, the owning family had no interest in printing books on mathematics and science and as I gained Isaac's appreciation of such subjects I left their employ.”
 
   “You stood up to the owner and she fired you,” Prin said.  
 
   “Well, in fairness, I made the one unforgivable error that an employee can make:  I trained an assistant who was able to do my job.”  Archimedes gave Matt a twisted frown.  “Truth is, recently I was coming to wonder if I had made the same mistake again.  But of course, other events have intervened.”
 
   Matt persisted,  “How did you go from the print shop to chief scientist?”
 
   “I think you know the rest of the story.  I came to Rome in search of fortune, hired on as a tutor, changing my name to 'Archimedes' because he was a great scientist and no one wants their child tutored by a man named Larkin, which sounds like what I am, the son of a farmer.”
 
   Prin made an elaborate yawn.
 
   “And so I rose up Rome's tutoring profession ladder until I was tutoring the children of the patrician class.  I tutored Hadron and Valarion and a host of others, watched them become generals and senators and emperors.  Hadron felt that science was lacking in Roman warfare, so he took me along as his consultant on campaigns.  When I tired of that, he made me Chief Scientist of Rome.”
 
   “More properly you were Chief Engineer and should have taken the ancient Earth-Roman name of Vitruvius,” Andra said.  “For you took Rome as a fishing village and built it into the capital of an Empire.”
 
   “Andra, I've warned you,” Prin said.  “Compliment him too much, his head might explode!”
 
   “By then I was stuck with and quite happy with the name Archimedes,” Archimedes replied.  “And if there is an afterworld where we should all receive judgment, I would that the patricians and generals and emperors receive the blame for making Rome a pox upon the planet.”
 
   "Poor Hadron though," Andra said.  "For a patrician, he was very forward thinking."
 
   Archimedes scowled.  “'Archie, can you make a catapult that can throw a rotting pig carcass over a city wall?'  Yes, that's moving forward – over the bodies of his victims!"
 
   “Archie, he's dead now.”
 
   “I could retort that so are his victims, but the truth is, I mourn his death more than you all.  And I know the one who has taken his place is far worse.”
 
   Matt broke the silence,  “You said the mentors stopped speaking to you.  Can you tell me more about that?”
 
   They shrugged in parallel.
 
   “It happened decades ago,” Andra said.  “Prin's was the first to go.  Archie's was the last that I know of.  I remember the day that Hypatia no longer spoke.  I felt my best friend had died.”
 
   “Yes,” Matt said.  “Well, it could be that they simply wore out over the centuries.  Maybe I could have Ivan take a look.”
 
   “You would do that for us?”
 
   “Well, I'm not saying fixing them is possible.  And refurbishing would take time.  Ivan's not designed for microelectronics work, but we'll see.”
 
   Carrot asked, “If you do get your mentors back, what will you do with them?”
 
   Andra shrugged.  “Learn and teach.  What else is there to life?”
 
   The Twenty-Second Century in Matt replied, "That's everything."
 
   Carrot folded her arms.  
 
   “Did the mentors tell you anything about the Pandora War?” Matt asked.
 
   They shook their heads.  
 
   “Mentors are very discreet about the lives of past hosts,” Archimedes said.  “But history tells us that once there were mentors in every fair sized village and several in every city.  Then after the war, they all but disappeared from public awareness.  Our mentors admonished us to keep their presence secret.  From all that, I concluded they had lost the war and were fugitives.”    
 
   “Matt,” Carrot said.  “What do you think this means about your brother?”
 
   “He's not my – I don't know what it means, Carrot.  He could be dead by now even if he survived the war, or he could be in hiding.  I don't even know why he came to this planet.”
 
   “Call it intuition.  I think he is alive, and I think he cares about you.”
 
   “Then he should have left a message aboard Herman about what I would face down here.  That would have saved me a lot of trouble.”
 
   “I would like to know more about Earth,” Andra said.  They all nodded.
 
   And so for the next hour and more, Matt told them about Earth, about its history and science and technology, about how printers and robots provided food and clothing and shelter for everyone, about how every disease had been cured, and no one had to die ever again.  
 
   “And you left such a place?” Andra asked with open astonishment.  
 
   “I didn't think I was coming here,” Matt said.  “But – I – don't think this place is so bad.  Since coming here, I've felt – well, I don't know how to describe, I've felt – “
 
   “Useful?” Archimedes asked.  
 
   Matt ended up nodding.  He decided not to mention that coming to Ne'arth also meant that he had gotten to meet Carrot.  
 
   “Tell us more about star travel,” Prin said.
 
   And then, the conversation turned to seeder probes, and Pandoras.  On that subject it was Carrot who provided the most insight.  After she spoke with conviction on the evils of the Pandoras, for a long time only the engine hum broke the silence.
 
   “We could not defeat them when mentors numbered in the hundreds,” Archimedes said.  “How do we defeat them now?”
 
   “We have Matt now,” Carrot said.
 
   “We had his brother before.”
 
   “He's not my – “
 
   “Yes, Matt, but doesn't that make the matter even more grave?  He was everything you are, plus years of experience, plus perhaps the advantages of even greater technology than you brought.  And still the mentors were defeated and driven into hiding.”
 
   “If Earth is so wonderful,” Prin said, “why don't its people come and stop the Pandoras?”
 
   “Maybe Earth doesn't want to stop them,” Archimedes said.  “Maybe the people of Earth want to see this experiment of the Pandoras play out.  Maybe they want to see a mutant species of humanity arise, and if it means wiping out humans here, what of it?”
 
   Andra turned to Carrot.  “No offense meant, dear.  We don't mean to say that you're on the side of the mutants against humans.”  
 
   “I would never join the Pandoras even if I had no attachment to humanity,” Carrot said firmly.  “The one I met was insane.  Is Inoldia her idea of a superior being?  Inoldia may have superior physical powers, but she struck me as very stupid.”
 
   “Maybe that's what the Pandoras want humans to be,” Matt said.  “Before I left Earth, the smartest AIs were often asked what would be their model of the ideal society.  Some of them said that AIs should do all the thinking, and humans should become mindless robots who serve without question.”  He shrugged.  “Those AIs weren't the ones we let run things.”
 
   “I thought the Pandoras were programmed to make humanity superior,” Carrot said.  “How does making us stupid make us superior?”
 
   “The goal of the Pandoras was to make humans superior in terms of survivability.  From the viewpoint of a super-intelligent AI, it's easier to take care of humans if they just do as they're told.”
 
   “It sounds like bees,” Andra said.  “Pandora is their queen, the Inoldias are the drones.”
 
   “She would destroy what is best in humanity in the name of saving humanity,” Carrot said.  “She is insane.”
 
   “To us,” Matt replied.  “But to herself she's still being logical.  Anyhow, I don't think the Hive Mentality is what Eric Roth had in mind for improving the species.  Probably, in his view, the Pandora AI has gone rogue.”
 
   “Yet on him I have come to agree with you, Matt,” Carrot said.  “If there is a hell, I hope he is burning in it.”
 
   “One more happy thought before I retire,” Archimedes said, glancing over at Geth.  “A handful of Inoldias could be a challenge for a legion.  So why don't your Pandora Boxes make an army of Inoldias and take over the world tomorrow?”
 
   None of the humans had an answer for that, but Ivan spoke,  “It is possible the Pandoras are in conflict with one another.”
 
   Matt repeated aloud what he had said.
 
   “But how does that explain why the one on the Isle doesn't make an army?” Archimedes asked.
 
   “I do not know,” came Ivan's reply.  “I am simply observing that seemingly illogical and inconsistent behavior on the part of the Pandoras would be accounted for if they are in conflict.”
 
   They listened to Matt relate and Archimedes nodded.  “Maybe that's something we can exploit.”
 
   “A glimmer of hope,” Prin said.
 
   It was in the lapse of conversation that they all noticed at once that the pitch in the hum of the engines changed.  As the hum deepened, Matt became aware that the ship was slowing.
 
   "Andra," Archimedes said.  "Why are we stopping here?"
 
   She raised her hand from the throttle levers.  "I'm not touching anything!"
 
   The engines slowed more, then coughed and came to a complete stop.  Matt looked out the window.  The sun had set and they were adrift in darkness that blended sky, clouds, and sea.  There was no sight of land.
 
   "How could both engines fail at once?" Prin demanded.
 
   "They didn't," Geth said.  
 
   He came forward, yawning, and Andra stepped aside as he took the helm.  Geth pulled a side lever, then aligned the throttles while looking over his shoulder at the engine housings.  
 
   "We should be able to wind-start . . . . "  he murmured.  The propellers windmilled freely, then the engines rattled and hummed back to life.  "There we go!"
 
   I don't remember teaching him that, Matt thought.  Aloud, he said,  "What was wrong?"
 
   "Nothing, really.  We ran out of fuel.  I switched over to the emergency reserve tank."
 
   "We're not even to Espin!" Archimedes exclaimed.  "How could the main tank have run dry already?" 
 
   "I had to dump about half of it."
 
   “Why in the world would you do that?"
 
   "It's a long story," Geth said.  "May I tell without interruption?"
 
   They waited.
 
   Geth continued,  "The holes that the Roman Witch punched into the balloon have been competently sealed by my daughter, but not before we lost a great deal of levitation gas.  So much so, that even with all the ballast released, I could not sustain a safe altitude over the city.  I determined the only way to raise altitude was to lighten the ship further by dumping some of the fuel.  I didn't want to dump half the tank, but that is what it took to maintain a good altitude.  Otherwise this ship would have floated so low over the Bay of Rome that it would have taken a hundred flaming arrows each to gondola and engines and we would have been adrift – and likely dead as well – long before this."
 
   "Oh," Archimedes said.  "Are you – well, you do seem to know how to fly this ship, I'll grant that.  But now we don't have enough fuel to reach Britan, so what are we to do?"
 
   "The emergency tank should have enough fuel to reach Espin," Prin said.  "We can avoid Roman occupation troops if we fly deep inland and slowly release enough gas to softly crash in the deepest forests.  Then we'll hike our way to the coast and reach Britan by ship."
 
   "Do we have money for passage?" Andra asked.  "Every haddie Archie gave us, we spent on building this poor thing."
 
   "You think of this vehicle as a poor thing?" 
 
   "It is if we have to crash it."
 
   "I fear I am too old for an extended hiking trip through the forests of Espin," Archimedes said.  "Also, I hear the interior of the island is infested with bears.  Carrot, you can fight bears, can't you?"
 
   "We will not have to crash and my daughter will not have to fight bears," Geth said.  "Now, I once fished these waters, and know them somewhat.  Many of the smaller islands are unaligned with Rome, and we will safely land once we find one with a prominence high enough so that we can moor without the release of more gas.  Then we will descend the slope to a settlement.  Naval rum is a near-universal commodity, and if we cannot find barter with the natives, then Matt can obtain its purchase by offering his services as a healer."
 
   "Yes, he is a good healer, I'll grant that.”  Archimedes patted his robe but by popular request refrained from displaying once more the lack of scar.  “And how are the barrels of rum to be transported from the shore of this hypothetical inhabited island up the slope of the hypothetical prominence upon which the airship is to be hypothetically moored?"
 
   "My daughter may enlist to carry them."
 
   Carrot smiled.  "I prefer that to fighting bears!"
 
   Matt frowned.  "Geth, how did you think of all this?"
 
   Geth shrugged.  "It is entirely straight-forward."
 
   Carrot giggled and tapped Matt lightly on his temples.  "It is possible to think with one's own brain, you know."
 
   None of the humans had a good comeback, and if Ivan did, he kept it to himself.  
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   Despite Carrot's faith in her father's plan, an island with a suitable mount for mooring was harder to find than envisioned.  The stiff breeze made the mooring a battle, damaging the port rudder and engine.  The islanders were disinterested in bartering and in no need of a healer.  And, they were short of rum.  
 
   Then a Roman navy ship came, bristling with soldiers anxious to win the million-grams-of-silver bounty for the stolen airship.
 
   Yet, somehow, everything worked out.
 
   The soldiers departed after Carrot ambushed a few.  Civilian ships arrived and their sailors had the occupational ailments typical to their profession – that was how her father put it – and were eager to trade their rum for a healer's services.  They paid so well that Matt hired islanders to carry the barrels to the ship and Carrot had only to watch.  
 
   Archimedes, Prin, Andra, and Matt repaired the control surfaces and engines.  Carrot wandered about loosely and finally Andra sent her to collect flowers and sea shells as 'scientific specimens.'  Carrot knew she was being banished.  
 
   She had time to wander the cliff-side and gaze at the sea and ask, What am I to do now? She felt nostalgic for the Leaf, where no one had ever treated her as if she were a nuisance.  Somewhat subversively, that led to the thought, What would I do without Romans?
 
   Housekeeping, she thought.  She was good at that.  But though she found it relaxing, it was hardly enough to satisfy her  now!  She had seen the world beyond the villages of North Umbrick.
 
   Then she watched Matt climbing over the engine, smearing grease and oil upon the jumpsuit that never permanently dirtied, and thought about a life with him.  She realized that when she thought fondly of him, it was not about rescues or feats or even 'virtual' excursions.  What made her smile were their times spent simply talking.  Whether it was about starships or simply the recipe of ice cream . . . . 
 
   Her daydreams fashioned a future for when they returned to Britan.  Matt could be an itinerant healer, and as he traveled from village to village, he would need someone to protect him from Romans and brigands.  But she would be more than just a bodyguard!  
 
   Villages had children, and yes, as she had thought many times before, she could teach.  After all those hours in the library of Archimedes and the archives of Ivan, she had worlds of knowledge inside her – and hadn't Matt himself said that learning and teaching were everything?
 
   See, she thought, I don't need legions to give me something to do!  
 
   In the end, they spent over a week in repair, ballasting, and fueling the airship on the island, and it would have been faster to Britan to have taken the Eureka.  Not that Geth was complaining.
 
   Once they had boarded, it was Carrot, under her father's direction, who spun the props.  She undid the knots and climbed the mooring rope as the airship ascended.  A handful of islanders waved, then descended to the beach to resume fishing as if nothing special had happened.  
 
   Watching them from the rear of the gondola, Carrot felt a little sad.  They seemed happy in their circumscribed lives, but in a way their utter lack of intellectual curiosity made them also seem an evolutionary step down from a species that had once bridged stars.  
 
   Matt tapped her shoulder.  "We've got a job for you."
 
   Finally, she thought.  But they only wanted her to hold a hand-drawn map before her father while he sighted landmarks.  
 
   "I wonder what is going on in Britan now,” Geth said.  “Even without their fleet, the Romans are capable of great mischief.”
 
   By then they all knew of Matt's sky view, and waited for his a satellite intel report.
 
   "I don't see troop movements,” Matt replied.  “A lot of soldiers on the streets of Londa, but Ivan's survey doesn't spot any soldiers more than a hundred klicks outside the city."
 
   "Perhaps they are preparing for an attack," Geth said.
 
   “It seems we should steer clear of Londa and environs,” Archimedes said.  “Do you Britanians have any idea of a safe place to land?"
 
   "There is nothing for us in Umbrick any longer," Geth said, glancing at Carrot.  "For us to show there would only attract Roman attention and endanger lives."  
 
   "Yes," Carrot said quietly.  She realized her only friends were with her or in Kresidala by now.
 
   "How about Fish Lake?" Matt said.  
 
   "Where?" Geth asked.
 
   "Where we met him," Carrot said.
 
   "The people know me and like me," Matt said.  "And it's far enough from Londa that if the Romans march, we'll see them coming from a long way."
 
   Carrot watched him stare at what she knew to be a pop-up window.
 
   He continued,  "Yes, I see the village by the lake.  I can't make out Tret or the others, but their home is still there."
 
   Geth laughed.  "Matt, we could use your talents in the Leaf."
 
   "I don't want to get involved in a war."
 
   "Wars are very social institutions, I'm afraid,” Archimedes said.  “You may not be able to avoid being involved.  And I'm sure after your performance in the Coliseum, the Romans won't forget you."
 
   "Valarion certainly will not,” Carrot said.  “You threw dirt in his face.”
 
   "He might also hold a grudge about the small matter of destroying half the imperial fleet," Archimedes said.  "But that's a strike against us all."
 
   "After we did that," Matt said, "I thought they would know to leave us alone."
 
   "Romans are very persistent," Geth said.  "Especially when humiliated."
 
   After further discussion, they agreed that Fish Lake was the most optimal landing in Britan.  To avoid sighting by Roman ships, they spanned the southern coast of Espin rather than the direct route through the Medinian Straits.  Clear of Espin, Geth steered north.  Hours later, out of the horizon-clinging mist emerged rocky cliffs that Carrot had last seen from the stern of a ship departing Londa.
 
   At the sight of her home island, she wept.  Her father patted her and said, "There now," but his eyes were moist too.
 
   They grazed the trees of the Dark Forest.  Geth shed ballast and they drifted over the western plains.  Matt directed them to a hill north of Fish Lake.  It was a clear sunny day, the air warm and still, and they moored with grace.  Carrot assisted Archimedes with the rope ladder.  Hobbling down the hill, he shunned her aid and put his walking stick to practical use.
 
   Halfway to the village, they were met by farmers.  Tret was at their fore.  He took one look at Matt and said, "I thought as much."
 
   They loaded Archimedes and the scientists onto a donkey cart and Geth and Carrot and Matt followed while being pumped for information.  Their greeting at the village was tumultuous.  Children danced and men embraced Matt and women decorated him with flowers.  They showed him to the house that they had prepared in hope he would return and stay.  Inside was a bed, a chair, a table, and a shelf with ten dog-eared books.   Carrot thought that if one ignored the beetle scampering across the dirt floor, it was comparable to his accommodation in Rome – where the 'house pet' would have been a cockroach.    
 
   The village still had huts that had been vacated due to plague.  The scientists took one and Geth and his daughter took another, until Geth said, "You're old enough to live on your own and perhaps you should start," and had her move to the hut next door.
 
   An inter-village feast was held that evening and then the fireside storyteller gave his place to Matt before the swollen crowd.  After being encouraged to speak louder, Matt described their adventures, though Carrot noticed some critical parts were omitted – such as any reference to Ivan, or Matt's role in dropping a falling star to foil the False Boudica.  But such modesty hardly counted, for the villagers were ready to believe any feat from the Wizard from Aereoth, who cured plagues with a touch of his hand and traveled the world in a flying ship.
 
   "Did you really throw dirt in the Emperor's face?" a little boy asked.
 
   "That was about all I did," Matt said.  "Carrot was the one who fought him."
 
   "Her?" an older boy asked.  "How could she do anything?  I know girls make fine archers, but don't they lack the upper body strength to excel at swordsmanship?"
 
   Precocious brat, Carrot thought.
 
   "She's a lot stronger than she looks," Matt said.
 
   All the villagers scrutinized her, and Archimedes, who had during the stopover of their air journey learned of Carrot's strength, said, "Here, Carrot, show them."  He pointed his pipe stem at a boulder used as a seat.  "Pick that up."   
 
   Carrot looked at her father, who looked elsewhere while attempting to suppress a smirk.
 
   "I really would rather – "
 
   "Don't be modest," Archimedes said.  "Pick it up.  The children want to see."
 
   One little boy said, "Pick it up!" and then the others chanted,  "Pick it up!  Pick it up!"
 
   Carrot wanted to slink into darkness.  She could hide among the forest brush, and subsist on nuts and berries . . . . 
 
   Matt's voice spoke inside her head,  "Carrot, if you do it they'll leave you alone."
 
   She wasn't sure about that, but she wasn't sure about a diet of nuts and berries either.  She sighed and picked up the boulder.  She counted to three and put it down.  There was dead silence.
 
   I am a freak, she thought.  
 
   Then they all applauded.
 
   "Could you teach me how to do that?" a very small boy asked.
 
   "It doesn't really work that way," she said.
 
   "So, are you a witch?" a girl asked.
 
   "That is not a precise term.  I am actually what is called a mutant."
 
   Several in unison said, "Ah."
 
   "What's a mutant?" the very small boy asked.  
 
   No one who had said 'Ah' had an answer.
 
   An older women said, "Dear, do you have other clothes to wear?  I have an old dress and it should fit if I take it in."
 
   "Is your mattress thick enough?" another woman asked.  "I think we have a spare.  That is, I assume mutants sleep."
 
   By the end of evening, Carrot had several dresses and a dresser.  Her bed was piled with blankets and her feet had been measured for sandals promised the next day.  A boy her age asked if she'd like to go fishing.
 
   But over the following days, her novelty wore off and so did their attention, while Matt the Healer had a never-ending line of patients.  With so much free time, Carrot attempted to corral children into the semblance of a school.  However, though eager to be in her company at first, they soon began to find ways to avoid her.
 
   "I thought I would be good at teaching," she confided to her father one evening, "but the children won't listen to anything I say except when it comes to being a warrior."
 
   "Talk to Archimedes," Geth said.  "He was a teacher."
 
   When she inquired, Archimedes replied,  "You expect your students to like you?  Well, I suppose that could work in theory . . . to be honest, I never gave their feelings toward me much weight.  Although, I must admit I was somewhat fond of them, until they grew to be senators and such.  They become difficult to handle at that stage."
 
   She decided his experience wasn't applicable.
 
   Then somehow, she ended up helping the village women with laundry and sweeping and gathering of firewood.  Not so bad, she thought.  The day is sunny, the work is light, I am with people I enjoy.  She also had the pages of a thousand books stored in her photographic memory, which she could finally meditate upon.  
 
   Then one day a group of men came to the village.  They wore swords and archer's bows and dark and well-padded clothing, and hard expressions.  Their complexions spoke of time in the wild.  The villagers responded warily, as if they were brigands, but Carrot immediately recognized them as fighters in the Leaf.
 
   "We seek the Wizard," their leader said.  
 
   "He's not about at the moment," an elder said.  Actually, the villagers all knew that the scientists were with the airship, but even the children understood that was confidential information.   
 
   "Then we'll stay until he is," the leader replied.  
 
   Curious, Carrot set down her basket of laundry and asked, "What is it that you wish to ask of him?"
 
   The man gave a dismissive glance.  "No matter of yours, girl.  It concerns a weapon of war."
 
   "You mean, like a catapult?"
 
   "Well . . . yes.  You know of catapults?"
 
   “A little.  I have been taught by one who knows a great deal about them.”
 
   They led her to the cart upon which the catapult rested.  She immediately saw that a metal joint-piece had been misassembled.  She examined their assembly instruction sheet and spotted the copying error and wondered how many other catapults in the Leaf had the same flaw.  Nonetheless, it was simple to correct.
 
   "Just pull out this peg, reverse the fitting, reinstall.  There!"
 
   They set it on the ground and fired a test load.  The leader watched the rock plummet into the brush and said,  "Impressive range and power for a weapon, but I question its practicality as it has no accuracy, and has a tendency to break as well."
 
   "If you don't want the torsion to break you shouldn't wind past this point here.  Now shall we trouble-shoot the accuracy?"
 
   "Trouble-the-what?"
 
   She watched them load, aim, and launch.  "You did not use the charts for range and drift.  Do you have them memorized?"
 
   "The charts for what?"  Before she could answer, he poked through the debris in a corner of the cart and produced a filthy and stained sheet of paper.  "I was told these numbers were important, but not why.  What does it mean by an 'angle of forty-five?'  It seems nonsensical to turn forty-five times to right or left, and it does not even say which way."
 
   With her barely-used school-teacher's pencil, she inscribed a protractor on the back of the sheet, marking the degrees.  She explained how to adjust the launch angle for proper range, and to orient the catapult to compensate for wind.
 
   "You also must compensate for the slope of the ground."  She unraveled a thread from her dress, tied a pebble to the end, and demonstrated how to use it as a plumb-bob.
 
   The leader broke into a broad smile.  "You are quite amazing, young lady!  By the way, I am called Norian – and what is your name?"
 
   "People call me Carrot."
 
   "Carrot?  Why is that?"
 
   "Well . . . they just do."
 
   "And what do you do here?"
 
   "At the moment, the laundry."
 
   "You should join the Leaf, with that head on your shoulders!"
 
   "Carrot, Carrot," one of the men said.  "Wasn't there a story of a woman in the Eastlands who had orange hair and so was called Carrot, who fought in the Leaf over there?  They said she was equal to three men in battle."
 
   "Do you see any orange in this lady's hair?"  Norian asked.  "Besides, that woman would have to be a hulking giantess to accomplish the strenuations attributed to her, while this girl here is indeed almost as slender as a carrot!"
 
   Carrot decided she liked Norian.
 
   "Besides," Norian added, "after Boudica, haven't we learned?  If Britan needs any kind of queen, it's not one of brute strength.  We need a queen who can think!"
 
   "About catapults," his fellow said.
 
   "Exactly."  Norian laughed and slapped Carrot lightly on the back.  "We need a Queen of Catapults!"
 
   They had a pleasant conversation and the men departed cheerfully, and Carrot assumed that was that and went back to laundry.  The next day she was bringing kindling from the woods into the village center when another group of serious-looking, well-weaponed men wandered from the road.
 
   "The Wizard is not available," the elder said.
 
   "Wizard?" the leader asked.  "We seek a woman named 'Carrot.'"
 
   The copying error had propagated, and she showed how to correct.  She gave the same tutorial on how to aim.  Before she could stop them, however, in their excitement they had over-wound the torsion and snapped it in half.
 
   "The women of our village cut their hair for that," the leader said.  "Now how are we to find a replacement?"
 
   "That won't be necessary," Carrot said.  She grasped the split ends in both hands and squeezed tight.  When she released, the strands were made whole.  
 
   "Well!"  The leader tilted his head.  "They called you a queen of catapults and so you are!"
 
   The next day, another catapult team arrived, and then another.  On the third, the leader said, "We're looking for your queen."
 
   "Our village has no queen," the elder said.  "This isn't the Eastlands, we don't go in for that royalty nonsense."
 
   "I was told to seek here a Queen Catapulta."
 
   Carrot stopped sweeping.  "You have a problem with a catapult?"
 
   "Are you Queen Catapulta?"
 
   "No, my name is Carrot."
 
   "So you are Queen Carrot?"
 
   "I.  Am.  Not.  A. Queen."  
 
   But she examined their catapult just the same.  Before she finished, another cart arrived, and then another.  Then it was dusk, and they couldn't practice shooting any longer and so they set camp by the road.  By then, a lantern from the meadow signaled the return of Matt and the scientists.
 
   "What's this about?" Archimedes asked.
 
   "They want instruction on how to operate their catapults," she said.
 
   "Ah."  He circled the nearest catapult, tugging on joints and running his hand along the beams.  "Rather well constructed.  Yet how did small farming villages acquire the resources to – ah, I think I see where my retirement funds were invested."
 
   "I will pay you back," Carrot said.  "I don't know how, but I will."
 
   "Dear, have I borne any grudge?  You have already more than paid me back in the form of endless entertainment."  
 
   Chuckling, Archimedes casually tossed his staff into the air.  He caught it roughly, and by accident the trigger snagged on his cuff and the barrel discharged.  The boom echoed and the camp silenced.  At the limit of the bonfire's light, a branch fell from a tree, revealing a fresh hole.
 
   A catapulter pointed to the still-smoking tip of the staff and said, "Can you make us some of those?"
 
   "Most certainly not," Archimedes said.  
 
   Matt stepped forward and said, "Carrot, I – "
 
   "Lady Carrot!  We request your insight!" one of the team leaders called and took her arm and tugged her toward a group of others. 
 
   Carrot looked back helplessly and Matt looked on stonily.  
 
   She resolved that she would only be a minute, but the conversation with the Leaf leaders delved into how to integrate catapults into general tactics, and then they discussed general tactics in general, and she had a rapt audience as she knew details of Roman soldiery better than most Roman soldiers.  By the time she broke free, Matt had gone on to the village.  So she went back to the bonfire and resumed the discourse.
 
   Late that evening, Carrot returned to the privacy of her hut.  As she flopped onto the bed, she heard the laughter of a woman coming from her father's hut, and sighed.  I'll never fall asleep with that going on, she thought, but she did.
 
   In the morning, Carrot barely had time to bathe and comb her hair in the reflection of the lake, and more catapulters arrived.  She formulated a lesson plan for a multi-day training seminar.  Over the next days, still more catapulters arrived, and then volunteers from seemingly all West Britan poured in, lacking catapults but eager to learn whatever might help in waylaying Roman tax collector squads, of which there had been a recent spate.  Carrot gave up on holding classes herself with all the comers, and chose a more free-style form of instruction that involved training subordinates in specific tasks, in which they would then train others.  
 
   Though she had never witnessed personally, she had heard of training contests in the Coliseum between legions, and decided to try the same.  She organized contests between catapult crews for speed, range, and accuracy, and Carrot was drafted into judging and disbursing laurels, because when anyone else did so it seemed to lead to a fight.  
 
   It's like a harvest festival, she thought one day as she observed the multitude of men and boys (and all too few women) in the camp engaged in the contest trials.  Her informal school had formed precisely because the villagers had time between harvests.  She might still be sweeping her porch otherwise.  
 
   Then during a break by the field, she sensed his presence and turned.  
 
   "Carrot," Matt said.
 
   "I'm so sorry about the other day," Carrot said.  "I'm suddenly so busy, I don't know how to handle it, I should have come and spoken to you – "
 
   "That's not what I'm here about," he said.  "I'll need to show you."  
 
   He held out his hand.  She stared for a moment, then bowed and closed her eyes.  He touched her forehead, and then they were standing together, looking down from orbit upon the road entering the Dark Forest from the east.  
 
   The winding, crawling thread was pretty from a distance:  banners fluttering, armor flashing.  
 
   "How many?" she asked.
 
   "Five hundred regular soldiers," Ivan said.  "That doesn't include logistical support."
 
   "They'll be here tomorrow," Matt said.  "Archimedes has informed Prin and Andra, the plan is we'll fly the ship farther west – "
 
   "No," Carrot said.  She removed his hand and looked at him directly.  "No.  We stay."
 
   "Carrot, you're doing great work here, but those are professional soldiers.  They've trained for years.  Don't even think of fighting them."
 
   Carrot faced to the northeast and said, "We won't fight them.  We will instruct them."
 
   She summoned the training team leaders and gathered them in a circle.  With a stick, she traced in the dirt what she had seen in sky view.  "The Romans are vulnerable in the Dark Forest because they are confined to the road and must march in file.  If we surround on both sides while in the woods, they can be attacked while we remain in safety."
 
   A leader said, "Then we will move in and slaughter!"
 
   "We would be the ones slaughtered.  These are well-schooled veterans and we are no match yet.  Yes, we will engage them, but only to bloody their noses.  We shall lead them to think they are facing a much larger force, and once they have gained that erroneous wisdom, we will allow them to retreat, and it should be some time before they seek to again enter the Westlands."
 
   Carrot organized teams into squads, and squads into 'legions,' with leaders correspondingly 'promoted' to provisional ranks of captains, majors, and colonels.  No one asked her rank.  They worked a set of signals and packed to march.
 
   By then, Matt returned with Geth.
 
   "Arcadia," Geth said softly.
 
   She stood very still.  She wished he had yelled at her, then she might have been able to resist.
 
   "You don't think this will work," she said.  
 
   "I have no opinion yet.  You have not briefed me.  Do you even take advice?"
 
   Her face became hot.  Her ideas had come in a flash, had seemed so sure, she hadn't even thought to solicit advice.
 
   She summoned the legion commanders and with her father watching, she reviewed the plan and asked for advice.  Only her father spoke.  "I would stage the attack here, on these ridges, rather than in the forest."
 
   "It's a longer march," she said.  "We won't have as much time to take position.  We will also be farther from their troops and our aim will not be as accurate."
 
   "The stones from your catapults will fall harder with the greater drop.  But you also need to see beyond one battle.  If you attack from the concealment of trees, the Romans will think the forest the problem, and next time they will burn it.  All of it.  Do you want that done to Britan?  Then attack from these ridges, and they won't blame the forest."
 
   A 'legion-colonel' flared,  "I think that's the stupidest – who are you to – "
 
   But Carrot bowed and said, "We will do it your way, Father."
 
   They moved before dawn.  Upon entering the western edge of the Dark Forest, Carrot advanced ahead of the tromp of sandals and rattle of carts and scent of the men, to focus on the force to the east.  Nonetheless, in this battle it was not superior senses that counted, but the scouts who ranged far ahead and flashed lantern signals to report Roman activity.  
 
   At sunrise they reached the ridge.  Captains distributed the catapult components from the carts and their crews hauled them off the road by backpack.  Lantern boys lit the trails up to the top of the ridges, then were sent home as they were too young to fight.  
 
   Her misfit army of farm boys spread evenly along the ridges bordering the road on north and south.  They may not have qualified as skilled warriors yet, but they erected their catapults and foraged stones for ammunition with efficiency and speed.  They camouflaged so well that even Carrot had to look hard though she had memorized their positions when they had started.
 
   She held a final briefing for the colonels and concluded,  "Remember this is not a stand.  The most important objective is to keep your men alive."  Men, she determined, was a term that included boys smaller than herself.  "When you return to your crews, search for paths of retreat.  There is no shame in retreat, for it is a tactic so that we can attack another day."
 
   "What of our machines?" one man asked.  "We can't just abandon them."
 
   "You will, if it appears you are to be overrun.  Keeping your men alive past this one battle is more important.  Remember, our goal is to drive the Romans from Britan by wearing them out over time."
 
   One man raised a hand.  "Have the Romans ever been driven from any land?"
 
   In her anxiety, Carrot felt like lashing out, but she knew the man's question was fair.  She calmly replied, "It has been said that Romans are very persistent, especially when humiliated."  She did not meet her father's gaze.  "But now the Romans have lost half their naval fleet and Londa cannot long sustain even a single legion in the field.  They are making this show of force, but it is only a show.  If we give them a taste of resolve, the Romans must cede the west for now and perhaps in a year or two I can answer your question."
 
   The men laughed softly and she dismissed them to their positions.  Carrot tied a scarlet scarf to a spear, and climbed the tallest nearby tree.  She shielded her eyes from the rising sun and watched the sunlight-reflecting snake of Roman armor trickling toward them upon the forest road.
 
   The branches swayed in the breeze and she listened to the birds chirping and recalled the folk poem that her mother had crooned.  'What are the creatures doing down there?' 'Fighting again, the fools.'  'I am hungry, have you seen bugs?'  'If I have, I would not tell you.' 
 
   The hardest trick, she thought, is to wait.  
 
   The Romans were not traveling lightly.  They had long shields and spears in three lengths (shortest for recruits to longest for veterans, she knew from her studies).  Their metal armor was strapped tightly and covered with leather padding.  From their belts swayed the sheaths of broadswords, shortswords, and daggers.  Behind every score of men came a donkey bearing baskets with bows and arrows.  
 
   They lacked the capes and plumes of the imperial guard, but Carrot knew these were likely the best in Britan that Rome had to offer.
 
   From her vantage, she waited until the head of the march had crossed the imaginary line she had drawn on the road.  With a vigorous snap she flashed the spear and scarf.  At once, the eighteen catapult crews loosed their payloads.  The stones arched into the shade between ridges, and from the road came crashes and screams.
 
   Carrot barked orders to their crews, and eighteen machines reloaded and fired at will.  
 
   Carrot spotted in the middle of the march a chariot, and upon it the one man who did wear cape and plume – and also the insignia of colonel.  She hopped from branch to branch to the ground and grabbed a crossbow and notched and fired.  At such distance, she missed him but hit the chariot.  
 
   The colonel – a real legion colonel – pointed his archers and retaliated with a sleet of arrows.  Carrot's men automatically retracted.  Carrot ducked too, and the arrows streaked harmlessly overhead.  
 
   Carrot rewound the crossbow, fired again at the colonel.  The arrow sailed freely past his head, but close enough to revisit in his nightmares.  Crouching, he shouted and pointed at Carrot's position and swarms of soldiers streamed up the ridge trail.  She readied to order retreat when suddenly a huge log crashed through the brush nearby and rolled down the slope and bowled half the rushing soldiers over.  
 
   The other soldiers regrouped – but then thundered another log, and they scattered for good.
 
   Suddenly it was quiet.  She whirled from trail to road.  The colonel's chariot wove between bodies and rattled eastward.  The backs of soldiers sprinted after.  Their numbers, though, seemed sparser.  
 
   Then she looked upon the road and saw where the other soldiers were – their bodies scattered  and broken.  She started counting, but the blood and the moaning was too much and she turned away.
 
   And there was her father, standing unsmiling.
 
   "Thank you for the logs," she said.  “Without your initiative, they would have been upon me.”
 
   "An old trick," he said.  "I'm sure you'll remember next time."  He placed a hand on her shoulder.  "You do not look well."
 
   She focused on the pastel sky to the west.  "When we get back to the village, I will take a broom and sweep a floor and tell myself this never happened.  And tomorrow I'll tell all the men to go away so that I can finish the laundry and teach the children."
 
   "No."  He hugged her gently.  "Ral told me a long time ago and I didn't believe him, but now there is no doubt.  This is your destiny.  This is what you were made for."
 
   Carrot heard her name being chanted in a growing chorus.  She buried her face in her father's chest and sobbed.  
 
   "Arcadia," he said softly.  "Your hair has turned orange."
 
   "Screw it," she said, dabbing her tears.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

52.
 
   Matt watched from a kilometer away and when the fighting was over, he walked to the scene of the battle.  He went immediately to the twelve Britanian casualties, removing arrows and sealing wounds.  For that he received acclaim from Carrot's troops.  
 
   Then he ministered to the Romans still alive, and was almost decapitated before Carrot intervened.
 
   "Carry the dead off the road," she said to the soldiers.  "Put them over that embankment so that travelers won't see." 
 
   Finished with the grisly task, she spoke loud and with the air of command,  "You are all to be commended, and tonight we celebrate.  Now, pack the equipment and let us retire!"
 
   Carrot and Geth stayed while Matt focused on his patients.  
 
   "I should return," she said.  "Will you be all right?"
 
   "Go."
 
   "There are wolves.  They are far but I smell them."
 
   "I can handle wolves."  Also, they would be more interested in a feast of fresh corpses than chasing the living, but he didn't say that aloud.  
 
   Her father took her arm, and they departed.  Having Ivan suspend his gag reflex, Matt lost track of time as he completed the healing.  He placed the soldiers in a deep sleep which Ivan calculated they would revive from after Matt was gone and before the wolves arrived.
 
   Matt arose and counted the now-healing Roman bodies resting in a row.  "Five in all."  He looked upon the now-clean road between the ridges.  "How many dead?"
 
   "Eighty-seven Romans.  Zero Britanians."
 
   "She was lucky."
 
   Ivan said nothing.  
 
   "The Romans weren't expecting a battle,” Matt said.  “Next time they'll be ready."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "It wasn't all luck.  Her drills paid off.  It was like a machine.  I remember an old video of the moving gears inside a mechanical clock.  It was like that."
 
   "Would you like to see that video?"
 
   "Let's go home."
 
   By the time they reached the western edge of the Dark Forest, the sun had set behind the mountains.  Bonfires were lit on the training field and the victors celebrated with villagers.  The conversation was marked by shouts and laughter.  Men and women danced jigs to flutes and drums while onlookers sloshed tankards of local brew.  Matt spotted Carrot clapping in time.
 
   "I wonder who that guy next to her is."
 
   "Do you mean the tall younger man with the long hair, or the short older man who is balding?"
 
    "The first."
 
   "His name is Norian."
 
   "How do you know?"
 
   "You were introduced two days ago."
 
   "Oh."
 
   Norian pulled Carrot into the dance.  Their eyes and teeth flashed  in the firelight as they gazed at each other and laughed and hopped in circles with arms interlocked.
 
   "I wish I knew how to dance," Matt said.
 
   "I have several training applications," Ivan said.  "But if I may make an observation applicable to this context, it appears they are engaged in a simple freestyle that requires no training.  It would not be difficult for you to competently participate at this time."
 
   "Ah."  
 
   Matt stepped toward the bonfires, then stopped.  She looks happy, he thought.  These are her people.  You're just a strange being from another planet.  
 
   "Anyhow," he said aloud.  "We should turn in."
 
   "Coward."
 
   Archimedes had spoken.  He was wobbling on his walking stick.  He hefted an immense tankard, spilling contents at the end of his swaying arm.
 
   "Have this, Matt.  It's full of . . . courage.  Yes, courage!  When I was, when I was your age, I couldn't talk to a, to a girl!  Any Girl!  Without, without, without – "
 
   In his emphasis, the old man twisted the tankard sideways.  The contents spilled onto the grass and he shook his head.
 
   "Oh no – my courage!" he said.  "Let's acquire more, shall we?  Then toast to courage!"  
 
   Matt caught him in mid-sway.  "You of all people know I can't have a relationship now."
 
   Archimedes shook off Matt's assistance.  "I of all people!  I of all people, when I was your age, would have grasped the moment.  Matt, to the credit of my otherwise misspent youth, I would not have let a dozen farm boys stand in line for her hand while I blinked from a distance like an old owl!"
 
   "Are you really drunk?" 
 
   Archimedes slyly smiled.  "Heed my words, Matt.  This is your world now.  The only world you have.  Make the most of it."
 
   He walked off, in more or less a straight line.  
 
   Matt returned to the village.  It was quiet, most of the inhabitants having become revelers at the field.  Matt entered his hut and stared through the smoke hole in the roof at the stars.  If he didn't heed the words of Archimedes, at least he gave them thought.
 
   Then came flashbacks of rocks crushing flesh.  He considered asking Ivan if there was still time to wipe short-term memory, but realized that he wasn't traumatized.  He had come to accept brutality as part of life on this world.  Then again, he could only process so much at once.
 
   "Knock me out," he said at last. "Wake me at dawn." 
 
   At dawn, Layal cooked him breakfast while Tret, usually up around then, snored in the back.  Matt heard a lot of snores on his way to the road, where he waited outside the clinic hut.  The day was warm, the sunshine brilliant.  Matt watched birds swoop and squirrels frolic, then reviewed Herman's telemetry of the Other Side again.  
 
   "Geography should match," he mused.  "Maybe weather patterns are real, too."
 
   For a long time, he was without patients.  They're sleeping it off, he thought.  Then a man staggered from the training field, moaning and scowling and tapping his head as he squinted at Matt.
 
   "Wizard, can you address this?"
 
   "I'll see what I can do."  
 
   Matt put his hand to the man's forehead, Ivan inserted a multitude of microscopic tentacles, and seconds later the man was gasping and smiling.  "Incredible!  What do I owe!"
 
   "Free of charge today."
 
   More of yesterday's formidable warriors, mystically transformed by ale and sunrise into befuddled farmers, inquired of his services.  Matt was busy until afternoon.  
 
   "You know," he subvocaled, "if the Romans had turned around and come here a few hours ago, they would have found our entire army passed out."
 
   He checked satellite view, to make sure.  The soldiers were halfway to Londa.  Or are they, he wondered.  He no longer fully trusted Herman.
 
   "Matt," Ivan said.  "You asked me to constantly scan for mentors.  One is approaching now.  It is inactive."
 
   The augmented-reality arrow pointed to a middle aged man sedately riding a donkey-drawn cart.  Matt walked over.
 
   "Easy, Gonda," the man said.  The donkey halted.  The man smiled at Matt.  "Greetings.  I am seeking the lady named Carrot."
 
   "She's at the training field," Matt said.  "I'll take you."  While walking alongside, he said, "You were coming from the east and look like you've been traveling for a while.  You had no trouble on your way with the Romans?"
 
   "Didn't see them, in fact."
 
   Matt subvocaled, "That's not possible."  He glanced over the covered boxes in the cart and said aloud, "You're a merchant?"
 
   "I sell clothing out of Londa.  Thought I'd try to find business over here."
 
   In the middle of a war, Matt thought.  
 
   The man observed Matt's jumpsuit and said, "Is that a dress common to Westlanders?  I ask because I need to know my market."
 
   "It's – "
 
   "Uncle Ral!" 
 
   Carrot hollered across the field.  She broke from her group and sprinted to the road.  Her hair bounced upon the shoulders of a trim white dress.  Matt shook off the trance.    
 
   She hugged Ral tightly and exclaimed,  "What are you doing here!"  She saw him glance furtively and said, "This is Matt.  Anything you have to say about the Leaf, you can say before him.  And I've told him about you already, and now he knows your face."
 
   Matt looked at Ral's face and said, "Oh.  Yeah."  
 
   I guess the clues were fairly planted, he thought.  But I've had a lot on my mind . . . . 
 
   While Carrot stroked Gonda and cooed, Ral bowed, took his cane, and hobbled off the cart, eying Matt.  "He's named as the Star Child and dressed in blue.  This is the famous Wizard?"
 
   Carrot nodded.  "I assume you've come on Leaf business?"
 
   "To gather intelligence.  The Inner Circle heard you were raising an army and they wanted it investigated and as you are my niece, I volunteered.  I feared I was too late when the Romans marched westward past me the day before yesterday, but I've never seen soldiers look sorrier when yesterday they straggled east again."
 
   Carrot glanced away.  "You have no obligation to look after me, as I am not actually your niece."
 
   "So you finally discovered."
 
   "I've known for a long time.  But you knew too?"
 
   "I've always known."
 
   "Why didn't you talk to me about it?"
 
   "Your father swore me to secrecy.  And he is the one who had to tell you."
 
   "If you knew I am not your niece, why have you cared for me so?"
 
   Ral drew a deep breath.  "First, in a way you are still family even if not by blood.  But also – I know this will be hard to understand and harder still to believe – I belong to a secret society, which is charged with curating your lineage.  We were guardians of your grandmother, your mother, and now you also also."
 
   "He has an inactive mentor inside him," Matt subvocaled.
 
   Carrot shot a glance.  To Ral, she said,  "I – see."
 
   "I expected more astonishment," Ral said.  "Or are you merely humoring me?"  
 
   "No, I fully believe you.  We should talk more of that, later.  You said you were here for information.  What would you like to see?"
 
   Ral grimaced at his shuffling feet.  "Well, first of all, perhaps it is some sort of great nonsense, but rumors are that you have, well, it's probably entirely exaggeration, but travelers are telling in Londa, I would laugh but so many have said they have seen it – "
 
   "The airship."
 
   "It truly exists?"
 
   Ral re-boarded his cart and they escorted Gonda to the access road that had been cut from the main road to the valley where the airship was berthed.  After Ral recovered from shock, Matt provided a brief tour of the hangar and workshops, describing the activities of the bustling, hangover-free workers.
 
   "And over there," Matt said, "we have windmills that generate electricity to electrolyze water for hydrogen gas."
 
   "Whatever that means, it's amazing!" Ral said.  "I've never seen so much industry in Britan!"
 
   "The whole of the Westlands is contributing," Carrot said.      
 
   Ral squinted.  "Does your ship have a name?"
 
   Matt shrugged.  "On the engineering drawings, it was called 'Prototype Six.'"
 
   "We must do better than that," Carrot said.  "Matt, what is the most famous zepplin in Earth history?  Perhaps it can be named after that."
 
   "Not that," Matt said.
 
   Ral interjected,  "I should like to discuss how this ship can be used by the Leaf against the Romans."
 
   "Unfortunately, we have other plans," Matt said.  "In fact, it'll be leaving soon." 
 
   Carrot frowned.
 
   "Where are you going?" Ral asked.  
 
   Avoiding her scrutiny, Matt continued,  "I can't discuss it now.  Oh, here comes Archimedes.  Carrot, why don't you introduce your uncle?  They're prepping a test flight, maybe they'll let him ride.  If you'll excuse."
 
   On the main road he headed east, past Fish Lake to the pond.
 
   His Orbit-to-Surface Vehicle was where it had landed months ago.  He circled around, stepped over the lines of the parachute still entwined with the brush, and entered a copse of cattails near the woods.  He slipped through the path he had hacked, and climbed atop the muddied, almost entirely sunken sphere that was otherwise identical to his OSV.  He pried open the hatch and slipped inside.  
 
   Ivan could block the stench, but crawling bugs were another matter.  Matt wasn't going to sit on the mealy remains of the cushions no matter what, and the compartment was difficult to position himself in otherwise.  
 
   "Where did we leave off?"
 
   Ivan provided an arrow and Matt placed his palm a centimeter from the interior wall, then slowly moved in a search pattern.  
 
   "Anything?" Matt asked.
 
   "DNA matches for native vegetation and animal life, also fragments that match your own genome with previously cataloged alterations."
 
   "Keep looking."
 
   Eventually Matt got bored, and came up for fresh air.  Carrot was standing in the meadow, gathering parachute fabric.  
 
   "How did you find me?"
 
   She pointed at her nose.  "You didn't mention this other vehicle."
 
   "One of the three OSVs was missing when I came aboard the station.  Since mine was programmed to land here, I figured the other one was around here somewhere too.”
 
   "Is that the one used by your brother?"
 
   “I wish you'd all stop calling him that.”
 
   “Matt, if you think about it, he is closer than a brother, even a twin.”
 
   “We stopped having anything in common hundreds of years ago.”
 
   “What were you doing in the vehicle just now?”
 
   “Scanning for DNA traces.  On the remote chance it was someone else who came here.  But no, it's him, and the degradation curve agrees with an arrival a century ago.”
 
   "And you haven't found any messages?"
 
   "Nope.  Sometimes archival clones don't want to deal with their templates.”
 
   She finished folding the parachute and set it on the grass.  Somehow her dress had managed to stay clean.  She faced to the northwest.  
 
   "When you take the airship, will you be hunting for him?" 
 
   “You are good at guessing.”
 
   “It's obvious.  Sooner or later, we shall have to deal with the Pandoras, and your . . . clone . . . may be the one person who knows how.”
 
   “Well, it's not a personal quest.”
 
   "Do you know where he is?"
 
   "If he's still alive . . . I might know . . . maybe . . . but not exactly."
 
   "Matt, that seems a long way of saying you don't know."
 
   "Well, to explain, we'll have to link."
 
   She assented.  He jumped off the sphere, slogged through the water, held out his hand.  She bowed and he touched her head.  
 
   They stood in dark limbo, looking upon a satellite view that encompassed the better part of a hemisphere.  
 
   "I do not recognize either Britan or Rome," she said.
 
   "This view is of the other side of the world.  Pretty much the same as this side.  Lots of islands with volcanoes and vegetation and animals.  Even some villages.  Nothing unusual, right?  Now let's watch this clip from a few days ago."
 
   The image shimmered to a closer view of the sea.  A schooner was tacking westward.  It passed beneath a cloud.  A long moment transpired, and it didn't emerge.
 
   "Did it sink?"
 
   "No, it crossed from our side of the world to the other, and it got pixelated.  And it's not that one ship, it happens all the time.  And ships appear from nothing, coming from the other side."
 
   "An illusion, then.  But how?"
 
   "Basically, the satellite camera telemetry is routed through Herman's computer system for image enhancement.  Someone altered the image processing software to superimpose fake images."
 
   "It seems very elaborate."
 
   "Actually, every neural implant like Ivan has real-time augmented-reality software to allow the host to block things he doesn't want to see and add things he does.  Someone must have uploaded that software to the station computer system.  It would require hardware resets, though, which means whoever did it was aboard the station.  That points to my clone again."  
 
   "But why would he wish to disguise half the planet?"
 
   "We're going to use the airship to find out."
 
   "You have half a planet to search, and it will take time even by air."  She folded her arms and made a firm nod.  "For the safety of your expedition, I must come with you."
 
   "No."  
 
   He withdrew his hand, and they were back in the meadow by the pond.  The resolution in Carrot's expression was more intense in reality, and her arms really were folded.  
 
   "You know I can fight better than all of you combined!"
 
   "That's why you're needed here."
 
   "You are not making sense!"
 
   "Follow me."
 
   He led her into the woods, and in the shade approached a small mound, into which a door-sized hole had been dug.  He walked down the steps, and she hesitatingly followed.  In the dimness, Ivan adjusted Matt's vision and cat-genes adjusted Carrot's.  The air was cool, the floor was damp, the walls covered with moss.  Against the far end rose an altar-like platform.
 
   Carrot gasped.  "It's like the Pandora room on the Isle of Sisters!"
 
   "Ivan scanned DNA traces that could only have come from seeder probe spores.  This is where her mentors kept the Pandora of Britan."
 
   "Where is she now?"
 
   "Best guess, still somewhere in Britan."  He put his arms on her shoulders and gazed directly into her eyes.  "Carrot, that's why you need to be here – to fight the Romans and Sisters so that they won't get to the Box that was here.  And while you're doing that, I need to go to the other side of the world and look for him."
 
   She backed out of his reach and stared at the altar.  She stood motionless for a long time.  Then she sighed deeply.  
 
   "You say it so casually."
 
   "Huh?  What do you mean?"
 
   "'I need to go to the other side of the world.'  Yes, for you, that distance is nothing!"  She trembled and clenched her fists.  "Sometimes, Matt . . . it's truly hard not to despise you!" 
 
   She rushed out of the chamber.  He followed her to the meadow.  She was weeping, and glared at his approach.  Then her eyes registered surprise.
 
   "You're crying too?" she said.  "I thought Ivan controlled your feelings."
 
   "How would you know what – never mind."  He took her hands and drew a long breath.  "Ivan doesn't control my thoughts or my emotions, and what I'm thinking and feeling right now is that I'm going to miss you a lot."
 
   She said very quietly,  "I will miss you too."
 
   They closed eyes and touched foreheads.  Ivan waited for a request to link, but they simply stood and leaned against each other.  
 
   Matt said softly,  "Carrot, you're my best friend.  I don't think I even knew how deep a friendship could be until I met you.  But I have to go and you have to stay, because that's the only way we can be together for good."
 
   She laughed amid her tears.  "You always find the stupidest way of making sense."  
 
   Matt wiped his tears and took her hands again.  They attempted eye contact but somehow couldn't synchronize.  Then they simply leaned shoulder to shoulder, breathing against the other's neck.  
 
   "Carrot," he whispered.  "Arcadia."
 
   "Matt," she whispered.  "Mattimeo."
 
   "Princess of North Umbrick."
 
   "Wizard from Earth."
 
   He stroked her brown hair and proclaimed,  "Queen of Catapults!"
 
   "Ha, you heard of that!"  She hugged him tight, and smiled into his eyes.  "I'll have to conceive a title for you.  How about, 'Healer of Hangovers?'"
 
   Matt wrestled against a smile.  Before he replied, though, Ivan interjected:  
 
   "Matt, you wanted to know.  The airship engines have started."
 
   They heard the hum of the engines echo against the forest and faced northwest.  The airship grandly ascended over the trees and hovered beneath billowing clouds like a calf among its herd.  With silvery sides gleaming, it rotated and approached.  A face with a long white beard poked out of a gondola window, and Archimedes deliberately pointed at Matt, then at a nearby hill.  A rope ladder unwound and dangled from the rear of the gondola.  
 
   "They need me on board," Matt said.  "You want to come?"
 
   "I – I should return to the field."
 
   "See you this evening, then."
 
   They parted, but their fingers were still intertwined.  Matt extricated his hand.  She wasn't squeezing, but it was hard to let go.
 
   He looked back as he started off, and said, "We aren't leaving for days yet.  This is just a test flight.  It's just going to be this afternoon, for a little while."
 
   "Yes," Carrot said. "For a little while."
 
   For a moment they silently faced one another, and then Matt turned and walked away.
 
   With props sculling, the airship was carried by the breeze and drifted over the hilltop, the bottom of the swaying ladder raking the grass.  Matt ran to catch up.  He realized he wasn't going to make it.
 
   "Ivan, hypermode!"
 
   “Matt, it will take three minutes for – “
 
   "Oh, forget it!”    
 
   He sprinted with all his will and heart and grabbed the ladder as the airship reached the downward slope.  Then, beneath his feet, the world slipped away.  
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